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The Ascent Academies' Trust

Trustees' Report for the Year Ended 31 August 2019

The Trustees present their annual report together with the financial statements and auditor's report of
the charitable company for the period 1 September 2018 to 31 August 2019. The annual report serves
the purpose of both a Trustees' report and directors' report under company law.

The Trust operates 4 special academies in the North East of England. Its Academies, spanning 3
local authorities and across 5 sites, have a combined pupil roll of approximately 689 students.

Structure, Governance and Management
Constitution

The Ascent Academies’ Trust (the “Trust”) was incorporated on 8 June 2012. It is a company limited
by guarantee with no share capital (registration number 08098007) and an exempt charity under the
Academies Act 2010. The charitable company’s Memorandum and Articles of Association are the
primary governing documents of the Ascent Trust. The charitable company is known as The Ascent
Academies’ Trust.

The Trustees of the Trust are also the directors of the charitable company for the purposes of
company law. Trustees of the charitable company are nominated by either the Secretary of State for
Education or by the members. The Ascent Academies’ Trust is a single trust muiti-academy sponsor.
In that capacity, it acts as one employer across all academies which it sponsors. The academies
forming part of the Trust during the financial year were:

Ash Trees Academy - Bowes Road, Bilingham, TS23 2BU

‘Ash Trees Academy — Rievaulx Avenue, Billingham, TS23 2BQ

. Barbara Priestman Academy - Meadowside, Spnderland, SR2 7QN
Hope Wood Academy — Crawiaw Road, Easington, SR8 3LP

New Bridge Academy Upper Site - Craigshaw Road, Sunderland, SR5 3NF (until December 2018
when the academy was transferred to Trinity Academy Trust)

Portland Academy - Weymouth Road, Sunderland, SR3 2NQ

Details of the Trustees who served during the year are included in the Reference and Administrative
Details on page 1.

Members’ Liability

Each member of the charitable company undertakes to contribute to the assets of the charitable
company in the event of it being wound up while they are a member, or within one year after they
cease to be a member, such amount as may be required, not exceeding £10, for the debts and
liabilities contracted before they ceased to be a member. p
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The Ascent Academies' Trust

Trustees' Report for the Year Ended 31 August 2019 (continued)

Trustees' Indemnities

A Trustee may benefit from any indemnity insurance purchased at the Academy Trust's expense to
cover the liability of the Trustees, which by virtue of any rule of law would otherwise attach to them in
respect of any negligence, default or breach of trust or breach of duty of which they may be guilty in
relation to the Academy Trust, provided that any such insurance shall not extend to any claim arising
from any act or omission which the Trustees knew to be a breach of trust, or breach of duty or which
was committed by the Trustees in reckless disregard as to whether it was a breach of trust or breach
of duty or not, and provided also that any such insurance shall not extend to the costs of any
unsuccessful defence to a criminal prosecution brought against the Trustees in their capacity as
Trustees of the Academy Trust.

In accordance with normal commercial practice, the Academy Trust has purchased insurance to
protect Trustees and officers from claims arising from negligent acts, errors or omissions occurring
whilst on Academy Trust business through ESFA's RPA scheme which provides cover up to
£10,000,000.

Method of Recruitment and Appointmenf or Election of Trustees

Trustees are appointed under the rules contained within the Trust's Memorandum and Articles of
Association and membership of the Board of Trustees is in accordance with the structure contained
within it. The number of Trustees and the appointments made are in line with the guidance in the
Articles of Association.

The Trustees may appoint Staff Trustees through such process as they may determine, provided that
the total number of Trustees (including the Chief Executive) who are employees of the Trust, does not
exceed one third of the total number of Trustees. There was 1 staff Trustee who served throughout
the period, this was the Chief Executive.

The Trustees make the necessary arrangements for and determine all matters relating to the election
of Parent Trustees. Parent Trustees must be a parent or an individual exercising parental
responsibility of a pupil at one of the academies at the time they were elected. There were 2 Parent
Trustees who served the during the period, of which one resigned in November 2018 and 1 was
appointed in January 2019. There is currently 1 Parent Trustee vacancy which Trustees are looking to
appoint to in the Spring term 2020, following the next annual governance review.

The Trustees may appoint co-opted Trustees. The Trustees may not co-opt an employee of the Trust
as a co-opted Trustee if thereby the number of Trustees who are employees would exceed one third
of the total number of Trustees.

The Secretary of State may appoint additional Trustees as they think fit if they have given a warning
notice and the Trustees have failed to comply, or secure compliance, with the notice to the Secretary
of State’s satisfaction, within the compliance period. The Secretary of State may also appoint
additional Trustees following an inspection by the Chief Inspector of Schools (Ofsted) where the Trust
receives a grading which amounts to a drop of two Ofsted grades.

