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Foreword

 Foreword

EILEEN MILNER
Chief Executive and Accounting Officer 
of the Education and Skills Funding 
Agency (ESFA)

At the ESFA, we know that key to running successful schools and trusts is investing in the professional development 
of staff. This means that your staff can offer the best possible education for pupils and allow them to reach their 
potential.

The role of school business professionals is varied; there is no traditional training scheme or a single development and 
progression route. I hope you feel this gives you the freedom to pursue the aspects of school business that you are 
passionate about and see the impact this has on children’s education, whether that is excellent financial management, 
HR, marketing, infrastructure, leading a support team or good procurement.

Your development is an investment into the overall running of your school and makes a significant contribution to the 
health and success of the education system as a whole. I recognise that it can be difficult to know where to start. This 
is why I am grateful to ISBL for putting this guidance together to help you navigate the many opportunities available 
to you: apprenticeships, qualifications and specialist training programmes.
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 Introduction

STEPHEN MORALES
ISBL Chief Executive Officer 

Our education system has changed immeasurably since the early versions of the School Business Leader emerged, 
previously referred to as Bursars or Business Managers. The suite of qualifications developed by the National College 
in the early 2000s was developed at a time when schools were still enjoying significant local authority support in the 
areas of finance, HR and procurement.

Since the introduction of the Academies Act 2010 and the subsequent reduction in local authority capacity, the 
management of schools and trusts has become increasingly more complex and heavily reliant on internal technical 
expertise.

In response to greater complexity, higher levels of scrutiny and more direct accountability, ISBL has helped to develop 
a portfolio of tailored programmes and courses delivered by a range of providers. This CPD portfolio is overseen by a 
national qualifications board and is designed to meet the diverse needs of an SBP workforce evolving and maturing 
alongside significant education reforms.

School Business Professionals (SBPs) and their employers may find deciding on the most appropriate professional 
development pathway both challenging and confusing. Course/programme content, the cost and the time investment 
are all important considerations. Additionally, employers want reassurance that CPD programmes demonstrate 
improvements in practice, and already busy SBPs will only want to commit time to study where it supports their career 
ambitions and provides relevant new knowledge.

This document sets out a wealth of training opportunities. The range of courses is designed to support the specific 
requirements of those pursuing an SBP generalist, specialist or executive career. Undertaking a self-assessment against 
the ISBL Professional Standards will help you identify your training and development needs and decide on appropriate 
programmes of study.

We hope this guide will help you to assess your career options and decide on a development pathway that will 
enhance your knowledge, improve your effectiveness and ultimately help you fulfil your professional ambitions.
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Professional development for the school business professional

Aims and purpose

At ISBL, we recognise that there are many forms of professional development and that each school business 
professional will have their own goals and career ambitions.

Taking the right qualification will help you demonstrate your knowledge and skills, provide your employer with 
assurance of your ability, and unlock doors to new professional opportunities.

There are now, more than ever, many progression routes available to SBPs, and knowing what qualification to take to 
help you achieve your goals can be tricky.

The aim of this SBP qualification guide is to provide guidance on the main qualifications available for SBPs, providing 
information about the suitability of each one and how it can help you in your career journey.

Underpin your professional development

The ISBL Professional Standards is a sector-endorsed framework that maps out the key disciplines that an SBP’s work 
involves. Whether you are in a generalist or specialist role, the professional standards should underpin your practice 
and development.

One key way to provide evidence of what level you are currently working at is to carry out a self-assessment against 
the professional standards. This will provide you with clear information about your strengths and help you identify 
where there are areas for development. Carrying out a self-assessment will also help to show you which qualification is 
right for you.

Professional development is something to be valued, prioritised and actively pursued. It is proven to 
enable career development and progression, allowing you to excel and shine within your current role, 
achieve greater job satisfaction and support the development of colleagues.

Overview

76

How to use this document

In this document, you will find a summary of all the main SBP qualifications. Once you have identified which 
qualification will help you move forward in your career, we suggest that you:

• research the qualification further by visiting the website of the organisation that awards the qualification
• find a provider who is offering this qualification in your area and see how they offer it, what support they

provide and how it will fit in with your work–life balance
• speak to your line manager/employer to discuss how the qualification fits into your development objectives,

what support they can offer and what funding is available.

https://isbl.org.uk/Career-Development/NASBM-Professional-Standards-Interactive.aspx
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Accessing the apprenticeship levy

Most schools pay into the apprenticeship levy and can access the levy to pay for training and development.

If the employer of the staff in your school is a local authority, a governing body that controls more than one school, or 
a multi-academy trust (MAT) with an annual pay bill of more than £3 million, you may contribute to the levy through 
them.

Schools that do not pay the levy can still take on apprentices and access co-investment so that they have to pay only 
5% of the training and assessment costs.

The apprenticeship levy can only be used to fund apprenticeships that have been approved by the Institute for 
Apprenticeships and Technical Education (IfATE).

