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Chair’s welcome

Challenge Partners was founded over a decade ago by education practitioners keen to
extend the benefits of mutual accountability and collaboration which transformed London
schools as part of the London Challenge. Since then, hundreds of schools and
multi-academy trusts across the country have joined our partnership. They work together to
deliver our collective mission of reducing educational disadvantage and improving the life
chances of all children and young people.

I took up the role of Chair of Challenge Partners in 2021, after five years as a trustee. Those
years confirmed my initial perception of Challenge Partners as a charity with a clear sense of
purpose, as well as a deep commitment and ambition across the partnership and the central
team. They also helped me appreciate the close parallels that exist between Challenge
Partners and my day job.

For the last 15 years I have worked in an investment firm, backing companies for the
long-term to help them grow faster and more sustainably. We have a rigid set of criteria
before we commit, including a strong value proposition; customer loyalty; resilient business
model; a platform for further growth; and great leadership. We might not always use the
same language here but these are all defining features of Challenge Partners.

At work, when it comes to how we engage with our investments, the essence is about
collaborating with aligned management and sharing knowledge built over many years. We
don’t want to start from the beginning every time – we want to leverage the knowledge that is
already in the system. Again, that is Challenge Partners. It is incredibly hard to get it right but
hugely powerful when it works.

My admiration for Challenge Partners continues to grow. Everyone in and around the
partnership is hardwired to seek ways to drive improvement. No matter how demanding the
operating environment - and it is hard to imagine one more demanding than the last two
years - the partnership has risen to prove its value.

We have a lot to do but we are in good health, with an outstanding team and dedicated
partners. As a Board, we are ambitious for our charity, keen to see it build on a successful
first decade to further extend our partnership and impact. We are looking for trustees
committed to our cause and with skills that enhance those already represented on our Board
- particularly in the areas of legal, HR, IT/digital and entrepreneurship. We are also
committed to ensuring our Board better represents the diversity of the communities we serve
and seek particularly candidates from ethnic minority backgrounds and/or those with lived
experience of educational disadvantage. One of the two trustee roles we are recruiting will
be ring fenced for candidates from these backgrounds.

If you can add value to our mission and Board, we look forward to hearing from you.

Chris Davison, Chair of Trustees
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About Challenge Partners

Challenge Partners is an education charity, led by practitioners, through which schools and
multi-school trusts collaborate to improve each other and the education system as a whole,
so all children benefit, especially the least advantaged.

We work with schools across the country, and have three focus areas:
● School improvement
● Leadership development
● Knowledge exchange

Our programmes and networks are grounded in evidence of what works, regular quality
assurance, and sharing the collective wisdom in our schools. 

The schools and trusts in our partnership transform children’s lives through great results,
outperforming national averages for pupil progress and attainment whilst also improving
Ofsted grades. More than this, they nurture and inspire the next generation of leaders and
citizens to contribute positively to their communities and the world and to live life to its fullest.

Our background
Challenge Partners was formed in 2011 to spread the success of the London Challenge, a
programme of work which transformed the performance of London schools and led to the
development of Teaching Schools. 

As a highly successful charity with a sustainable social-enterprise business model,
Challenge Partners has grown rapidly since its formation. Our partnership comprises over
500 schools across the country, reaching more than 275,000 pupils - 26% of whom are from
low-income households. Our schools stretch from the Isles of Scilly in the South West to
Sunderland in the North East and include all types of school – primary, secondary and
special, academies, independent and maintained schools, including some of the highest
performing schools in England.

Challenge Partners is proud to work with the Social Business Trust, a charity that supports
effective social enterprises to scale up their impact, through their partner organisations: Bain
& Co, Charles Russell Speechlys, Clifford Chance, EY, Permira, Permira Credit, Refinitiv,
Schroders, and Thomson Reuters.

To find out more about what we do, please click here.
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Our mission and aims

“Our goal is to reduce educational inequality and improve
the life chances of all children. Through collaboration,

challenge and professional development we are working to
ensure every school community can benefit from the

combined wisdom of the whole system.”