Policies and Procedures Adopted for the Induction and Training of Trustees

All new Trustees are given an induction at the commencement of their post. The Trust performs an
annual skills audit of Trustees and, when any gaps are identified, training courses are offered to
address these issues. Statutory guidance is also adhered to and linked to relevant training in areas,
for example, Prevent and Keeping Children Safe in Education.
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The Ascent Academies' Trust

Trustees' Report for the Year Ended 31 August 2019 (continued)

The Governance structure implemented in 2017/18 continued throughout the 2018/19 academic year.
A self-review and evaluation of the effectiveness of the Board is planned be undertaken in December
2019.

One new Trustee joined the Board during 2018/19 providing additional knowledge and experience
from the legal sector. The new appointment also brings environment and sustainability knowledge and
views, further strengthening our experienced Board of Trustees.

Organisational Structure

The Board of Trustees had overall responsibility and was ultimately accountable for all the academies
within the Trust. They held to account the Chief Executive Officer (CEO), Deputy Chief Executive
(DCEO) and Executive Head Teachers. Powers were delegated from the Board via a scheme of
delegation and decision matrix which is reviewed in each of the Trust's committee meetings.

The Trustees were responsible for strategic planning, setting general policy, adopting strategic and
development plans, budget monitoring, making major decisions about the direction of the academies
and the Trust and senior staffing appointments.

The Board of Trustees and Standards Committee were responsible for the setting and review of the
curriculum, monitoring the standards and performance of each of the individual academies.

The Board of Trustees and the Finance, Risk and Resources Committee were responsible for the
financial sustainability of Trust, financial management and control, the efficient and effective use of
resources and effectively managing risk.

During 2018/19, the Executive Leadership Team consisted of the CEO, DCEO/COO and Executive
Head Teachers. The team led and managed the Trust at an executive level, steering the direction of
the academies in line with strategic plans and developing opportunities.

The Senior Leadership Teams were responsible for the day to day operation of each individual
Academy in addition to supporting the wider work and objectives of the Trust.

During the year, as part of the financial management strategy, there was a full restructure of the
Executive Leadership Team and all central services. This restructure was planned in response to the
change in the size of the Trust and to secure the financial sustainability of all academies and the Trust
overall in the future. Overall there was a reduction to the size the of Executive Team and all centrally
based services and functions.

Arrangements for Setting Pay and Remuneration of Key Management Personnel

The remuneration of the key management personnel is determined by the Pay and Review
Committee from which the CEO is excluded in relation to discussion of their remuneration. The
Committee is guided by a formal report and supported by an external HR partner ensuring that all
available relevant information is considered including legislative obligations, teaching and support pay
scales in relation to salaries and settlement levels, internal differentials, recruitment difficulties, the
proposed costs and ability to pay.

Trade Union Facility Time

In 2018/19 there were no employees of the Trust who were also union representatives. Consequently,
there is no data with regards to facility time and its associated costs to report.
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The Ascent Academies' Trust

Trustees' Report for the Year Ended 31 August 2019 (continued)

Related Parties and Other Connected Charities and Organisations

There are no related parties which either control or significantly influence the decisions and operations
of the Trust.

Objectives and Activities
Mission Statement

The principal objective of the Trust is the provision of exceptional education and support to young
people with special educational needs.

Objectives, Strategies and Activities

The Ascent Academies’ Trust was founded with the aim of developing a vision and strategic plan for
special educational needs in Sunderiand. By collaboratively working together, sharing expertise and
resources, we have improved the curriculum and outcomes for pupils across the Trust within all key
stages. .

In the past year the Trust has made progress in a number of key areas. These have included:

Supporting work to develop shared curriculum and assessment strategy providing a common
language and systems Trust wide.

During the last year, ongoing work has continued with the strengthening of the Challenge
Partner Hub network. This has developed well and is impacting on Trust practice and support

- from other senior leaders in our Quality Assurance reviews. The Peer Reviews carried out by
Challenge Partners have been really helpful in developing clarity for senior leaders about next
steps for improvement.

The Trust continues to be alert to opportunities to contribute to regional, national and
« international activity and in the future may act as a sponsor for other special schools or
academies in the region, where a carefully considered plan has been agreed.

Schools/academies that join our Trust would benefit from the mutual support and challenge
provided by the Trust. However, we are very much aware of the need to ensure that all of our
Academies continue with their improvement journey and are securely good or better. We are
currently evaluating all our academies at good or better.

We have also begun to develop a national network of partners through membership of
+  Schools North East, Challenge Partners and FLSE. The latter gives us access to the SEND
forum that is a group of leading representatives from SEND groups nationally.
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The Ascent Academies' Trust

Trustees' Report for the Year Ended 31 August 2019 (continued)

The Trust has set a number of values and guiding principles to adhere to and steer their objectives
and activities:

Values:

We have high expectations of ourselves and our pupils and celebrate our achievements.
We embrace difference, celebrate diversity and promote equality.

