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1. Partnerships  

This guidance has been written for alternative provision (AP) free school proposers in England who 

are seeking to submit an AP free school proposal bid to the Department for Education (DfE). The 

application window opened on 28th November 2022 and final applications must be submitted by 17th 

February 2023.  

This guidance should be used in conjunction to the guidance and criteria issued by the DfE for the AP 

free school wave. This wave is based on a partnership model and this guidance aims to support 

partnership working by asking potential members to work collaboratively to determine your goals, 

aims and vision for this stage of the free school journey. 

Please note, this guidance document does not contain an exhaustive list of advice or actions that 

should be completed while forming a partnership. Instead, it acts a template, grounded in the idea 

that each free school application and partnership is unique. As such, members should tailor the initial 

meetings according to their priorities, strategies, and the local context.   

  

https://www.createschools.co.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apply-to-open-an-alternative-provision-free-school/how-to-apply-to-set-up-an-alternative-provision-free-school
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2. Initial Engagement 

In preparation for the first initial meeting, or during the initial phase of partnership forming, 

prospective members may wish to: 

• Undertake research on the local community, need for an AP school in the local area/s, 

understand demographics and pupil cohort 

• Understand the current commissioning and funding model used for AP within the local 

authority 

• Undertake community/stakeholder mapping  

• Research potential sites 

• Understand how a new AP will fit into, and support, the local high needs strategy  

• Undertake initial community engagement to understand appetite for a new free school in 

the area  

• Visit existing AP free schools or alternative provision/PRUs in the local/surrounding areas.  

The DfE is seeking bids which demonstrate a strong strategic case for why a new AP free school is 

needed, alongside demonstrating value for money and financial viability. As such, it is important that 

the bid is data-driven and grounded in research and evidence from the onset.  

Establishing a school as part of a collaborative effort requires building strong foundations and 

problem-solving efficiently to ensure the success of the new school. During the initial meetings, you 

may wish to dedicate some time to determine the motivations, goals and methods of working that 

the partnership wishes to pursue. You should ensure that these goals are in line with the DfE’s 

SEND/AP Green Paper commitments, which can be found here. 

It is important to consider that the average free school project takes 3-5 years to open once it has 

been approved. You should review the DfE’s pre-opening guide which outlines the process proposer 

groups will follow, if successful at application stage. As prospective members, it is important to discuss 

your capacity and long-term commitment to the free school while it is in pre-opening and once it is 

established and open.  

2.1 Create Schools Support 

Create: Schools is here to provide expert guidance and support to ensure partnerships submit a high-

quality bid which meets the published criteria. Our Advisors have long-standing experience supporting 

https://www.createschools.co.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/send-review-right-support-right-place-right-time
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/free-school-pre-opening-guide
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proposers and free schools in all stages of the new school journey. Our 

support includes access to a named Advisor, section and full-application bid reviews, high-quality and 

efficient feedback, access to our diagnostic tool and resources, access to our experienced external 

associates and partners, data analysis and AP need maps, partnership-forming workshops, and much 

more.   

If you would like to find out more about our support, please get in touch using our initial engagement 

form. Alternatively, you can contact us via our website here. You can find further resources on the AP 

free school wave, including a template support plan, on our website here.  

 
  

https://www.createschools.co.uk/
https://customervoice.microsoft.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=WH-wQVPkIU-TNr7TeFhZUfJsfGfrcCZFq__X5GhoZCBURFVFMkFSNDhDVFdXMjFRMUpJUDJZNzA2UC4u
https://customervoice.microsoft.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=WH-wQVPkIU-TNr7TeFhZUfJsfGfrcCZFq__X5GhoZCBURFVFMkFSNDhDVFdXMjFRMUpJUDJZNzA2UC4u
https://www.createschools.co.uk/contact
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3. Partnership Considerations 

3.1 Questions for the Trust 

If you are a trust or existing education provider, the following questions are designed to serve as 

prompts for an initial conversation with the local authority. Your initial meeting will provide a sense 

of the local authority’s interest in an AP free school and the ways they would prefer to work with a 

partner. 

