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I The “What” and the “Why” 

The advice streaming out of the Department for Education (DfE) to governors is all about ensuring that they have 

the knowledge and skills necessary to discharge their functions.  The government obsesses so much about these 

aspects that it is planning to legislate for schools and academies to do away with parental representation on their 

governing bodies. And where the governing body wishes to have parental representation, it will be required to 

ensure that the parents are knowledgeable and skilled in school governance.  (See 3.29 to 3.35 of the White Paper, 

Educational Excellence Everywhere.) 

However, let us address a simple question first.  Will having knowledgeable and skilled governors on boards be 

enough for the governing body to operate effectively and make the right, positive impact on the quality of 

education, teaching and learning and pupil progress and achievement?  I don’t think so.  

Of course, we have to be clear about the “what” of good governance, i.e. that for governors to be effective they 

have to  

(i) set the strategic direction of the school; 

(ii) secure good financial governance – by determining the budget, monitoring spending and promoting 

probity;  

(iii) establish and rigorously police the safety of the pupils and the larger school community; 

(iv) secure good education for the pupils by hiring and motivating excellent staff members; 

(v) implement the necessary educational and equal opportunities legislation; and 

(vi) hold the headteacher and staff to account by acting as critical friends to them.  

Governors are asked to carry out these functions to create the right conditions for headteachers and the staff in 

academies and schools to provide our children with the best and most opportunities so that they may grow, 

develop and lead fulfilling lives.    

II The “How” 

However, even if all these are in place, it does not necessarily flow that good governance will be the order of the 

day unless governors know “how” to work together.   Corporately, governors may have all the skills they require 

to work well.  But if some or all the members engage in one-upmanship, teamwork comes a cropper. The result? 

The whole becomes less than the sum of the parts.    

Many talented and very expensive football teams don’t win matches as expected because individual players hold 

on to the ball when they should they pass it.   Switching from the football analogy to a musical one, it is 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/508447/Educational_Excellence_Everywhere.pdf
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impossible to envision members of the London Philharmonic Orchestra – no matter how talented they are - 

making beautiful music if they do not take instructions from the conductor and play the parts they are directed to 

rather than the ones they may crave for?   

The effectiveness of governors is no different. In self-reviews of governance, what is forgotten is attention to 

some questions that are frequently conspicuous by their absence. Here are a few.  

(i) Do members share opinions without fear or do they feel they could be put down for expressing views that 

are antithetical to those of others?  Are questions construed as criticisms?    

(ii) How do governors express opposition and deal with conflict?  Can they disagree agreeably or is there a 

constant, sharp aggressive edge to their verbal contributions?    

(iii) Are they reflectively critical on issues and divorce them from personalities.   

(iv) In turn, how do governors receive criticism?   Do they take it badly or use it as an opposing wind to fly 

their kites?   Isn’t it the case that when a criticism is valid, one has no justification for becoming annoyed 

and angry?  If it is not valid, one does not need to be annoyed and angry.   

(v) Is there a shared understanding of the roles of the chair, the headteacher, the clerk and the other members 

of the governing body?    

(vi) Are governors able to delineate between governance and management – albeit, often, the lines between 

them are blurred in legislation.   How many times the government (and often auditors too) criticise 

governors for “mismanaging” the finances of the school!  Governors in England don’t “manage”; they 

“govern”.  Emma Knight, the Chief Executive of the National Governors’ Association (NGA) elegantly 

captured this function when she said that they should be “eyes on and hands off”.   

(vii) Is there clarity in the delegation of responsibilities from the governing body to the committees and to the 

members?    

(viii) Are tasks shared or is considerable work dumped on the chair?    

(ix) When governors take responsibility to act, are the tasks done or does the chair and/or clerk have to pursue 

the (said) governors with the same energy as a dentist expends when pulling  a resistant molar? 

(x) Are meetings well planned – in terms of both times/dates and the content of the agenda?  Do they start 

and finish at a sensible hour or the night (if held in the evenings)?   Are governors mindful of the fact that 

many of the members have busy working lives?  Accordingly, do the governors ensure that meetings 

don’t drag on because they are seduced by the sounds of their own voices? 

(xi) Are meetings meaningful?  Do they move the school forward with positive action that has a useful impact 

on children’s progress and achievement, or are they talking shops? 

(xii) Do governors take responsibility for their own development?   Members of the governing body, after all, 

are charged with fostering the learning of young people.  A powerful way to promote this learning is 

through modelling. One never stops learning until life stands still.   Learning, in turn, should lead to better 

governance.   
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(xiii) How do the governors measure how well they have learnt what they have learnt? Or does learning and 

training become yet another opportunity to socialise?   

III Conclusion 

Understanding the “what” and the “why” is vital and sets the course on the road to good governance.  Reflecting 

on and implementing the “how” of the operations sets gives governors the traction to make progress that is critical 

and ensures that the school benefits from the knowledge, expertise and skills they have.    

School governors are in a prime position to shape children’s futures positively.  Regretfully we will be leaving 

them a legacy of huge financial debt.  The least we can do for them is make it that much easier for our young 

people to cope with this debt by securing fulfilled lives.    

 

 

I The contents  

On Tuesday, 23 February 2016 the Education and Adoption Bill 2015 completed its passage through Parliament. 

The Act   

1) empowers the Secretary of State to convert every school judged ‘inadequate’ by Ofsted into a sponsored 

academy; 

2) enables the Secretary of State to intervene in maintained schools considered to be underperforming, 

and constrains local authorities from doing so in some circumstances; 

3) expands the legal definition of the ‘eligible for intervention’ category to include ‘coasting’ schools, and 

allows the Secretary of State to intervene through a range of measures including requiring the school to 

become a sponsored academy; and 

4) enables intervention in academies on the basis that they are ‘coasting’.  

When the Act was journeying through Parliament as a Bill, the definition of “coasting” was applied only to 

maintained schools but this was altered by the government following pressure from the House of Lords.  

The details of how the Act’s provisions will be implemented will be set out in a new version of the Schools 

Causing Concern guidance. The DfE consulted on the drafts of both, this guidance and the proposed ‘coasting’ 

definition, in late 2015. The outcome is expected to be published in the near future. 

