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Governors’ visits to school
Why and How?
A central part of governors’ functions is to promote accountability – theirs to the parents and the senior
management to them. Governors who succeed know their school well. They are able to give parents
and account of how well the school is doing and hold senior managers to account. They keep
themselves informed by triangulating – i.e. garnering information from third-, second- and first-hand
sources.
Governors generally receive well-balanced reports periodically on their school through Ofsted and the
local authority in which the school is sited – third-hand sources. The headteacher plays a lead and
critical role in reporting on the school to governors at the meetings of the governing body and its
committees – a second-hand source. The chair is in a more privileged position to receive second-hand
information though regular meetings that she/he has with the headteacher in between meetings to keep
abreast of developments. Occasionally, governors receive positive and (sometimes) negative and
unsolicited reports on their schools from the parents of pupils – another source for second-hand
information.
However, as important as the above mechanisms for learning about the school are, it could just be
possible that the whole story is not being told to governors. Hence they need to secure information on
their school through first-hand sources. This can best be done by directly visiting the school in a
planned and orderly manner.
Governors who descend on their schools without notice will generally be given short-shrift, not only
from the headteacher and staff, but also fellow governors. School governors don’t have any powers
individually so there is no merit in ‘strutting their stuff’ and prancing around at school during a normal
working day expecting all and sundry to worship and adore them. The powers derive from those vested
in the corporate governing body not in individuals.
Notwithstanding, if governors are to be effective, they need to find the time to visit the school when it is
functioning. The frequency of such visits is a matter for governors, though it will be useful for visits to
be made twice annually. However, several governors are bemused and perplexed about what precisely
they are meant to do when visiting their school.
Before addressing that issue, it is worth noting that the Department for Education (see here), National
Governors’ Association and many local authorities have provided excellent advice on governors’ school
visits – covering the purpose of such visits, how to prepare for them, what to do and what not to do
during the visits and how to round off matters after the visits are done.

(1)

Purpose

It is impossible for governors to make critical decisions on the strategic direction in which their school
should move unless they have sufficient information about how it functions during a normal school day.
This will include data on the kind of pupils that the school is trying to educate, the quality of the staff at
the school, the level of resources, the strengths and weaknesses prevalent in regard to the quality of
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education and how well the school is meeting its current objectives, including how the pupils are doing.
Visiting the school will be a direct way of gathering some of this information.
However, governors are not inspectors so that going around with clipboards and pens is definitely a NoNo! Any governor doing so will come a cropper and slide into an abyss.
When governors visit their school in a planned manner, which is in accordance with a policy, staff
members get to know them and if they already do, know them better. In many schools, governors are
foreign bodies to staff members – men and women from Mars. Some governors try to overcome this
problem by having photographs of themselves (a rogue’s gallery) on the school notice board. As
revealing as this may be, it is more important for staff members to know governors first-hand, as
governors have a responsibility of having direct knowledge of their school.

(2)

What to do before a school visit

For visits to work well, there is merit in governors determining every term at their (joint) meeting who
will visit and when during the term and what the purpose/s of such visits will be. This will not preclude
any governor visiting even though s/he is not scheduled to do so, provided that there are compelling
reasons, the headteacher is given at least a fortnight’s notice and the date fixed for such a visit that is
mutually convenient to both, the governor and the school.
For the newly appointed/elected governor, an introductory visit to learn about the school will be very
helpful and welcomed by the headteacher and staff. Provided that the necessary CRB check has been
carried out on the governor, it could be quite an experience to be taken around the school by an
articulate pupil and see the school through the child’s eyes. However, where there may be reservations
about this arrangement, a senior staff member may be a better bet, though there is nothing to stop the
governor from having conversations with pupils during the visit.
Many a governing body has governors designated to oversee discrete areas of school life, such as special
needs, health and safety, safeguarding and the core subjects. Others may be linked to particular year
groups. The experienced governor could, therefore, go with a particular focus – e.g. seeing how the
provision for special needs is made and delivered or experiencing how classes in a particular year groups
function.
The headteacher and visiting governor could agree a timetable for the latter to meet pivotal staff
members with whom s/he can talk – such as the Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCO) or the
year group leader. Better still, prior to a visit, the governor can ask for information on the areas that are
to be observed, such as the Special Educational Needs (SEN) Policy.
Where the governor has a child at the school, s/he should avoid visiting the class where that child is
taught so as not to embarrass the child, staff member and the parent. I recall how aeons ago, when I
was young, the one domain that I cherished as a child was school, because it was the area where my
parents were unable to intrude. (Mind you, at that time we did not have parent governors at the school
in India where I grew up.)
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(3)

During the Visit

Prior to the governor’s entering a class, s/he should agree with the class/subject teacher how to be
introduced to pupils and the role to be played.
Where questions arise, the governor should make a note of them and ask the teacher after the lesson at a
time that is mutually convenient. There will be, occasionally, an exchange of words among pupils and
between the pupils and the teacher. What transpires should be kept confidential, as far as possible.
In the current environment, teachers are observed to death – by the headteacher, local authority officers,
parents and, of course, Ofsted inspectors. The governor must be sensitive to this and ensure that neither
the teacher nor the pupils are distracted (as far as possible) by the governor’s presence.

(4)

After the Visit

When the lesson is over, the governor should steal a moment or two to thank the teacher and the pupils
for being allowed to visit them during the lesson. Both, the teacher and governor, will also find it
useful to arrange five minutes to give each other feedback on the visit – what went well and what did
not.
For a school visit to benefit the governing body, per se, the governor must write a report. How that
report is set out and the contents would be a matter of policy for the governing body to determine well
before such visits are undertaken. However, certain broad headings for the report would be apposite and
include
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

the name of the governor, the date of the visit and the classes visited;
the purpose of the visit;
a summary of what the governor saw/observed;
three positive comments about the school that the governor observed;
three questions that the governor wants to ask; and
feedback from the teacher/s of the class/es that the governor visited.

Copies of this report should be given to the headteacher and the clerk. The former can file it as a source
of evidence to demonstrate how well governors discharge their duties and show it to Ofsted when next it
inspects the school. The clerk can include the report in the agenda bundle for the following governors’
meeting to keep members informed.

(5)

Final Thoughts

While governor visits are not meant to be non-judgemental, in the nature of things, the observations
made will have elements of judgement. For instance, the three positive remarks recorded in the report to
the governing body will, by definition, be judgemental. However, this will be welcomed by all.
Avoid the negative at all costs and leave that to Ofsted and the local authority – if the school is not an
academy or free school. Rather, there is more merit in asking probing questions that will, inevitably,
arise, during and after the visit, which starts a dialogue. Good governance is not about having the
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answers to all educational matters, but rather asking the thought-provoking questions that cause the
school leadership and management to think in new and constructive ways.
Visiting a school when it is in session is (in my experience) most rewarding and uplifting – at least as
good as, if not better than, attending meetings, which sometimes are long and occasionally boring.
Observing the children at work, bright as buttons, operating in unorthodox ways and engaging in lateral
thinking, frequently gives governors a great lift to their work. Watching children function as they
interact with one another and the staff who educate and care for them evokes memories of Wordsworth
famous lines from the Intimations of Immortality,
“....Trailing clouds of glory do we come
From God, who is our home
Heaven lies about us in our infancy!
Visiting the school then becomes an invaluable investment in time and well worth it.

(1)

Expectations of Governors

School governance in England can described as the Cinderella of leadership and management in
education. Much is expected of governors – particularly by the government and Ofsted inspectors – but
there is little acknowledgement of the nature of governors’ voluntary work and their time commitment.
The list of responsibilities is bewildering and includes the following.
(i)

Carry out statutory duties associated with school education

(ii)

Understand the strengths and weaknesses of the school

(iii)

Ensure clarity of vision, ethos and strategic direction

(iv)

Understand and take sufficient account of pupil data – especially in regard to the progress made

(v)

Be aware of the impact of teaching on learning and progress in different subjects and yeargroups

(vi)

Challenge and supporting leadership in equal measure

(vii)

Provide support for an effective headteacher

(viii)

Understand how the school makes decisions about teachers’ salary progression

(ix)

Performance-managing the headteacher rigorously.
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Governors are also expected to ensure that the school’s finances are properly managed including the use
of the Pupil Premium.
If inspectors find evidence of weaknesses, they will follow it up assiduously. For example, if
safeguarding arrangements do not meet required standards, they will take it into account when
evaluating governance and judging leadership and management. Similarly, if pupils’ performance is in
decline and the governors have not pursued this issue effectively with the headteacher, the inspectors
will mark them down and the judgement of leadership and management will be poor.
The All-Party Parliamentary Group on School Governance set out its expectations of governors. The
group wants a school to be satisfied that its governors
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

have the right skills;
are effective;
have a clear vision of what the school is about;
hold the headteacher and senior management team to account;
are fully engaged with the school community, the wider school sector and the outside world;
have a chair that shows strong and effective leadership; and
are having a positive impact on pupils’ all-round development.

The shopping list is daunting. All that governors may currently look forward to in return is the
satisfaction of seeing a voluntary job being well done and reflected in the happiness of the children who
attend their school.

(2)

The Research

It is only recently that researchers have woken up to a rich school governance seam of education activity
ripe for exploration. The Centre for British Teachers (CfBT) Education Trust commissioned the
University of Bath to analyse the relationship between the performance of the school governing body
and pupils’ progress and achievement. The researchers, led by Chris James, published their findings in
The ‘hidden givers’ in 2010. They concluded that
a. while school governors give an enormous amount to the education system in England, their
contribution is largely hidden from public view;
b. the lack of a capable governing body is a substantial disadvantage to a school;
c. school governing is important, can be difficult and demanding, takes place in a range of ways at
various times through informal contacts and formal meetings, in school time and during ad hoc
events; and
d. school governance is a state of continual flux.
The study confirmed that most governing bodies were operating effectively.
governing was

However, school

a. over-complicated - many tasks were highly complex;
b. overloaded – governors were responsible for too much; and
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c. overlooked – with school governors receiving insufficient attention and recognition for what they
do.
CfBT commissioned follow-up research about the role of the chair, which was undertaken by Professor
Chris James (Bath University), Professor Steve Brammer (the Warwick Business School), Professor
Michael Connolly (Glamorgan University), Dr Eddy Spicer Senior Lecturer in the London Centre for
Leadership in Learning at the Institute of Education University of London, and Jane James and Dr Jeff
Jones, consultant and researcher. Their report, The chair of the school governing body in England;
roles, relationships and responsibilities, discovered the following.
(i)

What chairs do has many facets, some of which are particularly challenging. A chair’s
commitment can be considerable. On average, a chair spends five hours a week on governing
matters. (Over one in 10 chairs spends more than ten hours a week.) Aspects of the role they
discharge are a mixed bag of the unpleasant and enjoyable.

