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Summary
There has been a succession of high-profile academy failures that have been costly to
the taxpayer and damaging to children’s education. Some academy trusts have misused
public money through related-party transactions and paying excessive salaries. At
Durand Academy Trust and Bright Tribe Trust, there were serious failures of governance
and oversight. This cannot be allowed to happen again – governance at academy trusts
needs to be stronger and the Department for Education’s (the Department’s) oversight
and intervention needs to be more rigorous. The Education and Skills Funding Agency
(the ESFA) is taking steps to control executive pay and related party transactions, but
these actions are as yet unproven and in isolation will not prevent abuse. We expect to
return to these issues in future.
Academy trusts are now responsible for educating nearly half of all children in statefunded schools in England, but they are not sufficiently transparent or accountable to
parents and local communities. Parents and local people have to fight to obtain even
basic information about their children’s schools and academy trusts do not do enough
to communicate and explain decisions that affect the schools they are responsible for
and how they are spending public money. The accounts of individual academy trusts,
and for the sector as a whole, are not yet as useful and accessible to users as they should
be.
Our inquiry also reiterates concerns about the school sector as a whole which we raised
nearly two years ago and which have not been addressed. First, despite the funding
pressures the sector is facing, neither Ofsted nor the ESFA is assessing the impact of
these pressures on the quality of education and the outcomes schools achieve. Second,
almost a quarter of schools have still not provided the information that the Department
needs to understand fully the extent of asbestos in school buildings.
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Introduction
There are now around 7,500 academy schools in England, educating about 3.8 million
pupils. Academy schools are part of charitable bodies called academy trusts. Most
academy schools are in trusts that manage more than one school. Academy trusts have
more freedoms and responsibilities than local authority maintained schools. They can, for
example, set staff pay and conditions, and determine their own curriculum, and they are
directly responsible for financial as well as educational performance. Academy trusts are
directly funded by, and accountable to, the Department via the ESFA. The Department
provided funding of £20 billion to academy trusts in 2017–18.
In November 2018, the Department published the second academy sector annual report
and accounts. This consolidated the accounts of all 3,054 academy trusts and set out
the financial position and performance of the academy school sector for the academic
year from 1 September 2016 to 31 August 2017. Because of additional evidence provided
by the Department to support the recognition and valuation of land and buildings,
the Comptroller & Auditor General reduced the extent to which his audit opinion was
qualified on the 2016/17 academy sector annual report and accounts. The Department has
committed to publish the accounts for 2017/18 before the summer Parliamentary recess in
2019 and to address the remaining issues in order to achieve an unqualified audit opinion.
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Conclusions and recommendations
Academy trusts do not make enough information available to help parents
and local communities understand what is happening in individual academy
schools. We heard from witnesses from Whitehaven about the poor state of
buildings at their school, that improvement work they believed to be funded had
not been done, and that parents had to use freedom of information requests to find
out from Bright Tribe Trust what was happening at the school. They also described
how little financial information Bright Tribe made available about the school. The
accounts information available through Companies House is high-level, covering
each academy trust as a whole, and is of little use to parents and local communities
in understanding the position of individual academy schools. The Department says
that academy trusts must have a scheme of delegation, setting out which decisions
are made at school level and which at trust level, and are required to have parent
representatives on their governing bodies. However, we heard that Bright Tribe had
removed local governance and created a regional governing body for all its schools
in the north of England.

1.

Recommendation: The ESFA should include in the Academies Financial Handbook
2019 requirements for academy trusts to make available financial information at
school level and to be transparent about governance and decision-making at all
levels of the trust.
The Department is not adequately meeting the needs of users in presenting
financial information about academy trusts. We recommended in March 2018 that
the Department should publish more analysis in the academy sector annual report and
accounts, including a comparison of the financial performance of academy trusts of
different sizes and geographical areas. The Department did include some additional
analysis in the latest annual report, but not the breakdowns that we requested. It
would also be more transparent and helpful for the user if the Department were
to present separate information on certain types of academies, such as university
technical colleges. The Department presented analysis in the annual report and
accounts on academy trusts’ cumulative deficits which draws attention to how many
trusts are in significant financial distress. It should do more to explain the financial
sustainability of the academies sector as a whole, for example by presenting analysis
of trends in in-year deficits to explain whether and why a growing number of trusts
are spending more than their annual income. The Department says that it has
thought in a “user-centred way” about how to give parents, councillors and schools
performance and financial information for their school to enable them to compare
it with others. However, the accounts themselves would better support transparency
and accountability if they included more detailed analysis.