In addition, the Act 

1) gives power to the Secretary of State to issue directions, with time limits, to school governing bodies 

and local authorities to speed up academy conversions; 

2) places a new duty on schools and local authorities in specified cases to take all reasonable steps to 

progress the conversion; 
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3) requires schools and local authorities in specified cases to work with identified sponsors towards 

‘making academy arrangements’ with those sponsors; 

4) removes the requirements for a consultation to be held where a school ‘eligible for intervention’ is 

being converted to a sponsored academy.  

Government amendments tabled in the Lords and carried into law will require a new sponsor to communicate 

his/her plans for a school to parents. 

Speaking in the Commons on 23 February 2016, Schools Minister Nick Gibb said that, although not precluding 

those who choose to consult on a planned academy conversion, the law would end the current “rigid approach that 

allowed vested interests to prevent sponsors from taking decisive action and to delay the process of 

transformation”. 

The government is planning to use its powers of intervention through the eight Regional Schools Commissioners 

(RSCs). The initiative was taken as a practical response to establishing an intermediate cadre of “civil servants” 

between Whitehall and the growing number of academies.    

II Implications for Governing Bodies 

If an LA maintained school is judged by Ofsted to be ‘inadequate’ it will become an academy because the new 

law will require the Education Secretary to make an academy order in such a case. The local authority and 

governing body will have to facilitate the conversion. The Education Secretary (via the Regional Schools 

Commissioner) may revoke an academy order if another potential approach to improvement is identified or if 

closure is deemed to be the best solution. 

A new performance measure may leave a school open to academy conversion by the Education Secretary (through 

the RSC) if the school is deemed to be coasting.  Where a school meets the criteria for ‘coasting’ it will be for the 

RSC to determine whether it has a credible plan to improve or whether in her/his opinion intervention is required. 

 If it doesn’t, the RSC may decide  

(i) that a school needs additional support and challenge;  

(ii) should be required to enter into specified arrangements;  

(iii) that additional governors or an interim executive board (IEB) are needed; or  

(iv) that the school should become a sponsored academy. 

Academies can also be ‘coasting’ and these schools could be handed over to new sponsors. But importantly, 

academy trusts will have the power to challenge the decision. 

The governing boards of foundation schools will have recourse to consultation if the government is seeking to 

convert them into academies. 

The Secretary of State will have the power to issue directions to local authorities about the membership and terms 

of appointment of Interim Executive Boards (IEBs) set up to replace sacked governing bodies. 

Eligible for intervention is a specific term which means that the DfE or the local authority has the power to 

intervene in the running of a school because of concerns about the way it is performing. 

A school is ‘eligible for intervention’ where: 
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i. the governing body has failed to comply with the terms of a warning notice (issued by the LA or the 

SoS/RSC); 

ii. the school has been judged ‘inadequate’ by Ofsted; and/or 

iii. the school’s performance falls under the ‘coasting’ definition. 

And what precisely is a “coasting” school/academy?   The Secretary of State is on record as having stated that a 

secondary school/academy will deemed to be coasting if in 2014 and 2015 fewer than 60% of pupils achieved five 

good GCSEs or an above-average proportion of pupils failed to make acceptable progress. From 2016, the level 

will be set based on Progress 8 - the new accountability measure, which shows how much progress pupils make in 

a particular school between the end of primary school and their GCSEs. 

At primary level, the definition will apply to those schools/academies which have seen fewer than 85% of 

children achieving an acceptable secondary-ready standard in reading, writing and maths over the course of three 

years, and who have seen insufficient pupil progress. 

When a school is ‘eligible for intervention’, either the local authority or RSC may employ one or more of the 

following measures: 

i. suspend the right to a delegated budged (LA); 

ii. appoint an Interim Executive Board (IEB) (RSC, or LA with RSC’s permission); 

iii. appoint additional governors (RSC or LA); 

iv. require the governing body to ‘enter into arrangements’ with the RSC or LA; 

v. direct the LA to close the school (RSC); and/or 

vi. make an academy order (RSC) 

In general, where the RSC intends to intervene in a school, her/his powers take precedence over those of the LA.   

III The report of the Education Select Committee 

The Education Select Committee published its report on the RSCs on 13 January 2016.  Among other things, the 

Committee remarked that the RSCs were now part of an “increasingly complicated system of oversight, 

accountability and inspection”.  The Committee asked the government for a more fundamental reassessment of 

accountability and oversight for all schools and academies to provide coherence.  Schools and academies were 

increasingly being mired in the marshland of accountability to Ofsted, the RSCs, the Secretary of State, Local 

Authorities, parents and, of course, the pupils.  

The work of the RSCs is overseen by a Headteachers’ Board. However, there is confusion about the role of the 

Board itself.  Additionally, the role of the RSCs remains unclear.  The supremo, known as the Schools 

Commissioner, Sir David Carter, is also the Regional Commissioner for the South West.   There are eight others: 

Ms Rebecca Clark, Ms Jennifer Bexon-Smith (East Midlands and the Humber), Dr Tim Coulson (East of England 

and North-East London), Mr Dominic Herrington (South East England and South London), Mr Pank Patel (West 

Midlands), Mr Martin Post (South-Central England and North-West London), Ms Janet Renou (North of England) 

and Ms Vicky Beer (Lancashire and West Yorkshire).  All of them have stellar curriculum vitae.  

On the flip side, the Selection Committee stated, “There is also a lack of transparency in the way the RSCs 

operate, and decision-making frameworks need to be published to address this.” Besides, even though it is the 

Governing Body that takes the initiative in converting a school into an academy, there are no governors, per se, on 

the Headteachers’ Board.  Unless these matters are addressed the public will view these developments as 

“undemocratic and opaque” according to the Selection Committee.      