Further information on what the levy is and how to pay it is available here: ‘Apprenticeship funding: how it works’.

Apprenticeship routes

• new entrants to the school business profession
• existing practitioners who want to continue their career development.

Anyone can become an apprentice at any age and benefit from government funding to support their professional 
development.

There are apprenticeships at all different levels, from new entrant through to master’s degree level.

You can use apprenticeships to provide training that is tailored to the needs and requirements of your school.

What is an apprenticeship?

Apprenticeships are a great way for schools to retain and attract new staff or upskill existing staff of all ages and levels 
of experience, in a wide variety of roles.

Apprenticeships combine work with practical, on- and off-the-job training and study. They are both:

Apprenticeship routes
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apprenticeship-levy-how-it-will-work/apprenticeship-levy-how-it-will-work


Apprenticeship routes

Identifying the right apprenticeship

It is important to discuss with your line manager/employer what apprenticeship is the right one for you and fits with 
your development objectives. They will be able to offer you support and advise you how your school is using its 
apprenticeship levy. Through this discussion, you can also seek assurance and plan how the 20% off-the-job 
development will be supported as part of the apprenticeship programme.

Apprenticeship providers

The ISBL website contains a list of providers that offer apprenticeships that are suitable for school business 
professionals and that are mentioned in this document.

Delivery of the apprenticeships may vary from provider to provider as there is no prescribed way of delivering each 
apprenticeship standard. The end-point assessment for each apprenticeship is set and quality-assured by the IfATE.

Employers should look at the providers offering the apprenticeship they want and decide which programme of study 
best suits their employee and their organisation.

A full list of apprenticeship standards and providers can also be found on the IfATE website.

Using apprenticeships to develop your 
team or succession plan

Schools should consider apprenticeships as part of strategic 
workforce planning and to develop talent that is already within 
the school. They can help promote a diverse and inclusive 
workforce and support recruitment and retention more widely. 
Consider using the DfE guidance 
‘A guide to apprenticeships for the school workforce’.

“My advice would be to make sure you have the full support of the 
head teacher as you need to be able to commit 20% of your work 
time to completing your apprenticeship work.”

Carol Stephenson, Provider: Serco Education
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https://www.instituteforapprenticeships.org/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/843991/Guide_to_apprenticeships_for_schools.pdf


Level 4 School Business Professional Apprenticeship

What does the apprenticeship cover?

The School Business Professional Apprenticeship will develop the knowledge, skills and behaviours required by school 
business professionals in all of the ISBL professional disciplines at tiers 1 and 2. The programme reflects the changing 
roles performed by school business professionals across schools and academies. It will help you manage school 
resources more efficiently and effectively, evaluate the nature of school business operations within your school and 
gain specialist expertise in leading support services.

Some providers also offer the Level 4 Diploma for School Business Managers as an optional qualification within this 
apprenticeship. If required, providers will support you to improve your English and maths to level 2.

What will I learn?

There are six units within the programme based on the six professional disciplines of the ISBL professional standards 
and behaviours. In addition, apprentices will study change management and leading school efficiencies and complete 
a work-based project that addresses genuine challenges within their school.

Learning content includes:

• managing school budgets and financial controls
• reporting on performance
• managing payroll and maintaining accounts
• financial reporting
• managing school sites
• procurement and overseeing contract management
• identification of income generation opportunities
• preparation of marketing materials and marketing activities
• managing office, support staff and administrative systems
• ensuring compliance with and implementation of safeguarding and health and safety policies so that all

stakeholders work safely.

Who is it for?

The SBP Apprenticeship is aimed at both new and existing school business managers and those in similar business or 
support roles (e.g. Finance Manager, Office Manager, Senior Administrator, Business Support Officer, Bursar, HR 
Manager) employed in schools, academies and trusts.

“As a relatively new School Business Manager, one 
of the main attractions of the SBPA was that it brings 
together all the key aspects of the SBM role, allowing 
me to develop my knowledge in areas that I might 
not have previously had much experience of. Being 
able to network with other SBMs in other areas of the 
country is a great benefit of the course, enabling 
the sharing of knowledge and experience. 
Gaining a recognised qualification for my job role 
will benefit my professional development and future 
opportunities.”

Lyndsay Vale, 
Provider: Heart of England Training Ltd (HOET)

Level 4 School Business Professional Apprenticeship
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Level 4 School Business Professional Apprenticeship

How long does it take?

The programme length can vary depending on your provider. It can be from 18–21 months in total.

At the end of your apprenticeship, there will be a three-month window where you will prepare for the end-point 
assessment.

Providers will work with you and your employer to agree a plan that will meet the 20% off-the-job requirement; this 
might include face-to-face work, VLE work, project work and day courses.

Where is it offered and what types of learning options are available?

This apprenticeship is offered nationally through several different apprenticeship providers.

The apprenticeship is open to learners throughout England in both levy- and non-levy-funded 
schools, academies and trusts.

