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Introduction & context

For most of the twentieth century, football lagged behind both rugby and hockey in the independent 

sector. Only a small niche group of independent schools played football as their main winter sport.

The situation has changed gradually over the last 25 years.  Factors have included: (1) the appeal of the 

Premier League and football’s increasing role in “youth culture”; (2) increasing demand for football from 

parents and pupils; (3) support for the Independent Schools Football Association (ISFA) from The FA which 

has enabled ISFA to expand its programme and make a much-improved offer to its member schools.

The number of teams in ISFA schools, including both school teams and intra-school teams, has doubled in 

the last 5 years (see Appendix B).
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ISFA believes that the next 10 years represent a unique opportunity, probably unprecedented in the last 

100 years, to increase the playing of the game in the independent sector, due to the following factors;

• Ongoing demand for football from pupils and parents

• Increasing demand for girls’ football

• Re-examination of sporting priorities post-covid

• Decline in class attitudes towards football in the sector

This strategy sets out clear targets and priorities for ISFA over the next three years to help it achieve its long 

term aims. ISFA considers that it has enjoyed an excellent relationship with The FA over many years and is 

grateful for the support it has received which has made a notable contribution to the expansion of ISFA.
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Recent successes

Continued growth of schools and teams in ISFA 
membership

Growth of number of teams participating in ISFA 
competitions

Growth of girls' football

Expansion of girls' competitions

Increasing standard and professionalism of 
programmes

Representative football
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ISFA Vision

• To grow the game to become a mainstream 

sport throughout the whole sector.

• To grow the game to establish football as a 

mainstream sport for girls.

• Every boy & girl in an independent school to 

have the opportunity to participate in 

organised football; creating a lifelong love of 

the game and to continue their footballing 

involvement after leaving school.

ISFA 2030 Aims
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Strategic Priorities

Participation

Competitions

Curriculum

Workforce

Governance & 
Safeguarding
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Participation

Our 2024 goal:

To increase the number of schools, teams and students playing football within the ISFA membership. 

Over the past 10 years participation levels of football played within ISFA schools have increased significantly. This has seen a substantial 

increase in the number of member schools, number of teams registered with ISFA, and the number of teams participating in ISFA competitions.

In 2018 ISFA launched its first dedicated girls’ football strategy that aimed to double female football participation in independent schools by 

2021. ISFA was successful in achieving this by introducing new competitions, funding the girls’ hub schools programme and supporting 

teachers and coaches working with female footballers within independent schools.

Continuing to increase participation and enjoyment across all ages, genders and formats will be key to achieving our aims as well as supporting 

The FA to achieve the key goals of its ‘FA Grassroots Football Strategy 2020-24’. 

“In the male game, we want to respond to the needs of players by providing more flexibility and better access to football opportunities to encourage their retention in the 

game. In the female game, the push is to ensure girls have the same access as boys to football opportunities in schools and clubs, and that women have choice too.”  (The FA 

Grassroots Football Strategy, 2020-2024)

“Every school-aged girl to have equal access to football in school and in clubs.”  (The FA Strategy for Women’s & Girls Football, 2020-2024)
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Key success measures for boys’ football:

• To increase by 25% the number of boys’ teams within the ISFA membership.

• To set-up 6 regional football development committees to facilitate and assist teachers and local schools to work together to increase football 

opportunities in their local area.

Tactics to achieve this:

• To bid into The FA’s ‘special projects’ and ‘open annual development grants’ funds to enable research into and set-up new programmes 

designed to further increase participation within independent schools football.

• To continue to run U11 7v7 national cup, comprising of regional qualifying events across the country and a finals day, providing high 

quality events that encourage more prep schools to participate and play football as well as a prestigious national competition. 

• To support the creation and retention of, and provide support package for, local leagues and competitions run by member schools for 

targeted age groups and geographical areas.

• To ensure a quality introduction to the game, maintaining popularity of football amongst 5-11 year old boys.

• To continue to support existing football provision ensuring the importance of inter-school block fixtures and intra-school football remains.

• To target non-member schools, that either play football or would like to play football, to encourage these schools to become ISFA members, 

through a clear communication strategy and reviewing current membership model to ensure it meets the needs of schools. 

• To continue to work collaboratively with key partners to grow the game.

• To provide football opportunities for all ensuring we have a game free of discrimination.

• To continue to run a boys’ representative programme to support the most talented players.
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Key success measures for girls’ football:

• To increase by 25% the number of girls’ teams within the ISFA membership.

• To deliver ‘FA Girls Football School Partnerships’ in partnership with The FA and Youth Sports Trust, ensuring there is a network of schools 

across the country delivering programmes to local prep schools within their partnership.