Considerations Response  
What are the priorities for the local authority in terms of improving AP?  

Where does the local authority see the need for AP (e.g., long term 
placements, or at the early intervention level)? 

 

When working with a trust, what are the local authority’s priorities?  

What can your trust/school bring to the local authority in terms of 
vision, expertise and track record? 

 

Is the local authority in conversation with any other potential partners 
at this stage? 

 

Are there other key stakeholders (charities, parent/carer forums etc.) 
that you or the LA would be interested in working with in this 
partnership 

 

Does the LA know of interest in commissioning places from any other 
LA? 

 

Do you have any anecdotal evidence or data about the need that could 
supplement the LA’s data about the need for an AP? 

 

 

3.2 Data from the Local Authority  

• Before approaching the bid, it is important to engage with the relevant data. The LA will 

have the most accurate and up-to-date data regarding: 

• pupil place planning 

• migration and immigration rates 

• out of borough placements  

• cost of taxis/transport arrangements  

• housing development plans 

• pipeline projects  

• exclusion rates and exclusion processes  

• commissioning models and arrangements  

https://www.createschools.co.uk/
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• high needs budget and budgets allocated for EHCP/AP support  

• data related to local schools and school performance.  

The LA will be a primary partner in the partnership and, as such, it is important to acquire the 

appropriate data and establish or supplement the trust’s existing understanding of need. The above 

data should form a strong basis for the bid to ensuring the DfE’s criteria points are being met. 

Once you have acquired the data mentioned above, it is important to outline what the trust’s vision 

is, regarding membership of the partnership, and whether all the parties share this vision. 

 

3.3 Information from the Trust 

As an LA, it is important to approach partnership building with a strong understanding of what 

qualities and expertise is needed to open and run a successful free school. To meet the criteria set out 

by the DfE, some key qualities to look for include, although are not limited to: 

• Strong financial situation and financial viability  

• Good governance that is compliant with the Governance Handbook  

• Good educational performance in the trust’s existing schools  

• Expertise related to working with the projected pupil cohort I.e. therapy, reintegration, 

external support services, personalised curriculum pathways 

• Good community relations  

• Strong growth strategy  

• Experience of partnership working  

• Experience of alternative provision/alternative education.  

You can undertake multiple methods to choose a lead applicant, tailoring them according to the 

context and needs of your LA. Some examples of methods include, though are not limited to: 

• Screening process  

• Asking trusts to submit a one-page document outlining their expertise and vision  

• Engagement event/s to network  

• Social media campaign  

• Informal discussions 

• Interview/selection process 

https://www.createschools.co.uk/
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• Discussions with LAs who have established AP schools in 

previous waves 

• Establish a matrix/criteria document to assess prospective lead trusts. 

 

Considerations Response  

What are our values?  

What are our roles?  

How should we communicate with each other?  

What are the metrics of successful partnership working?  

What do we hope this AP free school can achieve?  

How should we navigate different viewpoints and visions?  

What has motivated us to establish an AP free school?  

What expectations do we have of each other?  

What are the benefits of partnership working?  

What are the challenges of partnership working?   

What strategies should we establish to ensure we can mitigate or resolve any 
challenges we encounter? 

 

Who are we, as members, accountable to in this partnership?  

How can we ensure we are working towards our goal?  

What infrastructures/governance can we establish to review our partnership 
working? 

 

What behaviours/actions can result in the removal of a member from our 
partnership? 

 

How can we support each other outside of our work on the AP free school 
bid? 

 

 

3.4 Communication Considerations 

During the initial stage of partnership forming, it is also important to discuss what practical 

considerations will be put in place to ensure efficient and effective communication. You could set 

aside 30 minutes to an hour to complete the checklist below.  

