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Inspire Education Grants Programme
Specification
Background
The North East Strategic Mayoral Authority (North East MSA, previously known as the North East Combined Authority or North East CA) is a partnership of seven local authorities: County Durham, Gateshead, Newcastle, North Tyneside, Northumberland, South Tyneside and Sunderland, and under the elected leadership of Mayor McGuinness.
The North East MSA aims to champion the full potential of our region, collaborating with our partners and local authorities to create a better way of life by connecting communities and giving people the skills to succeed, improving wellbeing for all, so that our North East is recognised as an outstanding place to live, work, visit and invest. 

The Mayoral Strategic Authority is guided by five missions, including to make the region:
· The home of real opportunity 
· Home to a growing and vibrant economy for all
We can achieve this by investing in the foundations of our economy and removing the barriers that prevent people succeeding.

In March 2025, the North East MSA Cabinet approved a new evidence-led programme, Excellence in Education (EiE), which forms part of the Education, Skills and Inclusion portfolio and exemplifies a commitment to think creatively and progressively about the widest implications of an inclusive economy.  The programme has three objectives:

· Inclusion (school attendance, children and young people’s social, emotional, mental health and wellbeing and transitions into school/between phases)
· Releasing potential (support for literacy, oracy and math skills and promoting cultural capital and personal development); and 
· Teacher wellbeing, development and retention (a package of support to build the skills, resilience and leadership of our teachers, complementing existing provision).

In July 2025, the North East MSA Cabinet approved an ambitious Child Poverty action plan for the region, which was co-produced by stakeholders from across the region, facilitated by the region's Child Poverty Reduction Unit (CPRU). This action plan aims to ensure that investment in the region impacts those who need it most, to improve children’s lives and life chances now and to tackle the root causes of child poverty in the long term. 

There are three strategic priorities for the North East Child Poverty Action Plan:

· Supporting children and families here and now – including by doing what we can together to help families maximise their incomes 
· Breaking down barriers to opportunity that poverty can bring – including by collectively investing more in giving babies, children and young people the best start in life 
· Tackling longer term structural challenges  - including those which will help to make work pay, and create the infrastructure of opportunities for more families. 

Through significant investment by the North East MSA Mayor and Cabinet, funding has been allocated by both programmes to support schools and settings in the North East MSA to implement projects that align with the strategic priorities and objectives of the Excellence in Education programme and the Child Poverty Action Plan, and enable creative and innovative evidence-based practice in settings.
What are the aims of the Inspire education grants programme?
The aims of the grant programme are:
· [bookmark: _Int_bXwfggHn]To help schools to focus on, and address, an identified issue or need which aligns with the aims of the North East MSA’s EiE and Child Poverty Reduction programmes (as outlined above). 
· To fund a broad range of ideas, including academic and non-academic outcomes. This might include, for example, improving maths or literacy skills in an identified cohort, developing cultural capital, improving careers advice, supporting outdoor learning, but this is not an exhaustive list. Please contact us at education@northeast-ca.gov.uk if you are unsure if your potential project would qualify for this grant.
· The grants programme is designed to support the development of creative, innovative and scalable approaches to tackle the challenges which schools are facing.

Who is eligible to apply?
The Inspire education grants programme is open to:
· Local authority maintained schools, academies, special schools and sixth form colleges
· Any youth organisation or VCSE organisation working with children and young people, in collaborative partnership with a school or sixth form college. 