At the heart of our work is the belief that education is of fundamental importance to
individuals, society, the economy and the country as a whole.

We know that access to the best education is not equal, and we place at the heart of our
work a core philosophy of ‘upwards convergence’ – using collaboration and effective
knowledge-sharing to raise standards for all, while doing so more quickly for those who
currently experience the lowest standards or significant barriers to success.
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As a nationwide network of schools working together to improve education outcomes for all,
we aim to:

1. Maximise the life chances of all pupils and accelerate progress of the
disadvantaged; 

2. Support leaders at all levels to develop and grow capacity for sustained improvement
in schools and trusts;

3. Extend excellence, shaping a world-class system in which all pupils thrive.

Our unique approach has been developed over more than 20 years. Our activities are
defined by five key principles which, alongside our values, define how we work:

1. We are practitioner-led
2. We share and improve practice through collaborative learning
3. We are a national network of local partnerships
4. We create sustainable solutions
5. We access the best from within and beyond education

For more information on what lies behind these principles, please click here.

Our values

Value What it means for our schools What it means for our team

Excellence
We are always looking for ways to
improve because we are
determined to achieve the best for
every child, teacher and leader.

We work hard and with urgency,
striving for excellence in all that
we do. We put the needs of our
schools first.

Equity

We treat each other fairly, with trust,
care and respect. We seek the best
for every child, and know that those
who have the least need our
combined expertise the most.

We treat each other/everyone
fairly, with care and respect. We
value, encourage, and celebrate
diversity in all its forms. We are
one team.

Courageous
leadership

We speak up and take
responsibility for all children,
making sure that we do not harm
others in doing our best for our own
schools.

Everyone is a leader, encouraged
and empowered to take
ownership and responsibility for
their contribution to our mission.

Challenge
We expect the best of ourselves
and each other, and value
challenge which helps us improve.

We expect the best of each other
and support and challenge each
other as critical friends.
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Collaboration

We listen to, share with and learn
from each other, developing our
practice together so that every child
benefits from our combined wisdom
and creativity.

We work purposefully together
and in partnership with our
schools to achieve more together
than we could alone.

Innovation

We use and generate research, we
innovate with discipline and
evaluate intelligently in pursuit of
better outcomes for all children,
especially the most disadvantaged.

We use and generate research
and innovation intelligently to
continually improve the work we
do.

Our strategy
Everything we do supports our strategy, which is built around three interconnected strategic
aims:

In 2022, we are working with Bain & Co (through our partnership with the Social Business
Trust) to build a new strategy to meet the Board’s ambition for growth in our impact and
reach. Our new trustees will join at an exciting time, as we finalise the strategy and steps to
implement it.
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Our impact
Aim 1: Maximise the life chances of all pupils and accelerate the progress of the
disadvantaged

Programmes, networks and knowledge exchange through our Network of Excellence help
leaders share excellent practice, so more children benefit from an excellent education. 100%
said their Quality Assurance Review (QAR), virtual Leadership Quality Assurance Review or
consultancy left the school in a better place. 91% of reviewers saw something they planned
to take back to their own school. 98% of schools said they had taken action to work on areas
of development identified in their previous review.

Aim 2: Support leaders at all levels to
develop and grow capacity for
sustained improvement in schools and
trusts

Our programmes and hubs bring leaders
together to collaborate, challenge and
learn from excellent practice, helping
more to become leading schools.

Aim 3: Extend excellence, shaping a world-class system in which all pupils thrive

Our schools made significant contributions to research, as well as sharing and encouraging
excellence in 2020/21 - including:

● Sharing excellent practice identified through our Quality Assurance Review in a new
report, Innovation in the Time of Covid: what worked in our schools and where next?

● We continued to accredit and share excellent practice across the sector and this year
added 25 Areas of Excellence from Challenge Partners schools.