We continually learn in order that we can respond to the needs of our young people and we
continually improve through sharing and creating best practice models.

We build impactful collaborations in our staff team across the Trust, with parents and with
wider partnerships.

We respect each person's distinctive contribution and develop their talents and work
productively together.
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The Ascent Academies' Trust

Trustees' Report for thé Year Ended 31 August 2019 (continued)

Our aims for 2019/20 include improvements within the following areas:

High Expectations for our young people;

. Shared curriculum, assessment and reporting systems across core subjects.
. Ensuring that student well-being is of paramount importance in each academy.

To ensure that we continue to build on collaborative relationships outside of the Trust through
Challenge Partners.

To support more meaningful engagement with young people and their families in the
Education Health Care Plan and process (EHCP).

Promotion of equality and diversity;

. Work on recruitment and selection processes to collect and analyse relevant data.
. Monitor the Trust's Public Sector Equality duty and ensure that our aims are achieved.

Continuous Learning:

We will continue to deliver a range of CPD opportunities to staff at all levels in order that we
. have the right expertise in classrooms, grow future leaders and expert practitioners and meet
all our mandatory training requirements.

. Continue to provide professional development to Trustees.

. Support staff who wish to pursue post graduate courses.

Continual Improvement;

We will work closely with other special academies, regionally and nationally to |mprove our
provision through the ‘Challenge Partners’ programme.

Within the Trust we will continue the highly successful collaborative work on all aspects of
provision.

Working together productively.

The Trust is committed to supporting and listening to its staff; the third staff Health and Well-Being
survey was undertaken in the spring of 2018, with a 30% increase in replies from the previous year.
The following areas would be a focus for 2018/19;

lmprovements in staff attendance; support schemes are in place such as Occupational Health
provision, return to work meetings.

«  Well-being working groups lead by the Head of Academy in each school.
» A continued focus on work-load reduction.

- All academies working towards the ‘Better Health at Work Award-silver’.
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The Ascent Academies' Trust

Trustees' Report for the Year Ended 31 August 2019 (continued)

Public Benefit

The Trustees have complied with their duty in Section 4 of the Charities Act 2011, to have due regard
to public benefit guidance published by the Charity Commission in exercising their powers or duties.
In particular, the Trustees consider how planned activities will contribute to the aims and objectives
they have set. The Trust has provided a fully comprehensive education to all pupils in its care. It fully
complies with all statutory guidance and seeks to support its wider educational objectives via a strong
community role.

Strategic Report
Achievements and Performance

The Trust now offers a shared core curriculum for all its students and over the last year has continued
to build strong collaborative working to enable pupils and staff to share resources and expertise.

The Trust has focused on implementing a number of key strategic areas during the year. This has
included the following activity;

« Afocus on developing good practice in autism provision
+ Development of person centred planning across the Trust

« Growth of our Challenge Partner hub to increase our network of schools
« A continued focus on pupil attendance and a reduction in persistent absentees
» A continued focus on reducing staff absence rates

+ Development of clear career based expectations for teachers to support the
improvement of teaching across the Trust

»  Growth of provision in Barbara Priestman Academy and development of a new site
located at Thornhill Academy. ’ :

The Trust’s strategic ambitions remain broadly the same:

. Be judged to be good or outstanding by Ofsted;

Offer a dynamic, shared curriculum that supports academic progress, emotional well-being
and the development of independence and preparation for next steps;

Be high performing and improving academies that continuously respond to the changing
needs of their populations;

Work in partnership with one another to offer shared curriculum, staffing, facilities and

resources;
. Actively seek out opportunities to support the development of staff across the Trust;
. Improve the well-being and attendance of its staff and students;
. Be supported with high quality specialist resources;
. Continue to have effective financial management;
. Respond to local need in SEND, growing the Trust in a considered and measured way.
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The Ascent Academies' Trust

Trustees' Report for the Year Ended 31 August 2019 (continued)

Academy Specific Information

The following section provides basic information about each Academy. Detailed performance -
information can be found on the Trust's web-site.

Ash Trees Academy

Background

Ash Trees is a primary special needs Academy.

Ash Trees became a sponsored Academy and part of The Ascent Academies’ Trust in
November 2014.

Number on roll: 152.
Ash Trees Academy is situated in Billingham, it is the only primary special school in Stockton.

Pupils attending the Academy all have statements of SEN or have received an Education
Health and Care Plan.