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/progress-8-school-performance-measure
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201516/cmselect/cmeduc/401/401.pdf
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Notwithstanding, the government website sets out the roles and responsibilities of the RSCs as follows: 

i. promoting the benefits of the academies and free schools programme among school leaders, local 

authorities, parent groups and community organisations; 

ii. leading communications between DfE and the education sector; 

iii. supporting brokerage of academy arrangements between those schools that would benefit most from an 

academy solution and established sponsors with a good track record of performance improvement; 

iv. encouraging and helping nurture potential sponsors from the schools and community sectors; and 

v. influencing school-to-school support and working closely with ministers to shape the future development 

of the academies and free schools programme. 

The way in which the regions have been carved up for the RSCs is another chestnut.   There are three regions in 

London, each of which is tied to another area of the country.   This will create barriers to effective operations.  

They don’t match the regions Ofsted uses. For instance, Ofsted deals with London as a whole, not as three 

separate segments.   

The Select Committee articulated other worries.   While acknowledging that the strength of the RSC model is in 

its regionalisation, the members consider that there is a corresponding risk that inconsistencies in approach and 

differences in standards applied will diminish confidence in the system. The National Schools Commissioner, 

they feel, must have a formal role in ensuring appropriate levels of consistency between the RSCs, and in sharing 

best practice among them.  

The government is on record as stating that it wants to cut down on bureaucracy; yet we now have a new, 

bureaucratic layer of governance in the RSC model.  Schools/academies hitherto were accountable to their 

governing bodies, Local Authorities, the DfE and Ofsted (apart from parents and pupils).  They are now also 

accountable to the RSCs.  

Are the RSCs in a position to expand their functions with the skeletal secretariats that they have?   Unless there is 

a significant injection of funding for them, government expectations will not be met. The Select Committee is 

clear about what they must do, i.e. improve the outcomes for young people rather than merely increase the 

volume of activity.  The question is: “How is this best going to be achieved?”   

Take, for instance, the matter of parental complaints.  In an interview with the Radio 4 Today programme, Sir 

David Carter was asked whether parents could complain about their children’s schools to the RSCs.  His response 

was that they could raise issues with their RSCs. However, legally they have no formal role in dealing with these 

complaints. Only the Secretary of State, the Local Authority, Ofsted and the Governing Body can address them.      

IV Battle of the Knights 

A further problem is the potential overlap of functions between the RSC and Ofsted inspectors.     Sir David 

Carter does not think there is much to worry about.   In an interview with The Times Educational Supplement 

(TES), he said: “The role of an inspector and what an HMI does is fundamentally different to that of an RSC.  

“I think, in some respects, the all-encompassing role of the RSC is a more significant one than the HMI. Our job 

is to look at a much broader picture than just the Ofsted inspection.  I think if we base the success of an 

academised system purely on Ofsted judgements, then we miss a real opportunity here because a good school is 

often more than the sum of its Ofsted parts.” 
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I wonder whether Sir Michael Wilshaw, the Ofsted Supremo and HMCI, was within earshot when these words 

were spoken and if so, how he responded to them.  Is this going to be a battle of the educational Lotharios?  It is 

clear that Sir David is the new blue-eyed boy of ministers and civil servants because the other knight, Sir Michael, 

has antagonised them in his recent pronouncements.   

Tom Richards, a teacher and former policy adviser in the DfE, wrote in the TES on 21 January 2016 that the 

“Ofsted dragon should be slain” and replaced by the RSCs.  Sir Michael’s tenure will end on 31 December 2016.  

Will there will be a significant shift in powers from Ofsted to the Commissioners after that? Who knows.   Sir 

David is being viewed by ministers and civil servants as the man to make future decisions about the direction of 

this country’s education.  They appear to have more trust in him than in Sir Michael who is rapidly becoming 

history.   

In his interview with Richard Vaughan of the TES, Sir David was quick to mention that there would be no 

confrontational, life-or-death interactions with Ofsted.   “I think the difference between what an inspector and a 

commissioner would do is an inspector inspects and says: ‘That’s what’s wrong with the school.’ 

“My conversation starts with that and says: ‘What’s your response to this? What do you think your outcomes will 

be this year?’ And most importantly: ‘What can I do to help?’ That’s the difference between an inspection and a 

commissioner visit. 

“I don’t want to be, and the commissioner shouldn’t be, the person who tells the school/academy what’s wrong.  

We have to take the job from where the school/academy is and help it get better.”  

Sir Michael has been stung by Sir David’s words.  In an interview with the Education Select Committee on 2 

March 2016, he described the RSCs as “faceless” government agents, lacking independence.  “I’m not clear what 

the regional school commissioners do other than re-broker failing academies,” he said.   “Sometimes relationships 

are a bit tense because we believe that RSCs should be doing more with underperforming academies, not just 

those that fail. If a school is coasting, unless we intervene quickly, they will decline.” 

Sensing a Mohammed Ali-George Forman heavy-weight fight, MPs asked Sir Michael whether he felt that Ofsted 

inspectors would eventually be rendered redundant by the RSCs. His response was: “We need Ofsted, which is 

independent.  That’s the most important thing about our organisation: it’s an independent inspectorate.  The RSCs 

are not independent.  Their job is to champion academies.  Our job is to say it doesn’t matter if it’s an academy or 

a local authority school, whether it’s primary or secondary or a free school.  We are only interested in standards. 

And we provide you, Parliament, with a national picture of standards.  RSCs won’t be able to do that.” 

And now back to Sir David whose philosophy is a triangular vision for the future of education in the country.  

1) First, he believes in schools leading the system. “My view is that, in future, every school in the country 

will be a giver and a receiver of support,” he said. “If you were to compile the top 20 best schools in the 

country, they won’t be the best schools at everything. My vision is that fundamentally, everybody needs 

some help and can give some help.” 

2) Second, he is of the view that the Multi-Academy Trust (MAT) must be the formal vehicle for sustained 

school improvement.  “The MAT structure, whether it is through the chief executive or the board, has the 

authority to make decisions that will give children a better education – and then be held to account for 

them.” 

https://www.tes.com/news/school-news/breaking-views/could-ofsted-be-facing-final-curtain
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3) Finally, he is ambitious for the country to develop a first class system which will stand out internationally. 

“I don’t think the ambition should just be for a better education system.  I think it has to be to make our 

system world-class one, so our young people can compete globally.”  