(ii)

The relationship between the chair and headteacher is extremely important. It is where the
school and governing body systems meet. The relationship is complex and is linked to the
quality of governance. Managing the underperformance of the other in this relationship can be
difficult while being very important. A good headteacher deserves a good chair and vice versa.
Each has a right to want the other to be committed to the school’s success. The capability of
both is an expected given. Respect, honesty and openness add flavour to a good relationship.

(iii)

Altogether, 70% of chairs were provided with paid time off from work for their governing
responsibilities. This time is important and contributes positively to the chair-headteacher
relationship.

(iv)

While the training of chairs was typically provided by the local authority, the declining capacity
of the latter augurs ill for the future. Chairs preferred training with other chairs in workshopgroup format. Surprisingly, 25% of chairs surveyed had not undertaken role-specific training.
The majority thought that such training should be compulsory though they recognised difficulties
with implementing this. They considered that the training should deal with three important
capabilities which many of them lacked:
a. giving and receiving constructive criticism and suggestions;
b. managing conflicts and differences of opinions; and
c. delegation.

Chris James et al did an analysis of three projects that researched aspects of school governance in
England in an article which they published in the Volume 27 No 3 July 23013 issue of Management in
Education, i.e. The challenges facing school governing bodies in England: A ‘perfect storm’? I set out
below a summary of their observations.
(i)

School governing is largely hidden from public view. Its significance is not widely
acknowledged. The attention accorded to school governing body policy has been insubstantial,
especially in comparison to other aspects of the education system. The role of the governing
body is not clearly understood. The contribution of the governing body is not widely recognised.
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The 350,000 school governors in England bring considerable expertise to their task on a
voluntary basis spending much of their time on school matters. They generally function well and
have a positive impact on school quality (See also Balarin et al in The School Governance Study
2008 and James et al in The ‘hidden givers’ 2010)
(ii)

There have been seismic changes in the educational landscape over the last quarter of a century.
The Education Reform Act 1988 gave schools considerable independence from local authorities
– heralding grant maintained status and the local management of schools (LMS). In the late
1990s the disadvantages of high levels of school independence, separation and competition were
recognised by the Labour Government. While Labour consolidated school autonomy, interschool collaboration was promoted – both, formally and informally. Since 2010, the coalition
government reversed that thrust, enhancing schools’ independence and weakening local
authorities (LAs) further by encouraging all schools to become academies, establishing free
schools and radically reducing the finances of local government.
Add to this the myriad educational forms that institutions may take – nursery schools for the
under-fives, primary schools (for the 5 to 11 years) within which are often infant (5 to 7 years)
and junior (7 to 11 years) schools; middle schools (9 to 13 year olds) and secondary schools (11
to 16 years, 11 to 18 years and 14 to 18 years) and sixth form colleges (16 to 18 years).
Among the above groups, we have community schools under local authorities, voluntary-aided
schools generally belonging to faith groups, foundation schools - which have more freedom than
community schools in how they operate, academies - independent of LAs and free to plough
their own furrows in relation to the curriculum and conditions of service for staff, grammar
schools - selective and run by the LAs, city technology colleges (CTCs) - independent of LAs
and owned by companies as well as central government, faith schools and, of course, free
schools – independent of the LAs and funded directly by central government.
Some of these
schools are now also Teaching Schools.
In the midst of this diversity and autonomy, school governing bodies are under pressure to enter
collaborative arrangements with one another and for ‘chains’ of schools to develop – a thrust that
comes on the heels of the emasculation of local authorities. Some of this pressure is overt –
especially when an underperforming school has received a low rating from Ofsted. Others are
covert as autonomous schools realise that they must collaborate to make efficiency gains in the
purchase of services – such as human resources, payroll and professional development.
The turbulence was exacerbated by the financial meltdown of international markets in 2008.
From the late 1990s to 2007, schools were generously funded. The 10 years of plenty are now
being followed by a decade of famine. Financial management for a governing body has become
a challenging aspect of its work and likely to become more so in the future.

(iii)

Increasingly, governors are being held to account by pressures from central government through
Ofsted inspections and national and international league tables that measure the progress and
attainment of pupils.
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(iv)

The role of the governing body becomes increasingly puzzling while responsibilities bludgeon.
In the Education Reform Act 1988 and the Schools Standards and Framework Act 1998, the
governing body was given the specific task to plan strategically, promote accountability and
monitor and evaluate the school’s progress. The Education Act 2002 (Section 21) confused
matters. “The governing body shall conduct the school with a view to promoting high standards
of educational achievement,” it stated.
This, in Anglo-Saxon English, is a management
function. In trying to clarify matters, Ofsted succeeded in pouring oil on fire by stating that
governing bodies should “establish a strategic framework for leadership development”,
champion “continuing professional development for all staff” and “make creative use of
resources”. One would have thought that the latter two responsibilities are the headteacher’s.
In the Taylor Report of 1997, a governing body’s composition was conceived as a stakeholder
one because schools were deemed to be social institutions in which there are wide community
interests. Schools were to be governed, therefore, by representatives from the local authority,
parent body, staff of the school and the community. This model is now under threat from the
complexity of responsibilities that governors have – which require a skills-based model. The
governing body is exhorted to recruit people who have the requisite skills. Ideally, the governing
body should have skilled, stakeholder representatives in its membership, but this is not always
possible.
Perhaps, the most important task for a governing body is appointing the headteacher when the
post falls vacant. Headteacher vacancies increase with the high retirement rate of the large
number of leaders born during the post-war boom. The increasing demand placed on school
leaders (according to the research) is a deterrent for talented young professionals to take their
places making it difficult for the governing body to recruit. Add to this the diminishing support
of the local authority for headteacher recruitment owing to financial cuts.
Overall, the responsibilities placed on the governing body are heavy (and getting heavier) and
the commitment required (that of a hen to the English breakfast) is now considerable (that of a
pig to the English breakfast).

(3)

What’s Next?

After the appointment of the headteacher, one of the most daunting tasks for governors is for the
nominated ones to carry out her/his (the headteacher’s) performance review. Oddly enough, there is no
statutory requirement for these governors to be trained to carry this out. Across the country, there is
considerable variability in how headteacher appraisals are done as also decisions made on the back of
this exercise to award pay increases. According to the NGA, it is the most important and least
understood aspect of the role of the school governing body.
To deal with this lacuna in knowledge, the DfE commissioned the London Centre for Leadership in
Learning, the Institute of Education (IOE) University of London, the University of Bath and the
University of Cambridge to undertake research into the effective management of headteacher
performance.
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The academics have completed surveying the governors and headteachers of local authority maintained
schools and academies in England about the process of headteacher appraisals. The outcome of their
analysis has yet to be published.
The government has already released funding to the National College for Teaching and Leadership –
NCTL (formerly called the National College for School Leaders – NCSL) – to strengthen the funding
for the training of the chairs of governors and it is being pressured to do so for all governors. The NCTL
established a forum for outstanding governors – one of the two categories of national leaders of
education – the other being headteachers - who float around the country saving fallen fellow-governors
found wanting by Ofsted.
Perhaps, the Cinderella school governor, will, after all, go the ball.

I

Introduction

As from September 2013, automatic progression up the pay scale for teachers ceased and was replaced
by salary increases based on performance. Every governing body is required to devise a pay policy for
staff based on this change, albeit there are no statutory modifications to the manner in which staff on the
Administrative, Technical, Professional and Clerical (ATPC) Scale are paid.
Previously, automatic progression happened only for those teachers on the main scale from points 1 to 6.
Teachers wishing to progress on to the upper pay spine (where there are three levels) had to demonstrate
that their performances were excellent. Advanced Skills Teachers (ASTs) and those on the leadership
scale also had their salaries tied to performance. However, there are now no free lunches for all
teachers. They will have to sing well for their supper.

II

Options

Gillian Allcroft, the policy manager for the National Governors’ Association (NGA), wrote a very
helpful article, Teachers’ pay and performance, in the July/August 2013 issue of Governing Matters, an
organ of the NGA, setting out three options (doing nothing was not one of them) that could be adopted
as a consequence of the regulations set out in the School Teachers’ Pay and Conditions Document
(STPCD). It will be up to the governing body of each school to decide what is in its best interests to
adopt. The options are as follows.
(i)

Do the bare minimum.

(ii)

Introduce some differentiation.
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(iii)

Adopt a radical approach which significantly differentiates salaries based on teachers’
performance.

The first option is favoured by the teacher unions, i.e. the National Union of Teachers (NUT) and the
National Association of Schoolmasters Union of Women Teachers (NASUWT). What it means is that,
provided that a teacher has had a “satisfactory” appraisal and nothing significant of a negative nature has
reared its ugly head, she/he receives a performance related pay award in line with the former scale.
This is legal but not what Michael Gove, the secretary of state, envisages. Also, Ofsted inspectors will
be closely watching “that space” and if they find that teachers are being granted pay increases but the
quality of teaching and learning is simply “satisfactory”, they will be looking askance and marking
down the quality of leadership and management.
The school introduces an element of differentiation in the second option. For instance, the former six
levels on the main scale could be divided into a 12-point scale. A teacher whose performance is very
good may be given an award of two points. A teacher performing well but who has not been particularly
awe-inspiring may be granted one point. The “satisfactory” teacher who does not deserve to be put on
capability but needs a “shake-up” will receive no increase. The outstanding teacher may be awarded a
three-point increase on the main scale.
The third option would be the most radical of all. Here, Allcroft proposes a box system with grades
from 1 to 4 with 1 being for outstanding performance and 4 the bottom and giving rise to capability.
Progression is differentiated accordingly. The governing body decides on quotas, particularly if there is
a shortage of funds so that no more than (for instance) 5% of teachers are awarded the top grade because
that’s what the school can afford.