The academy is split over 2 sites and pupil numbers have been steadily increasing since
joining the Trust in 2014,

The academy is currently working closely with Stockton Borough Council to develop and
create an EYFS provision for 6-8 pupils from September 2020. ’

Due to the increase in numbers and the EYFS plans, the academy will be looking to seek
approval to expand the age range and place numbers in advance of next academic year.

Most recent Ofsted judgement

An Ofsted inspection in September 2017 judged the academy to be soundly good.

Number of staff (full time equivalent)

Teachers — 20.7

Support staff — 44.37
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The Ascent Academies' Trust

Trustees' Report for the Year Ended 31 August 2019 (continued)

Barbara Priestman Academy

Background

Barbara Priestman became an Academy in August 2012 as one of the founding academies of
The Ascent Academies’ Trust.

Barbara Priestman is a secondary special needs Academy for students aged 11-19 with ASD
and complex needs. ‘

Barbara Priestman is located in Sunderland.
Numbers on roll: 154 and includes a 16-19 provision.

Pupils attending the academy all have statements of SEN or have received an Education
Health and Care Plan.

Pupil numbers have steadily increased as local demand for ASD specialist provision has
grown.

The academy worked closely with Together for Children and a neighbouring secondary
academy and successfully set up a new sateliite provision for the sixth form pupils. The new
sixth form centre is based on the Thornhill Academy site in Sunderland and opened on the
1st September 2019.

Most recent Ofsted judgement

An Ofsted inspection in November 2018 confirmed and upheld the academy’s good judgement.
Number of st#ff (full time equivalent)

Teachers —24.3

Support staff — 29.75
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The Ascent Academies' Trust

Trustees' Report for the Year Ended 31 August 2019 (continued)

Hope Wood Academy

Background

The Academy was sponsored by the Trust and joined Ascent in November 2015.

Hope Wood caters for the full range of special educational needs for pupils aged 2-19 years
old.

The Academy is situated in Easington in County Durham.
Numbers on roll: 209 during 2018/19, including a 16-19 provision.

Pupils attending the academy all have statements of SEN or have received an Education
Health and Care Plan.

Pupil numbers on roll have significantly increased since the Academy was sponsored and
brought into the Trust and continue to rise. The sixth form provision has grown by a further 5
places from September 2019.

There are discussions underway with Durham County Council regarding future growth and
pupil numbers in the future, including exploring additional accommaodation.

Most recent Ofsted judgement

An Ofsted inspection in September 2018 judged the Academy to be good overall with outstanding
judgements for ‘leadership and management’ and ‘behaviour and safety’.

Number of staff (full time equivalent)

Teachers — 30.3

Support staff — 45.44

Portland Academy

Background

Portland became an Academy in August 2012 as one of the founding academies of The
Ascent Academies’ Trust.

Portland is a secondary special needs Academy designated for students with severe and
profound learning difficulties. A growing number of pupils also have an additional diagnosis
on the Autism Spectrum. ’

Portland is based in the south of Sunderland and the vast majority of pupils reside in
Sunderland.

Numbers on roll: 174 and includes a 16-19 provision.

Pupils range in age from 11 to 19, with approximately one third of pupils in the 16-19 age
group.

Pupils attending the academy all have statements of SEN or have received an Education
Health and Care Plan.

Pupil numbers have steadily increased over the past couple of years. Proposals regarding
future growth, an increase in capacity and pupil numbers in the future are underway.
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The Ascent Academies' Trust

Trustees' Report for the Year Ended 31 August 2019 (continued)

Most recent Ofsted judgement

Portland Academy has recently been inspected and is now a good academy with several outstanding
aspects. This most recent inspection places all our academies in good or better Ofsted judgements.

Number of staff (full time equivalent)
Teachers —24.2

Support staff — 47.95

Key Financial Performance Indicators

The key financial performance indicators of the Trust relate to the effectiveness of the use of funds for
the benefit of the education of children and the progress that they make. ‘

The medium term financial planning for the Trust has proved very challenging due to future
uncertainties in relation to funding and significant increases in staffing costs regarding teachers’ pay
and pension costs. Forecast increases in costs have been met with some short term additional
funding but the medium to long term funding position is uncertain. Changes in grant regimes and
ongoing pressures on Education budgets have continued to impact on special educational needs
funding, which is affecting the Trust.

The Finance Risk and Resources Committee has developed robust financial plans and a strategy to
ensure that the Trust is responsive to funding pressures and increasing costs over the next couple of
years to ensure finances are managed effectively, monitored closely and spending is focused on our
key aim of improving pupil progress. This includes the setting of a balanced budget for all academies,
including savings targets, and the generation of academy specific reserves levels equivalent to policy
(reserve policy 5% of annual income).