For more detail on our achievements and impact, please click here.
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Legal structure, governance
and management

Legal structure and finance
Challenge Partners is a registered charity and company limited by guarantee, governed by
charity and company law. In the 2020/21 financial year - despite the negative impact of the
pandemic - we had a turnover of just over £2.1 million.

The charity is committed to delivering financially sustainable programmes; more than 80% of
turnover is typically earned income through school and subscriptions.

We are looking to further develop our fundraising capability, allowing us to further explore
new ideas and pilot innovative programmes of work.

Governance and management
Challenge Partners is overseen by a Board of Trustees, with good representation from
schools and trusts in our partnership, as well as business expertise. Our Articles stipulate
that the majority of trustees must be approved by those in our partnership and this is an
important symbol of how Challenge Partners is practitioner led. To ensure we maintain a
healthy balance of skills and insights, we recently completed a trustee skills audit and
identified the need to bolster our capacity in legal, HR, IT/digital and entrepreneurship -
hence our current recruitment.

The structure of Challenge Partners was inspired by those developed by organisations such
as the John Lewis Partnership, where the partners (in this case school and trusts) share in
the benefits of an organisation that puts them first and which they have an enshrined role in
shaping.

The Chief Executive reports to the trustees (and is a trustee ex officio) and manages the
Leadership Team which is responsible for ensuring the smooth day-to-day running of the
organisation and for shaping, developing and implementing the strategy. An Education
Advisory Group (EAG), drawn from across the partnership, is responsible for representing
the interests of partner schools and trusts and acts as a reference group for the central team
to ensure their work is truly practitioner-led.

The central team is made up of around 25 staff based out of our London office, delivering
activities in partnership with Challenge Partners schools.

To find out more about our Board, EAG and staff team, please click here.
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Role description and
responsibilities

Role purpose
To make an active contribution to the success, growth and sustainability of Challenge
Partners, through critical friendship and fulfilment of the six main duties described in The
Essential Trustee:

1. Ensure the charity is carrying out its purposes for the public benefit
2. Comply with the charity’s governing document and the law
3. Act in the charity’s best interests
4. Ensure the charity is accountable
5. Manage the charity’s resources responsibly
6. Act with reasonable care and skill

Following a recent trustee skills audit, we are looking to recruit new trustees with
professional expertise and track record in one or more of the following areas:

● Legal
● HR
● IT/digital
● Entrepreneurship - experience of successful risk-taking and leading business growth

Key responsibilities
Strategic leadership

To make an active contribution to the strategic leadership of Challenge Partners, including:
● Overseeing the development, refinement and delivery of clear strategic plans to

maximise our impact for schools and children
● Making informed and sound decisions, enabling the organisation to capitalise on new

opportunities as they arise, and manage risk robustly
● Advocating on behalf of the organisation, spotting and leveraging opportunities to

extend our influence, and/or actively gain support from potential members or funders
● Acting as an informed and influential ambassador for Challenge Partners

Governance

To make an active contribution to the governance of Challenge Partners, including:
● Overseeing the organisation’s compliance with its governing documents, company

and charity law, and any other relevant legislation or regulation
● Bringing impartiality and objectivity to the decision-making process, and collective

ownership of decisions once made
● Demonstrating commitment to continuous Board improvement, including annual

appraisal of Board and personal performance
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Acting as a critical friend

● Establish and build a strong, effective and constructive working relationship with the
Chief Executive and Leadership Team, respecting the difference between strategic
(Board) and operational (management) roles

● Provide constructive challenge in order to extend management thinking and test the
robustness of their plans

● Draw on your experience and expertise to offer insights and connections which
strengthen the development, refinement and delivery of our mission and strategy

Commitment:

Trustees are likely to spend around one day per month on Board activities as follows:
● Meetings: The Board typically meets five times a year in London (with virtual options

available for some meetings) during business hours. Meetings usually take place in
September, December, February, May and July and are typically two hours long, with
one each year being extended to a full- or half-day awayday.