III

Performance Criteria

There are some aspects of teachers’ pay that are not the subject of debate. One is that they provide
evidence of good performance and demonstrate that they are operating in accord with the Teacher
Standards published by the Department for Education (DfE) in September 2012 if they wish to receive
salary uplift. See here.
Teachers performing well
(i)

set high expectations which inspire, motivate and challenge pupils;

(ii)

promote good progress and outcomes by pupils;

(iii)

demonstrate good subject and curricular knowledge;

(iv)

plan and teach well-structured lessons;

(v)

adapt teaching to respond to the strengths and needs of all pupils;

(vi)

make accurate and productive use of assessment;
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(vii)

manage the behaviour of pupils effectively to ensure a good and safe learning environment; and

(viii)

fulfil wider professional responsibilities.

In addition to providing evidence that they are complying with the requirements of these standards,
teachers will also have to prove that they have met their objectives unless there are compelling
circumstances why they have not done so, e.g. long-term illness, maternity leave or seismic changes in
the school’s educational landscape.

IV

The arrangements

Teachers need to be informed at the outset – i.e. the beginning of the academic year – of the criteria that
will determine pay rises and how much they can expect on the basis of different performances. If this is
not clarified sooner rather than later, the governing body will come a cropper and see its workload
increase immensely at the end of the academic year with grievances from teachers slapped on. Unions
will become even stroppier and issue legal challenges.
Ideally, every governing body should establish a pay committee of three members plus the headteacher.
Many a governing body already has such a committee. The committee will be charged with overseeing
the establishment and fair implementation of the pay policy. These responsibilities may already be
vested in a finance and general purposes committee or something similar. The committee should receive
reports from the headteacher on a regular basis about how the appraisal system is working. Information
must be treated in the strictest confidence where teachers are named. However, the committee may
prefer to receive reports from the headteacher with teachers numbered anonymously.
Such a committee will need to convene at least twice a year. The first meeting could be in the autumn
term. At this time, the headteacher presents information to her/his governors on the teachers’ objectives.
The second meeting should be at the tail-end of the summer term when the headteacher reports to the
members of the pay committee about how well the objectives were met and recommends appropriate
salary increases for teachers to take effect in September following. The increases in salary levels for
the administrative and support staff normally take effect on 1 April – albeit these are not predicated on
performance; so there could well be a need for a third meeting to receive and decide on salaries for this
cadre of staff.
Given the complexities surrounding staff salaries, the governing body would do well to form an appeals
committee, none of whose members are members of the pay committee. The governing body may
decide to appoint all its members (save those working at the school) to serve on this committee. The
clerk could then be given responsibility to select three members from the list – to serve on the appeals
committee by rotation and on the basis of availability. The committee will be charged with hearing
appeals from staff members against decisions made on their salaries by the pay committee. It will be up
to the chair of the pay committee and the headteacher to make the case for the defence of these
decisions.
A small governing body may find it difficult if not impossible to appoint sufficient, disinterested
governors to deal with staff pay appeals. It will be open to governing body to enter collaborative
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arrangements with neighbouring schools to call upon their governors to serve on their appeal committee
and deal with the case/s.

V

Commentary

The government’s aim in introducing performance pay for teachers is to raise the standards of teaching
and learning. Ministers believe the move will help schools reward and retain the best teachers.
The scheme has been a long time coming and is nothing new. It has been existent in industry. Senior
school managers (headteachers, deputy headteachers and assistant headteachers, who are on the
leadership scale), since the turn of the millennium, have been on performance pay. Also, those who
considered themselves excellent practitioners had to apply to an outside body to be appointed Advanced
Skills Teachers (ASTs). Teachers within a school who wished to - had to apply and provide evidence
that they excelled before being eligible to cross the threshold and progress onto the upper pay spine. So
why is it that there is such a hullabaloo about subjecting all teachers to a similar system?
(a)

Legal experts predict a rise in sexual and racial discrimination claims from teachers, which will
create an administrative nightmare. The DfE has already advised school headteachers and
governors that it will be up to them to decide on criteria to tie salaries to performance. Criteria
could include test scores, self-assessments, peer reviews and the views of pupils/students and
parents.
Complaints can lead to appeals and add pressure to the work of governors. Mark Leach, an
employment partner at the law firm, Weightmans, warned that schools must be consistent (I
would add, and fair and just) in how they award pay rises.
In the absence consistency and
fairness, (and sometimes even with them), allegations can arise such as: “He received a rise only
because he is white, heterosexual and pushy.”

(b)

There is a potential for fraud, where self-assessments and pupils’ achievements and progress are
concerned. Teachers could well over-egg their performance data puddings. In the early spring
of 2013, in Atlanta, Georgia, in the USA, an investigation found that educators in 44 schools had
told students the answers to test questions and/or even changed their answers after the papers had
been handed in. In this state, schools with good test scores receive extra funding to spend in the
classrooms or as bonuses for teachers.
However, there has always been potential for fraud when people are charged with the control of
public money. We have seen a number of high-profile cases already, without teachers being on
performance pay. MPs have been more culpable than most with their expenses – in the absence
of performance pay. There is an onus on all headteachers and governors to operate transparently
and with probity now that teachers’ pay will be linked to teachers’ performance.
It will also be important for headteachers and governors to award pay rises on a range of
quantitative and qualitative performance measures, pupil progress being only one.

(c)

Headteachers and governors are going to be at the sharp end of the exercise. The teacher unions
are already gearing up with their plans to strike but also developing a bank of potential criticisms
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such as, “You can’t trust the headteacher to decide on an individual’s pay as she/he will always
have favourites. And, what is worse is that the governors are in the headteacher’s pocket.”
In my experience, headteachers and governors are struggling to establish systems – in record
time – that are rigorous, fair and transparent to make performance pay work. Inevitably, there
will be some who will abuse the scheme. They will be found wanting and given short shrift. But
this is not to say that the scheme should necessarily be condemned.
(d)

Some aver that performance pay is divisive. Well, nothing has been more divisive than seeing
mediocre teachers receiving similar increments to high-performing ones, a scheme that has been
grossly unfair and causes massive under-the-surface resentment in staffrooms.

(e)

Purists claim that the teaching profession is not motivated by money. If that is the case, it is
difficult to understand why the unions are taking strike action in regard to their pensions.
According to Abraham Maslow there are five levels of needs.
(i)

(ii)
(iii)
(iv)

(v)

(f)

At the base are the physiological needs – such as a desire for oxygen, food, water and a
relatively constant body temperature. Having these needs met is the first aim of a person
who is searching for satisfaction.
When the physiological needs are met, the need for security becomes active. Children
display signs of insecurity and need to feel safe.
The next class concerns a need for love, affection and belongingness. People overcome
this state by giving and receiving love and affection to secure a sense of belonging.
When these three categories of needs are satisfied, the need for esteem becomes
dominant. I would suggest that performance pay, when it is administered well, will assist
teachers to attain a modicum of satisfaction in meeting this need.
Finally, the need for self-actualisation becomes manifest, self-actualisation being
described as doing what a person was “born to do” (according to Maslow). This enables
a musician to make music, an artist to paint and a poet to compose verse. Ideally,
teaching should be about meeting this final need. However, this is not always so.

Lastly, the jeremiads moan that performance pay is all very well, but this is not the time to
introduce it as there are more pressing issues. However, there is never a good time to introduce
change because there will always be more pressing issues.

The criticisms must be heeded if we are to make teachers’ performance pay work and where matters go
pear-shaped, fine-tune arrangements to make them better. There is no better way of learning to swim in
the performance pay pool than by jumping into the water and flapping around initially.
Meanwhile, across the Atlantic pond, research co-authored by an economist from Harvard University
saw that the threat of having to return a part of the performance pay had led to improved teacher
performance.
In Illinois in 2012, a small-scale trial was conducted to see the impact of what our American friends
called “loss aversion” on teachers. The research, Enhancing the Efficacy of Teacher Effectiveness
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through Loss Aversion, focused on 150 teachers in the city of Chicago Heights. Half were eligible for
bonuses of $8,000 based on very good performance – at the end of the school year. Each of the rest
received $4,000 in advance. They were required to return these allocations if their students failed to
meet exam targets, but received the remaining $4,000 (each) if their students performance exceptionally.
Students of teachers in the latter group did significantly better at the end of the pilot. Should we, in
England, experiment with something similar by giving teachers part of their increases (with conditions)
in advance?
In a survey of teachers’ pay in the UK published at the end of July 2013, 43% said that performance in
annual appraisals should be the most important factor for setting their pay. This was followed by
students’ examination performance (29%), professional qualifications (11%), length of service (8%) and
parity with other teachers (7%).
The saga of teachers’ performance and pay will continue to unfold. No doubt, we will have more on
which to reflect and learn in the coming months and years.

I
Young people must remain in Education,
Employment and Training to 17
As from the summer of 2013, young people were required in England and Wales to be in
education and/or training up to the age of 17. This will be raised to 18 in the summer of 2015. They can
move on to sixth form, tertiary or Further Education (FE) colleges. They could also take up employment
at the age of 16 provided that they are also being trained simultaneously. The government, through its
Work Programme, has released funding for employers to hire apprentices for this purpose.
However, the Work Programme has been limping along. Top-performing colleges have been successful
in helping unemployed students find sustainable jobs at ten times the rate of the Work Programme.
Research carried out by the Association of Colleges (AoC) discovered that colleagues reported that 30%
or more of their unemployed students entered long-term jobs at the end of their courses. By contrast,
only 3.5% of clients in the Work Programme had found sustainable employment. However, 4% of
colleges reported employment rates of less than 5%.
Restrictions on funding and Jobcentre rules have presented formidable barriers to securing employment
for young people. Notwithstanding, the colleges are predicting that over time the situation will improve
particularly with benefit reforms that will see the introduction of universal credits which will be
introduced from October 2013 and phased in over the next four years. It will mean an end to the 16hour rule, which prevents people from claiming the Jobseeker’s Allowance if they are on a full-time
course, on the grounds that they are unavailable for work.

