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These days it’s no longer enough  
to send out hastily created  
newsletters and poorly branded  
or formatted communications.
Parents looking for high-performing schools  
expect more and schools looking for inspiration  
and leadership expect more from their Trust.

Having a strong, consistent 
brand gives a perception of high 

performance and quality. And having 
highly professional communications is 
part of maintaining that perception. 

Parents, heads, teachers and other 
stakeholders expect high quality information, 
and this should filter all the way down from 
key communications, such as websites and 
school prospectuses to the humble newsletter.

Having a professionally designed and 
implemented brand can help. Tools such 
as professional guidelines documents 
and templates make creating consistent 
communications much easier. 

And, by providing guidance on tone of voice 
and imagery, creating highly compelling 
content is far easier too.

Whether you’re considering a brand refresh or 
starting from scratch, the following 12 actions 
can help you create a professional brand 
identity that will resonate with your audiences. 

This is especially important when you consider 
poor design, inconsistent execution and ‘off 
brand’ messaging can tarnish your brand and 
render your marketing ineffective.

#12 actions for creating a standout brand to help your MAT grow.

W
hi

te
pa

pe
r



1 Develop a brand 
strategy.
It may sound scary but it’s not. A brand  
is simply your reputation. It’s what people 
say about you when you’re not there. A 
brand strategy is how you build, shape and 
share your reputation. It’s about creating 
the impression you want to give people.

Every organisation has a brand.  
The only difference is whether you 
leave your brand to chance or take 
deliberate steps to help shape it.  
No successful organisation has ever 
left its brand to chance.

All successful brands start with a vision of 
the impression you want to make and your 
Multi-Academy Trust is no different. Your 
brand strategy should communicate what 
your vision is, a ‘why’ that makes you 
different and how you plan to communicate 
it. Your impression should be truthful to who 
you are and what you are good at. 

People will soon see through it if you are 
pretending to be something you are not  
and that can be very damaging. 

Then there’s your positioning – this explains 
how your organisation is different from your 
competitors. To keep it concise you should 

be able to summarise this in one or two 
sentences that explain what you do better 
than everyone else. 

Finally, your unique selling proposition or USP. 
This is what your organisation stands for and 
needs to be articulated in your own unique 
tone of voice to ensure it connects with people 
but remains authentic to you.

The great thing about developing a brand 
strategy is that once you’ve been through 
the process it can be replicated across each 
school, saving time and resources. Every 
school in your Trust will be unique. And each 
school should have its own individual identity 
grounded in the local community. However, 
by unifying them around your vision and 
combining their strengths will help to market 
your MAT as a collective.
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Other elements include symbols, 
shapes, logos, colours, typefaces 
and graphical elements. 

It’s a visual system or visual identity that 
gives life to your brand. Once you have defined 
your brand; you can then set about defining 
the visual identity that will help communicate 
it. You can’t do the latter until you have a clear 
idea of the former. Otherwise, you are missing 
a vital impression building opportunity.

Your brand and your visual identity come 
together to form the face of your organisation 
and, if managed professionally and applied 
consistently, will help you to communicate 
on a completely different level from your 
competitors influencing the way you look and 
sound but most importantly – how you make 
your audience feel.

2 Create a brand,  
not just a logo.
Often people use the word ‘brand’ when 
what they are referring to is a logo. 
A logo is not a brand. A logo is one of  
many visual elements that combine to 
represent what your brand stands for. 
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Once you have defined your 
brand; you can then set 
about defining the visual 
identity...



Your brand and your visual 
identity come together to form 
the face of your organisation. 
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Phase 01 / Discovery.

Where you are in your business 
development will determine where  
you need to start. 

If you’re launching a new venture and don’t 
yet have a brand identity, discovery is easy. 
Your organisation is not known to anyone  
and there’s nothing to discover.  
You can move to Phase 2. 

However, if your organisation is an  
established one, this first phase is crucial.

Research is important and before you can 
define your refreshed or new brand identity, 
you must understand your existing identity 
and objectively look at all the factors that 
influence how your organisation presents 
itself publicly.