All applications, including collaborative partnership bids, must be school or college-led. VCSE organisations may only apply as part of a partnership arrangement with a school or college that has been actively involved in the design and development of the proposal. The application must clearly demonstrate how the school or college has contributed to shaping the proposed activity and ensuring it meets the needs of pupils.
The business case must be signed by both parties. Applications that do not include both signatures, or that fail to demonstrate meaningful school or college leadership and involvement, will be rejected.
VCSE organisations submitting multiple applications must ensure that each proposal is tailored to the specific needs of the individual education setting and its pupils. Generic or substantially similar applications submitted to multiple settings without clear evidence of local tailoring will not be considered.
We are particularly keen to support schools that have not previously benefited from an Inspire grant and will give these applications priority. However, schools that have received funding before are still encouraged to apply, as we recognise that new opportunities and needs may arise over time.
The funding allocation per bid will vary depending on the project need, as evidenced in the settings’ business case application, up to a maximum of: 
· Application from one school or sixth form college -  £10,000 per project. 
· Co-submitted application from a youth organisation/ VCSE and single school or sixth form college - £10,000 per project. 
· Application from Clusters/Federations/Trusts for multiple schools - £20,000 per project.  

The overall amount of funding for this round of grants is £330,000. There will be another opening of the Inspire grants programme in autumn 2027. 
The North East Mayoral Strategic Authority Inspire  Programme will:
· Engage with settings that have identified an immediate need and a plan to address that need, and can evidence that their project has been co-produced with children, young people, families and other agencies or settings where appropriate.

· Focus work on remote settings and those in areas of high deprivation. The North East MSA is particularly interested in supporting settings experiencing poor transport links and other relevant barriers. 

· Invite beneficiary settings to contribute towards overall programme evaluation, providing evidence which will allow best practice to be shared regionally and nationally.

· Provide a case study template to successful applicants, to enable reporting of activity and impact. 

· Develop video case studies throughout the project to be shared with networks and partners as part of legacy building for the programme (to be coordinated and paid for separately by the North East MSA).

· Require successful recipients to share findings with wider networks, for example, Head Teacher networks, across their local authority and/or Trust. 

Timescales
· The deadline for applications is 14 October 2026 at 5pm.
· Successful applicants will be notified by the end of November 2026, and funding can be allocated in January 2027 for work to commence.
· For successful applicants, upon signature of grant funding agreements, 75% of the total funding allocation will be awarded at the commencement of the project, with the remaining 25% awarded upon submission of a final report.
· An interim report and final report must be submitted to the North East MSA. The dates will be agreed with the recipient and North East MSA team. 
· Activity must be completed by 5 July 2028.

How does my setting apply?
You can apply for an Inspire grant by completing the document ‘North East MSA Business Case – Inspire education grants programme’ and returning your completed Business Case to education@northeast-ca.gov.uk by 5pm on 14 October 2026. If you have any queries in relation to your application, you can contact us at the same email address for support prior to the closing date.

How will my application be evaluated?
Applications will be assessed and scored by a panel, and North East MSA Officers will confirm the outcomes of the assessment by email.
All qualifying questions must be responded to before applications progress to full evaluation scoring.

Evaluation (100% of scoring) 
Qualifying applications will be scored against the following criteria as stipulated within the Project Description of the Business Case:
	Project need (30%): Tell us about your setting; please explain the immediate need that you have identified in your school or community and provide evidence to support this.  

	What to include
Tell us about the context of your school and your pupils; what community do you serve? What are the challenges and needs that you have identified? You should include data and statistics to support your answer.
A high-scoring response to this question will give the panel a clear picture of what it is like to be a pupil at your school and what barriers and challenges you are facing. If you are a VCSE submitting a collaborative bid, you will need to work closely with your partner school(s) to provide the level of need required for this answer. 

	Project description (40%): Please provide a detailed description of what the proposed project will do, how it will be delivered, and what you are anticipating the impact to be. How does it align with the requirements, aims and objectives of the Inspire education grants programme?

	What to include
Who do you want to work with and why? What will happen, when? Why is this the solution to the needs you have identified, and what will the impact be on pupils, staff and the wider school community?
In this answer, tell the panel how your project links to the wider aims of the Excellence in Education programme and Child Poverty Action Plan, and to the specific aims of the Inspire grants programme.

