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1. Purpose

1.1 Role of the Steering Group

The Academies Finance and Assurance Steering Group (Steering Group) has been
created to enable the Department for Education (DfE) and academy trusts to work
collaboratively to:

e ensure there is a robust and proportionate financial governance, reporting and
assurance framework for the sector

e develop related products

e provide a forum for DfE to consult on its wider strategic aims

The Steering Group will:

e drive improvements to meet the needs of the academy sector in ensuring high
standards of accountability and transparency in the use of public funds
e operate on the basis of these agreed terms of reference

1.2 Objectives

The Steering Group will:

e contribute to the development of the academy trusts’ financial governance,
management, reporting and assurance framework and lead the development of
improved financial returns, consolidation and sector reporting, and risk assurance
requirements to minimise administrative burdens on academy trusts

e focus on improving school resource management and balancing minimum
administrative requirements with the need to ensure accountability and assurance
to academy trusts and DfE

e act as the sector body responsible for nominations to the Local Government
Pension Scheme (LGPS) Advisory Board, including its subcommittees and
consider LGPS issues affecting the academies sector

e take account of relevant requirements of other stakeholders including HM
Treasury, the National Audit Office and bodies responsible for LGPS

e horizon scan to consider the implications of new areas of policy and delivery and
the long term aims of academy trust reporting



1.3 Scope

The Steering Group will encompass all activities required to deliver an agreed
programme of work. It will provide governance and decision making for the successful
collective delivery of the agreed work plan in its entirety.

The Steering Group will make recommendations to DfE and will:

e receive and disseminate advice on matters affecting financial governance,
reporting and assurance within the academy sector

e provide advice on the practical implications of policy development within the
academy sector

e comment upon strategic matters relating to financial governance and assurance
within the academy sector

e agree and monitor a work programme to achieve continuous improvement

e set up working groups, which include named representatives from DfE to focus on
specific areas of work, for example the Academy Trust Handbook, Academies
Accounts Direction and Accounts Return, Academies Framework and Guide for
External Auditors, which will be brought to the Steering Group for comment and
recommendation for approval, also to focusing on LGPS issues

e maintain reporting and communication lines with working groups, through working
group chairs, supported by DfE nominated leads

e enable working groups to make recommendations to DfE, through the Steering
Group

e take ownership of issues that are escalated from working groups

e approve any changes to the governance and scope of the work programme



2. Membership

2.1 Steering Group

The Steering Group includes:

e academy trust chief financial officers

e an academy trust executive principal

e representatives from overarching academy collaborative bodies and other
stakeholders

Collaborative bodies currently include:

e Association of School and College Leaders

e Catholic Education Service

e National Society for Education (Church of England)
e Confederation of School Trusts

e Institute of School Business Leadership

e National Association of Head Teachers

¢ National Governance Association

The Steering Group will be chaired by a DfE deputy director.

2.2 Working groups

Working groups will take forward detailed areas of work as directed by the Steering
Group to achieve the overall work programme. The work programme will take account of
the publishing timetable for framework documents. Working groups include academy
representatives from across the academy sector. Membership of each working group is
outlined in the appendix.

The Steering Group has four working groups to support its work programme in 2025 to
2026.

Working group 1

Focusing on:

e development ofthe Academy Trust Handbook

e fraud awareness and cyber security

e engagement with wider DfE policy developments affecting the financial
governance and management framework, including school resource management

e identifying areas for sector guidance



Working group 2

Focusing on online form development and collections, including:

accounts return

budget forecast returns

land and buildings collection tool

the academies chart of accounts and automation

Working group 3

Focusing on:

development of theAcademies Accounts Direction,Academies Model Accounts
Academies Framework and Guide for External Auditors

reviewing outcomes from the main strands of DfE assurance work
development of sector guidance and liaison with DfE to improve capability and
financial awareness amongst trusts seeking to grow

Working group 4

Focusing on:

supporting DfE’'s LGPS operational policy development

developing and publishing best practice guidance for academy trusts
supporting academy sector representatives in their roles with the LGPS Scheme
Advisory Board

increasing LGPS knowledge and engagement across the academy sector

2.3 Dependencies between groups

Each working group will have regard to the interdependencies with the other groups' work

plans.For example, the links between the Accounts Direction and the reporting
requirements in the Accounts Return for the purposes of preparing a Sector Annual
Report and Accounts.

The working groups' plans will also be complementary to the activities of wider groups

across DfE, particularly those convened to inform work on school resource management.

The working group chairs, Steering Group chair and DfE leads will ensure that their
groups have adequate sight of this wider work.

Group members are available to be consulted on matters affecting other working groups

where appropriate.



3. Conduct

3.1 Transparency and openness

The Steering Group will ensure that all matters are discussed in an open and
constructive way. Members will be responsible individually for having an up-to-date
declaration of interests lodged with the secretariat and for declaring any interests at
meetings.

3.2 Confidentiality

Members will not share any information to which they have access through their
membership of the group with other parties, other than as agreed with the chair (DfE
deputy director).

3.3 Meetings

Steering Group members should avoid delegating attendance at meetings unless it is
unavoidable. Where deputies attend, they will be expected to have authority to represent
their organisation.

Additional attendees may be asked to contribute to Steering Group meetings to provide
specialist advice within their area of expertise. Requests for non-Steering Group
members to attend Steering Group will be at the discretion of the Steering Group chair.

The Steering Group will meet 4 times a year to coincide with the programme of work.
Meetings may be convened on a more regular basis at the discretion of the chair. There
will be a focus at meetings on both strategic policy developments and operational impact,
as appropriate. The chairs and leads of the working groups will meet with the Chair of the
Steering Group to discuss and agree an agenda for each Steering Group meeting.

Meetings will include:

e welcome from the chair and summary of key objectives for the meeting
e declarations of interest

e review of progress from each working group

e decisions needed

e any other business

If a member does not attend 3 consecutive meetings without sending apologies, they will
be asked if they wish to continue as a member.



If a member of the Steering Group or a working group changes role, they should advise
the appropriate chair of the change. The chair will then consider whether the individual's
membership should continue.

These attendance protocols shall also be applied to the working groups.

3.4 Expenses

Steering Group and working group members may claim reasonable travel expenses for
attendance at any meetings which are held in person and should ensure that claims are
submitted to DfE within 2 months of expenses being incurred.

DfE will reimburse claims on receipt of an invoice detailing the claimant's:

e nName
e academy details
e travel expenses incurred

Claimants should ensure that reasonable costs are incurred, ensuring value for money.
For example when travelling by rail you should:

e travel by second class
e use the most cost-effective route
e pre-book your tickets in advance

Claims should be emailed to the working group secretariat lead.

3.5 Reporting and secretariat

The Steering Group will receive an agenda, minutes and any supporting papers for
information or decision.

Following Steering Group meetings, minutes and actions will be issued to Steering Group
members and other stakeholders as required.

Steering Group members will receive 5 working days to comment on the minutes.
Minutes from working group meetings will be distributed to Steering Group members.

The secretariat plays a key role in the smooth running of meetings and supporting the
work of the Steering Group.

The secretariat will be undertaken by DfE to ensure:

e an agenda is agreed by the chair 5 working days in advance of the meeting
e papers are circulated to all attendees 3 working days in advance of the meeting



e draft minutes, action points and any other relevant papers are circulated to the
attendees and relevant stakeholders within 10 working days following the Steering
Group
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