These are brave and noble words.   The challenge will be for him to translate the vision into reality.   Perhaps the 

government can help by, for starters, clearly establishing the roles and responsibilities of Local Authorities, 

Ofsted and the Regional School Commissioners so that there can be no equivocation when educational problems 

arise and provision unravels.    

 

I Content 

We would be daft to deny Nicky Morgan’s assertions that “education has the power to transform lives” and her 

desire to secure higher standards with a view to securing our children’s future.   In her Foreword to the White 

Paper, she is correct to write that one in three children leaving primary school in 2010 did not attain the norm in 

both, English and mathematics, albeit she alleges that they did not know how to “read, write and add up properly” 

– which is not true.   She also mentioned that we have been falling behind in the international league tables, which 

is all too true.   

The vision of the Department of Education, which she leads, is commendatory.  It focuses on our young people 

and aims to  

(i) secure their safety and promote the country’s youth’s well-being; 

(ii) ensure that there is educational excellence everywhere;  

(iii) prepare young people for adult life. 

It would be foolhardy to deny the principles underpinning the White Paper, which are that 

(i) children and young people come first; 

(ii) all those involved in education must have high expectations for all our children; 

(iii) the government must promote a central policy focusing on outcomes, not on methods; 

(iv) the government creates “supported autonomy”; and 

(v) ministers and civil servants are responsive to need and autonomy.  

Autonomy is not licence; rather, it is the sibling of accountability.   For too long, schools have been subjected to 

and hamstrung by fetters and diktat of both, central and local government.   Schools must be given space to 

breathe.  Just as parents need to give their children wings to fly, government has to give schools the freedom to 

scale the heights.  The White Paper quotes Joel Klein, American lawyer and former Chancellor of the New York 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/508447/Educational_Excellence_Everywhere.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/508447/Educational_Excellence_Everywhere.pdf
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City Department of Education, which serves more than 1.1 million pupils in 1,600 schools:  “You can mandate 

adequacy but you cannot mandate greatness; it has to be unleashed.”  

The White Paper exhorts us to have high expectations for our children and build capacity and capability to grow 

their young people and future generations.  

It goes on to set out seven levers for achieving these goals.  

(i) A sufficient supply of great teachers everywhere. 

(ii) Great leaders in our schools.  

(iii) A school-led system where every school is an academy with local authorities having a different role to 

play from the one that they current do.   In particular, LAs will  

 a.  ensure every child has a school place; 

b.  ensure the needs of vulnerable pupils are met; and 

c.  act as champions for all parents and families. 

(iv) The prevention of underperformance and available help for schools to go from good to great; school-led 

improvement, with scaffolding and support where it’s needed. 

(v) High expectations of those working in and benefiting from our education system and a world-leading 

curriculum for all.  

(vi) An education system that is fair and ambitious for every child and is accountable to its users.  

(vii) The availability of the right resources in the right hands and the allocation of finance where it can do the 

most good. 

II Commentary  

While the thrust of the White Paper is welcome and aims to give a fillip to the promotion of a first class 

educational service which results in “excellence for all”, some of the provisions just below the surface are of 

concern. 

(1) The Curriculum 

The government has signalled a number of welcome initiatives in the curricular arrangements.  

(i) Schools will be given some respite on further alterations to the curriculum, assessments and qualifications 

and support to embed the recent changes.   (See page 88.)   

(ii) The government will be investing the National Citizen Services (NCS) over the next four years to enable 

all 16-year-olds to participate in education and training by 2021.   
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(iii) There will be a national working group to improve personal, social, health and economic education 

(PSHEE).   

(iv) Mathematics education for the 16-to-18-year-olds will be reviewed to engage more students in the study 

of the subject to 18.   

(2) Great teachers and headteachers where needed 

The government’s rhetoric on having great teachers is unmatchable.   The White Paper patters on about having 

high-quality teachers and the availability of schools to train, develop and pay them well.  But school budgets have 

been safeguarded in cash terms only with no account having been taken of the increase in on-costs and additional 

pension contributions for school staff.   With the government now determined to develop a national funding 

formula, schools in the inner-city areas will suffer year-on-year cuts which will make it even more difficult to run 

schools economically if governing bodies choose to pay their teachers well.   

The White Paper states that the government intends to “strengthen university and school-led training”.   It cannot 

do so if schools are constantly being battered with new curricula, tests and examinations, subjected to league 

tables and have Ofsted inspectors breathing down their backs. There is anecdotal evidence to suggest that many 

school-led Initial Teacher Training outfits are under severe strain because of these “other demands”.  Teacher 

training at school level is adding excessive pressures on headteachers and teachers and diverting them from their 

core function of educating the children in their care.  The (seemingly) good intentions of government to move IIT 

away from universities is misplaced. As a consequence, this year, many teacher trainers have fallen short of filling 

in the vacancies for their trainees.  

What is encouraging is that the government is committed to place 1,500 high-performing teachers “to work where 

they are most needed through the National Teaching Service (NTS)”.  However, this plan will be stillborn if there 

are insufficient teachers in the first place.  Similarly, the government trots out that it will place excellent 

headteachers in schools where they are most needed.  However, we are suffering from a national shortage of good 

school leaders, which will make this objective equally if not more daunting than the one related to teachers.   

(3) Governing Bodies 

The White Paper states the blindingly obvious about the governing body being the “key decision-making and 

accountable body for the school”, that it has a “strategic role” and must “deliver in a dynamic and professional 

manner”.   The Paper then slips into the delusional when it mentions that MAT (Multi-Academy Trust) boards 

will increasingly use professionals to hold individual school-level heads to account for educational standards and 

the management of the schools”.  There is an assumption that getting the right structure leads to raising standards. 

MATs may be made up of a group of skilled individuals; but will they have the time and energy to do what paid 

staff are meant to do?   (Remember, MATs will have to take on – increasingly – the functions of Local 

Authorities that are withering on the vine).  