Start dates and delivery methods vary from provider to provider but include several 
face-to-face workshops, online learning activities and assignments, as well as termly 
visits to the workplace or touchpoint calls. During the apprenticeship, you will also 
build a portfolio of evidence.

What should I do next?

• Look at the School Business Professional Apprenticeship standard on the IfATE website
• Visit the ISBL website to see which apprenticeship providers offer the SBPA
• Review the providers offering the apprenticeship and decide which provision best suits you and your

organisation
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“I started the School Business Professional Level 4 Apprenticeship in March 2019. The course has met my expectations in regard 
to developing my school business knowledge and has enabled me to review my schools’ practice and drive forward 
improvements.”

Rachel Tattershaw, Derbyshire County Council

https://www.instituteforapprenticeships.org/apprenticeship-standards/?
https://isbl.org.uk/Training/Apprenticeship/Apprenticeship-Providers.aspx


Level 6 Chartered Manager Degree Apprenticeship (CMDA)

What will I learn?

The contextualised CMDA is underpinned by the ISBL professional disciplines and will help 
learners to develop job-specific skills that will benefit them and their school. Topics include 
HR, finance and procurement as well as risk management and marketing in schools. As you 
progress through the programme, you will also study change management and leading 
school efficiencies.

In addition, the learner will often complete a work-based project that addresses genuine 
challenges within their school.

Who is it for?

The CMDA is aimed at both new and existing school business managers and directors and those in similar school 
business professional roles (e.g. Finance Manager/Director, Office Manager, Senior Administrator, Business Support 
Officer, Bursar, HR Manager) employed in schools and academies.

What does the apprenticeship cover?

The CMDA standard allows providers to offer a variety of undergraduate degrees as part of the apprenticeship. As a 
result, there is a wide variety of choice available.

There are two main types of CMDA that are suitable for SBPs:

• Non-contextualised – providers often offer a more general business degree as part of this apprenticeship (e.g.
BA (Hons) in Business Management). This route allows you to be part of a mixed cohort from across all business
sectors, giving you a range of insights and learning, but you will have to ensure that you adapt and apply your
learning to your own school context.

• Contextualised – there are some providers who offer a degree programme that has been specifically designed
for school business professionals and maps to the ISBL Professional Standards. You will achieve a degree that is
contextualised for schools (e.g. BA (Hons) in School Business Management).

Some providers offer exemptions on the contextualised CMDAs for SBPs who have previously achieved the Certificate 
in School Business Management (CSBM) or Diploma in School Business Management (DSBM); please check with 
individual providers.

Level 6 Chartered Manager Degree Apprenticeship (CMDA)

How long does it take?

The CMDA is normally a three-year apprenticeship programme.

Students and their employers will be required to commit 20% of their normal working hours to the apprenticeship 
training. There are many ways that you can achieve the 20% off-the-job requirement; examples can be found in this 
case study.

You can also find out more information: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apprenticeships-off-the-job-training

“My advice would be when taking on any form of study in addition to the day job, it’s important to consider how you will 
manage your time and other commitments, but the CMDA for Schools course is so tailored to academies and the school 
environment, there really is nothing else like it.”

Tom James, Deputy Business Director at The Newman Catholic Collegiate, Provider: Serco Education
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https://isbl.org.uk/documents/161407.4561197Claire%20Pritchard%20SLMDA%20case%20study%20Aug20%20v3.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apprenticeships-off-the-job-training
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apprenticeships-off-the-job-training


Level 6 Chartered Manager Degree Apprenticeship (CMDA)

This apprenticeship is offered nationally through many 
different universities.

The apprenticeship is open to learners throughout England 
in both levy- and non-levy-funded schools, academies and 
trusts.

Start dates and delivery methods vary from provider to 
provider.

What should I do next?

• Look at the Chartered Manager Degree Apprenticeship standard on the IfATE website
• Visit the ISBL website to see which apprenticeship providers offer the contextualised CMDA
• Review the providers offering the apprenticeship and decide which provision best suits you and your

organisation

“As Headteacher, I am confident that the
 investment we are making in our School Business 
Manager’s professional development is invaluable. 
The impact on the organisation and ultimately 
pupil outcomes is already evident.”

Anne-Marie Armstrong, Headteacher, Provider: 
University of Chester

“I am almost halfway through the course and can already see the impact of the degree and my associated learning on the 
school and ultimately pupil outcomes. I share my learning and leadership theories discussed at university with senior leaders at 
our weekly meetings. The course is giving me the confidence to be able to join in with discussions and understand 
pedagogical and practical aspects of leadership. I wouldn’t hesitate in recommending the BA (Hons) Apprenticeship in School 
Business Leadership to school business managers wanting to make a substantial contribution to the leadership in their 
organisation.”