● Committees and working groups: We have two standing Board Committees, which
focus on Finance, Audit and Risk, and fundraising. Ad hoc committees and working
groups are formed as needed and trustees allocated based on expertise/availability.

● Buddying: Each trustee is linked to a member of the Leadership Team who they
meet around six times per year in order to:

o Build relationships and promote two-way mentoring and learning which
enables trustees to gain deeper insights into our organisation, business and
leadership capacity, and members of Leadership Team to benefit from
personal challenge and support that enables them to develop their leadership
and skill in working with the Board; and

o Enable members of the Leadership Team to draw on the expertise trustees
have that relate to the areas of business they are leading.

● Ad hoc communications: Trustees are sometimes asked to contribute to decisions
by correspondence between meetings, though email traffic is typically light.

● Induction and training: As required.

Term of office:

Trustees are appointed for an initial 3-year term, which may be extended to a maximum of 3
terms in total.

Remuneration:

Although this role is unremunerated, all reasonable expenses (travel, accommodation,
subsistence) relating to trustees’ work for Challenge Partners will be reimbursed in
accordance with the charity’s policy.
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Person specification

Personal qualities

● A deep commitment to the mission and values of Challenge Partners
● Excellent interpersonal skills with the ability to communicate and collaborate well with

colleagues from a range of backgrounds and sectors
● Good judgement, the ability to take managed risks and seize opportunities
● Ability to use sound business principles while also being driven by social mission
● Commitment to personal and collective continuous improvement, seeking, giving and

acting on feedback on performance
● Comfort and skill in acting as an ambassador with the ability to advocate and inspire

engagement and support from key stakeholders or donors
● Credibility in your own field of work with a clear focus on excellence and innovation,

striving to deliver high performance
● Strong networking capabilities that can be leveraged for the benefit of the

organisation
● Strong tact and diplomacy skills with the ability to listen and engage effectively,

challenging appropriately and objectively
● An understanding of, and commitment to, the importance of equity, diversity and

inclusion as part of good governance
● Ability to commit and expertise the time to perform the role well

Knowledge and skills
We are interested in candidates from a range of backgrounds and insights, so experience
may come from a wide variety of sectors or industries. You don’t need to be an expert in
education as training can be provided, but you do need to bring expertise in at least one of
the following areas:

● Legal
● HR
● IT/digital
● Entrepreneurship

In addition, you will need to bring:

● Recent experience of operating strategically within an organisation - identifying,
prioritising and monitoring progress towards achieving strategic objectives

● Experience of identifying and capitalising on opportunities and responding
appropriately to risks

● Ability to collaborate and communicate well within a team and exercise collective
responsibility
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Prior experience of working in a governance role, such as a charity trustee or Non-Executive
Director of a company would be beneficial, but is not essential

Our commitment to equity, diversity and inclusion
Challenge Partners is fully committed to equal opportunities and we are actively seeking to
enhance equity, diversity and inclusion at all levels of our organisation. We welcome
applications regardless of sex, gender, race, age, sexuality, belief, or disability. We would
also welcome applications from a range of geographies across England, and offer the ability
to join some meetings virtually to support this aim.

We are particularly keen to receive applications from candidates from ethnic minority
backgrounds and/or with lived experience of educational disadvantage. At least one of the
two vacancies we are recruiting for will be ring fenced for candidates from these
backgrounds.

How to apply

Consistent with our commitment to equity, diversity and inclusion, our recruitment platform
enables us to sift applications without identifying candidates. Please click HERE to visit the
site where you can complete your application.

Please let us know if you will require any special provision as a result of a disability should
you be invited for an interview.

Queries
If you have any queries on any aspect of the appointment process, need additional
information, or wish to have an informal discussion about the opportunity, please contact the
CEO, Dr Kate Chhatwal OBE, at kate.chhatwal@challengepartners.org.

Timetable
Deadline for applications: Midnight on Sunday 3 July 2022

Meet the Chief Executive: Late July/August

Gathering references

Interviews with trustee Nominations Committee: Early September

Board approval: Late September

DBS check
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