Because of this thrust on finding skilled people to serve on MATs and governing bodies, the intention is that there 

will no more be a requirement for elected parents to serve on boards, albeit skilled parents could be selected by 

MATs and governing bodies to serve on them.   The National Governors’ Association (NGA) has expressed 

disquiet and disappointment about this ill-conceived proposal.   The perspective of elected parents is crucial to 

good governance.   It may be true that the elected parent (i.e. the most popular) may not be the one with the 

greatest number of “governance” skills but there is nothing to stop such a parent from developing the knowledge 

and skills through reading, training and experience.   



Schools Support Services Ltd  ………………………………………………………………………………………………….................................  Page                                                           12 

Sadly, no mention is made in the White Paper of the requirement for new governors to engage in compulsory 

induction and training.  Given the responsibilities being heaped on governing bodies (and MATs), we are in dire 

need of finding people not only willing to join the boards (and trusts) but also acknowledging that they are not 

omniscient, must engage in training and learn to learn – just like the students at the schools and academies they 

govern. 

(4) Every school an academy by 2020 

The White Paper proposes that every school will become an academy by 2020. Those that fail to do so voluntarily 

by then will be forcibly converted by 2022.  The proposal has come under severe attack from local authorities run 

by the Prime Minister’s own party – the Tories.  Melinda Tilley, Councillor in Conservative-led Oxfordshire 

County Council – Cameron’s stamping ground – said that small village schools will be at risk where academy 

chains to which they would belong find them no longer financially viable.  When asked by a journalist whether 

she was “disappointed” by the government, she replied: “This is probably putting it very mildly.” 

The government assumes that changing the structure of a school will automatically lead to school improvement 

when it is clear from the research that this is not the case.   Ofsted inspections have revealed that there are 

outstanding academies and schools; that there are failing academies and schools; that there are outstanding and 

failing Multi-Academy Trusts and Local Authorities. 

Councillor Roy Perry, Chair of the Children and Young People Board of the Local Government Association 

(LGA) said: “Ofsted rated 82% of council-maintained schools as good or outstanding.”  It beggars belief that 

councils are being portrayed as barriers to improvement. Ofsted has not only identified that improvement in 

secondary schools – most of which are academies – has stalled, but it has praised strong improvement in primary 

schools, most of which are maintained and “council-run”.    

Perry went on to add that only 15% of the largest academy chains perform above the national average in terms of 

pupil progress, compared with 44% of council-run schools. 

Sir Michael Wilshaw, Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector (HMCI), described the inspection of seven MATs as 

“worrying”, adding that the high salaries of their chief executives did not match their academies’ performance.  

He sent a memo to the education secretary Nicky Morgan, following Ofsted’s inspections of seven MATs stating: 

“Many of the trusts manifested the same weaknesses as the worst-performing local authorities and offered the 

same excuses.  Indeed, one chief executive blamed parents for pupils’ poor attendance affecting pupils’ 

performance. 

“There has been much criticism in the past of local authorities failing to take swift action with struggling schools.  

Given the impetus of the academies programme to bring about rapid improvement, it is of great concern that we 

are not seeing this in the seven MATs and that in some cases, we have seen a decline.” 

The research has also shown that the key ingredients for building a good if not outstanding school are the quality 

of teaching and learning and the nurturing culture within which staff and pupils operate.   Changing a school into 

an academy simply creates what we commonly term as the Hawthorne effect.  Henry Landsberger carried out 

experiments between 1924 – 1932 at the Hawthorne Works – an electrical factory outside Chicago – to discover 

that workers’ productivity improved temporarily when the lighting was adjusted or the furniture rearranged. After 

a short time, productivity dipped to its previous level.    The novelty of a change had only a temporary impact. 

This is what we are discovering of the academy programme.      

Let us take a look at the financial dimension.   When a school decides to convert to an academy, it is allocated (at 

least) £25,000 and up to £66,000 to help with the conversion process.  Of the 24,000 maintained schools in the 
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country, about 5,000 of them are academies.  Altogether 19,000 have to “see the government light” and convert.   

This means that the government will have to cough up at least £475 million to bring this scheme to fruition.  Is 

this a good use of taxpayers’ money at a time when the Chancellor is squeezing them dry with stealth taxes to 

balance the nation’s financial books?    

There will be other calls on the government’s finance. We have a cadre of seven Regional School Commissioners 

(RSC). They have burgeoning responsibilities for an increasing number of academies – and minimal staffing 

levels in their secretariats.   Do they have the capacity to take on 24,000 academies by 2022 without more staff?  

At national level, the RSCs will be supported by and answerable to Headteacher Boards (HTBs). The Commons 

Education Select Committee recommended that there should be governance expertise on the HTBs and better still 

– governors with governance expertise.  The White Paper ignores the proposal completely.  

Emma Knights, Chief Executive of the NGA, remarked: “Sadly, this White Paper appears to be a dismissal of the 

effort many governors up and down England make to the education of pupils.  Many volunteers are being told 

today that the time and thought they have been putting into consideration of very difficult issues is not valued.   It 

is not wise simply to remove those who disagree with you. Governance is strongest when it takes account of all 

evidence and all views.” 

Local authorities, no doubt, will have to continue, because they will have residual responsibilities for planning 

sufficient places for children to be educated, the admissions of pupils, caring for those with Special Educational 

Needs and Disabilities (SEND) and acting as the champions of carers and parents.  Many LAs have already been 

denuded and have come to a point where they can’t shrink any further.   Funding LAs appropriately to discharge 

these functions has conveniently been ignored. 

School Minister Nick Gibb was reported to have told the Yorkshire Evening Post that forcing schools to make the 

change was “not diktat”, but “about giving freedom and devolution to the school level”.   But what if the 

governing body of a school does not wish to convert it into an academy?  Will it have the freedom and be allowed 

not to do so?   And if not, is that not “diktat”?    

This reminds me of the Second World War and conscription. The layman was invited to volunteer to join the 

forces.   

He asked: “Do I have a choice?” and was told, “Frankly, no.”   

“I will volunteer, then,” he replied.   

(5) A national funding formula for schools 

The White Paper is committed to introduce a national funding formula, which is the subject of separate 

consultation. See here.  

Comments to the White Paper are invited by 17 April 2016.  Meanwhile, those who are opposed to all schools 

becoming academies are invited to sign a petition created by Marcus Fillier which can be found here. 