Cathryn Watson, School Business Manager, Provider: University of Chester
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Where is it offered and what types of learning options are available?

https://www.instituteforapprenticeships.org/apprenticeship-standards/?
https://isbl.org.uk/Training/Apprenticeship/Apprenticeship-Providers.aspx


Level 7 Senior Leader (Degree) Apprenticeship

What does the apprenticeship cover?

The Level 7 Senior Leaders standard allows providers to offer a variety of postgraduate degrees as part of the 
apprenticeship. As a result, there is a wide variety of choice available.

There are two main types of Senior Leader (Degree) Apprenticeships that are suitable for SBPs:

• Non-contextualised – providers often offer a more general postgraduate degree as part of this apprenticeship
(e.g. Master’s in Business Administration). You can also study master’s degree programmes that are aimed at
school leaders (e.g. MA in Educational Leadership).

• Contextualised – there are some providers who offer a master’s degree programme that has been specifically
designed for school business professionals and is aimed at tier 4 and beyond of the ISBL professional standards.
You will achieve a master’s degree that will help you as a school leader (e.g. MA in Education Business
Management).

What will I learn?

The contextualised apprenticeship provides students with an opportunity to evaluate, develop and strengthen their 
business and leadership skills in order to increase efficiency, build cohesive teams and achieve the best outcomes 
for their school and pupils. The programme covers a wide range of management and leadership skills, knowledge, 
self-awareness and behaviours.

During the programme, the learner will complete a work-based project that addresses a genuine issue or area for 
improvement within their school.

Who is it for?

Applicants will usually have been undertaking a senior 
school business professional role, e.g. Chief Operating 
Officer, Director of Support Services, within a school/
trust for at least two years and have an undergraduate 
degree from a UK university or an equivalent overseas 
qualification.

However, providers welcome applications from 
individuals who do not possess an undergraduate 
degree but who have significant management 
experience.

Level 7 Senior Leader (Degree) Apprenticeship
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Level 7 Senior Leader (Degree) Apprenticeship

How long does it take?

Typically, a Senior Leader (Degree) Apprenticeship can take 2–3 years.

Students and their employers will be required to commit 20% of their normal working hours to the apprenticeship 
training. More information can be found at: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apprenticships-off-the-job-training.

Where is it offered and what types of 
learning options are available?

This apprenticeship is offered nationally through many 
different universities.

The apprenticeship is open to learners throughout 
England in both levy- and non-levy-funded schools, 
academies and trusts.

Start dates and delivery methods vary from provider to 
provider.

What should I do next?

• Look at the Senior Leader (Degree) Apprenticeship standard on the IfATE website
• Visit the ISBL website to see which apprenticeship providers offer the contextualised Senior Leader (Degree)

Programme
• Review the providers offering the apprenticeship and decide which provision best suits you and your

organisation

This apprenticeship standard has been recently revised. The new approved version comprising of a revised 
occupational standard and end-point assessment plan is now available here. This new version will replace the 
current version for new starts from 29 March 2021. Training providers provision will change in line with this.

“The opportunity to read so much about leadership styles 
gave me a much deeper understanding of how to apply 
myself in different scenarios. I have also found I am much 
more adept at planning projects based on sound 
frameworks and using research in my reports and business 
cases – being able to evidence that recommendations 
have a sound foundation gives trustees and colleagues the 
confidence to adopt change more freely. As SBPs (if you 
are anything like me), we can often suffer from a perceived 
lack of credibility – this qualification has given me the 
confidence to know I can walk into a room and feel equal 
to my education peers.”

Clare Pritchard, Provider: National College of Education
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apprenticeships-off-the-job-training
https://www.instituteforapprenticeships.org/apprenticeship-standards/?
https://isbl.org.uk/Training/Apprenticeship/Apprenticeship-Providers.aspx
https://www.instituteforapprenticeships.org/apprenticeship-standards/senior-leader-(degree)-v1-0


SBP core qualifications 

For many years, the core qualifications for school business professionals were the Level 4 Certificate in School Business 
Management (known as the CSBM), the Level 5 Diploma in School Business Management (known as the DSBM), and 
the Level 6 Advanced Diploma in School Business Management (known as the ADSBM).

In 2017, these qualifications were redeveloped by the Institute of Leadership & Management (ILM). ISBL was part of 
the group that redeveloped these qualifications to ensure they were robust and fit for purpose to meet the needs of 
the SBP and the sector. As they were redeveloped, these qualifications were mapped to the ISBL Professional 
Standards.

There are now two core SBP qualifications:

• Level 4 ILM Diploma for School Business Managers
• Level 5 ILM Diploma for School Business Leaders

These programmes of study are best suited to those 
practitioners already undertaking a school business 
professional role within a school. However, routes do 
exist for those aspiring to be a school business 
professional who are not already working in the 
education sector. The Aspiring School Business 
Manager programme is available if you have not yet 
worked in a school but believe that you have the 
transferable skills against the ISBL Professional 
Standards to undertake the role. This programme 
explores the role of the school business manager 
(SBM) and is specifically developed for those 
considering a career change.