Over the past year the academies have had to make savings and efficiencies to address the
continued reduction in government funding, primarily the reduction in the Education Services Grant,
and mitigate the cost pressures of inflation and staff pay increases. During the year there have been
savings achieved by all the academies through collaborative working across the Trust. These
efficiencies have resulted from the sharing of staffing, sharing and recycling resources, joint
procurement, central consolidated reporting and economies of scale through working together as one
organisation. Savings generated (time and money) have been reinvested in each of the academies.
Through collaboration, the Trust is able to add further value to the provision on offer through the
employment of specialists across the MAT.
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The Ascent Academies' Trust

Trustees' Report for the Year Ended 31 August 2019 (continued)

Using the School Resource Management Self-Assessment Tool, a data dashboard has been
produced for each academy to enable benchmarking, both internally within the Trust and using the
national data. Benchmarking and RAG rating against the thresholds was very positive with no red or
amber areas to focus on. More detailed Integrated Curriculum Financial Planning (ICFP) work is
currently being undertaken by the Trust's own School Resource Management Advisor (SRMA) to
explore in more detail further benchmarking metrics to demonstrate performance and identify any
further areas for improvement.

The level of resources held by the Trust overall is an indicator of financial performance. This is under
constant review by Trustees and planned to be maintained at 5% of annual income. Each academy in
the Trust and the Trust overall achieved a surplus outturn position for 2018/19, including restructure
costs, further demonstrating finance performance. Following a significant staffing restructure, the
Trust has recently submitted a positive 3 year budget forecast to the ESFA, demonstrating financial
sustainability and robust financial planning and management. Other financial indicators for
comparison and benchmarking are being developed.

The key non-financial performance indicators of the Trust relate to the achievements and performance
of students within the individual Academies. This information is reported to Trustees and a summary
of the key performance indicators is reviewed on a regular basis.

Going Concern

After making appropriate enquiries, the Trustees have a reasonable expectation that the Trust has
adequate resources to continue in operational existence for the foreseeable future. For this reason, it
continues to adopt the going concern basis in preparing the financial statements. Further details
regarding the adoption of the going concern can be found in the Statement of Accounting Policies.

Financial Review

The majority of the Trust's income for the year of account is obtained from either the ESFA (Education
and Skills Funding Agency) or Local Authorities as commissioners of pupil places, the use of which is
restricted to particular purposes. The grants and funding received from these bodies for the year and
the associated expenditure are shown as restricted funds in the statement of financial activities.

During the year ended 31 August 2019 total expenditure of £15,202,000 (excluding loss on disposal of
fixed assets) was in excess of grant funding from the ESFA, commissioned place income from Local
Authorities, other incoming resources and reserves. The excess of expenditure over income for the
year (excluding inherited assets and liabilities, restricted fixed asset funds and before pension
transfer) was £1,028,000.

At 31 August 2019 the net book value of fixed assets was £36,872,000. The assets were used
exclusively for providing education and associated support to the pupils in the Academies within the
Trust.

Under accounting standard FRS 102, it is necessary to charge projected deficits on the Local
Government Pension Scheme, which is provided for support staff, to the restricted fund. This resulted
in the pension fund showing a deficit of £9,574,000 which has been carried forward to 2019/20. It
should be noted that this does not present a liquidity problem for the Trust and that we are reviewing
contributions to the pension scheme in order to see a reduction in the pension deficit in future years.
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The Ascent Academies’ Trust

Trustees' Report for the Year Ended 31 August 2019 (continued)

Reserves Policy

The Finance Risk and Resources Committee review reserve levels on a termly basis in line with the
budget monitoring information and forecasts that are presented to Trustees. At 31 August 2019 the
value of reserves that were freely available to the Trust was £637,000.

The Trust has plans for the use of reserves which relate to the Trust's strategic plan and priorities.
However, given the significant financial pressures facing schools and academies and the uncertainties
around grant funding, the current reserves level is being maintained to provide the Trust with financial
stability for the foreseeable future.

The Trust has a reserves policy which is reviewed by Trustees alongside budget outturn projections,
medium term financial plans and cash flow forecasts. The policy specifies minimum reserve balances
equivalent to 5% of total budgeted annual income. At present this would represent circa £0.63m,
which is in line with the current Trust balances. This is an area which is being closely monitored.

Investment Policy

The Trust has a Treasury Management and Investment Policy which is reviewed annually by
Trustees. The Trust currently operates interest bearing bank accounts.

The only investment the Trust currently has is a £1 share capital in Ascent Extra Limited. This
investment represents 100% of shares. Ascent Extra Limited was set up on 29 August 2014 and
traded until 31st August 2018. The company has not traded throughout the 2018/19 period.