 

 

https://consult.education.gov.uk/funding-policy-unit/schools-national-funding-formula
https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/124702
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I The arrangements 

From 2016, pupils at the end of Key Stage (KS) 2 will continue to sit externally-set and marked tests in 

mathematics, reading, and grammar, punctuation and spelling. These will be used for school performance 

measures from 2016 onwards. A sample of pupils will sit tests in science as well, to give a picture of national 

performance in this subject. 

Teacher assessment in maths, reading, writing and science will continue. Tests and assessments will reflect the 

2014 National Curriculum and will be reported as scaled scores. 

The 2016 assessment and reporting arrangements (ARA), published by the Standards and Testing Agency (STA), 

explains that the new KS2 National Curriculum tests (SATs) will consist of 

i. English reading: with associated resources of reading and answer booklets; 

ii. English grammar, punctuation and spelling paper 1: short-answer questions; 

iii. English grammar, punctuation and spelling paper 2: spelling; 

iv. Maths paper 1: arithmetic; 

v. Maths paper 2: reasoning; and 

vi. Maths paper 3: reasoning. 

The ARA document states that the KS2 tests will be administered in the week beginning 9 May 2016. Table 3.3 

on page 8 of the ARA document shows the scheduled days when tests must be taken. It explains that these dates 

may change. 

The STA's guidance about KS1 and KS2 test dates in 2016 explains that the KS2 science sampling tests will take 

place in the weeks commencing 6 and 17 June 2016. 

II Publishing the Test Results 

Page 30 of the ARA document explains that the STA will publish test results on the National Curriculum 

Assessment (NCA) tools website on 5 July 2016. Each pupil registered for the tests will receive: 

i. a raw score; 

ii. a scaled score; and 

iii. confirmation of whether or not he/she attained the expected standard 

The Department for Education had previously issued a leaflet explaining that in the 2015/16 academic year, 

pupils' results would be reported as scaled scores rather than levels. The expected standard will be a score of 100. 

Scores of above or below 100 will show pupils exceeding or failing to meet the expected standard. 

The STA published a framework for each of the KS2 tests, as guidance for test developers.  Section 6.5 of each 

framework explains that a pupil's raw score on a test (that is, the total marks achieved out of the total marks 

available) will be converted into a scaled score. Scaled scores (according to the STA) will ensure that 

performance is reported on a consistent scale for all children.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/512097/2016_KS2_Assessmentandreportingarrangements__ARA__PDFA.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/358070/NC_assessment_quals_factsheet_Sept_update.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-curriculum-assessments-test-frameworks
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Section 6.5 of each test framework says: 

A standard-setting exercise will be conducted on the first live test in 2016 in order to determine the scaled score 

needed for a pupil to be considered to have met the standard.  

An STA representative explained that this standard-setting exercise will assess the difficulty of the test in 

question, and then determine how raw marks will be converted into scaled scores in such a way that a score of 

100 represents the expected standard. 

Section 6.7 of each test framework explains that a performance descriptor will be used to set the standards for the 

new tests following their first administration in May 2016. The performance descriptor describes the typical 

characteristics of children whose performance in the tests is at the expected standard. 

In the framework for the KS2 maths test, the performance descriptor sets out what children working at the 

expected standard in mathematics are able to do in the following areas: 

i. Number, ratio and algebra 

ii. Measurement 

iii. Geometry 

iv. Statistics 

v. Solving problems and reasoning mathematically 

The STA says that the performance descriptor is "not intended to be used to support teacher assessment", as it 

only reflects elements that can be assessed in a written test. 

A consultant to The Key, a governors’ organisation, set out the following questions governors should ask the 

headteachers of their schools on this subject.  These are as follows.  

i. How has the senior leadership team decided on a system to track progress for these pupils? 

ii. How do we know that the system is effective and robust? 

iii. How will the new scores be compared with the baseline assessment of pupils when they arrived in the 

school? 

iv. What does expected progress look like? 

He added that there was no government guidance on how schools should report to parents on their children’s 

achievements and progress, but suggested it may be more useful for parents to know whether pupils were not 

meeting, meeting or exceeding expected progress, rather than simply knowing the exact score. Receiving a 

numerical figure only might seem meaningless to those who are not familiar with the system. 

III Year 7 SATs re-sits planned 

In November 2015, the Education Secretary, Nicky Morgan, gave a speech to the Policy Exchange where she 

explained that the government was introducing year 7 re-sit tests for pupils who did not achieve the expected 

standard in KS 2 National Curriculum assessments (SATs).  The DfE published timelines for maintained schools 

and academies which state that year 7 re-sit tests in English reading and maths will be introduced in December 

2017. 

The Key spoke to the Standards and Testing Agency (STA) representative, who confirmed that students who start 

year 7 in September 2017 will be the first cohort to take the re-sit tests. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/nicky-morgan-one-nation-education
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/useful-timelines-academies/timeline-for-academies-useful#autumn-term-2016
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/useful-timelines-academies/timeline-for-academies-useful#autumn-term-2016


Schools Support Services Ltd  ………………………………………………………………………………………………….................................  Page                                                           16 

The DfE timelines, linked to the above, do not state whether a year 7 re-sit in English grammar, punctuation and 

spelling (GPS) will take place. The Key asked another STA representative, who explained that the STA is 

currently unable to confirm whether an English GPS re-sit test will take place in December 2017. 

IV Union reaction  

Delegates at the National Union of Teachers (NUT) voted at their Spring 2016 conference in Brighton to ballot its 

members about boycotting the tests on the grounds that the arrangements are detrimental to children and young 

people. The union criticised the confusion that the government has created because of the “chaotic” changes.  In 

2017, the NUT, in all probability, will strike over the new arrangements for SATs at Key Stage 2. 

Christine Blower, general secretary of the NUT, said the members would be asked to abandon the tests for next 

year.  (It is too late to ballot for this year’s tests.)  The Daily Telegraph reported her as saying: “Teachers are 

angry and dismayed at the primary tests, which they believe are age-inappropriate.  Teachers are wasting their 

time preparing children for tests at the expense of offering a vibrant engaging education for their pupils. 