Please note, the Level 6 ADSBM was not redeveloped and has since been withdrawn. SBPs should now consider the 
Level 6 Chartered Manager Degree Apprenticeship (CMDA).

Modular or full qualification

Level 4 ILM Diploma for School Business Managers is 
available as individual modules or as a full 
qualification. The modular approach can:

• make studying for a qualification more
manageable

• allow you to contextualise your existing
knowledge if you are considering moving
into the school business profession from
another sector.

Funding

The qualification is available to all schools/trusts 
(and paid for directly by your school/trust or can be 
self-funded). It is separate from the apprenticeship 
scheme and is not eligible for apprenticeship funding.

SBP core qualifications
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https://www.i-l-m.com/


What does the programme cover?

This qualification aims to provide learners who are new or aspiring school business 
professionals (SBP) with the knowledge and skills required to progress in their career.

ILM Level 4 Diploma for School Business Managers

What will I learn?

This qualification will enable you to:
• manage school resources more efficiently and effectively
• evaluate the nature of school business operations within your school
• gain knowledge and skills in all aspects of the ISBL Professional Standards.

There are three mandatory units:
• Leading Support Services in a School
• Finance in a School
• Procurement in a School

The optional units are:
• Supporting Human Resource Management in a School
• Supporting School Infrastructure Management
• Marketing in a School

ILM Level 4 Diploma for School Business Managers

Who is it for?

The Level 4 Diploma is suitable for new or aspiring 
school business professionals as well as those already in 
post as a school business manager or similar role (such 
as Finance Manager, Office Manager, School 
Administrator, Business Support Officer, Bursar, HR 
Manager).

This qualification is often seen as a minimum 
requirement on job descriptions and is suitable for new 
entrants to the profession. It can also be suitable for 
people who are looking to move into the profession 
from a different sector and want to contextualise their 
existing knowledge, skills and experience.

This ILM Diploma qualification is mapped to the ISBL Professional Standards for school business professionals and 
reflects the changing roles performed by school business practitioners across schools and academies.
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“As an existing school office manager with ambitions to 
progress to a school business manager, I have found the 
whole experience of undertaking this course incredibly 
positive.” 

Provider: Best Practice Network



ILM Level 4 Diploma for School Business Managers

Where is it offered and what types of learning options are available?

This qualification is offered nationally by various training providers. It is available as a full programme and as 
individual modules. It is offered as blended learning or fully online.

Training providers offering this qualification can be found on the ISBL website.

How long does it take?

This qualification typically takes 18 months to complete.

The total qualification time (TQT) is 385 hours.

What should I do next?

• Look at the ILM Level 4 Diploma for School Business Managers specification
• Visit the ISBL website to see which training providers offer the qualification
• Review the providers offering the qualification and decide which provision best suits you and your organisation

“Extremely relevant to my role. I was new to the role and to the school, with a background in governance. This course provided 
me with the additional skills and knowledge I needed to perform the role.”

Cheryl Davies, Provider: Serco Education

“The programme has enabled me to gain deeper knowledge and understanding of each of the four units and appreciate how 
they all work and support each other. I have gained a great deal of confidence that is not only evident in my working practice 
but also in the way I am able to face new challenges.”

Sarah Middleton, Provider: Serco Education
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http://www.isbl.org.uk
https://www.i-l-m.com/learning-and-development/specialist-qualifications/school-business-management-qualifications
https://www.i-l-m.com/learning-and-development/specialist-qualifications/school-business-management-qualifications
https://isbl.org.uk/Training/Core-qualifications/Core-qualification-providers.aspx


ILM Level 5 Diploma for School Business Leaders

What does the programme cover?

This qualification aims to provide learners who are existing school business professionals 
(SBP) with the knowledge and skills required to progress in their career. Many SBPs progress 
to this qualification after completing the Level 4 ILM Diploma for School Business Managers.

This ILM Diploma qualification is mapped to the ISBL Professional Standards for school business professionals and 
reflects the changing roles performed by school business professionals across schools and academies.

What will I learn?

This qualification will enable you to:
• manage school resources more efficiently and effectively
• evaluate the strategic nature of school business operations within your school
• develop strategic knowledge and skills in all aspects of the ISBL Professional Standards.

There are three mandatory units:
• Leading Support Services in a School
• Managing School Finances
• Managing Procurement in a School

The optional units are:
• Human Resource Management in a School
• Managing School Infrastructure
• Managing Marketing in a School

ILM Level 5 Diploma for School Business Leaders
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ILM Level 5 Diploma for School Business Leaders

How long does it take?

This qualification typically takes 18 months to complete.

The total qualification time (TQT) is 435 hours.

Where is it offered and what types of learning options are available?

This qualification is offered nationally by various training providers. It is available as a full programme and is offered 
as blended learning or fully online.

Training providers offering this qualification can be found on the ISBL website.

What should I do next?