• To introduce10 regional girls’ leagues for targeted age groups in geographical regions to provide regular fixtures.

Tactics to achieve this:

• To bid into The FA’s ‘special projects’ and ‘open annual development grants’ funds to enable research, including into what obstacles prevent 

girls’ football, and to set-up new programmes designed to further increase girls’ participation within independent schools football.

• To continue to run U13 and U11 7v7 national cups, comprising of regional qualifying events across the country and finals days, providing 

high quality events that encourage more schools to participate and play girls’ football as well as prestigious national competitions. 

• To provide a ‘get into girls football’ support package, and run girls football summer festivals in partnership with member schools providing 

opportunities for girls and schools to participate in fun festivals, to help schools make their first step into girls’ football.

• To use the 2022 UEFA Women’s Euros and the popularity of the FA WSL to help promote the game to independent girls’ schools.

• To target non-member girls’ schools, that either play football or would like to play football, to encourage these schools to become ISFA 

members, through a clear communication strategy and reviewing current membership model to ensure it meets the needs of girls’ schools.

• To continue to work collaboratively with key partners to grow the game.

• To provide football opportunities for all ensuring we have a game free of discrimination.

• To continue to run a girls’ representative programme to support the most talented players.
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Competitions

Our 2024 goal:

To provide a competition pathway comprising of well run and highly prestigious competitions for both 

boys and girls from U11 to U18.

Over the past 10 years the number of teams participating in ISFA competitions has steadily grown and there are currently record numbers 

participating in all ISFA competitions. During this time ISFA has created new competitions, particularly in the girls' game, to help support this 

growth and provide more opportunities for boys and girls to play competitive football.

ISFA’s national competitions not only provide the opportunity to participate in prestigious national tournaments but also play a key role in 

growing the game within the sector. The effect on many schools of initial participation in a competition is to encourage them to enter further 

competitions and provide increased football opportunities within the school.

Block friendly fixtures and internal football, not inter-school competition, remain the main providers of football for all, provide regular mass 

participation for pupils of differing ages, gender and abilities.  Therefore it remains ISFA policy not to run too many national competitions in 

order to ensure they do not get in the way of traditional block fixtures.  ISFA national competitions remain the ‘icing on the cake’.

“Provision of teams, leagues and tournaments from primary up to university level where all children and young people can engage in high quality competitive football.” (The 

FA Education Review, 2021)
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Key success measures for boys’ football:

• To provide a national competition pathway from U11 to U18 comprising of well-run prestigious competitions that encourage participation 

and provide memorable experiences for all.

• To create, retain and promote local competitions run by member schools for targeted age groups and geographical areas. 

Tactics to achieve this:

• To continue to run U18, U15 & U13 11v11 national cups, including showcase finals, to provide the icing on the cake for schools’ football 

programmes. 

• To continue to run U16 11v11 national cup for small schools, including a showcase final, to provide the icing on the cake for schools’ 

football programmes. 

• To continue to run U11 7v7 national cup, comprising of regional qualifying events across the country and a showcase finals day, providing 

high quality events that encourage more prep schools to participate and play football as well as a prestigious national competition. 

• To continue to run U18 national sixes tournament providing a national small sided competition for schools.

• To reintroduce an ISFA accredited competition kitemark for locally run independent schools football competitions to ensure minimum 

requirements of safeguarding and organisation are met.

• To work with member schools to create local competitions for targeted age groups and geographical areas.

• To work with key partners to provide futsal competitions.

• To complete an annual competitions review to ensure ISFA’s competition offer continues to meet the needs of members schools.
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Key success measures for girls’ football:

• To provide a national competition pathway from U11 to U18 comprising of well-run prestigious competitions that encourage participation 

and provide memorable experiences for all. 

• To introduce 10 regional girls’ leagues for targeted age groups in geographical regions to provide regular fixtures.

Tactics to achieve this:

• To continue to run U18 & U15 11v11 national cups, including showcase finals, to provide the icing on the cake for schools’ girls’ football 

programmes. 

• To continue to run U13 & U11 7v7 national cups, comprising of regional qualifying events across the country and showcase finals days, 

providing high quality events that encourage more girls’ schools to participate and play football as well as a prestigious national 

competition. 

• To continue to run U18 & U15 girls’ national sevens tournament providing a national small sided competition for schools.

• To work with member schools to create local girls’ leagues and competitions for targeted age groups and geographical areas. ISFA to 

provide a support package for all local competitions.

• To work with key partners to provide girls’ futsal competitions.

• To complete an annual competitions review to ensure ISFA’s competition offer continues to meet the needs of member schools.
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Curriculum

Our 2024 goal:

To maximise the number of schools offering football in curriculum time for both boys and girls.