This includes evaluating your customers,  
your industry, your vision, mission, and  
values, and your brand.

3 Use a phased 
approach to create 
your brand.
This process is normally undertaken  
when you create your brand strategy.  
For most organisations, there are three 
phases in developing an effective brand:  
Discovery, Identity and Implementation. 
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Once you understand how your brand 
is currently perceived and its position 
in your market, you can begin to define 
your organisation’s new identity.

As a reminder, your core identity is often 
defined by your organisation’s vision  
(why it exists), its mission (what it does), 
and values (the beliefs that guide your 
organisation’s actions).

If it’s a new organisation or business, you 
start with a blank sheet of paper and have  
the opportunity to define each of these.

If it’s an existing organisation, you will have 
evaluated your core identity in the discovery 
phase. It’s now time to evolve that identity 
to better match your current/future vision, 
mission, and values.

Once you’ve completed the 
discovery phase and developed your 
core identity, the next task is to 
communicate what constitutes your 
brand through a set of brand guidelines 
and templates.

Providing your brand is clearly defined this 
stage is fairly easy as what you’re effectively 
doing is documenting how to replicate your 
brand across different media and channels.
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Phase 03 / Implementation.



Usually this is where your 
USPs originate, however some 
organisations struggle to 
communicate what these are 
assuming other people will 
understand them in the same  
way that they do.

Understanding what your USPs are can 
take time. Knowing what they are and then 
articulating them in a highly compelling way 
is a crucial piece of your brand development 
and is something that can really differentiate 
your organisation from the competition.

4 Ensure your brand 
differentiates you.
Often your brand identity will be defined by 
your company’s vision (why your company 
exists – its purpose), its mission (what your 
company does) and its values (the beliefs 
that guide your company’s actions – what 
it stands for).  
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Vision  Why your company  
 exists – its purpose.

Mission What your 
 company does. 

Values The beliefs that  
 guide your actions –  
 what it stands for. 



But how do you cultivate a  
connection with your brand?  
One way is through storytelling.

Stories can humanise your brand and 
communicate who you are, what you do,  
and how you can help your audience.  
The better you do this, the more you will 
stand out in the marketplace.

Brand storytelling allows you to communicate 
more than what you do; it helps show people 
what you believe. When you articulate your 
values, you make it easier for people to align 
themselves with you – and you can better 
align with the people and organisations you 
would like to positively engage with, and 
that might include key stakeholders such 
as governors, sponsors and partners, your 
existing schools, prospective schools, staff 
parents and pupils. 

So why is brand storytelling so powerful?

Because it triggers a biological response.  
A brand story grabs attention, elicits an 
emotion and engages people – and that  
goes for storytelling across all channels.  
When you’re invested in a good story,  
your brain physically responds to it.

In order to do this well, you need to 
understand what makes a brand story 
impactful. Ultimately, it comes down to  
five specific elements. 

When you tell stories that fall into these 
categories, you are helping to set your brand 
up for success from the start.

5 Humanise your 
brand through 
storytelling.
People become tired of being talked  
at and sold to. People crave genuine 
connections and that includes their 
relationship with brands.  
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As an example, instead of publishing 
cold facts and figures. A MAT may 
wish to tell stories about how they 
have made a difference to student’s 
performance and therefore improved 
their life chances. 

By creating pen portraits of students, 
these achievements become more 
relatable and memorable as a result.
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Storytelling checklist.

Make it  
meaningful

Make it  
simple

Make it  
personal

Make it  
authentic

Make it  
emotional



However, there is one standout trait 
that all successful brands have in 
common – consistency.

Consistency creates reassurance. 
Fundamentally people dislike change, it  
makes us feel uneasy and insecure. If 
something becomes familiar, over time, we 
begin to trust it. We grow to trust how it 
looks, how it sounds and what it has to say. 
Once a brand has established trust, it builds 
reputation – the holy grail of any brand. But, 
it only takes one unfamiliar manifestation to 
undo that trust such as incorrect use of the 
logo, the wrong colour or messaging that’s  
‘off brand’.