• Look at the ILM Level 5 Diploma for School
Business Leaders specification

• Visit the ISBL website to see which training
providers offer the qualification

• Review the providers offering the qualification
and decide which provision best suits you and
your organisation.

“I now understand more about strategies used as a School 
Business Manager; my mentor has been very supportive 
and has good knowledge on the areas studied.”

Catherine Newton, Provider: Serco Education

Who is it for?

This qualification is aimed at SBPs who are looking to develop their leadership and management skills and work at a 
more strategic level in their school/trust. The Diploma will enable the individual to develop their professional learning, 
gain insight into the strategic dimension of their role and understand how to lead and manage a range of functions in 
a school.

It can also be suitable for people who are looking to move into the profession from a different sector.

19

http://www.isbl.org.uk
https://www.i-l-m.com/learning-and-development/specialist-qualifications/school-business-management-qualifications
https://www.i-l-m.com/learning-and-development/specialist-qualifications/school-business-management-qualifications
https://isbl.org.uk/Training/Core-qualifications/Core-qualification-providers.aspx


Specialist qualifications for school business professionals

Professional qualifications are increasingly popular in a wide range of industry sectors – not least of all the education 
sector – because they help to provide employees with specific skills and expertise and also demonstrate a 
commitment to training and career development. These qualifications can also give assurance of a school business 
professional’s (SBP’s) level of knowledge, skills and competencies to both existing and new employers.

With more and more schools joining together to create new multi-academy trusts (MATs) or joining existing MAT 
structures, and the increasing approach to the centralising of support services, SBPs now have the opportunity to 
progress into specialist roles. These specialist roles often encompass one of the professional disciplines found in the 
ISBL Professional Standards, i.e. human resources, procurement, finance, infrastructure (estates) and marketing.

Specialist qualifications for school business professionals
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CIPFA Diploma in School Financial and Operational Leadership

CIPFA Diploma in School Financial and Operational Leadership

What does the programme cover?

The programme covers the following areas of financial management in schools 
and academies:

• Education finance
• Education funding
• Business cases
• Financial reporting for academies
• Accountability, governance and assurance
• Procurement and contract management
• Strategic financial planning
• Audit, controls and risk

The Diploma has been mapped by CIPFA as broadly equivalent to a level seven (post-graduate) qualification in 
relation to degree of challenge.

The course is assessed through a mixture of reflective activity/portfolio work plus an exam for the ‘Certificate in 
Financial Reporting for Academies’.

What will I learn?

This will provide practitioners with the skills and knowledge in education finance and operations to move to a 
Chief Finance Officer (CFO), Finance Director (FD) or Chief Operating Officer (COO) role. This qualification is 
referenced in the Academies Financial Handbook in the Skills and Experience section for Chief Finance Officers 
(CFO).

The course considers complex issues around finance and operations in schools and academies. It will provide 
contextual knowledge for those in or aspiring to high-level finance positions within schools and academies.

“Even in the short period since I achieved the qualification, 
I feel more confident in all aspects of my role. Each unit I 
covered was relevant to my role and gives me the confidence 
to join in conversations, challenge, and advise my colleagues 
and others, knowing I have this qualification to support me.”

Ally Bigwood, Provider: CIPFA
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What should I do next?

Visit the ISBL website to:

• find out more about the programme
• see when the next cohort starts.

“It’s made MAT strategic thinking click into place, and I’ve got a greater appreciation of how the aspects of financial and 
operational leadership relate to each other. It has helped me as I transition from academy to MAT Central Team. I was also able 
to network with a new group of school business professionals, which was great.”

Helen Burge, Provider: CIPFA

CIPFA Diploma in School Financial and Operational Leadership

Who is it for?

The programme is aimed at individuals working in a senior position within finance or business management. It is 
designed to support professionals who aspire to be Chief Finance Officers (CFO) or Chief Operating Officers (COO) in 
schools and academies.

How long does it take?

Between 100 and 120 learning hours will be required to complete the programme, including the face-to-face and 
online workshops (expected to be six sessions).

The programme will take between six months (for those completing the practitioner level and some elements of the 
intermediate level) and 12 months (for those completing all levels). 

Where is it offered and what types of learning options are available?

This innovative programme of training is only offered through the ISBL and CIPFA partnership.

It provides a flexible blend of e-learning workbooks on a dedicated CIPFA learning platform and face-to-face 
sessions.

Discursive and analytical reflection on the learning is key to achievement of the qualification.
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CIPS Award for School Business Professionals

What does the programme cover?

The CIPS Award is a procurement and supply learning programme that has been 
designed to incorporate terminology, practices and unique challenges that 
schools/trusts face.

This learning programme underlines the added value that can be achieved through effective procurement and supply 
to help reduce costs and improve quality, timescales, innovation and sustainability.

This contextualised programme develops the participant’s procurement and supply expertise through an adapted, 
accredited and applied training programme, and the Award gives proven return on investment (ROI).

This programme is based on the CIPS Global Standard and adapted for the education sector.