Other than the investment in the trading company above, the Trust does not have any funds invested.
Principal Risks and Uncertainties

The Trustees have adopted the Statement of Recommended Practice (SORP) approach to identifying
and managing the risks of the Trust. The Trust has developed a Risk Management Strategy and has a
Risk Register, incorporating all academies, including the financial, legal, commercial, political,
corporate/strategic, governance, contractual and IT risks potentially exposed to.

The full risk register is reviewed on a termly basis by the Finance Risk and Resources Committee and '
a plan of any supplementary procedures or actions are agreed to review the controls in place to
mitigate and manage such risks effectively.

Where significant financial risks remain, the Trust has ensured it has adequate insurance/liability
cover. The Trust opted in to the Government's Risk Protection Arrangements for liability cover, any
supplementary items requiring insurance are covered by separate arrangements with other providers.
The Trust has an effective system of internal financial controls and this is explained in more detail in
the Statement of Internal Control.

The principal strategic risks and uncertainties facing the Trust in the future continue to be
predominately centred around finance. Increases in Teachers pay and pension costs are not
sustainable without additional funding. Additional grants are currently being provided but there is
uncertainty regarding the future. Medium term financial planning is difficult without funding certainties
or guarantees.
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The Ascent Academies' Trust

Trustees' Report for the Year Ended 31 August 2019 (continued)

The on-going changes to High Needs Funding, the processes in which the Academies receive their
primary source of income from the ESFA/DfE and local commissioners of Special Educational Needs
places/provision, are fundamental areas to be monitored closely. As Local Authorities attempt to
balance their High Needs Block Funding, top up funding is squeezed and methodologies for
calculating and providing funding changed. The outcome of future funding reforms and how Local
Authorities are dealing with funding reductions continues to generate further uncertainties and
potential future risks.

Capital funding for our academies continues to be an issue with SEND academies being
disadvantaged by the current allocation and distribution process. Our current Devolved Formula
Capital allocation is insufficient to meet maintenance costs, leaving funding for all condition issues to
be a further squeeze and pressure on revenue budgets whilst applying for Condition Improvement
Funding. Whilst we have had some success through this process, our building condition issues and
risks far outweigh our funding.

These key areas are being strictly monitored, reviewed and managed continuously by the Trust to
understand the financial implications and enable action to be taken to address them, if and when
necessary. These financial related challenges and risks are being discussed with Trustees regularly.

Local Authorities not meeting statutory deadlines and responding to changes in pupil needs continues
to cause additional financial pressures in academies. Whilst the EHCPs are intended to bring fairer
and more transparent pupil basis funding, when these are reviewed annually, some LAs are not
addressing additional needs and changes quickly enough and funding isn’t provided to meet pupil
needs. This is bringing further budget pressures. Again this is being closely monitored to understand
how we can either mitigate or smooth financial pressures and turbulence, but further action continues
to be required to address these with commissioners.

As the Trust has sponsorship status, as part of our strategic plan and growth strategy, we will work
with other academies to either support or sponsor them in the future. Any of these support models or
growth plans have risks and uncertainties, through either bringing new academies into the Trust or
stretching internal capacity. From experience the Trust has robust models for undertaking full due
diligence on new ventures and always adopts a risk aware approach. These risks may be financial but
also may include reputational risks.

Sunderland LA were successful in their bid to operate a new Special Free School. This school is
planned to open in 2020 and will cater for pupils with ASD and challenging behaviour. The opening of
this new school may have implications on staff retention for the Trust or affect commissioned places
for Barbara Priestman Academy. The Trust will monitor this closely and include any implications into
financial plans and forecasts.

In addition, the Trust is a member of the Local Government Pension Scheme (LGPS), which results in
the recognition of a significant liability on the Trust's balance sheet. The Trust recognises that the
defined benefit scheme deficit (Local Government Pension Scheme), which is set out in note 25 to the
financial statements, represents a significant potential liability. However, the Trust considers that, as
each individual Academy is able to meet its known annuai contribution commitments for the
foreseeable future, the risk from this liability is minimised. Also, Parliament has agreed, at the request
of the Secretary of State for Education, to a guarantee that, in the event of Academy closure,
outstanding local government pension scheme liabilities would be met by the Department for
Education. The guarantee came into force on 18 July 2013.

At the year end, the Trust had no significant liabilities arising from trade creditors or debtors where
there would be a significant effect on liquidity.
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The Ascent Academies’ Trust

Trustees' Report for the Year Ended 31 August 2019 (continued)

Fundraising

The Trust and its Academies ensure fundraising conforms to standards set out by the Charity
Commission and there have been no complaints received this year in respect of any fundraising
activity or how the proceeds of such are used.

The Trust and its Academies do not employ or use any third party or private company to raise funds,
and do not place undue pressure to donate on individuals, groups or other donators.