II

Parents take back-seat in Free School Initiative

The number of Free Schools being established by parents has fallen to 5% of the most recent cohort of
state-funded, independent schools. In May 2013, the government announced that 102 new Free Schools
had been approved to open in September 2014 – the fourth wave of free schools, which would bring the
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total up to 292. But only 5% of the latest tranche is being spearheaded by parents. In 2011, when Free
Schools were first established, a third were started by parents, the most high-profile of which was the
West London Free School of whom Toby Young, a journalist, was one of the founders.
In the latest wave, 28% of the Free Schools are being established by academy chains and 27% by
existing schools and academies.
The Department for Education (DfE) has become very stringent on the criteria for setting up a Free
School to avoid embarrassing failures. Free Schools mirror the Charter School movement in the United
States. According to a report from the Centre for Education Reform, The State of Charter Schools, 15%
of these schools were closed across the country since 1992 – because of underperformance. When
education in the USA catches cold, England’s learning landscape sneezes. By using very strict criteria,
the DfE is vaccinating us against possible infection from across the Atlantic pond.
Twenty-four free schools began in the first wave in September 2011, 55 in the second wave in
September 2012 and 111 in the third wave in September 2013.
Three main categories of individuals and organisations have proposed and created Free Schools – civil
groups, sponsored organisations and Further and Higher Education Institutions.
The civil groups include religious bodies (nine Free Schools are Christian, seven Sikh, six Muslim, five
Jewish and two Muslim), community organisations (responsible for 24 Free Schools) teacher
consortiums (23 Free Schools), charities (16 Free Schools and small and medium companies (three Free
Schools).
Sponsored organisations run 16 Free Schools, 11 of which are under the aegis of parents. Existing
providers can be sub-divided into the following categories.
i.
ii.
iii.

Eighteen Independent Schools run Free Schools.
State Schools are responsible for 37 Free Schools.
Academy chains proposed and are now responsible for 14 Free Schools.

Further and Higher Educational Institutions such as Kings College, London, Birmingham University and
Chester University have spearheaded 11 Free Schools.

III

“Hole in the Wall” Guru to develop Cloud Schools

Dr Sugata Mitra, Professor of Educational Technology at Newcastle University, is the winner of the
2013 TED prize of $1 million (£670,000). He plans to build seven ‘Schools in the Clouds’ – five in
India and two in England – to enable children to explore and learn from one another. (Read more here.)
Professor Mitra believes that children can teach themselves using the internet and that this can trigger
vast improvements in a number of areas, including English comprehension. “We must not assume that
the only way they can learn to read is the way they are learning now,” he avers. “Maybe they can learn
to read by themselves.”
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This is a development from his “Hole in the Wall” venture where he installed an internet-connected,
child-height computer in a Delhi slum. Children worked out its functions by themselves which spawned
his theory of the self-organised learning environment (SOLE).
He has already recruited (at the time of writing) nearly 300 “granny clouds” – i.e. women – mainly
retired professionals from four continents – to service the “cloud schools” who will connect to a SOLE
via Skype with the children using the computers. They will facilitate learning and suggest research
projects to the children, encouraging and praising their learning.
The cloud schools will be known as Areas 0-6. The schools will be in the following areas.
i.
ii.
iii.
iv.
v.
vi.
vii.

Area 0 - the flagship and most expensive – a hexagonal glass pod, to be built in Gocharan, a
village in West Bengal, India.
Area 1 - the most remote cloud school will be built from mud and grass in Korakati, a little
village in the Sundarbans in West Bengal.
Area 2 – to be sited in an existing room in the village of Chandra Koma, around 200 km from
Kolkata (Calcutta).
Area 3 - in an urban slum in Delhi.
Area 4 - in a slum in Pune, India.
Area 5 – in a converted classroom at George Stephenson High, Killingworth, England.
Area 6 – in an arts centre at Greenfield Community College, Newton Aycliffe, England.

The “Hole in the Wall” project demonstrated that even in the absence of input from a teacher, an
environment that stimulates curiosity and creativity can cause learning through self-instruction and
sharing of knowledge by peers. The Cloud Schools appear to be a natural progression from the first
project that was started in 1999.
Professor Mitra has opined that the present educational system was begun in Queen Victoria’s time to
promote a set of norms and standards that were to be replicated across the British Empire. Its aim was
to produce identical people to produce machines that no more exist. His “wish is that we design the
future of learning. We don’t want to be spare parts for a great human computer.”

IV

The Commons Education Select Committee releases July 2013 report on
Governing Bodies

The Education Select Committee published its report on The Role of School Governing Body on 4 July
2013. See the report here.
Its recommendations are as follows.
(i) Governors should be paid only in exceptional circumstances such as when they deploy their skills to
assist other schools.
(ii) The Department for Education (DfE) should require schools to offer new governors induction
training.

Schools Support Services Ltd …………………………………………………………………………………………………................................. Page 17

(iii)Headteachers should undergo training on governance. Headteachers and the chairs of governing
bodies should undertake training (possibly together) to assist with mutual understanding of each
other’s roles and responsibilities.
(iv) The DfE should work with the NGA to develop a version of the Governors’ Handbook which
contains detailed guidance aimed at clerks and experienced governors.
(v) Every governing body should be encouraged to participate in peer-to-peer governance reviews and
to undertake self-assessment and skills audits.
(vi) The appointment of the chair needs to be robust and accompanied by clear procedures for removing
the poorly performing chair from office. The governing body should be given the power to remove
poorly performing governors. (N.B.: The governing body currently has the power to suspend a
governor for good cause.)
(vii)The DfE should act upon the findings of the project of the NGA and the Society of Local Authority
Chief Executives (SOLACE) which explored the professionalization of the clerk’s role.
(viii)In welcoming the decision of government to fund the School Governors’ One Stop Shop (SGOSS)
for a further two years, the Select Committee was of the view that SGOSS should be tasked with
recruiting clerks to governing bodies, where they are required.
(ix) The DfE and Ofsted should do more to tackle underperforming governing bodies.
(x) The government should review the existing regulations and legislative requirements in regard to the
respective roles and responsibilities of governors and headteachers to ensure clarity regarding the
proper division of strategic and operational functions in school leadership.
(xi) Given the independence of academies’ governance structure, parents should be provided with
clarity as to how decisions are made in academies along with data on where to turn in the event of
concerns arising.
(xii) The DfE should study the effectiveness of the governing bodies leading groups of schools, i.e.
federations and multi-academy trusts and particularly look at what is an effective size for such a
structure.

V

Ofsted turns its guns on Nurseries

The Standards of Education (Ofsted) watchdog will be bringing nursery schools under a more powerful
microscope with tougher inspections. Underperforming maintained and private schools will be closed
if, when placed in special measures or given a notice to improve, fail to improve rapidly. Also, nursery
schools requiring improvement and failing to improve within a timeline of two years will be placed in
special measures and could, if bouncing along at the bottom, be closed.
The move, focusing on provision for the two-to-five-year-olds, is the latest attempt by, Sir Michael
Wilshaw, Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector (HMCI), and his troops to improve the quality of education in
England.
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Wilshaw announced: “As a nation, we spend around £5 billion a year funding early education but too
many pre-schools and nurseries across the country are not yet good, particularly in the most deprived
areas. That’s why Ofsted is determined to introduce greater challenge into the early years’ sector.”
Child care providers too, like their education colleagues, will be graded as “requiring improvement”
rather than “satisfactory”, and be regularly monitored. They will have to rise to “good” in two years’
time or face Armageddon – i.e. closure – if they don’t. Providers judged “inadequate” will be revisited
by inspectors within six months and be at risk of failing registration if there is little or no evidence of
improvement.
While it seems reasonable for Ofsted to take these measures against nurseries, given that they now
receive government funding to cover 15 hours of education for every three-year-old child a week, it
appears excessive to subject child-minders to the same regimen. The Pre-School Learning Alliance is
up in arms. “The sector is growing more concerned by the day about the unfairness of Ofsted
inspections with an increasing number of childcare providers having their rating downgraded,” said
chief executive Neil Leitch.” On the other hand, would we want our very young children to be in the
care of adults who are not doing a decent job?

Governance Issues
I

Deregulation Bill

On 1 July 2013, the De-regulation Bill was published. The aim of the government is to reduce red tape.
Nearly 2,000 regulations will be either reduced in intensity or removed. Schools will be affected in the
following ways.
(a) Community and voluntary controlled schools will be given the power to set their own terms dates
and holidays. Currently, the local authorities set the term dates and the schools have to comply.
However, powers to set term and holidays reside currently with academies and foundation, free and
voluntary aided schools.
(b) Governors and headteachers of local authority maintained schools in England and Wales will not be
required to have regard to the Secretary of State’s statutory guidance in regard to the appointment,
discipline, suspension and dismissal of staff members. Instead, they will be advised about where
they can receive expert help and guidance.
(c) Every school in England will no longer have to produce behaviour principles which the headteacher
must take into account when drafting the behaviour policy. Rather, the governing body will have
responsibility for ensuring that the headteacher determines a behaviour policy. The requirement for a
governing body to have a home-school agreement will be abolished.
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(d) The governing body will no longer have to send hard copies of the Ofsted inspection report to the
parents. Instead, it will have to notify parents of the results of the inspection and where they may
find the full report. However, the governing body will have to provide hard copies of the inspection
report where parents don’t have access to the internet.
(e) Current legislation which enables the Secretary of State to require the governing body of a
maintained school to set annual performance targets for pupils/students for public examination and
National Curriculum tests will be repealed.
In the preamble to the Bill, Kenneth Clarke, the Minister without Portfolio, trumpeted that businesses
will be freed of red tap when
i.
ii.

health and safety rules for the self-employed workers in low-risk occupations (estimated to be
about 800,000 people) are scrapped saving £300,000 (circa) a year;
the system of apprenticeships will be made more flexible and responsive to the needs of
employers and the economy as recommended by the Richard Review as a lot of prescriptive
detail in current legislation will be repealed;

For more information, see Deregulation Act 2014.

II

Assessment and Accountability

It is ironic that while the government proposes reducing red tape in one part of its operations, it
increases it in another, i.e. assessment and accountability. On 17 July 2013, the Department for
Education launched a consultation on its proposals to changes it wishes to make to primary assessment
and accountability with the objective of ensuring that pupils are “secondary ready” and to raise
standards. It intends to set a new floor standard target from 2016 to ensure that at least 85% of pupils at
primary level are ready for secondary school. It is silent about what will happen to the remaining 15%.
As the DfE is abolishing national curriculum levels, the present requirement for 85% of pupils to attain
level 4 in reading, writing and mathematics will no longer apply. The Standards and Testing Agency is
being charged to develop new national curriculum tests and a school will have to ensure that at least
85% of pupils meet the expected level of attainment in these tests. The tests will also have a valueadded progress measure. This will mean that a school will have to meet the floor target for both, pupil
attainment and progress.
Each 11-year-old (except those with profound special needs) will be compared to her/his peers
nationally and placed in 10% bands (deciles). This will be reported to the parents of the child.
Responses to the consultation document, which can be accessed here, are invited by 11 October 2013.
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III

School Governance (Roles, Procedures and Allowances)(England) Regulations
2013 take effect from 1 September 2013

The School Governance (Roles, Procedures and Allowances) (England) Regulations 2013 took effect
from 1 September 2013. The regulations, which can be seen here, replace three existing sets: the
Procedure Regulations, the Terms of Reference Regulations and the Allowance Regulations.
In the main, the regulations mirror what has been previous practice. However, the following is worth
noting.
(1)

The governing body is free to determine the date on which the terms of office of the chair and
vice chair will end. It is important to specify this in the minutes of the meeting at which they are
appointed. [See Regulation 7(2).]