CIPS Award for School Business Professionals

What will I learn?

There are five modules:

Module 1 – Driving value through procurement and supply

Module 2 – Managing expenditures through procurement and supply

Module 3 – Developing contracts

Module 4 – Sourcing essentials in procurement and supply

Module 5 – Negotiation in procurement and supply

For each module, there is an online, interactive session followed by assignments on live issues encountered by staff in 
their day jobs.
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CIPS Award for School Business Professionals

Who is it for?

The programme is aimed at both new and existing school business managers and directors and those in similar school 
business professional roles (e.g. Finance Manager/Director, Office Manager, Senior Administrator, Business Support 
Officer, Bursar, HR Manager) employed in schools and academies.

How long does it take?

It takes 12 months to complete, with an average of 100 hours of self-study required.

What should I do next?

Visit the ISBL website to:

• find out more about the programme
• see when the next cohort starts.

“With ever-increasing pressure on schools to ‘do more for less’, it is essential SBPs develop their skills to undertake 
procurement as effectively as possible to offer their organisation best value. Best value is not just about money. Procurement 
is a complex process which must consider the cost of the product/service to the end of its life in relation to regulatory 
frameworks and international law. To be able to develop my skills and knowledge online to fully understand the procurement 
regulations without travelling to London is too good an opportunity to miss.”

Linda Lucas, Provider: CIPS

Where is it offered and what types of learning options are available?

This contextualised programme of training is only offered through the ISBL and CIPS partnership.

This programme is offered entirely online, so you can be based anywhere in the country and join a cohort.

It is delivered online, using interactive webinars and learning sessions, practical assessed assignments and remote 
tutor support.
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What will I learn?

The Certificate is made up of six core units, detailed below:

• Organisational Performance and Culture in Practice
• Evidence-based Practice
• Professional Behaviours and Valuing People
• Employment Relationship Management
• Talent Management and Workforce Planning
• Reward for Performance and Contribution

All of these units map to the ISBL Professional Standards HR discipline, which focuses on school business 
professionals undertaking this activity for their school to ensure regulatory and legal compliance of the management 
and development of school staff to deliver the school’s/trust’s strategic priorities in line with its vision. ISBL recognises 
the importance of the people strategy implemented to the success of a school and its attraction and retention of staff.

What does the programme cover?

The CIPD Level 5 Diploma is an ideal way to help broaden the knowledge and extend 
the HR skills of school business professionals.

As well as providing a recognised professional qualification, the programme helps to acquire a wide range of relevant, 
practical skills that can be applied in your school. 

The programme enables learners to:

• maintain and develop the effectiveness and efficiency of the operations for which they are responsible
• underpin and develop their knowledge of aspects of their roles to add value for their organisation
• substantiate their experience with an accredited qualification.

Who is it for?

The programme is aimed at both new and existing school 
business managers and directors and those in similar 
school business professional roles (e.g. Finance Manager/
Director, Office Manager, Senior Administrator, Business 
Support Officer, Bursar, HR Manager) employed in schools 
and academies.

Level 5 CIPD Associate Diploma in People Management

Level 5 CIPD Associate Diploma in People Management 

25



What should I do next?

Visit the ISBL website to:

• find out more about the programme
• see when the next cohort starts.

“I now feel far more confident when advising on HR matters. 
The qualification has enabled me to improve the HR support 
I can give my Trust.”

Lesley Burton, Provider: CIPD

Level 5 CIPD Associate Diploma in People Management 

How long does it take?

This certificate programme is approximately twelve months in length.

Where is it offered and what types of learning options are available?

This contextualised programme of training is only offered through the ISBL and MOL partnership.

The programme delivery is online, which includes live, interactive webinar sessions delivered by our industry expert 
tutor. All sessions are also recorded to enable learners to access them on demand. 
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What will I learn?

Module content:

• Introductory webinar
• Leadership theories
• Culture within education
• Critical incident analysis
• Leading change in education
• Assignment writing

This will be supplemented by a range of online resources, including, but not limited to, a series of webinars, videos, 
PowerPoints, eBooks and journal articles.

Certificate in Strategic Educational Leadership

What does the programme cover?

This module provides a valuable opportunity for participants, either individually or as a group, to reflect critically on 
an area (negotiated field) of personal or professional practice by engaging with appropriate literature and research in 
the negotiated field.

The ‘negotiated field’ is the area or topic that is being studied. This is agreed with the tutor at the start of the 
module. Examples of the negotiated field could include a specific project you have worked on as an SBP, an area of 
the ISBL Professional Standards you want to research and develop in, or an area of strategic school leadership.

On completion, you can continue your study and complete two more modules to achieve a postgraduate certificate in 
educational leadership (PgC) qualification.

Note: If you have already achieved the Level 7 Certificate in School Financial and Operational Leadership, this can be 
used via the accreditation of prior experiential learning (APEL) process to gain 20 credits towards the postgraduate 
certificate in educational leadership (PgC) qualification.