Disabled Employees

The Trust agreed and published its Equality Statement and Objectives in order to discharge its
responsibilities under the Equality Act 2010 and to meet the Public Sector Equality Duty. This sets out
the Trust's commitment to ban unfair treatment and achieve equal opportunities in the classroom, the
"~ workplace, in wider society, and to embed equality considerations in day to day practice.

The duty to have “due regard” to equality considerations means that whenever significant decisions
are being made or policies developed, thought will be given to the equality implications. Our policy
sets out that as an employer, “the Trust will not discriminate against a potential employee in respect of
whether to offer a job or the terms on which a position is offered and must not discriminate against an
existing employee in respect of the benefits, facilities and services offered to employees, including
training opportunities, promotion or dismissal”.

All academies are required to prepare and publish specific and measurable objectives to demonstrate
how the Trust's Equality Objectives are being met. This includes the objective to continue to address
workforce-based equality issues by conforming to agreed Human Resource procedures on
appointments, promotions and other employment issues, whilst always appointing the best.

As a Trust we ensure that our recruitment process is fully inclusive and accessible. We display our
Disability Confident badge to ensure potential applicants know that we are an inclusive employer. We
ensure that there are reasonable adjustments in the workplace where a disabled person would
otherwise be put at a substantial disadvantage compared with other colleagues. Our Disability
Confident accreditation requires the Trust as an employer to commit to offering disabled people 1 of 9
activities. At present, we have committed to three areas: work experience, paid employment and
apprenticeships.

We have employed several former students into posts within our academies in a variety of roles. In
addition, we are increasing the number of apprenticeship opportunities, of which 2 are being
undertaken by former students.

Employee Involvement

During 2018/19 the Trust has engaged with its employees through a broad variety of mechanisms to
ensure that they are fully aware and consulted on any matters affecting them. These include Trust
wide working groups, joint training days and CPD, CEO briefings in each academy every term and
regular whole staff meetings in each academy.

Each academy has engaged with staff to improve well-being through a Trust wide strategy. These
groups have been active for over two years and are developing their own unique response to well-
being and workload management.
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The Ascent Academies’' Trust

Trustees' Iieport for the Year Ended 31 August 2019 (continued)

There have been appropriate levels of communication and consultation in terms of the recent
restructure and the start of workforce remodelling. This has ensured that staff are knowledgeable
about change and can contribute to the process.

All teaching staff were consulted about career based expectations and relevant CPD was delivered to
support teachers’ understanding of the relevant expectations.

Staff representatives were invited on to the Local Accountability Bodies (LAB) last year.
Plans for Future Periods

The Trust plans to continue to provide exceptional education to young people with special educational
needs.

In expanding the SEND provision on offer to local young people, the Trust is working with a number of
partners to develop new ventures and opportunities including the nursery provision at Ash Trees
Academy and the options around additional accommodation for Hope Wood Academy.

We plan to continue to work closely with the DfE and the Regional Commissioner to support and
sponsor other schools and academies in the future when this is in line with the Trust's vision. This
sponsorship may be on a support basis or as a full sponsor and incorporate additional schools into the
Trustin time.

We continue to communicate positively with potential partners and potential new academies who may
wish to join our Trust or engage with us in re-thinking a wider network of special academies.

The current levels of reserves are being evaluated to ensure surplus funds are invested into
resources (including buildings, equipment and staff training) in each Academy to achieve maximum
return and meet our aims and objectives.

We are developing wider networks both regionally and nationally which is helping to get our Trust on
the map, contribute to income generation and enables us to have a voice in championing the needs of
SEND. This is being supported by plans to develop the public face of Ascent and what we do.

Funds Held as Custodian on Behalf of Others
There are no funds held as Custodian Trustee on behalf of others.

Auditor
In so far as the trustees are aware:
» there is no relevant audit information of which the charitable company’s auditor is unaware; and

+ the trustees have taken all steps that they ought to have taken to make themselves aware of any
relevant audit information and to establish that the auditor is aware of that information.
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The Ascent Academies' Trust

Trustees' Report for the Year Ended 31 August 2019 (continued)

Reappointment of auditor

In accordance with section 485 of the Companies Act 2006, a resolution for the re-appointment of
MHA Tait Walker as auditors of the company is to be proposed at the forthcoming Annual General
Meeting.

Trustees' Report, incorporating a Strategic Report, was approved by order of the members of the
Governing Body on ..{@[!2[!4.... and signed on its behalf by:

N Hurn OBE
Trustee

C Morgan
Trustee
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The Ascent Academies' Trust

Governance Statement

Scope of Responsibility

As Trustees, we acknowledge we have overall responsibility for ensuring that The Ascent Academies’
Trust has an effective and appropriate system of control, financial and otherwise. However, such a
system is designed to manage rather than eliminate the risk of failure to achieve business objectives,
and can provide only reasonable and not absolute assurance against material misstatement or loss.