2.

Recommendation: The Department should:
•

write to us by March 2019 setting out the work it has done to understand better
who the users of the academy sector annual report and accounts are and what
information they need.
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•

The Department should include in the annual report for the academy schools
sector for 2017/18 an analysis of the financial performance of academy trusts of
different sizes and geographical locations, and an analysis of trends in trusts’
in-year deficits as well as cumulative deficits.
It is not clear to whom parents can turn when they need to escalate concerns
about the running of academy schools and academy trusts. The Department
requires academy trusts to have complaints procedures to deal with concerns that
have not been addressed, and there is a right of appeal to the Department. However,
the Department cannot confirm that appropriate arrangements for complaints are
in place in all academy trusts and acknowledges that, in the case of Bright Tribe,
they were clearly not applied. Bright Tribe had a complaints policy for Whitehaven
school, but no process for complaining about problems with the multi-academy
trust, and frequent changes of staff at the trust and school made it difficult for
parents to know who to speak to. Parents whose children are in stand-alone schools
are more likely to feel that their views are heard than those in multi-academy trusts.

3.

Recommendation: The Department should:

4.

•

by the start of the 2018/19 school year, ensure that all academy trusts have
published complaints procedures, including a named individual for parents to
escalate concerns to; and

•

by March 2019, make clear and easily accessible the name and contact details
of whom in the Department parents should turn to if their concerns are not
addressed adequately by the academy trust.
Where there have been serious failings at academy trusts the Department has not
had an effective regime to sanction the academy trustees and leaders who were
responsible. Despite a catastrophic failure of governance, the previous executive
headteacher at Durand Academy Trust is apparently entitled to a lump sum
payment which, even after a statutory inquiry by the Charity Commission, totals
£850,000. This is a shocking reward for failure. The Department has few sanctions
at its disposal to penalise those involved in malpractice. It can ban individuals from
teaching, as it did in the case of the former headteacher at Perry Beeches Academy
Trust. It can also stop individuals from being school governors but admitted that
this is very unusual. The ESFA admits that there is nothing to stop people involved
in malpractice from acting as trustees or governors elsewhere, for example at a
further education college, or from setting up businesses that could trade with the
education and training providers that it oversees and regulates. The ESFA and the
Charity Commission are investigating whether individuals involved in malpractice
could be disqualified from becoming company directors.
Recommendation: The Department should write to us by March 2019 to set out
what sanctions it has imposed to date, and explain how it plans to strengthen
the sanctions regime to deter, punish and prevent malpractice. In strengthening
the sanctions regime, the Department should work with the Charity Commission,
Companies House and the Insolvency Service.
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The ESFA is not sufficiently transparent about the results of inquiries into
concerns about the financial management and governance of academy trusts. The
ESFA regularly conducts investigations and reviews into academy trusts’ financial
management and governance. However, the results of these inquiries are not always
made public and, where they are published, there can be lengthy delays. For example,
the Department took two years to publish the results of its inquiries into concerns
about Wakefield City Academies Trust. The interim Chief Executive of Bright Tribe
told us that the ongoing investigations into the trust will be concluded by Christmas
2018 and that the trust or the ESFA will then take any necessary action. However,
we were given no assurances that the reports and the actions will be made public in
a timely way.

5.

Recommendation:

6.

•

The ESFA should publish, within two months of completing the work, the results
of its inquiries into concerns about the financial management and governance
of academy trusts.

•

On Bright Tribe specifically, the ESFA should write to us by March 2019 with
the results of the investigations that the ESFA and the trust were undertaking
when we took evidence.
Neither Ofsted nor the Education and Skills Funding Agency assesses the impact
of funding pressures on the quality of education and the outcomes schools
achieve. The Department told the Committee in early 2017 that it would gain
assurance, in part from Ofsted inspections, that schools were achieving ‘desirable’
efficiency savings, and that educational outcomes were not being adversely affected
by the need to make savings. However, Ofsted is not providing this assurance. In
June 2018, HM Chief Inspector told us that responsibility for school funding sits
with other parts of government and did not provide us with clear and direct answers
about the impact of funding pressures. In her subsequent letter in October 2018,
HM Chief Inspector said that, as funding growth has slowed, school leaders have
had to make difficult choices and work harder to balance their budgets; however,
she reported that inspectors are not seeing an impact on education standards. She
noted, however, that the current inspection framework is not designed to capture
the effects of curriculum narrowing. We understand that Ofsted and the ESFA have
started to seek to join up their work, but the Department still does not understand
the impact of funding pressures.
Recommendation: As part of its school inspections, Ofsted should examine and
report on whether the quality of education and the outcomes schools achieve are
being adversely affected by the need to make savings.