Certificate in Strategic Educational Leadership
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Who is it for?

The module is aimed at individuals who wish to continue 
their professional development at level 7 (master’s level). 
You may want to:

• ensure your knowledge and skills are current so
that you can demonstrate not only your continued
learning but also your strategic insight, which
could support you as you progress into executive
and specialist roles

• explore studying at this level without committing
to a full PGCert or master’s programme

• apply for ISBL Fellowship and don’t currently hold
a level 6 qualification.

https://isbl.org.uk/Training/Specialist-Training/Level-7-Certificate-in-School-Financial-and-Operational-Leadership.aspx


Certificate in Strategic Educational Leadership

“Theories on management and leadership are developing 
constantly and evolving. Education is a changing landscape, 
and it is important for me to have the skill sets to lead my 
teams towards positive outcomes for pupils in my school. No 
one ever gets it right 100% (certainly not me), 
but by learning and developing, I strongly feel I can be the 
best I can be – that is what I always work towards with all 
training and qualifications such as this certificate.”

Fiona Gill, Provider: University of Chester

What should I do next?

Visit the ISBL website to:

• find out more about the programme
• see when the next cohort starts.

How long does it take?

The module lasts one academic term. There are three cohorts per year, starting at the beginning of the autumn, spring 
and summer terms.
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Where is it offered and what types of learning options are available?

This module is only offered through the ISBL and University of Chester partnership.

The Certificate in Strategic School Leadership is delivered 100% online. You will not need to attend any sessions at the 
University of Chester. All  delivery is carried out via webinars, virtual tutorials, etc.

https://isbl.org.uk/Training/Specialist-Training/Certificate-in-Strategic-Educational-Leadership.aspx


Returning to professional learning

Returning to professional learning

For many of us, the last time we completed a qualification was many years ago. The idea of starting a 1–3-year 
qualification filled with assignments is very daunting.

All school business professionals must take ownership of their career and CPD, so sometimes it can be helpful to start 
with completing smaller training courses to help you prepare for a larger programme. This will assist you in 
identifying your development needs, completing the learning activities and then reflecting on your learning, applying 
it and sharing it with others.

Refresh your understanding about CPD

Continuing Professional Development (CPD) is a process of building, maintaining and enhancing your knowledge and 
skills.

CPD helps ensure you have the knowledge and skills necessary to succeed as a school business professional and 
benefit the school you work in. It helps you to:

• build professional confidence and, in turn, the reputation of the school business profession
• adapt positively to change by continuously updating skills
• support any career goals by focusing on relevant training and development
• be more productive and efficient by reflecting on your learning and highlighting gaps in your knowledge and

experience and planning action accordingly.

How to get started

Short and bite-size training courses are a great way to start if you haven’t completed any training for a while. They 
present a great opportunity for development, either by developing new knowledge and skills or keeping existing ones 
up to date. The education sector is continually changing, and so it is important that SBPs continue their own 
professional development journey to make sure that they are equipped for their developing roles.

Where can I find training?

Many different organisations run training suitable for school business professionals, many in specific specialist areas, 
and it is important to research what options exist.

As well as the larger specialist qualifications, ISBL runs a variety of training options (bite-size, online and workshops), 
which are underpinned by the ISBL Professional Standards, including in the areas of estates, health & safety, ICFP and 
marketing. Visit the ISBL website to find out more.

Are there conferences I can attend as part of my CPD?

As with training, there are many providers offering conferences with relevance to school business professionals, 
ranging from the Schools and Academies Show through to local/regional group events.

These events offer a range of opportunities from their attendance through access to seminars, workshops, and 
plenaries on current topics; networking with other school leaders; and the opportunity to meet new and existing 
sector suppliers.

ISBL runs both national and regional conferences across the year, which are solely focused on school business 
professionals, so all content is developed and delivered to be specifically relevant for SBP roles and underpinned by 
the ISBL Professional Standards. To find out about the latest conferences taking place, please visit www.isbl.org.uk.
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Find out more…

Qualifications

Apprenticeships

• Level 4 School Business Professional Apprenticeship
• Level 6 Chartered Manager Degree Apprenticeship
• Level 7 Senior Leader (Degree) Apprenticeship

Core qualifications

• Level 4 Diploma for School Business Managers
• Level 5 Diploma for School Business Leaders

Specialist qualifications

• CIPFA Diploma in School Financial and Operational Leadership
• CIPS Award for School Business Professionals
• Level 5 CIPD Associate Diploma in People Management

ISBL Professional Standards

• Sector-endorsed professional standards

Careers

• Role of a school business professional
• Routes into the profession
• Progressing in your role
• Why people work in our profession
• What is professional development?

Find out more...
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https://isbl.org.uk/Training/Apprenticeship/Level-7-Senior-Leader-Master%E2%80%99s-Degree-Apprenticeship.aspx
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https://isbl.org.uk/Training/Careers/What-is-professional-development.aspx
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