The Board of Trustees had delegated the day-to-day responsibility to the Chief Executive, Mrs C
Morgan, as Accounting Officer, for ensuring financial controls conform with the requirements of both
propriety and good financial management and in accordance with the requirements and
responsibilities assigned to it in the funding agreement between the Trust and the Secretary of State
for Education. The CEO is also responsible for reporting to the Board of Trustees any material
weaknesses or breakdowns in internal control.

Governance

The information on governance included here supplements that described in the Trustees’ Report and
in the Statement of Trustees’ responsibilities. The whole Board of Trustees has formally met 3 times
during the year ended 31 August 2019. Trustees’ attendance at Committee meetings during the year
was as follows:

Board of | Finance, Standards | Pay &
Trustees Risk and | Committee | Review
Resources Committee
Committee
N Hurn (Chair of Trustees) 33 12
R Patel (Vice Chair of Trustees, Chair of Finance 23 . n” 7
and Pay & Review)
L Watson (Chair of Standards) 13 . : 172
C Morgan (CEO) 33 2/4 212 0/1
D Barker 173 212 '
N Hudspeth ' 273 4 11
V Milnes 33 4/4 o ’ 11
S Steele 213 3/4 ‘ 11
R Whoriton 213 2/4 T 11
P Wright 22 273 ~ ’ mn
G Jobes M1 01 L

The external governance review undertaken last year has been monitored and reflected upon to help
ensure recommendations have been implemented where possible during this year. Developments
have been made in the Trust's regional and national presence and through involvement and
networking of the CEO. The Trust is part of ‘Challenge Partners’ a practitioner led educational charity
consisting of a collaboration of schools sharing best practice and quality assuring processes in place
across the Trust. Enhanced support and challenge from Link Trustees is evident and impact reported
back to committee meetings and the board. A further self-evaluation of Governance is due to be
undertaken in the Autumn term 2019.
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The Ascent Academies' Trust

Governance Statement (continued)

The year-end membership of the Board of Trustees consisted of ten Trustees. The Articles of
Association for the company limit the maximum number to fifteen so there are currently five potential
vacancies if deemed required. The Board will review its skills audit as part of the forthcoming review
to inform what skills, qualities and expertise is required before filling any of the current vacancies and
increasing the capacity of the Board. .

The performance of the board and its effectiveness is assessed based on attendance levels,
challenge given and impact. This can be demonstrated from registers, notes and minutes from
meetings and in particular the outcome and comments from the latest Ofsted inspections which have
judged Leadership and Management including Governance as Outstanding. The information provided
to Trustees is regularly reviewed to ensure it is fit for purpose, accurate and effective. Data provided is
challenged and externally reviewed as part of robust quality assurance and validation processes that
are in place.

Review of Value for Money

As accounting officer, the Chief Executive had responsibility for ensuring that the Trust delivered good
value in the use of public resources during the period. The accounting officer understands that value
for money refers to the educational and wider societal outcomes achieved in return for the tax payers’
resources received.

The accounting officer considers how the Trust's use of its resources has provided good value for
money during each academic year, and reports to the Board of Trustees where value for money can
be improved, including the use of benchmarking data where available. The accounting officer for the
Trust has delivered value for money during the year by:

+ Continuously reviewing contracts and services across all academies to ensure best value. This
includes challenging if the service is still required and what impact this brings to the academy or how
the service may be delivered more efficiently or effectively, including either outsourcing or bringing
functions in house. Savings are captured through joint procurement involving each of the academies
in the Trust and, where appropriate, with other local schools and academies. Examples of this during
the period include specialist services and therapists, support providers, facilities maintenance service
level agreements and renegotiated contract rates when using external contractors;

+ Collaboration of the academies is often sought to achieve greater buying power and generate
economies of scale. Examples of this during the period inciude the use of external contractors for
maintenance work and savings on IT contracts, telephones, new software and support services;,

» Joined up working since the Trust was formed has reduced duplication and enabled central policies
and procedures to be adopted ensuring consistent and efficient processes are in operation. This has
been embedded over the last couple of years and is now common practice;

» Contracts have been taken in house where better value for money can be achieved and, by
redirecting resources to staffing, the Trust has been able to tailor more bespoke support services to
the academies resulting in better value. An example of this last year was catering service at Hope
Wood Academy. The reverse is also true in some scenarios where we has achieved more efficient
use of resources from contracting out services. Examples include the cleaning services at Hope Wood
Academy in 2018/19 and more recently the cleaning provision at Portland Academy from October
2019;

+ Sharing assets across the Trust has ensured more efficient use of resources, saving money and
giving maximum return to the Trust. Over the last year this has included staffing, transport, premises,
specialist equipment and resources;,
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