	Capacity (10%): Please describe your capacity to lead and deliver the proposed project. (If known, please provide details of any individuals or organisations who will help you to deliver the work).  

	What to include
Who will lead on this project for your school, and how will capacity be managed? How will you ensure that enough time is given to lead the work and to deliver what you plan to?
If this is a collaborative bid, provide information about how the school and VCSE will work together and how communication will be managed.

	Engagement (20%): How will you actively engage children, young people and families in your project activity? Will you utilise pupil voice in the development of your project activity and who will be the beneficiaries of the project? (including the number of pupils and families experiencing circumstances of financial hardship where relevant)

	What to include
How will pupils (and families if relevant) have a say in what this project looks like and what happens during it? Who will take part? Are you targeting specific groups of children in school, and if so, who and why?




You must ensure that you complete the Qualifying Questions a to e in section 2 and the Scored Quality Questions in section 3 of the accompanying Business Case.
All Qualifying Questions must achieve a pass to allow the application to proceed to the Scored Quality Questions. The Scored Quality Questions will constitute 100% of the maximum score available.
Evaluation of the responses will be undertaken by a panel consisting of evaluators appointed by the North East MSA. 
The evaluation and a moderation meeting will be overseen by a Lead Officer and responses will be scored for each applicant. The Lead Officer will then collate the relevant scores and hold a moderation meeting to reach their final scores.
If an applicant does not respond to all required questions and fails to provide a satisfactory reason as to why it cannot respond to a particular question, this will result in a zero mark for the relevant question.
All responses to questions will be assessed against the grading in the scoring scheme set out in Table 1 below. The scores range between 0 and 10. High scores e.g. 8 and above will be awarded when the evidence provided demonstrates the ability to deliver a creative, innovative and scalable project and provides high confidence in reliable delivery.
Where questions in the accompanying Business Case Tender include a number of response requirements, these are not scored separately, but will in practice combine to determine the overall score.
The North East MSA reserves the right to ensure that the funded portfolio is balanced by Local Authority area and project theme.




Table 1: Quality Evaluation Scoring Scheme
	Marking Scheme
	Description

	10 – A very good response
	The response is relevant to the requirement and is comprehensive, unambiguous, and fully demonstrates through the evidence submitted your ability to satisfy the requirement and the related component parts of the specification.
The response provides a high level of confidence that the approach will meet the requirement and has a strong potential to exceed the requirement for delivering the project.

	8 – A good response
	The response is relevant to the requirement and provides sufficient evidence to demonstrate your ability to satisfy the requirement and the related component parts of the specification.
The response provides a good level of confidence that the approach will meet the requirement for delivering the project.

	6 – A satisfactory response
	The response is relevant to the requirement. Whilst the response addresses the requirement and the related component parts, it is not sufficiently detailed and/or does not include sufficient explanation or evidence in some elements to fully demonstrate your ability to meet the requirement and the related component parts of the specification.
The response provides an adequate level of confidence that the overall response has the potential to satisfy delivery of the project.

	4 – A less than satisfactory response
	The response is not fully relevant to or only partially addresses the requirement and/or the related component parts of the specification. The response and evidence address some of the requirement and the related component parts but not all, and there is a significant lack of detail.
There is a lack of detail and/or lack of explanation and/or ambiguity in the response which provides a low level of confidence that the approach has the ability to meet the requirement for delivering the project.

	2 – A poor response
	The response is not relevant to the requirement and/or related component parts and/or the response has satisfied very few to none of the requirements of the specification.
The response provides very little confidence that the approach will meet the requirement for delivering the project.

	0 – An inadequate response
	Inadequate submission. No comments or information provided; complete rejection of fundamental principles of the Agreements; meets none of the main requirements; fails to demonstrate the relevant resource, ability, understanding, skills, and qualities required; demonstrates a complete misunderstanding of the question; and/or fails to answer the question posed.
The response provides no confidence that the approach will meet the requirement for delivering the project.
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