“Far from improving outcomes for 11-year-olds, the endless high-stakes testing of such young children could 

easily switch children off from learning, increase their anxiety levels, and harm their self-confidence – a vital 

ingredient for successful learning.” 

However, a Department for Education (DfE) spokesman countered with: “We want to see all children pushed to 

reach their potential. In order to do that and to recognise the achievements of schools in the most challenging 

areas, we want to measure the progress that all pupils make as well as their overall achievement. 

“It is disappointing to see the NUT taking this approach, which would disrupt children’s education rather than 

working with us constructively as other unions have.” 

An NUT survey published in the week of 27 March 2016 revealed that 86% of teachers believe that this summer’s 

tests at Key Stages 1 and 2 should be cancelled by the government because of the “chaos surrounding 

implementation”.  

V Others comment 

On a not unrelated issue, Sam Freedman, executive director of programmes at Teach First and a former 

government policy adviser (writing in The Times Educational Supplement on 25 March 2015) stated that the 

average pupil-teacher ratio in primary schools fell from 23.3 in 2000 to 20.9 today.  Yet, the primary teachers’ 

workload had increased.  He adds that the main culprit has been assessment and marking especially.   According 

to a survey carried out by the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) a couple of years ago, 

teachers spend 10 hours a week on this, twice as much as they did three years ago.   

The increase in pupil numbers (since 2000, the number of primary pupils increased by 422,000) has not been 

matched by an increase in teachers.  In fact, the NFER discovered that there has been a haemorrhage with 10% 

going into the private sector and many more switching to become teaching assistants.   He suggests that if schools 

are to retain their teachers, they should design sustainable assessment systems and create a working culture that is 

conducive to a good work-life balance.     

Tony Little, former headteacher of Eton College, should have the last word on the thorny subject of assessment.   

Speaking at the Global Education and Skills Forum in Dubai, Mr Little, now the chief academic officer of GEMS, 

warned that a “joyless” and “Victorian” approach to exams and testing in England was “undermining the culture 

http://www.gemseducation.com/organisation/about-us/
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of our schools”.   The culture of testing did not sit well in an age that demanded “academic and technical rigour 

beyond boundaries”. 

(I am grateful to The Key for much of the above information.) 

 

 

In under a term, schools/academies will be expected to introduce new curricular arrangements in 20 subjects for 

GCSEs and A and AS levels – a tsunami of educational reforms.   At the time of writing, Ofqual (the Office of 

Qualifications) has still to approve two-thirds of them – i.e. 104 out of 156 new specifications – in nine subjects at 

the AS and A Levels and 15 subjects for the GCSE examinations.   The GCSEs include the English Baccalaureate 

qualifications in the sciences, languages, geography and history.   

Schools have been teaching the old qualifications and are getting impatient waiting for the new ones to arrive.  

Over the Spring Term 2016, they were unable to buy textbooks.   Their pupils are choosing subjects with little 

knowledge of what they could entail.  Even though the pupils are in year 8, many schools begin the preparation 

for GCSEs early to lay the groundwork.      

Many are puzzled about why the government wishes to implement the changes so fast.  This may have something 

to do with the next elections which are not that far away.  Accordingly, ministers want to be seen to doing 

something swiftly to make the examinations tougher.       

Ofqual has come in for heavy criticism because of the delays, but has stressed that it does not want to decide in 

haste by rushing the specifications and repent at leisure.  It is keen to get the specifications right first time.  Ofqual 

is also under government pressure to make the papers more difficult. The government alleges that exam boards 

have been making the papers easier to gain a greater market-share.   However, the solution would be to scrap the 

three exam boards in England and replace them with one, but this has been rejected on a number of grounds.      

In 2015, the three English exam boards and the one in Wales had to re-write the mathematics papers when it 

belatedly became apparent that some papers were too easy and others too hard.  Ofqual ended up with egg on its 

face. The upshot was that schools/academies learnt about the mathematics specifications a fortnight before the 

close of the academic year. Two weeks was all teachers had to prepare for the curriculum they would begin to 

teach the year 9 pupils of the academic year 2015/16.     This time around Ofqual does not want to suffer the same 

fate of having to review what the exams boards could do badly.  However, the delay is causing schools/academies 

much pain.      

Meanwhile, many schools are using the guidance that the government has issued on content which is the basis on 

which pupils are being taught.  Teachers are using draft specifications with the health warning that they could be 

well off the mark.  For headteachers, the investment in time and money is risky and of considerable concern.   

All new examinations will be graded from 9 (the highest grade) to 1 (the lowest, instead of the A* to G). This has 

also been problematic.  Teachers are uncertain about how to assess the standards of pupils on the new scale.  

https://www.thekeysupport.com/
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Ofqual has published grade descriptors for English and mathematics, which is being taught (and has been taught 

since September 2015).  However, there is nothing available for the new set of examinations.    

Ofqual has become the fall-guy for the hasty examination reforms that the government is hell-bent on pursuing to 

demonstrate to all and sundry that it has grasped the nettle on standards.  

 

 

I Preamble 

A Multi-Academy Trust (MAT) is a group of semi-independent schools – formally called academies, which have 

clubbed together.  The trust is accountable to the Department for Education.   There are now about 5,000 

academies in the country.  Altogether, 48% of these are in some kind of group arrangement.  Local authority 

maintained federated schools are not unlike MATs.   

With government determine to convert every single school into an academy, it is, perhaps, apposite for us to give 

some thought and time to reviewing how a MAT should govern.  

A MAT is a single legal structure that is responsible for several academies within it.  A board of trustees/directors 

governs the MAT.  However, more often than not, it delegates considerable powers to local academy 

committees/governing bodies.  An academy trust has articles of association, the legal governing document that 

sets out the composition and procedures for the academy trust.   However, this must not be confused with the 

scheme of delegation that every MAT should have to clarify the roles and responsibilities of  

(i) the trust body; 

(ii) the body that has oversight of an academy; 

(iii) the chief executive; and 

(iv) the headteacher of each academy.  