This is where brand guardianship can 
really help. We believe everyone within an 
organisation should be responsible for policing 
the brand, not just the senior team. 

Ensuring everyone has access to the tools to 
help them achieve this therefore is crucial. 
One of the most effective ways of doing this 
is to create a comprehensive set of brand 
guidelines. This is usually a PDF document 
that covers all the basic components that 
make up your brand but not only that, it 
should also explain why they are important.

The best guidelines are the ones that are 
self-fulfilling. And by that we mean where you 
are no longer reliant on external agencies for 
their input. This is particularly useful where 
you have in-house creative resources but it’s 
also useful for back office, such as internal 
communications too and can help to greatly 
reduce costs.

6 Manage your  
brand and grow 
your reputation.
We’re often asked what makes brands grow 
and become successful. And the answer 
is that there isn’t one single thing, more 
a combination of elements all working 
together to create a special something. 
it stands for.  
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Once a brand has established 
trust, it builds reputation – 
the holy grail of any brand.
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We have a saying at 12 Miles North 
that ‘it’s far more cost-effective to 
have your house painted every  
two years than knocked down and  
rebuilt every six years’.

And the same is true when it comes to 
creating a brand. Your brand must be future 
proof and take account of the aspirations of 
the business to facilitate and enable growth 
and/or expansion.

This is another benefit of developing a 
clear brand strategy as the future of the 
organisation and the opportunities that may 
present themselves will have been explored 
during the discovery phase.

For your MAT, having a system for bringing 
additional schools on board and unifying them 
around a central vision will be paramount. 
Not only for the school but for the MAT when 
marketing itself as a collective.

7 Make sure your 
brand is scalable.
A common mistake that some organisations 
make is creating a brand identity that’s very 
present moment orientated. 
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Your brand must be future 
proof and take account of 
the future aspirations of 
the business to facilitate 
and enable growth and/or 
expansion.



Physical changes are the biggest way 
to demonstrate that things  
are changing.

Manifestations, such as signage, are highly 
visible to the public and parents during  
drop-offs and pickups.

The use of brand colours within play areas 
and the building itself can also reinforce the 
message that this is a great place to go to 
school with a warm and friendly atmosphere. 

School uniforms are perhaps the next 
biggest change that a school can make 
and often get the biggest response from 
students and parents as it can be a true visual 
transformation. When it becomes distinctive 
and stands out from the competition, students 
feel proud and confidence builds.

8 Manifest your 
brand in the 
physical world.
Nothing signals progress more than a  
new or refreshed brand identity. 
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When it becomes distinctive 
and stands out from the 
competition, students feel 
proud and confidence builds.



It’s an emotive storybook about your 
purpose – what you’re here to do, for 
whom and why. 

Your brand manifesto is the ‘soul’ statement 
of your brand and helps people form an 
emotional connection to it.

A well-written manifesto can help stakeholders 
experience an authentic narrative of who you 
are and your intentions. It’s also a great way 
of aligning your core message with your  
target audiences.

Whereas mission statements and vision 
boards allow your audience to understand 
what you do, a brand manifesto enables your 
audience to grasp the reason why you do it. 
It’s relatable and authentic.

It takes your ‘why’ statement and reimagines 
it as a story in which your customers can 
visualise themselves in. It helps them 
understand what it would be like to work 
with your organisation and creates the right 
expectations of who you are as a business.

9 Create a brand 
manifesto.
A brand manifesto is different from a 
tagline, brand guide, vision or mission 
statement. It’s a combination of  
all those things. 
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Your brand manifesto is the 
‘soul’ statement of your brand 
and helps people form an 
emotional connection to it.



In a world of me-too brands, many of 
which use stock imagery, investing in 
bespoke, professional photography can 
really make your organisation stand 
out from the crowd.

What a stock image can’t do, by its very 
nature, is convey your brand message. Of 
course, you can find a nice image of students 
in a bright-looking classroom, but what does 
that say about your organisation? 