(2)

A governor who is paid to work at the school or who is a pupil at the school is not eligible to be
the chair or vice chair of the governing body at that school. [See Regulation 7(3).]

(3)

The governing body may approve alternative arrangements for governors to participate or vote at
meetings of the governing body including but not limited to telephone or video conferencing.
[See Regulations 14(8).] This is very welcome as there are often compelling reasons why
governors may not be able to attend meetings albeit they are keen to participate in the
discussions and decision-making process. The regulation also recognises the value of new forms
of communication – especially via cyberspace.

The National Governors’ Association (NGA) – see here - plans to produce guidance and a questionanswer paper on the regulations which will be available to its members.

IV

Changes to pupil attendance regulations

New regulations vis-à-vis the attendance of pupils came into force on 1 September 2013. (See here.)
Previously, a headteacher could grant a pupil/student leave of absence for the purpose of a family
holiday during term time in “special circumstances” of up to 10 school days per year. The headteacher
could also grant extended leave for more than 10 school days in exceptional circumstances. The revised
regulations make no reference to family holidays and make it patently clear that leave of absence may
only be approved in exceptional circumstances. Term-time holidays now become unauthorised
absences.
Also, the new regulations allow a school to delete a pupil from the admissions register where she/he has
ceased to be of compulsory school age and failed to meet the academic requirement for entry to the sixth
form. This provision brings the regulations into line with the School Admissions Code 2012 which
permits a school to set academic requirement for entry to the sixth form.
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- another victim in child abuse saga
I

The child the agencies failed

While our agencies have generally improved their policies and practices in safeguarding children, it
appears that it is impossible for us to stem the tide of casualties because children suffer abuse at the hand
of relatives and those who know them well, people who are supposed to love them. Some of the most
famous are Jasmine Beckford in Brent (1984), Victoria Climbié in Haringey (1999), Holly Wells and
Jessica Chapman in Soham, Cambridgshire (2002) and Baby Peter Connolly in Haringey (2009).
And now we have Daniel Pelka, the four-year-old of Polish origin. He suffered extreme privations at
the hands of his mother, Magdelena Luczak (27), and her partner, Mariusz Krezolek (33), who were
convicted of murdering him and sentenced to life imprisonment on 2 August 2013 to serve a minimum
term of 30 years.
Daniel was the subject of such severe cruelty just prior to his death that his sibling felt it necessary to
squirrel food away for him while he was being starved by these two. Luczak and Krezolek force-fed
him with salt, held him under water in a bath until unconscious and regularly beat him. Daniel was also
imprisoned in a box-room and died alone in the dark from a head injury in March 2013.
Daniel appeared to be a happy child when he started at Little Heath Primary School in Coventry.
However, teachers noticed that he became “thinner and thinner in front of their eyes” and observed that
his uniform was “hanging off him”. His lunch box frequently contained only half-a-sandwich. So
hungry was he that he scooped up food from the school bins. Daniel weighed just over a stone and a
half at the time of his death.
His sibling, who can’t be identified, told the court that he often asked for extra food to give Daniel. “I
had my money I got from the bank....I used to go to a shop with my brother and buy things for him that
Luczak (his mother’s partner) couldn’t see. I had to make food for him. I had to clean him up.” He
added that Daniel was not allowed to leave his bedroom to use the toilet and defecated in his bed.
Several agencies were involved in Daniel’s case, all of whom failed him spectacularly. However, it
would be premature to make judgements about particular professionals pending a case review which will
be conducted by the Coventry Children’s Safeguarding Board.
Senior investigating officer, Detective Inspector Chris Hanson, from West Midlands Police said: “We’ll
never understand why they (mother and partner) did what they did to Daniel. They turned Daniel from a
beautiful, bright-eyed little boy into a bag of bones basically and broke him in so many ways.” Hanson
added that Daniel slept on a “very thin” mattress on the floor of the box-room in a small, rented terrace
house. There was no furniture, no heating and there were no toys; “just some very thin, threadbare
carpet, which was heavily urine-stained”. The door handle to the room had been removed to prevent the
child from leaving off his own volition.
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Teaching assistant, Amy Tokely, broke down in court stating that Daniel wanted to eat “muddy and
dirty” pancakes which had been on the floor.
The family had been contacted by social workers, doctors, health visitors and the police. Education
officers investigating his poor school attendance went to his home but never saw him. His mother
claimed that he was being treated for a rare eating disorder and instructed staff not to feed him. Guess
what: the staff members complied. She added that he had special needs, which were inherited from his
father, Eryk Pelka.
Darren Clews, the headteacher of Little Heath Primary School at the time of Daniel’s death, remarked
(following the sentencing of Luczak and Krezolek): “It’s not been a pleasant time for anyone.” This was
probably the understatement of the year. He had recorded in the school’s Concerns Book that Daniel
had been stealing food from school bins and turning up with bruises on his face and neck. However,
there is no evidence that Daniel Clews took any action and report the matter to social services or the
police. Shortly after Daniel’s death, he quietly resigned from his post and took up a headship at another
school.
The police visited Daniel’s home several times because Krezolek was a violent criminal who’d been
jailed in the UK on three occasions. He had been wanted in Poland by the police for criminal activity.
Yet, not only did social services not take Daniel into care but also closed the file on him. The tabloid
headlines screamed out that Colin Green, Director of Children’s Services in Coventry, continues to
claim his “124,000-year salary”.
We will, undoubtedly, be apprised of the lessons to be learnt from this terrible saga after the case review
that is conducted by Coventry’s Safeguarding Board. For schools, three stand out for me already.
Firstly, schools ignore evidence of suspected child abuse – whether it is physical, sexual or emotional or
neglect – at their peril. They must report suspicions to social services and/or the police.
It is likely that at a time of financial straits, social services and the police are likely to lift the threshold
in regard to taking matters further, because they don’t have the resources to do so. It is not enough for
schools to say: “We have done our job by reporting our concerns to the police and/or social services.”
So, secondly, schools should record that they have reported their suspicions of child abuse to these
agencies.
Thirdly, if they continue to have serious concerns, they have to persist and not let matters lie until social
services and/or the police do something about addressing these concerns, particularly if they are about
vulnerable children.

II

Home Affair Committee’s Recommendations

Looking at the wider scene, in particular, the way in which vulnerable children were being targeted by
predatory men in Oxfordshire, the Home Affairs Committee made a number of important
recommendations in its second report, which was published on the 5 June 2013. Some of the key ones
were as follows.
(1)

The police, social services and the Crown Prosecution Service must bear responsibility for the
way in which vulnerable children have been left unprotected by the system. The recent verdict in
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the Oxford trial demonstrates, contrary to ill-informed beliefs, that localised grooming is a crime
confined to Northern cities. In fact, no assumptions can be made about where child sexual
exploitation takes place. This is a crime that can happen anywhere.
Belatedly, agencies have made positive steps to try and improve the situation but there is no
doubt that both, in terms of support for victims and prosecution of offenders, a postcode lottery
exists and agencies are still failing to work effectively together. Those cases of children at risk
identified by the Office of the Children's Commissioner must be monitored by local authorities
who have overriding responsibility for the welfare of those children.
(2)

We recommend that the Government publish a timetable for implementation of the
recommendations of the Office of the Children's Commissioner for its work in the area of child
sexual exploitation and ensure they are in operation by January 2014.

(3)

Children have only one chance in their childhood. For too long, victims of child sexual
exploitation have been deprived of that childhood without society challenging their abusers.
Such a situation must never happen again.

(4)

All local authority Directors of Children's Social Care should ensure that their staff members
view troubled children who have been exploited as victims rather than collaborators in their own
abuse.

(5)

Local Safeguarding Children Boards (LSCBs) must collect data in a standard format so that it
can be shared among them. Given the historic difficulty of LSCBs collecting comparable data,
we recommend either that Boards form a network to ensure uniformity and promulgate best
practice or, if that fails, the Government identify an appropriate body to produce central
guidance.

(6)

The role of a Local Safeguarding Children's Board is to scrutinise the effectiveness of its
members, not protect them from criticism....... We recommend that Serious Case Reviews are
published in full, subject to delay where it may compromise an ongoing investigation.

(7)

We recommend that the Government ensure that the details of all children up to the age of 16
who present at Accident and Emergency Departments are entered on the Child Protection Information System rather than just those of younger children.

(8)

Teachers are more likely to see victims on a regular basis than almost any other professional.
They will notice recurrent or prolonged absences and significant changes in behaviour. They are
therefore critical in identifying children at risk at an early stage and, by raising concerns at an
early stage.

III

How should schools protect our children?