The checklist is non-exhaustive and should be tailored according to the context, needs and goals of 

the prospective members. 

Considerations Response  

Who will organise the meetings/send meeting invites?  

Will the meetings be in person or online?  

https://www.createschools.co.uk/
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Who will chair the meetings?  

How will members communicate in between meetings?  

What are the preferred lengths/durations of meetings?  

Who will take minutes?  

What are the preferred days/times of meetings?  

Where will minutes/information/research be stored?  

Which individuals will represent each member organisation?  

Which platforms will the members communicate on?  

Which individuals will attend Create: Schools meetings?  

How will members navigate potential conflict/differing opinions?  

How will the roles, responsibilities and commitments of each member be 
documented? 

 

Which individuals will represent the partnership when communicating with 
external stakeholders? 

 

In the instance where a dispute cannot be resolved, is there a member who 
can make the final decision? 

 

What procedures will be established to withdraw from the partnership, if 
necessary?  

 

Is it a requirement for all members to attend each meeting?  

 

 

  

https://www.createschools.co.uk/
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4. DfE Guidance: Running a school through 

partnership 

By cooperating, universities, independent schools, and state-funded institutions can all gain by sharing 

their expertise, resources, and information. 

You might already be collaborating with other colleges, universities, or schools in your community or 

elsewhere through official networks, and you wish to strengthen your current relationships. 

The DfE recommends using a diagram to outline your partnership, a template can be found here: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file

/919362/Model_diagrams_school_partnerships.docx  

Partner schools are urged to formalise their agreements in order to make the activities and advantages 

clear to all parties. Evidence demonstrates that formal agreements between partners lead to more 

effective and long-lasting collaborations. To assist you in doing this, use our sample memorandum of 

agreement (MOU) and instructions. 

4.1 Benefits of a MOU 

On accountability and governance, it provides: 

• clarity for all partners about what each is putting in, what each is getting out and the 

timeframe for doing so 

• the opportunity for governing boards to scrutinise and sign off on a tangible body of work 

– this can be helpful for gaining governor support and sustaining this through any changes 

to the personnel of the governing bodies 

• a document that can be shared with school leaders, parents and other school community 

stakeholders to give clarity about what the partnership involves, and how their school is 

benefiting from and contributing to the partnership 

On sustainability, it provides: 

• a tool for integrating the partnership into the strategy and ethos of the school 

• an opportunity to safeguard the partnership by ensuring orderly transitions through staff 

changes 

https://www.createschools.co.uk/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/919362/Model_diagrams_school_partnerships.docx
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/919362/Model_diagrams_school_partnerships.docx
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• an opportunity to build a shared responsibility for delivery, 

ensuring that workload does not fall on a small number of individuals 

On evaluation, it provides an opportunity to build impact evaluation into the partnership from the 

outset and setting out clearly the achievements it hopes to realise. 

4.2 Points to consider 

• A MOU is not legally binding. It is a statement of serious intent – agreed voluntarily by 

equal partners – of the commitment, resources, and other considerations that each of the 

parties will bring. It has moral force but does not create legal obligations. 

• There is no ‘one size fits all’. The content of each MOU is entirely up to the parties 

involved. The language and level of detail used will also depend on the structure of the 

partnership and the relative formality that partners prefer 

4.3 Drafting a MOU 

The accompanying template should be used as a guide - not a prescriptive document. 

The DfE’s recommended template can be found here: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file

/739977/Memorandum_of_understanding.docx  

Section 1: Background. This section should explain the problem, issue or opportunity that the 

partnership will help to improve. It should affirm that it is an equal partnership for the mutual benefit 

of all parties involved. This is important for the sustainability of the relationship between partners. 