The growth of independent schools' football over the past 10 years has seen the number of boys and girls playing in competitions and inter 

school fixtures increase substantially. However, in order to maximise the growth of football within schools it is vitally important for schools to 

also offer football as part of the curriculum as well as an extra curricular activity. This is particularly important for girls' football to help it 

establish itself as a traditional sport for girls in independent schools.  

Whilst ISFA cannot directly influence schools regarding what goes into the school curriculum, it aims to play a key role in promoting the 

numerous benefits that football contributes to a child's development and supporting The FA meet its target of 75% of schools delivering 

football within the curriculum.

“A strong curriculum offer in all education settings which provides all children and young people with the chance to learn through football as part of PE, games and other 

lessons.” (The FA Education Review, 2021)

“Equal football access for girls at in 90% of schools (primary/secondary), with 75% delivering football in PE lessons and after school.”  (The FA Strategy for Women’s & Girls 

Football, 2020-2024)
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Key success measures:

• To achieve The FA target of 75% of schools delivering football in PE lessons and after school.

• To achieve The FA target of 90% of schools providing equal football access for girls.

Tactics to achieve this:

• To influence member schools to deliver football as part of the curriculum.

• To work with The FA and Youth Sports Trust to deliver ‘FA Girls’ Football School Partnerships’ in the independent sector, ensuring there is a 

network of schools across the country delivering programmes within their local partnership.

• To signpost schools to programmes designed to support the delivery of football within the curriculum and promote these via the ISFA 

website and social media channels.

• To signpost teachers to online resources to assist with delivery of football within the curriculum.
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Workforce

Our 2024 goal:

To have a highly skilled paid and volunteer workforce working together to develop football throughout the 

independent sector.

As independent schools’ football continues to grow it is important for ISFA to have a highly skilled workforce to continue to meet the needs of 

the sector. Alongside a paid workforce responsible for running competitions and programmes, supporting schools and working alongside key 

partners, it is equally important to have a strong network of volunteers, teachers, coaches, referees and administrators working together to 

develop and grow the game across all formats. ISFA has a key role to play in supporting and developing not only those currently working and 

volunteering in the game but also the next generation of leaders too. 

“To help retain the existing football workforce by providing support tools and services, offering reward and recognition, and reducing administration requirements.” (The FA 

Grassroots Football Strategy, 2020-2024)
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Key success measures:

• To employ a paid workforce to enable ISFA to continue to offer a wide range of activities and provide support to member schools to 

facilitate the delivery of football within independent schools.

• To set-up 6 regional football development committees to facilitate and assist teachers and local schools to work together to increase football 

opportunities in their local area.

• To provide annual CPD opportunities for teachers, coaches and volunteers.

Tactics to achieve this:

• To provide consistent, continuous support so every member of the workforce feels valued and can perform their roles with confidence and 

expertise. 

• To continue to work with ISFA girls’ development committee and ‘football development committee’ to support the development of football 

within independent schools.

• To upskill teachers and volunteers by signposting them to online learning and resources.

• To upskill teachers and volunteers through teacher CPD events, coaching days, and access to FA coaching qualifications. 

• To continue to run an annual female teacher CPD event in partnership with The FA to provide bespoke support to female teachers and 

coaches working within independent schools. 

• To work with FA National Youth Council to provide volunteer opportunities for young leaders and support students on their journey into 

employment.

• To promote The FA’s female ‘teacher to coach’ pathway.

17



Governance & Safeguarding

Our 2024 goal:

To set the highest standard of governance and safeguarding throughout the organisation.

As football continues to grow in popularity in the independent sector with more schools and students playing the game than ever before it is 

vital that ISFA can continue to support and sustain this growth. In order to meet the ever-increasing demand and continue to provide a          

first-class service ISFA will continue to work alongside The FA to make sure it has the highest levels of governance in place throughout the 

organisation, as well as working collaboratively with key partners and utilising digital resources to support schools and teachers.

The importance of safeguarding remains the top priority for all involved in youth football and ISFA will continue to play a vital role in ensuring 

all independent schools' football is safe and adheres to The FA’s safeguarding operating standards.  

“By 2024 we want to see 2m people involved in grassroots football engaged and benefitting from our digital products and services.” (The FA Grassroots Football Strategy, 

2020-2024)

“By 2024 we will support every County FA, club, league and programme to ensure they offer participation and opportunities with the highest standards of inclusivity, 

safeguarding and respect.” (Time For Change – FA Strategy, 2020-2024)
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Key success measures:

• To fulfil all requirements of being an association partner of The FA.

• To achieve and maintain The FA Safeguarding Operating Standard.

• To effectively communicate with all member schools, partners and stakeholders.