It seems to me that, to protect our children, we need a three-pronged attack.
(a)

School staff members do a brilliant job promoting the welfare of children – as a consequence of
the good training and the attention they pay to their growth, development and happiness. Ofsted
inspectors have commented favourably on the safeguarding arrangements of the vast majority of
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schools. I recall how a number of years ago, a senior colleague in a London social services
department remarked to me: “I can’t wait for the school holidays to start because that will mean
that the referrals on child abuse cases will lessen substantially.”
However, as has been seen in the case of Daniel, there is always room for improvement. While
headteachers and staff members have to use their common sense about reporting their suspicions
of child abuse to the police and social services, if there are compelling reasons to make referrals
then they should be made. And if the police and social workers fail to act on their suspicions
because the cases don’t reach a threshold, schools must record the fact that they made these
referrals and keep nagging until the police and/or social services act on their concerns, if the
concerns persist.
(b)

While those who work in the police department, social services and education services are
sensitised to safeguarding children, this is less the case with those who work in the courts –
especially barristers and judges. Given the adversarial nature of the work barristers do and the
huge emphasis that the judges place in ensuring that both, the accuser and the accused, are
treated even-handedly, victims of child abuse often suffer greatly.
During the summer of 2013, Neil Wilson was convicted at Snaresbrook Crown Court in North
East London of sexual activity with a child and two counts of making extreme pornographic
images. However, in defence of Wilson, Robert Colover, the defending barrister told the judge
that the young victim was “sexually experienced” and “predatory in all her actions”. The judge,
Nigel Peters, added insult to injury when he commented that the 13-year-old girl “looked and
behaved a little older” and was “egging on” the defendant. Wilson was given an eighth-month
suspended prison sentence.
The outcome is outrageous! The perpetrator got off lightly and the victim suffered double
jeopardy, first at the hands of the perpetrator and then by the court. Fortunately, Keir Starmer,
QC, the Director of Public Prosecutions, ruled that Robert Colover would not be instructed in
“ongoing or future” cases involving sexual offences pending a review by him. Is there anything
going to be done to sensitise the judges, such as Judge Nigel Peters? It doesn’t look like it.
This is not an isolated incident. In May 2013, Andrew Jefferies, QC, in his closing speech to an
Old Bailey jury at the trial of a group of men from Oxford, five of whom are now serving life
sentences for putting their victims through what a judge described as “years of sheer torture”,
said about children who had been routinely abused in flats and houses by up to 10 men at a time
that they were “naughty girls” dressed in “short skirts, low tops, cleavage hanging out” and
“went to party” with men for a bit of “waahay”.
In the same hearing, a defence barrister, Tracy Ayling, QC, sought permission to introduce the
statement to show the jury that a girl (victim) was “used to manipulating male members of staff”
in a care home. Fortunately, Judge Peter Rook, QC, ruled that out of order.
Later in the trial, another barrister, Sally O’Neill, QC, told jurors that a girl, against whom
defendants were later found guilty of multiple offences, including numerous rapes, was
“thoroughly enjoying herself”.
What is so tragic about all this is the number of times children, who are victims, suffer abuse –
first, at the hands of the abuser, second by giving witness and thus reliving their trauma, third
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when being cross-examined by adversarial barristers and finally by hearing the summing-up of
barristers for the defence.
Is there a case for reforming our justice system to lessen, if not eliminate, this kind of child
abuse?
(c)

Finally, children need to be better schooled in protecting and defending themselves against
abusers and potential abusers. Boys and girls are both abused. However, it appears that
recently, more girls, especially the teenagers, fall easier prey. While the overwhelming number
of abuses takes place in families, young people can be victimised in different milieus. Sexual
exploitation is common, as seen in the 2012 trial in Rochdale and the 2013 Old Bailey trial to do
with the Oxford grooming ring.
And now we have cyber bullying. Hannah Smith, a 14-year-old girl, hanged herself, when she
was repeatedly bullied on the Ask.fm site by the trolls who subjected her to gratuitous cruelty.
Ask.fm promotes itself by stating that it protects the anonymity of those who post remarks, the
good, bad and especially ugly. The site was created and is being run by two young Latvian
playboys.
While David Smith, Hannah’s father – a single parent, said that he had done what he could to
prevent her from using her laptop, she used the website from her mobile phone and fell victim to
the bullies who described her appearance in the cruelest terms.
Since that tragedy, we have been busily engaged in a blame-game. Websites are to fault, the
Prime Minister is not doing enough and parents are not supervising their children sufficiently.
One area for enhancing protection appears to have been neglected, i.e. equipping children
through teaching and training, to protect themselves, a gap in the “market” for schools, among
other agencies, to plug.

I

School developments

At an institutional (meta) level, it is a self-evident truth that information on pupils’ progress and
achievement is essential when embarking on an exercise to improve the quality of educational provision
at a school. Teachers use performance data (and there is lots about) to set challenging targets as well as
contribute to future planning so that they encourage pupils to exploit as fully as possible their potential.
School governors have three sources of data:
i.

RAISEonline (see here and here) – a mass of information issued by Ofsted and the DfE in the
second half of the autumn term – which analyses the results and progress of the pupils over the
last few years setting the data out in a national context.
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ii.

The Family Fischer Trust (FFT) analysis (see here), which sets out how well the pupils at the
school are currently doing and what they should be attaining at the end of the key stages.

iii.

Ofsted dashboard (see here), where governors can access a summary of the data that are
presented in RAISEonline.

A health warning about Ofsted’s dashboard at this point is apposite. The website is a summary of endof-key-stage results and does not provide detailed information about the progress that pupils are making
year-on-year, something that inspectors scrutinise when they visit schools. For this, governors rely on
their headteachers to provide information so that it can be clinically scrutinised.
In partnership with the National Governors’ Association and the Wellcome Trust, the FFT has produced
a Governors’ Dashboard (see here) – providing the bespoke information that enables governors to
support and challenge their schools better. In particular, there are data on the overall performance of the
school, an analysis of the core subjects at primary level and the GCSE subjects at secondary, a simple
chart showing the progress made by different pupils groups over three years, a breakdown of the ethnic
groups of pupils subdivided into gender and figures on the attendance of pupils.

II

The national scene

The national scene is changing. Britain is to have at least two sets of GCSE examinations, with different
grading systems. The extant one will be retained in Wales, but England is set to have a new raft of
subject curricula and GCSEs to test them. It was rumoured that the revamped examinations could be
known as Intermediate or I Levels to distinguish them from the non-reforms GCSEs in Wales.
However, when the official announcement was made, there was no mention of the proposed, new name.
The changes for England will include the following.
(a)

A* to G Grades will be replaced with grades from 8 (the top) to 1 (the bottom) and it will be
tougher to attain the levels than is currently the case.

(b)

Modules will be abolished. All subjects will be examined at the end of a two-year period of
study.

(c)

There will be a drastic reduction in re-sit opportunities, with all repeats in the summer except for
English language and mathematics, for which November re-sits will be permitted.

(d)

There will be a reduction in coursework, which is to be used only where exams cannot test
certain skills or knowledge.

(e)

Tiered examination papers for students of different abilities will be retained only in mathematics
and science.

A letter from Michael Gove, the Secretary of State for Education to Mr Leighton Andrews, Education
Minister in Wales, and John O’Dowd, Education Minister in Northern Ireland, (leaked in May 2013)
states that the three nations had to go their separate ways in examination regulations.
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The reformed examinations will be known as GCSEs (England) adding to the current confusion where
over 100 countries take the International GCSEs (IGCSEs) which have the A*-G grading system.
The reformed GCSE subject content consultation document invites stakeholders to ask questions and
comment on the proposed content for
(i)

English Language;

(ii)

English Literature

(iii)

Mathematics;

(iv)

Science;

(v)

History;

(vi)

Geography;

(vii)

Modern Languages; and

(viii)

Ancient Languages

The proposals mention, among other things the following.
(a)

In English Literature, students will have to study a full Shakespeare play instead of only extracts.

(b)

In English Language, more credence in marking will be placed on correct spelling, punctuation
and grammar

(c)

The study of British History will make up 40%, rather than 25%, of the syllabus.

(d)

The Geography syllabus will involve two types of fieldwork assessed by examination.

(e)

Only Practical Science will retain an element of coursework; otherwise all subjects will be tested
with end-of-term (a term being two years’ study) examinations.

Syllabuses for the Arts and Physical Education will be published later this year.
The Department for Education sought views on the proposed subject content and assessment objectives
for the GCSEs in English Language, English Literature, Mathematics, Biology, Chemistry, Physics,
Combined Science Double Award, Geography and History) to be introduced for teaching from
September 2015. It also sought views on a draft content framework for Modern and Ancient Languages
to be introduced for first teaching in September 2016.
The deadline for responding to the consultation document – which can be accessed at this address – was
20 August 2013.
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The examination regulatory body also consulted on reforms to the examinations of these subjects to
match the changes coming in, which can be downloaded here. The deadline for responses given was 3
September 2013.
On 23 August 2013, the GCSE results were published. For the second consecutive year, they were
slightly down. This was blamed on the number of times students were entered before 16 for the same
subjects. Altogether, 507,568 sat at least one GCSE examination at 15 years of age for the first time
and 89,353 students sat mathematics for the third time. Two students had taken the examination eight
times. Schools and students are frantic about improving their grades.
The downward trend in 2013 for the different elements is set out in the table below.
Categories
Achieving 5 A* to Cs
Students entered for both, GCSEs and IGCEs
Total number of boys achieving 5A*s to Cs
Total number of girls achieving 5A*s to Cs
Total boys and girls achieving 5 A*s to Cs
Total achieving A and A* grades
Total achieving A* grades

III

2013 Results
68.7%
8.2%
63.7%
72.3%
68.1%
21.3%
6.8%

2012 Results
70.0%
8.3%
65.4%
73.3%
69.4%
22.4%
7.3%

The International Picture

The most powerful measure for assessing how well countries are doing at international level is the
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) which is run by the Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD).
In the 54th issue of Governors’ Agenda, we published the following information about PISA.
To date over 70 countries and economies have participated in PISA, albeit the OECD comprises 34
different countries. The students chosen to take the tests in reading, mathematics and science come
from mixed backgrounds. In addition, the school headteachers and principals are invited to complete
questionnaires to provide information on the backgrounds of the students and the manner in which the
schools are run. In some countries, parents, too, fill out separate questionnaires.
The papers which students tackle test not so much the knowledge they have imbibed during their
education but rather how they apply knowledge and whether they can solve (real-life) problems. In
2000, the focus was on reading; in 2003 it was on mathematics and problem-solving; in 2006 it was on
science and in 2009 on reading again. The analysis of the assessments carried out in September 2012
is now well underway. The tests are not directly linked to the school curriculum and provides context
through the background questionnaires which help analysts interpret the results.
Some of the best systems in the world are in Shanghai and Korea where children from poor
backgrounds do as well as if not better than those from the more well-heeled classes.
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Shanghai, Korea, Finland, Hong Kong and Singapore were the top five countries/areas in the 2009
tests. The United Kingdom was in the 25th place (out of 65), below Canada, New Zealand, Japan,
Australia, Estonia, Poland, the United States, Sweden, Ireland, France and Germany. From the year
2000 to 2009, the UK dropped from seventh to 25th place in reading, eighth to 27th in mathematics and
fourth to 16th in science.
An analysis of the 2009 results revealed that
(1)

successful school systems provide all students, regardless of their socio-economic backgrounds,
with similar opportunities to learn and systems that show high-performing and an equitable
distribution of learning outcomes tend to be comprehensive, where teachers embrace diverse
student populations through personalised educational pathways;

(2)

in countries and schools where students repeat grades, overall results tend to be worse and
socio-economic differences in student performance tend to be wider, suggesting that people from
lower socio-economic groups are more likely to be negatively affected;

(3)

in countries where 15-year-olds are divided into more tracks based on their abilities, overall
performance is not enhanced and the younger the age at which selection for such tracks first
occur, the greater the differences in student performance by socio-economic background by the
age of 15 without improved overall performance;

(4)

most successful school systems grant greater autonomy to individual schools to design curricula
and establish assessment;

(5)

after accounting for the socio-economic and demographic profiles of students and schools,
students in the OECD countries who attend private schools show performance that is similar to
that of students enrolled in public (maintained) schools;

(6)

school systems considered successful spend large amounts of money on education and tend to
prioritise teachers’ pay over smaller classes;

(7)

in more than half of all the OECD countries, over 94% of 15-year-old students reported that they
had attended pre-primary (nursery) classes or schools; and

(8)

schools with better disciplinary climates, more positive behaviours among teachers and better
teacher-student relations tend to achieve higher scores in reading.