Reasons for forming a partnership include to: 

• significantly improve educational outcomes for local pupils – for example, in maths and 

science 

• address shortage subjects by sharing teaching capacity 

• raise academic attainment 

• improve the governance of local schools 

Section 2: Partnership aims and objectives. This section explains what the partnership intends to 

achieve. 

https://www.createschools.co.uk/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/739977/Memorandum_of_understanding.docx
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/739977/Memorandum_of_understanding.docx
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The aim (2.1) should be a clearly worded and brief mission statement that 

captures exactly what the partners hope to accomplish by working together. It should be concise 

enough to be reproduced on documents and materials related to the partnership in future. 

The objectives (2.2) are the vital part of the agreement that will ultimately allow partners to measure 

the impact and gauge whether it has been a success. When setting objectives, it may be helpful to 

consider the SMART approach (specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and time bound). 

 

Section 3: Partnership activities. This section outlines activities that partners will take forward to 

achieve their objectives. To ensure that the partnership is sustainable into the future, consideration 

should only be given to activities that schools have the capacity to deliver. If there is not capacity for 

an activity it should not be included.  

The timeframe for delivering activities should be made clear in this section (3.2). A commencement 

date should also be explicit, including any ‘pilot’ phase. 

Partners should schedule ‘review points’ (3.3). These will help to ensure that activities are delivered 

as agreed, and that they can evolve and adapt according to what works. 

Importantly, review points should challenge whether activities are having the desired impact and 

assess whether allocated resources are proportionate to outcomes. 

 

Section 4: Monitoring 

Monitoring is essentially about accountability and performance against milestones. It is informed by 

data and information gathered in the day-to-day operation of the partnership. This is distinct from 

impact evaluation, which is predominantly concerned with evidencing outcomes and impact once 

activity is complete. 

In this section, schools may want to include the sources of data and information that they will use to 

monitor progress. 

Section 5: Impact evaluation 

This section should include the impact you intend to see and the approach you will take to measure 

whether it has been achieved. 

https://www.createschools.co.uk/
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The objectives outlined in section 2 should be used to measure success. 

Section 6: Designated partnership leads 

Partnership leads should be senior members of staff, such as deputy heads, as they will need to have 

the authority to drive forward the work. We have seen the strongest examples of partnership working 

where the lead is part of the senior management team. 

This section should outline the responsibilities of the designated leads and leave no doubt about their 

role in driving forward progress. Some schools may also want to include specific outputs, such as 

annual reports. 

Section 7: Partnership governances and oversight 

It will be up to each partnership to determine the formality of this section. Some partnerships may 

want to adopt a firm governance structure, while others may prefer to embrace a more informal 

arrangement. It may also work to leave most of this section out of the MOU and instead create a 

‘terms of reference’ for a committee. 

Some partnerships – especially those involving multiple schools – may choose to set up a joint 

‘partnership committee’ made up of the designated leads discussed in section 6. It should report into 

governing boards to ensure effective oversight. This committee should be given clear responsibilities, 

such as: 

• ensuring the delivery of activities 

• exploring expansion opportunities 

• being empowered to deal with issues or delivery concerns as they arise 

This section may also want to consider how each institution intends to bind the partnership into the 

fabric of their community. One option (shown in the example below), might be to encourage schools 

to weave the partnership into individual School Development Plans. 

Section 8: Financial contributions 

Some partnerships choose to set up funds to ensure that the logistics of activities are fully covered or 

to ensure that all pupils, especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds, can participate in paid 

events. Some larger partnerships employ a co-ordinator, whose salary is funded jointly by the schools. 

https://www.createschools.co.uk/
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If applicable, this section should be used to outline any financial 

contributions to be made by partner schools. 

Section 9: Disclaimer 

This section reinforces the point that a MOU is not a legally binding document; it is a statement, agreed 

voluntarily by equal partners, of the commitment to work together for the benefit of their pupils and 

communities. 

Signing a MOU does not constitute the creation of a legal entity or give anyone within the partnership 

the authority to make binding commitments on behalf of other schools. 

Further support 

If you require any further support, please get in touch with one of our advisors at Create: Schools. 

https://www.createschools.co.uk/
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