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Executive Summary
In today’s rapidly evolving digital landscape, educational institutions, 
especially Multi-Academy Trusts (MATs), face increasing challenges in 
safeguarding their digital environments against cyber threats. With the 
proliferation of digital transformation in education, a robust cyber resilience 
strategy has become essential for MATs to ensure secure and efficient 
operations. This white paper provides an in-depth analysis of discussions 
from the recent roundtable event titled Cyber Resilience in Educational 
Transformation: Navigating Risks and Safeguarding Change, hosted by 
TransforMATive in partnership with Xentra. 

The event gathered educational leaders, IT professionals, and cyber security 
experts to explore the importance of embedding cyber security within MATs’ 
operational frameworks. Key topics included risk management, the integration 
of cyber security in governance, and the potential of artificial intelligence 
(AI) as both a tool and a threat. By promoting an ecosystem approach, MATs 
can enhance collaboration and establish resilient frameworks for handling 
digital threats. This paper outlines the primary insights derived from these 
discussions, along with areas identified for future research and development.



Cyber security as a Strategic Priority
 Cyber security was underscored as a critical area, often highlighted as a top priority on risk 

registers across participating MATs. Leaders acknowledged that cyber security needs to be 
integral to strategic planning, with clear ‘sector appropriate’ budget allocations and proactive 
risk management practices. The importance of effective organisation wide cyber training was 
acknowledged as essential.

 The session emphasised the importance of regular cyber security assessments, such as current-
state audits, aligned with established frameworks like NIST (National Institute of Standards 
and Technology). These assessments provide a benchmark for identifying vulnerabilities, 
assessing compliance, and ensuring continuous improvement in cyber security.

Data Safeguarding and Governance
 With MATs increasingly reliant on data-driven decision-making, data safeguarding was redefined 

as a shared responsibility across all organisational levels. Effective data management policies 
that involve staff, students, and third-party vendors are essential for mitigating risks 
associated with data breaches.

 A layered approach to data security, integrating 24/7 AI-based monitoring tools to support out 
of hours monitoring of systems with traditional security protocols, was widely recommended. 
MATs need to adopt AI-enhanced filtering systems, such as secure email gateways and endpoint 
monitoring, to detect anomalies and mitigate phishing and ransomware attacks effectively. 

AI as a Cyber security Tool and Threat
 While AI has promising applications for proactive cyber security, there is a risk associated 

with AI-powered cyber threats. This dual role of AI requires a balanced approach, combining 
automated defences with human oversight to detect and address sophisticated threats.

 Participants highlighted the need for clear AI policies within educational contexts, specifying 
approved applications, processes for continuous auditing, and strict access controls. AI’s role in 
safeguarding and managing digital ecosystems presents both opportunities and risks, and MATs 
must stay vigilant in this area.

Unified Standards and Vendor Accountability
 A recurring theme was the challenge of vendor accountability and consistency in cyber security 

standards. MATs expressed a need for clearer standards, especially concerning multi-factor 
authentication (MFA) and Single Sign-On (SSO) support, which are crucial for secure digital 
access across systems.

 The development of sector-wide cyber security standards would empower MATs to set uniform 
expectations with vendors, ensuring that tools meet high-security standards. Leaders 
advocated for the need to collectively leverage purchasing power to demand secure, education-
focused solutions.

Community and Collaborative Approaches
 MAT leaders expressed strong support for a collaborative model in cyber security strategy, 

proposing regular roundtables and partnerships with cyber security experts. This approach fosters 
shared learning and enables MATs to stay updated on the latest threats and best practices.

 The event also highlighted the significance of fostering cyber security awareness at all levels, 
making cyber security an organisation-wide concern, not solely the responsibility of IT teams. 
This cultural shift toward proactive cyber security was identified as essential for MATs’  
future resilience.

Key Learning Points



How can MATs effectively balance the integration of emerging technologies, such as AI, 
with data security and privacy requirements?
As AI technology evolves, understanding how it can be securely deployed in educational 
environments while minimising potential risks to data privacy will be critical. Further research 
can explore the practical applications of AI in cyber security and how to balance innovation  
with stringent safeguards.

What frameworks can be established to evaluate and ensure vendor cyber security 
accountability across the educational sector?
With varying levels of security capabilities among vendors, MATs could benefit from a 
standardised assessment framework tailored for educational needs. Future research could 
explore industry-wide accreditation or certification processes for vendors to ensure baseline 
cyber security compliance.

How can cyber security be effectively embedded into the strategic governance and 
operational risk management processes of MATs?
While many trusts recognize cyber security as a priority, incorporating it into governance 
structures and risk management protocols consistently remains a challenge. Research into  
best practices for board-level engagement and reporting on cyber security risk can support  
MATs in institutionalising these processes.

What role should the government and regulatory bodies play in supporting MATs with  
cyber security resources and training?
Government support, through funding, training, and policy mandates, could be critical in 
advancing cyber security standards across educational institutions. This research could 
investigate the potential for public-private partnerships and grants that support the unique 
cyber security needs of MATs.

How can MATs foster a cyber security culture among staff and students, aligning digital 
practices with organisational risk management?**
Promoting cyber security awareness as part of the organisational culture is essential but 
requires tailored strategies. Research could identify effective training programs, incentives,  
and awareness campaigns that engage both staff and students in cyber security practices, 
ultimately supporting a safer digital environment.

Conclusion
The Cyber Resilience in Educational Transformation roundtable highlighted the urgent need 
for proactive cyber security measures in the education sector. By viewing cyber security as a 
strategic priority, implementing robust data governance, leveraging AI responsibly, enforcing 
vendor standards, and fostering collaborative approaches, MATs can enhance their resilience  
and safeguard their digital transformations.

Future Research Questions
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