Tactics to achieve this:

• To set the highest standard of governance and safeguarding throughout the organisation.

• To adhere to The FA’s Safeguarding Operating Standard, ensuring safeguarding is embedded throughout the organisation.

• To continue to ensure all ISFA staff and volunteers meet all safeguarding requirements and qualifications.

• To provide member schools, teachers and volunteers with the latest guidance on safeguarding and support schools by signposting them to 

FA guidance on heading and dementia within football. 

• To become a key member of the newly established ‘FA Education Partners Forum’ ensuring independent schools have a voice and influence 

with The FA.

• To provide football opportunities for all ensuring we have a game free of discrimination.

• To improve our digital service to member schools through utilising The FA’s new digital administration system, as well as other FA IT systems 

and programmes, to support teachers and make football administration easier.

• To use ISFA website to provide schools with key information, support and resources, and to promote ISFA activities and independent 

schools’ football.  

• To have an ever increasing presence on social media to promote ISFA, member schools and independent schools’ football, as well as to 

communicate with key stakeholders. 19



Summary

Strategic priorities To achieve each of these priorities, we will:

Participation Support the creation and 

retention of regional 

competitions

Set-up new regional football 

development committees

Target non-member schools to 

increase membership and 

influence over these schools 

Work collaboratively with The 

FA and key partners 

Competitions Provide a national competition 

pathway for U11-U18 for boys 

and girls

Deliver showcase finals for 

national competitions to 

promote independent schools 

football

Introduce regional girls’ leagues 

for targeted age groups to 

provide regular fixtures

Review competitions annually 

to ensure they meet demands 

of member schools

Curriculum Influence schools to deliver 

football as part of the 

curriculum for boys and girls

Work with The FA to achieve its 

target of equal football access 

for girls in schools 

Signpost teachers to FA and 

online resources to assist with 

delivery of football within the 

curriculum

Workforce Employ ISFA staff to deliver a 

wide range of football activities

Upskill teachers and volunteers 

through CPD, qualifications and 

online resources

Run annual female teacher CPD 

event

Work with FA National Youth 

Council to provide volunteer 

opportunities for young leaders

Governance & 

safeguarding

Meet the requirements of being 

an FA association partner and 

achieve The FA Safeguarding 

Operating Standard

Improve our digital service to 

member schools

Become a key member of The 

FA’s new Education Partners 

Forum

Use social media to promote 

independent schools football
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Appendix A – Timescales & priorities

Year 3
- Grow the number of teams in ISFA membership by 30%

- Achieve equal football access for girls in 90% of schools

- Improve our digital service to member schools to further support teachers

Year 2
- Work with newly created regional committees to create and retain regional competitions

- Deliver a strong network of ‘FA Girls’ Football School Partnerships’

- Upskill teachers and volunteers through CPD and access to online learning and resources

Year 1
- Consolidate existing activity and recover post covid-19

- Introduce new regional girls' leagues

- Achieve The FA’s Safeguarding Operating Standard
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Appendix B – Previous KPI numbers

Boys School 

Teams in ISFA 

Membership

Boys House 

Teams in ISFA 

Membership

Girls School 

Teams in ISFA 

Membership

Girls House 

Teams in ISFA 

Membership

Total Teams in 

ISFA 

Membership

Teams 

participating in 

ISFA National 

Competitions

2016/17 2500 2600 363 428 5891 595

2017/18 3126 3362 411 473 7372 675

2018/29 4311 3587 593 582 9073 748

2019/20 4997 3838 683 780 10298 527*

2020/21 5761 4332 798 834 11725 110*

* Not all competitions took place during these seasons due to the covid-19 pandemic
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Appendix C – KPI targets

Boys School 

Teams in ISFA 

Membership

Boys House 

Teams in ISFA 

Membership

Girls School 

Teams in ISFA 

Membership

Girls House 

Teams in ISFA 

Membership

Total Teams in 

ISFA 

Membership

Teams 

participating in 

ISFA National 

Competitions

2020/21

Baseline
5761 4332 798 834 11725 N/A

2021/22 6200 4600 900 900 12600 850

2022/23 6650 4900 1000 1000 13550 925

2023/24 7100 5200 1100 1100 14500 1000
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Appendix D – ISFA 
player pathway

ISFA NATIONAL 
REPRESENTATIVE TEAMS

ISFA REGIONAL 
REPRESENTATIVE PROGRAMME

ISFA NATIONAL COMPETITIONS

SCHOOL FOOTBALL TEAM

SCHOOL INTERNAL & HOUSE FOOTBALL

SCHOOL CURRICULUM & EXTRA CURRICULAR 
ACTIVITY
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Appendix E – A huge thanks to all of our 
partners for your continued support