7.

Nearly a quarter of schools have still not provided the information that the
Department needs to understand fully the extent of asbestos in school buildings
and how the risks are being managed. We remain seriously concerned about the
Department’s lack of information and assurance about asbestos in school buildings –
as we first reported in April 2017. The Department launched its ‘asbestos management
assurance’ process on 1 March 2018 to collect data on how asbestos in schools is
being managed, and to provide assurance that academy trusts and local authorities
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are complying with their legal duties. The Department asked schools to respond by
31 May 2018. Due to the poor response rate, it extended the deadline to 25 June 2018
and then extended it again to 27 July 2018. Despite this, only 77% of schools have
responded and the Department has extended the deadline yet again, to 15 February
2019, to allow the remaining 23% of schools to respond. The Department says that
those schools that do not respond will be picked up in its school condition survey.
However, we are not convinced that extending the survey deadline again will result
in a much higher response rate, or that the condition survey will provide the level of
specific assurance needed about how asbestos is being managed.
Recommendation: In March 2019, the Department should name and shame those
schools which did not meet the February 2019 deadline and which have therefore
repeatedly failed to respond to its asbestos management survey.
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1 Transparency and accountability
1. On the basis of the Academy Schools Sector in England Consolidated Annual Report
and Accounts 2016/17 and our recent inquiries on schools, we took evidence from the
Department for Education (the Department) and the Education and Skills Funding
Agency (ESFA).1 We also took evidence from Bright Tribe Trust, Durand Education Trust
and Dunraven Educational Trust, and from the parent of a former pupil at Whitehaven
Academy (which has been part of Bright Tribe Trust) and a former teacher and governor
at the school. In addition, we received evidence from the Charity Commisison.
2. The academy sector in England is responsible for educating some 3.8 million pupils
(47% of the total) across around 7,500 academy schools. Academy schools are part of
charitable bodies called academy trusts. These schools are usually in trusts that encompass
more than one academy school. Academy trusts have more freedoms and responsibilities
than local authority maintained schools. They can, for example, set staff pay and
conditions, and determine their own curriculum, and they are responsible for financial as
well as educational performance. Academy trusts are directly funded by, and accountable
to, the Department via the ESFA.2 In 2017–18, the Department provided funding of £20
billion to academy trusts.3
3. In November 2018, the Department published the academy sector annual report
and accounts for the second time. This consolidated the accounts of all 3,054 academy
trusts and set out the financial position and performance of the academy school sector
for the academic year from 1 September 2016 to 31 August 2017. Because of additional
evidence provided by the Department to support the recognition and valuation of the
land and buildings used by academies, the Comptroller & Auditor General reduced the
extent to which his audit opinion was qualified on the 2016/17 accounts. The Comptroller
& Auditor General continued to qualify his opinion because the Department had not
established the extent to which it could practicably correct errors in asset balances for
earlier periods.4 The Department plans to address this issue for the 2017/18 accounts
in order to achieve an unqualified audit opinion, and has committed to publish these
accounts before Parliament’s summer recess in 2019.5

Information for parents and local communities
4. We asked about academy trusts’ accountability to parents and local communities.
The Department acknowledged that parents should have the information they need
to understand how academy trusts spend money, including the extent to which trusts
aggregate resources to provide services across all of their schools.6
1
2
3
4