Does it convey your values? Tell your story? 
Probably not, because those things can’t be 
emulated through generic imagery.

It’s worth remembering that people buy into 
brands and make purchasing choices, based on 
emotions and feelings. Bespoke photography 
that’s unique to your organisation taps into 
that and conveys the messages you want your 
brand to give. 

Meanwhile, stock photography is only going 
to dilute that brand message, which will 
ultimately weaken the emotional connection 
you want potential stakeholders to make.

10 Invest in compelling 
photography.
Nothing tells a story more than  
a compelling photograph. 
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It’s worth remembering that 
people buy into brands and 
make purchasing choices, 
based on emotions  
and feelings.



It may look pretty on a fridge, not so 
good on uniforms and signage.

It’s also a false economy and could fragment 
an organisation or school and damage their 
reputation in the long run.

By all means involve others in the decision 
making, but not the process – get help from 
an external agency. It’s what they do. 

A good agency will take an objective view 
and guide you through the process, which 
should be tailored to your organisation, be 
informative, enlightening and fun.

The end result will be a brand identity that 
communicates your USP in a highly engaging 
way and tells the stories of the schools in your 
trust, both collectively and at a local level.

It should stand the test of time and be flexible 
enough to accommodate future changes and 
developments within your MAT.

11 Don’t try and 
design it yourself.
Finally, one of the biggest mistakes you  
can make is to try and create a brand 
identity yourself with a ‘logo competition’ 
especially for a school.  
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An identity should stand the 
test of time and be flexible 
enough to accommodate future 
changes and developments 
within your MAT.



At 12 Miles North, we’ve worked 
with several schools and education 
organisations who decided to invest 
in their brands. And very successful 
they’ve been as a result.

Some may think brand development is 
expensive. It doesn’t have to be and when you 
consider the expertise, objectivity, inspiration 
and passion an outside organisation can bring 
– it makes complete sense.

A good agency will work with you throughout 
the process and help identify opportunities 
that may have gone unnoticed. When it’s over, 
that’s not the end as your agency will be there 
for you to advise and recommend ideas and 
content for leveraging your new look brand – 
often at no additional cost.

Not just a supplier, but a trusted partner to 
assist you in developing your brand, helping 
ensure the messages you send out get noticed 
and get results.

12 Engage with
a professional 
agency.
If you think brand strategy, research, 
identity and guidelines documents belong in 
the corporate world you might be surprised.
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A good agency will work with 
you throughout the process and 
help identify opportunities that 
many have gone unnoticed.



In summary.
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1. 
Develop a brand strategy.

2. 
Create a brand, not just a logo.

3. 
 Use a phased approach to  
create your brand.

4. 
Ensure your brand  
differentiates you.

5. 
 Humanise your brand through 
storytelling.

6. 
Manage your brand and grow  
your reputation.

7. 
Make sure your brand  
is scalable.

8. 
Manifest your brand in  
the physical world.

9. 
Create a brand manifesto

10. 
Invest in compelling photography.

11. 
Don’t try and design it yourself.

12. 
Engage with a professional 
agency.



Brand examples.
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We are 
Iveson and 
we love 
to learn.

Example / Iverson Primary School
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12 Miles North has been helping  
clients create and refresh their 
brands for many years. 
We combine strategy with a highly experienced  
creative team, a carefully honed process and  
bespoke plans for creating and sharing great  
content with the people you’re trying to reach.

Our clients are a mix of education, 
private sector and non-profit 
organisations. 

Our work has helped our clients win awards 
and we never stop putting in the extra miles  
to help them find and tell their best stories.

By operating as an extension of your team, 
we focus on creating ultra-high-quality, 
consistent, on-brand content, scaling our 
efforts based on your business needs.
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If you’d like an informal chat,  
please call Nick Birch on 01226 767025  
or email nick.birch@12milesnorth.co.uk



12 Miles North Limited

32 Gilbert, South Street 
Park Hill, Sheffield 
South Yorkshire 
S2 5QY

hello@12milesnorth.co.uk 
12milesnorth.co.uk

https://12milesnorth.co.uk