In July 2013, PISA came in for much criticism from a group of academics. In a paper that he published,
Professor Svend Kreiner, a statistician from the University of Copenhagen in Denmark, said that an
inappropriate model was being used to calculate the PISA rankings. He challenged the reliability of the
results, demonstrating how outcomes fluctuate significantly according to which questions were used.
He averred that in the 2006 results, the reading ranking of Canada could have been positioned anywhere
between the 2nd and 25th places, Japan anywhere from 8th to 40th and the UK from 14th to 30th.
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Dr Hugh Morrison from Queens University, Belfast, went further alleging that PISA’s system contained
a “profound” conceptual error.
The questions used by PISA varied among countries and the students participating in the same
assessments. In 2006, for instance, half the students were not asked any reading questions but were
allocated “plausible” reading scores to help calculate their countries’ rankings. To work out these
scores, PISA used the Rasch model, a statistical way of “scaling” up the results it does have.
Professor Kreiner stated that this model would be valid only if each of the participating countries were
subjected to the same level of difficulty. He alleged that his research demonstrated that the level of
difficulties varied, adding that it was meaningless to compare reading in Chinese with reading in Danish.
Andreas Schleicher, deputy director for education and special adviser on education policy to the
OECD’s secretary general, responded with a stinging riposte in an article in the Times Educational
Supplement (TES) on 2 August 2013. (See here.)
He wrote: “...the range of possible ranks has never been a secret. Any assessment of the skills of people,
whether it is a high-school exam, a driving test or an international assessment such as PISA, will have
some uncertainty because the results depended on the tasks that were chosen, on variations in how the
assessment was administered and even on the disposition of the person taking the test”. Schleicher
added that the goal of PISA was not to eliminate uncertainty but rather design instruments that provide
robust comparisons of the performance of education systems “in ways that reflect any remaining
uncertainty”. The lay person could be forgiven if she/he stated that this was difficult to comprehend.
He went on to acknowledge that variations were par for the course because these could not be
eliminated. Teachers in different schools (leave alone countries) would be emphasising different
aspects of learning. If the focus was on algebra rather than geometry in one institution, the students were
more likely to do better in the first subject and not so well in the second.
Michael Gove, the secretary of state for education, needs to pay heed and take note of this academic spat
because he has placed considerable store on the PISA rankings. Now we know from Schleicher himself
that the rankings can vary depending on the areas of knowledge/skills that are being tested.

IV

Reflections

Whatever the instruments that are used for assessing pupil progress and achievement in the educational
disciplines, making judgements about the quality of education being provided by institutions on the
basis of the standards reached and progress made by our youngsters will always be limited. Education is
about developing all aspects of the human condition. We tend to value what is measurable but are
unable to measure everything that is valuable.
PISA is now keen to measure pupils’ creativity and curiosity. Because of globalisation, Scheicher
considers it important to test how well our youngsters are able to make sound judgements and deal with
uncertainty and ambiguity. Wellington College in Berkshire is spearheading the “development of
happiness” on the curriculum. This adds to the long list of important, albeit, elusive aspects of
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education that currently we find difficult, if not impossible, to measure – such as initiative and
creativity.
The list of famous people who did not have their higher education calibrated is long. Bill Gates, the
Microsoft creator, dropped out of Harvard without a degree to establish his software company. Steve
Jobs of Apple fame lasted at Reed College in Portland for only six months before propelling himself
onto a career in ground-breaking technology. Winston Churchill and the Duke of Wellington had no
degrees.
Ernest Hemingway worked briefly as a reporter in Kansas City before leaving school to become an
ambulance driver in the First World War. Mark Twain was a printer’s apprentice at the age of 12. Tom
Stoppard, P.D. James and Charles Dickens do/did not have degrees. The same went for Richard
Branson, Thomas Edison, Abraham Lincoln, George Washington and John Lennon.
Lady Gaga
dropped out of New York University’s Tisch School of Arts.
History, in due course, will make judgements on John Major (who left school with two O Levels), David
Cameron, who attained a first at Oxford University and Boris Johnson, who secured only a higher
second class honours degree – also from Oxford University.
On the other hand, less is known about the vast number people who fail to pursue education through
school, college and university and end up in grief. Notwithstanding, is there something that we have to
learn that as important as measuring progress and achievement may be, they comprise only a small
segment of the education circle of which we would do well not to lose sight.

the Key to Governors’ Efficiency and Effectiveness
I

Preamble

Because Local Authorities are shrinking, schools increasingly have to rely on their own initiatives and
know-how. In this milieu, the clerk to a governing body, who plays a critical role, becomes even more
pivotal to the efficiency and effectiveness of the governing body. It is no more a role where the postholder is expected merely to send out the agenda for meetings, take minutes during them and distribute
the minutes following the meetings, important though these functions may be.
Clerks have the responsibility of operating professionally not unlike that of company secretaries. A
clerk has four overarching responsibilities.
(1)

First, the clerk must provide efficient and effective administrative support to the governing body.

(2)

Second, she/he has a responsibility for managing governance information well –recording,
storing and retrieving it with felicity.
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(3)

Third, the clerk is the governing body’s legal adviser.

(4)

Finally, the clerk has a responsibility for governor development.

Clerks come in various shapes and sizes, in both genders and of different abilities. In some local
authorities that have had to reduce expenditure and retrench staff, there is an abundance of clerks,
mainly former local authority education officers. In other areas such as South West England, good
clerks are gold dust and particularly hard to chance upon so that governing bodies have to rely on school
staff members, such as the headteachers’ secretaries, to service meetings of the governing bodies. In
these situations, headteachers’ secretaries can be placed in invidious positions, especially if they – as
clerks - may be required to give advice to their governing bodies which is at variance with what the
headteachers may wish them to say.
The clerk’s loyalty is first and foremost to the governing body – not to any individual member –
including the headteacher, if she/he is a governor – or even the chair of the governing body. The clerk
is an independent professional who is proscribed from dishing out favours.
Where the governing body finds it impossible to employ an independent clerk and resorts to deploying a
current school staff member in that role, the National Governors’ Association (NGA) advises two ways
in which the situation can be managed.
(i) Have two separate contracts, one for the person in her/his role in the school and the other as clerk
to the governing body.
(ii) Ensure that the governing body builds in time for the person to carry out the clerking
responsibilities – such as constructing the agenda, writing up the minutes and taking action
following a meeting – during a normal working day, or failing that, ensure that the person is
appropriately remunerated for the time taken to attend to the administrative governance work
done in her/his own time. Account must be taken of the servicing of meetings, which are
generally held after a normal school day.

II

Role of the Clerk

(1)

Administrative Support for Governors

An effective clerk plays a leading role in organising the governing body business enabling the members
focus on the strategic direction of the school and gives them a steer to monitoring and evaluating
progress. How time is spent at meetings is crucial to the effective working of the governing body.
Accordingly, it is useful to have the dates of meetings set in advance of an academic year – for the full
year. The Clerk must take this initiative.
(a)

Preparing for a governors’ meeting

Administrative support covers a range of matters, the first of which is the construction of draft agendas
for meetings so that the chair and headteacher have a basis for determining how the meetings are
conducted. The chair, of course, will have the final say on what goes on the agenda and where. The
agenda to a meeting will have
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(i) standing items, such as receiving apologies for absences and considering whether absent
members should or shouldn’t have their absences count towards disqualification, declarations of
interest and the headteacher’s report;
(ii) items held over from previous meetings;
(iii)items arising from the results of action required from previous meetings of the governing body
and its committees;
(iv) items required by the annual calendar of governor business – such as the elections of the chair
and vice chair, reviewing the terms of reference of committees and appointing governors to
them, setting the budget for the financial year and
(v) information items received from the local authority, diocese and government.
The clerk should advise governors that if they wish to place items on the agenda for a meeting, they
should inform her/him at least four weeks in advance and provide briefs on what exactly they wish to
raise under these items.
Where governors have problems with endlessly long meetings, it may be useful for the clerk to include
the estimated timing for each item.
Normally, the chair takes the lead on dealing with the items except where it comes to the report of the
headteacher. However, occasionally, there will be an expectation that other governors lead on items, in
which case, the clerk should advise them in advance of the meeting that this will be the case.
One particular item is often a foe of good time management. This is “Any other business”. This item
appears on every agenda and provides governors the opportunity of raising matters they want to raise.
A good clerk will advise the governing body of how this item should be used rather than abused.
(i)

Firstly, it may be advisable to change “Any other business” to “Any other urgent business”. This
will preclude governors from raising items that they think of during the meeting about which
they have not given much previous thought.

(ii)

Secondly, the clerk could request governors to agree that he/she should be given at least 24
hours’ notice of such matters otherwise the chair could disallow discussion of what they wish to
raise. This will not deny the chair discretion to enable the governors discuss items that are really
important and urgent that arise within 24 hours of the meeting.

(iii)

Thirdly, the chair could ask the governors at the start of each meeting (despite the 24-hour-notice
requirement) of urgent and important items they wish to raise under “Any other urgent business”
and decide on whether they are really urgent and important.