5
6

Department for Education, Academy Schools Sector in England Consolidated annual report and accounts for the
year ended 31 August 2017, Session 2017–19, HC 1701, 6 November 2018
Report by the Comptroller and Auditor General, Converting maintained schools to academies, Session 2017–19,
HC 720, 22 February 2018
Department for Education, Consolidated annual report and accounts for the year ended 31 March 2018, HC
1288, 23 July 2018
Department for Education, Academy Schools Sector in England Consolidated annual report and accounts for the
year ended 31 August 2017, Session 2017–19, HC 1701, 6 November 2018, The Certificate of the Comptroller and
Auditor General to the House of Commons, pp 61–62
Qq 241, 246
Qq 254, 372–373
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5. One witness who was previously a teacher and governor at Whitehaven Academy
described how, before the school became an academy, she would receive detailed
information on all the money spent in the school. In contrast, under Bright Tribe, the
finance report was just “half a sheet of A4”.7 Academy trusts have to file audited annual
accounts with Companies House, but this information is high-level covering each trust
as a whole; it does not show sufficient detail about individual schools.8 The interim
Chief Executive Officer at Bright Tribe Trust told us that she or the trust’s interim chief
accounting officer would provide information about the finances of the schools within the
trust if requested, and would do their best to answer questions promptly.9
6. We heard concerns from the witnesses from Whitehaven about the state of their
school buildings and the lack of maintenance, including windows that did not shut or
were bolted shut because they were not safe and flooded playing fields. The witnesses told
us that they did not know why improvement work had not been done, despite projects such
as drainage and day-to-day maintenance being funded. They said that the headteacher
had not been able to provide answers and parents had to use freedom of information
requests to the trust to find out what was happening.10 The interim Chief Executive Officer
at Bright Tribe Trust said that, before her arrival, headteachers of the schools within the
trust had been “cut out of the loop” in making decisions about health and safety or fire risk
assessment, and the trust had not provided them with any information. She told us that
the headteachers had now been given control over their money, buildings and facilities.11
7. The Department told us that governing bodies of multi-academy trusts are required
to have parent representatives, either at trust board level or at individual school level.12
Academy trusts must also put in place a proper scheme of delegation, setting out
which decisions are made at school level and which at trust level.13 The witnesses from
Whitehaven described how Bright Tribe had removed local governance and created a
governing body for all of its schools in the north of England. One witness told us that, as
there was no Whitehaven representative on the regional group and because of delays in
issuing minutes, they had not known what the group was doing.14 We also heard that one
witness had to send a freedom of information request to find out about the regional group
and who sat on it.15

Financial information about the academy sector
8. We recommended in March 2018 that the Department should publish more analysis
in the academy sector annual report and accounts for 2016/17, including a comparison of
the financial performance of academy trusts of different sizes and geographical areas.16
The Department did include additional analysis, for example comparing the performance
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16

Qq 188–189
Department for Education, Academy Schools Sector in England Consolidated annual report and accounts for the
year ended 31 August 2017, Session 2017–19, HC 1701, 6 November 2018
Qq 66–72
Qq 187, 193
Q 82
Qq 375–377
Q 345
Qq 188, 194
Q 219
Q 270; Committee of Public Accounts, Academy school finances, Thirtieth Report of Session 2017–19, 30 March
2018
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of disadvantaged pupils with pupils as a whole,17 but we note that it did not provide
the breakdowns that we requested. The Department said that it was willing to provide
different analysis, for example it could separate out university technical colleges.18 In
written evidence provided after the session, the Department noted that it was considering
how best to integrate further data into the annual report and accounts.19
9. The Department also noted that the academy sector annual report and accounts was
not the only way that it published performance information. It said that it had thought
in a “user-centred way” about how to give parents, councillors and schools performance
and financial information for their school and to compare it with others. The Department
highlighted that, as well as the information in the annual report and accounts, it made
information on academy schools and academy trusts available through online annexes to
the accounts and in other ways such as a benchmarking tool which enabled schools to see
how their spending compares with similar schools.20
10. The Department presented analysis in the annual report and accounts showing that
185 academy trusts (5.9% of trusts) had cumulative deficits totalling £65 million as at
31 August 2017, an increase of £15 million since 2016. The deficits may have built up over
a number of years since the inception of each of these academies. We also asked about the
number of academy trusts with in-year deficits. The Department told us that it had not
included in-year deficits in the accounts as trusts may decide to spend more than their
income in a particular year, for example for a capital purchase, resulting in an in-year
deficit. It noted that trusts could build up reserves to cover in-year deficits. The Department
said that an in-year deficit in one year was not an indicator of the financial health of the
sector. However, the ESFA confirmed that it would be concerned if a trust had two or
three consecutive years of in-year deficits, particularly if these were unplanned.21

Escalating concerns about the running of academies
11. The Department confirmed that academy trusts are required to have complaints
procedures to deal with concerns that have not been addressed, and that there is a right
of appeal to the Department. It also told us that, if parents were concerned about the
governance of academy trusts, they should raise this with the parent representatives on
the governing body, and could then write to the Department.22 However, the Department
could not confirm that the arrangements for complaints were always applied in all academy
trusts, and agreed that, in the case of Whitehaven and Bright Tribe, the arrangements had
clearly not been applied.23
12. One of the witnesses from Whitehaven told us that people at the trust and at the
school changed frequently, so it was difficult for parents to know whom to speak to about
an issue. In addition, she said that Bright Tribe had no process for complaining about the
multi-academy trust. The trust’s complaints policy was for raising issues about individual
schools, but if the problem was with the trust’s management there was no mechanism for
17
18
19
20
21
22
23

Qq 251–253
Qq 270–273
Department for Education and the Education and Skills Funding Agency (AAP0002)
Q 273, 314
Qq 308–313; Department for Education, Academy Schools Sector in England Consolidated annual report and
accounts for the year ended 31 August 2017, Session 2017–19, HC 1701, p. 15
Qq 345; 375–377; 382
Q 345
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raising concerns.24 The witness also told us that when she contacted the Department’s
regional schools commissioner to raise concerns about Bright Tribe, the regional schools
commissioner had replied that she was working with the trust and did not offer to meet.
We heard that the regional schools commissioner had subsequently met Whitehaven
representatives, after it had been decided to re-broker the academy to another trust.25
13. In written evidence, Parentkind highlighted that parents whose children are in standalone schools are more likely to feel that their voice is heard than those academy schools
in multi-academy trusts or those local authority maintained schools in federations.
Parentkind noted that this may be a sign that a federated governance structure makes it
harder for parents to feel that their views on their child’s education are heard at school
level.26

24
25
26

Q 204
Qq 207–208
Parentkind, Annual Parent Survey 2018, accessed in January 2019
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2 Oversight of academies and other
schools
14. In March 2018, we recommended that the Department needed to tighten the controls
around related party transactions and do more to challenge academy trusts that were
paying excessive salaries.27 The ESFA told us that it had subsequently thought hard about
how to strengthen the arrangements for related party transactions in a way that would
work. It had decided to put in place a more rigorous system from April 2019 – trusts
would have to declare every single related party transaction and to seek approval for
those transactions over £20,000.28 The ESFA noted that, depending on how this worked
in practice, the level at which approval was needed might be reduced or increased. It also
said that it was putting together a specialist team to work on related party transactions,
and subsequently confirmed that the team would receive appropriate professional training
for this work.29
15. On high pay, the ESFA described how it had written to academy trusts that were
paying high salaries. The letters were founded on the principles that the ESFA expects
salary-setting to be a transparent process, and that salaries should be proportionate and
justifiable in the context of academy trusts’ status as charities and public bodies. The ESFA
told us that, in light of its letters, about a quarter of the trusts concerned had reduced their
salaries.30 It said that it had asked the remaining trusts for evidence about how salaries
had been set and the ESFA and Ministers had had conversations with some trusts about
their practices.31

Sanctioning academy trustees and leaders
16. We heard that, despite a catastrophic failure of governance, Durand Education
Trust had a considerable liability to the executive headteacher of the Durand Academy.32
This arose from a related party transaction whereby a company owned by the former
headteacher was contracted to manage the accommodation and leisure facilities on the
school site.33 The witness from Durand told us that the previous executive headteacher
was entitled to a lump sum payment when the contract was terminated. The witness said
that this payment was potentially worth £1.8 million but, after a statutory inquiry by
the Charity Commission, the trustees and previous executive headteacher had agreed to
reduce the amount to £850,000.34 The witness also told us that most of Durand Education
Trust’s income from its assets, approximately £400,000 a year, was therefore going towards
covering this payment.35
17. The Charity Commission described to us how it had intervened in relation to the
contract with the former headteacher of Durand Academy. Given its concerns that the
contract had not gone out to tender, the Charity Commission had directed the trustees
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35