A good clerk ensures that she/he has all the materials necessary to collate into the agenda bundle prior to
sending it out to the governors at least seven days in advance. This will include the minutes of the last
meeting, the headteacher’s report and the committee papers.
It is an unpalatable reality that often the headteacher’s report is not ready in good time. The common
excuse frequently given by headteachers for this is that they have been very busy and hence the delay.
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However, in my experience, I have never known a headteacher not to be busy during term time,
including the day before the governors’ meeting when the report is written to be tabled at the meeting.
There was one occasion when a headteacher (tongue in cheek) said to me that she delayed writing and
sending out her report to ensure that it was as up-to-date as possible, knowing full well that she could
always add verbal information to the report if it had been ready at least seven days in advance of a
meeting. One of the busiest and most successful headteachers with whom I have been privileged to
work regularly gives me her report in very good time to be included into the agenda bundle for every
governors’ meeting. The saying: “If you want a job done, ask a busy person” is borne out here.
Tabling data makes for inefficient and ineffective meetings. It’s a waste of governors’ time and even if
they are good at speed-reading, they have no time to reflect on the information presented.
Increasingly, clerks are sending out agenda bundles via email and tabling hard copies at the meetings.
This is perfectly acceptable.
(b)

The governors’ meeting

The clerk’s role at a meeting is to make a record of the business transpired, ensure that statutory
requirements are met and advise governors on educational, procedural and compliance matters. Where
the clerk is unable to do so immediately, she/he has a responsibility to seek advice after the meeting and
brief the governing body at the next one – unless the issue is urgent and compelling, in which case the
clerk apprises the chair as soon after the meeting as possible of the answers.
The clerk should (at all costs) resist the temptation of dictating to the governors what should and
shouldn’t be done. She/he is there to advise and not take over the governors’ business. This proved
particularly difficult for a retired headteacher I knew, who decided to work as a clerk at a number of
schools in the area where he had once been in charge of one. He caused quite a lot of grief for the
governors he was meant to serve.
So that the clerk operates as effectively as possible,
(i)
(ii)

she/he should have a place at the meeting so the clerk can see and hear everyone and
sit next to the chair so that advice can be given discretely, where necessary.

The minutes are the clerk’s record of the meeting. Such a record is a legal document and a major
source of evidence for the parents, local authority, Ofsted inspectors and the wider public. They are
subject to the Freedom of Information Act 2000 and open to inspection by anyone who wishes to see a
copy. It is now commonplace for schools to display the minutes of governors’ meetings on their
websites.
The clerk should keep a separate (closed) record of what the governing body deems to be confidential.
Such records are generally about individual people – e.g. pupils, staff and parents – who can easily be
identified. The clerk must advise governors that items cannot be kept confidential simply because they
are contentious – a not uncommon temptation. Confidential minutes are filed separately and not
available to the press and public under the Data Protection Act 1998.

Schools Support Services Ltd …………………………………………………………………………………………………................................. Page 35

The decisions governors make at meetings often entail action. The clerk has a responsibility to record
these decisions in simple, plain English in a manner that the people required to take the actions are
clearly identified and the actions are set out in a timeframe.
The minutes of each item are a summary of the discussion and the action needed – not a verbatim
account of who said what. If acronyms have to be used (in the educational field, we are notorious for
trotting them out) there should be a glossary of terms at the end of the minutes. Alternatively, the full
term must be used first before the clerk uses any acronym. For instance, “Department for Education”
must precede “DfE” in usage.
(c)

After the governors’ meeting

The clerk should draft the minutes of a meeting in no more than 48 hours after it and send them to the
chair and headteacher for comment and amendment. The NGA suggests that minutes should be written
within seven days. However, the sooner they are done the better because the goings-on at the meeting
are fresh in the minds of the chair and headteacher. It is also advisable for the clerk to write up an action
sheet arising from the meeting which could be sent to all the governors as soon after the meeting as
possible, no more than 48 hours after it, so that they are reminded who has to do what and are made
aware of the times and dates of future meetings.
The minutes do not become a public document until they are approved as a correct record by the
governing body at the following meeting – and signed by the chair. When the school is maintained by
the local authority, the clerk has the responsibility of sending a copy of the approved minutes
(sometimes this is done when it is in draft form) to the LA for its records.

(2)

Managing Governance Information

The clerk is responsible for maintaining the records of the governing body. The main information will
be
(i) the minutes and papers of meetings;
(ii) governor specific information such as the names and contact details of governors, when were
they appointed and when their terms of office will end; and
(iii)the latest versions and review dates for governing body policies.
For a local authority maintained school, regardless of how the clerk is employed, the LA requires the
clerk to send in changes to this information as and when it occurs.
In an academy, the clerk may have to file governor records with Companies’ House as well make other
returns. Where the clerk is unfamiliar with these practices before conversion she/he will be on a steep
learning curve.
Once annually - usually at the first meeting of the academic year - governors must be asked to fill in a
register of their business interests, which is kept on file in the school. This will be a requirement of the
Schools Financial Values Standards. The Academies Financial Handbook requires a similar register for
academies.
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At each subsequent, full governing body or committee meeting, governors should be routinely asked
whether there are likely to be conflict of interests they may have in relation to items on the agenda that
are being discussed. If there is a clash of interests – pecuniary or otherwise - the clerk has a duty to insist
that the governors concerned withdraw from the meeting during a discussion of the items. Where any
governor refuses to do so, the rest of the members can vote on the issue of withdrawal.
Governors should also be asked to record if there has been any change to their business interests.
Records of governance papers – including the signed, approved minutes – must be kept at the school for
a period of seven years.

(3)

The Clerk as Legal Adviser

The clerk is the independent adviser to the governing body. As mentioned above, if she/he is employed
to work at the school, it could be difficult for the clerk where the advice to be given is what the
headteacher does not want the governors to hear. Local authority officers who clerk governing bodies
also have to manage conflicts especially where LA’s policies are likely to clash with the interests of the
schools. The governing body’s interests (for the clerk) must be of paramount importance.
The clerk has the responsibility of advising the governing body about what needs to be done and, if
possible how it should be done. She/he must disseminate good practice.
This can be daunting during times when a new clerk has to warn that governors may be acting outside
the regulations. The bottom line is that the governors may or may not act on the advice. (Under the new
regulations governors have a duty to receive the clerk’s advice.) In such an instance, it will be important
for the clerk to record in the minutes that the advice was given albeit the governors decided to act
differently. The consequences of governors’ actions that may go pear-shaped cannot then be blamed on
the clerk.
It is crucial for the clerk, who wishes to develop a measure of gravitas, to be cognisant with A Guide to
the Law for School Governors and have expert knowledge of the school governance regulations and/or
the equivalent academy documents.
In addition, a clerk must keep up to date with current, educational and educational-related issues – such
as child protection and case law. This can be done through reading, training, briefing sessions and
membership of bodies such as the National Governors’ Association.

(4)

Governors’ Development

Much governor learning occurs on the job. If a clerk is giving good advice and promoting sound
practice, governors rapidly learn and become better at setting the school strategy, advancing
accountability and acting as the school’s critical friends.
A good clerk will ensure that new governors are appropriately mentored and inducted. She/he will
provide them with information they need to discharge their functions well. The clerk will also ensure
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that she/he is available during and outside of normal working hours – on the phone and electronically –
to support all the governors as and when they need it.
The clerk will be pointing out to all members where they can receive appropriate training. Local
authorities have generally been excellent at organising and providing development opportunities.
However, they are coming under increasing financial constraints. Clerks need now to look beyond their
local areas to find good training.
Bespoke sessions on set topics for a governing body are now becoming increasingly available. What
helps to cement governors’ relationships with the school staff is an away-day at least once biennially
when – with a facilitator, they can thrash out a strategy for school development over the next three to
five years.

III

Relationships

For a clerk to make a difference, she/he must work closely with the chair and the headteacher. A recipe
for dysfunction is where the relationship is not as good as it should be among the three.
If the clerk is culpable of damaging good relations, the chair will be required to initiate action. Either
the clerk improves and works in amity or leaves the school’s employment. Sometimes it’s the other
way around.
Over the last score of years, I have clerked around 40 governing bodies with whom I have enjoyed
working thoroughly. Very occasionally, I have found maintaining good relationships one definition of
the impossible. Sometimes governors have asked me to act beyond my remit. I was requested by the
chair of a governing body once to initiative disciplinary action against the headteacher! On another
occasion, sound advice I gave at and between meetings was unheeded resulting in governors landing in
trouble. When that happened, the clerk – i.e. I – was blamed.
Sometimes, decisions are made by a cabal of governors without the views of the other members or the
clerk sought to the detriment of good working relationships.
Whoever is to fault, if the relationships between the clerk on the one hand and the chair and/or
headteacher on the other, is not all that it should be, one of the three needs to make it plain that even
though the governing body would find it difficult to manage without this particular person – i.e. the
clerk – the governing body will have to make an effort from the beginning of the following month to
give it a try.
On the other hand, where relations – especially among the chair, headteacher and clerk are working well
and the three value and appreciate one another and the duties they carry out – the clerk will experience
immense satisfaction, feel that she/he is making a difference and experience Abraham Maslow’s highest
level of motivation – self-actualisation – when discharging functions for the intrinsic joy it offers rather
than the remuneration received.
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Feelings of pleasures are enhanced if relationships are spiced with a measure of humour. At a meeting
once, the headteacher whom I was sitting next to asked me whether I could read the paperwork I had and
see the keyboard of my laptop on which I was taking notes. Bemused, I said, “Yes, of course!”
“Are you sure?” she queried again.
“Yes, I’m sure! Why do you persist asking?”
She then sought and found a tissue, gave it to me and asked me to clean my glasses, remarking, “There
is no way in which I would be able to read my paperwork and see the keyboard with those glasses. They
are filthy!”
Moments like this make clerking worth it and possible one of the best jobs in the world.

Glossary of Terms used in this issue
AoC
Association of Colleges
AST
Advanced Skills Teacher
ATP&C (Scale) Administrative, Technical, Professional and Clerical (Scale)
CfBT
Centre for British Teachers
CRB
Criminal Records Bureau
DfE
Department for Education
FFT
Fischer Family Trust
HMCI
Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Schools
LA
Local Authority
LCSB
Local Children’s Safeguarding Board
LMS
Local Management of School
NASUWT
National Association of Schoolmasters Union of Women Teachers
NCSL
National College for School Leadership
NCTL
National College for Teaching and Leadership
NGA
National Governors’ Association
NUT
National Union of Teachers
OECD
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
Ofsted
Office for Standards in Education
PISA
Programme for International Student Assessment
SEN
Special Educational Needs
SENCO
Special Educational Needs Coordinator
SGOSS
School Governors’ One Stop Shop
SOLE
self-organised learning environment
SOLACE
Society of Local Authority Chief Executives
STPCD
School Teachers Pay and Conditions Document
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