Committee of Public Accounts, Academy school finances, Thirtieth Report of Session 2017–19, 30 March 2018
Qq 300–303
Qq 304–307; Department for Education and the Education and Skills Funding Agency (AAP0002)
Qq 275–278; Department for Education and the Education and Skills Funding Agency (AAP0002)
Qq 278–284
Qq 168; 49–50
Charity Commission for England and Wales, Inquiry Report Durand Education Trust, 21 October 2016
Qq 50–51; Charity Commission for England and Wales, Inquiry Report Durand Education Trust, 21 October 2016
Qq 48–50
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of Durand Education Trust to benchmark whether the payments in the contract were
reasonable. It had then ensured that the trustees capped the termination payment in line
with the benchmarking exercise. It told us that, because of its intervention, the payment
that the former headteacher received was £1 million less than it might have been.
18. The Charity Commission said that the consultants commissioned by the trustees
of Durand Education Trust had identified a number of options for benchmarking the
value created through the contract; they selected the private equity model as the most
appropriate. The Charity Commission told us that, after taking professional advice, it
had concluded that it could not direct the trustees of Durand Education Trust to use
an alternative benchmarking methodology since there were plausible reasons to use the
private equity model in this instance. It said that it might have thought that the amount
paid to the former headteacher might be lower but, if it was not outside the bounds of
reasonableness, it did not have a legal basis on which to challenge the payment.
19. We asked what sanctions the Department or the ESFA could use against chief
executives or trustees who had, for example, misused public money. The Department told
us that it could ban individuals from teaching, as it had done in the case of the former
headteacher at Perry Beeches Academy. It could also ban individuals from being school
governors, but the Department admitted that this was very unusual.36 The Department
subsequently confirmed in written evidence that it had barred a chair of governors and
the chair of a board of trustees from being in a management position in an independent
school (including academies and free schools).37
20. The ESFA acknowledged that there was nothing to stop an individual who had been
banned from being a school governor from being a governor elsewhere, for example at
a further education college. The ESFA told us that it was working to try to stop those
involved in malpractice from acting as trustees or governors elsewhere. It was looking
for a systematic way of identifying such people in case they joined other boards or set up
businesses that might trade in areas that the Department oversees and regulates. It was
working with the Charity Commission and the Insolvency Service to see if they could get
such individuals disqualified from being company directors. Overall, the ESFA said that
it believed that it was using every avenue open to it, but that it would like to test its powers
further.38
21. “The Charity Commission highlighted that the Department for Education is the
principal regulator of academy trusts, and that in practice this is managed and undertaken
by the ESFA; Parliament had determined that academy trusts should be exempt charities
and not regulated directly by the Charity Commission. It told us that in October 2017 it
had agreed a renewed memorandum of understanding with the Department, which set out
their regulatory roles and remits. It had quarterly meetings and training with departmental
staff, and was committed to ensuring that they understood their responsibilities in relation
to charity law.

36
37
38

Qq 352, 360–361
Department for Education and the Education and Skills Funding Agency (AAP0002)
Qq 353–358; Department for Education and the Education and Skills Funding Agency (AAP0002)
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Inquiries into concerns about the financial management and
governance of academy trusts
22. Where it has concerns, the ESFA conducts investigations and reviews into academy
trusts’ financial management and governance.39 For example, it conducted two
investigations into the Wakefield City Academies Trust. It published the reports of these
investigations in November 2018, even though the first investigation had been completed
in November 2016. We asked why it had taken two years to make these investigations
available to the public. The Department said that its priority had been to complete
successfully the transfer of the Wakefield City Academies Trust schools to new trusts; and
the ESFA said that it considered that the content of the investigation reports would not
necessarily aid the transition of the 21 schools. The ESFA said that it had committed to
publish the investigations once the final school had been re-brokered.40 It also explained
that, while it published investigations and financial notices to improve, it would not
normally publish the results of its monitoring work or internal reports into financial
management and governance following visits that it undertook.41
23. We heard from the interim Chief Executive Officer of Bright Tribe Academy Trust
that the trust and the ESFA had commissioned a number of investigations into spending
by the trust.42 She told us that two investigations commissioned by the trust into spending
on LED lighting and boilers at Whitehaven Academy and Fowey River Academy had been
completed. She expected that the remaining investigations, into the use of capital grants
and loans, would be completed by Christmas 2018.43 The interim Chief Executive Officer
said that she was sure that, once those investigations were completed, the trust’s board and
the ESFA would take any steps necessary.44 The Department also confirmed that, if there
was evidence of malpractice at Bright Tribe, it would try to get the funding back.45 We
asked if the investigations into Bright Tribe would be published. The trust’s interim Chief
Executive Officer did not commit to publishing the reports, stating that this was a matter
for the trust’s board and the ESFA.46

Impact of funding pressures on the quality of education
24. We first asked the Department in 2017 about the impact of funding pressures on the
quality of education and the outcomes that schools achieve. The Department told us then
that it would gain assurance, in part from Ofsted inspections, that schools were achieving
‘desirable’ efficiency savings, and that educational outcomes were not being adversely
affected by the need to make savings.47
25. When we took evidence on Ofsted’s inspection of schools in June 2018, HM Chief
Inspector told us that responsibility for school funding sat with other parts of government.
She explained that Ofsted looked at educational outcomes, and that her brief did not
39
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include matching for every school outcomes against the amount they are spending.
We asked HM Chief Inspector to write to us with her reflections on the main risks to
schools’ effectiveness and the systemic causes of poor performance, including the impact
of funding pressures.48
26. In her reply in October 2018, HM Chief Inspector told us that in recent years, as
funding growth has slowed, school leaders have had to work harder to balance their
budgets and this had necessitated some difficult choices. However, Ofsted inspectors had
not seen an impact on education standards. HM Chief Inspector also noted that the current
inspection framework was not designed to capture the effects of curriculum narrowing,
which was one of the reasons why Ofsted was proposing to revise its framework. HM
Chief Inspector committed that Ofsted would continue to monitor the situation.49
27. In June 2018, HM Chief Inspector also told us that she had begun to have conversations
with the head of the ESFA to ensure that their respective work was joined-up, but that
these discussions were at a very early stage.50 The ESFA told us that where it had financial
or governance concerns, it would routinely have conversations with Ofsted about its
assessment of risk for a particular academy trust or school. The Department said that it had
regional teams that liaised closely with Ofsted and the ESFA; they worked collaboratively
with each other where they had concerns about academy trusts’ performance or finance.51

Asbestos in school buildings
28. We recommended in 2017 that the Department should fill gaps in its knowledge
about the school estate; specifically it needed to understand the prevalence, condition and
management of asbestos.52 And in March 2018, we concluded that the Department still
did not have enough information about the extent of asbestos in schools to ensure that the
risks were being properly managed.53
29. The Department launched its ‘asbestos management assurance’ process on 1 March
2018 – this involved a survey to seek assurance that academy trusts and local authorities
are complying with their duties under the Control of Asbestos Regulations 2012.54 The
Department confirmed that, through this process, it required evidence that the responsible
body, usually the academy trust or local authority, had sought professional advice on
asbestos in its school buildings and had an up-to-date action plan that was reviewed every
two years.55
30. The Department originally asked schools to respond to its survey by 31 May 2018.
However, due to the poor response rate, it extended the deadline to 25 June 2018 and
again to 27 July 2018.56 Despite this, only 77% of schools responded to the survey.57
The Department said that it was disappointed with the response rate. We asked the
Department what action it had taken with the 23% of schools that had still not provided
48
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the information requested. The Department said that it had re-opened the survey and
extended the deadline for the third time, to 15 February 2019, to allow the remaining
schools to respond. It also told us that those schools that still failed to respond would be
picked up in its school condition survey.58 However, this survey will not be completed
until autumn 2019.59
31. In September 2018, the Department told us that it expected to publish its overall
assessment of the state of asbestos in schools, with a list of responsible bodies that had
provided an assurance declaration, in December 2018.60 It said that it now planned to
publish its overall assessment in April 2019.61
32. We asked the Department why schools had not responded to its survey. The
Department told us that schools might not have responded as this was something they
had never done before.62 We asked if publicly identifying asbestos, without the necessary
funds to deal with it, might be a contributory factor. The Department told us that it had not
identified this as an issue and that funding to deal with asbestos would be a top priority.63
33. The witness from Durand Education Trust said that asbestos only came to the
top of its agenda in 2017–18 through the due diligence work that the Harris Federation
carried out when it was considering taking on the school.64 The witness from Dunraven
Educational Trust told us that it had mainly new buildings, but that it had up-to-date
surveys and knew what needed to be done for the former Durand Academy building and
for another school that it was taking on in December 2018.65 The interim Chief Executive
Officer of Bright Tribe Trust told us that asbestos management in the trust’s schools was
not as it should have been. She said that up-to-date and rigorous asbestos management
plans were now in place across all of Bright Tribe’s schools.66
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