With the local authorities in a kind of financial free-fall, schools have had to find other ways of operating in 

collaboration with one another.   They do it mainly through MATs or federations to  

(a) pool and deploy resources more efficiently; 

(b) share professional expertise and learn from one another;  

(c) offer career opportunities for talented and/or ambitious staff members;  

(d) improve the quality of education for the pupils; and, 

(e) ultimately improve pupil progress and achievement.  
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II The Shape of Governance  

There are four types of governance within a MAT 

(a) In the first we have the Academy Trust operating in a manner not dissimilar to the governing body of 

federated schools.   The academies are directly accountable to the Directors/Charitable Trustees of the 

Academy Trust.  

(b) In the second structure, there is an umbrella trust within which individual academy governing bodies 

work.  The umbrella body is deployed to facilitate the sharing of resources and joint procurement. This is 

a looser arrangement which can result in the umbrella trust finding it difficult to intervene when a school 

performs poorly.  

(c) The third structure is a hybrid of (a) and (b) above.  An umbrella trust has underneath it individual schools 

operating separately with governing bodies and also a few schools – say primary or special ones – 

operating conjointly as mini-academy trusts.    

(d) The fourth type is generally found in small MATs – of no more than three academies – where there is one 

Academy Trust board and one governing body. The Trust determines how powers are shared and the 

governing body may or may not have discrete committees overseeing different areas of the lives of the 

academies – such as finance, curriculum and staffing.    

Legally, there is no difference between sponsored and non-sponsored academy trusts.   All academies are 

charitable companies limited by guarantee. Originally, sponsored academies were previously underperforming 

schools.  Now, underperforming schools are shanghaied into joining MATs.    

Whatever the structure, it is critical for every MAT to be cognisant of what makes effective governance. The 

National Governors’ Association (NGA) has set out the eight elements.  

(i) Having the right people around the table 

(ii) Understanding roles and responsibilities 

(iii) Good chairing 

(iv) Professional clerking 

(v) Good relationships based on trust 

(vi) Knowing the school/s/academy/ies – the data, staff, parents, children, community 

(vii) Governors/trustees committed to asking challenging questions 

(viii) Members who are confident enough to have courageous conversations in the interests of the 

pupils and students 

III Clarification on MATs’ Functions 

A standalone academy – like a MAT – is a company defined as an exempt charity.   It will have directors, also 

called charitable trustees, and members of the trust.   The directors are also classified as governors.   In a MAT, 

the additional layer underneath is the governing body.  The board of directors decides what decision-making 

powers are passed to these local governing bodies through a scheme of delegation.   

The members of the academy trust would have signed the memorandum of understanding at the behest of the 

government at the time of conversion.   Members of a MAT rarely meet – once annually, in all probability – to 

approve the auditors and the accounts, albeit, they have a crucial role in appointing persons to the MAT board.  
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The directors/charitable trustees appoint members of the governing body of the MAT. The trust board has 

responsibility for the following: 

1. ensuring the academy trust complies with the law and its governing documents which include having 

regard to guidance from the Charity Commission, the government’s funding agreement, articles of 

association and the Academies’ Financial Handbook;   

2. acting responsibly; 

3. exercising independent judgement; 

4. managing conflicts of interest; 

5. demonstrating reasonable care and skill using personal knowledge as well as taking professional advice 

where appropriate; and 

6. promoting the academy trust’s success.   

All MATs have some local governance at individual academy level.  However, they differ hugely.  Some MATs 

have chosen to have local governing bodies operating very much like the established governing bodies.   Others 

have advisory boards whose role is to inform the central board of performance and issues at local academy level, 

leaving the main decisions to the central board of directors.   For the rest of this article, we shall refer to the local 

group as the “academy committee” which in a school would be called the governing body.  

IV Structures 

(i) Composition of the MAT Board 

(1) The representative structure comprises members of the local academy committees. This helps 

with communication and continuity but can be unwieldy, subjective and conflicted.  

(2) The traditional model is where trustees/board members are drawn from the stakeholder groups – 

including staff members, parents and members of the community.  This is the case where there 

are a small number of schools in the MAT. 

(3) Where the MAT board comprises appointed members, the appointees come from external 

bodies/organisations.  This is often the case where the MAT is sponsored.    

Some MATs mix and match.   

(ii) Delegation  

Deciding what to delegate and what to retain will not be in the articles of association drawn up with the 

Department for Education.   A MAT will have to create a delegation document which, in many respects, is not 

unlike a scheme of delegation of a governing body, spelling out the detail.  Delineating responsibility is a key 

aspect of a successful MAT.  However, the MAT board must understand that delegating discrete areas of 

responsibility is not the same as abrogating responsibility and it ultimately is accountable for anything that may 

go pear-shaped.  Consequently, the larger the number of academies in a MAT, the more difficult it becomes to 

keep a tab on the constituent parts. 

Some MATs adopt a tiered approach, delegating decision-making where schools are doing well and giving only 

advisory powers to the academy committees where the schools require improvement.    

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/363753/Academies_Financial_Handbook2014.pdf
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Committees (known as governing bodies in schools that aren’t academies) have traditional membership – with 

staff and parents represented.  The DfE requires elected parents to be on committees and/or the boards of trustees 

but has now signalled in the White Paper that this will not be the case in the future.   

While some MAT boards determine the compositions of the local committees, others have permitted individual 

committees to decide on their own compositions within a framework.   How members are recruited to the local 

committees will be determined by the responsibilities delegated to them.   For instance, committees responsible 

for finance and staffing will require members skilled and knowledgeable in financial and human resources issues.    

A small MAT made up of two or three schools could decide not to have any delegation to an academy committee.  

However, this may result in the MAT board biting off more than it can chew.  More often than not, a small MAT 

will create on committee – in a school known as the governing body – which then delegates powers to sub-

committee for discrete areas such as the curriculum, staffing and finance.  

(iii) Communication 

Because accountability cannot be delegated, the MAT board needs to know what decisions the committees are 

making on its behalf.  

Having a knowledgeable, skilful and able clerk who works to the board and for the committees will help.  In 

addition, thought may be given to the following proposals.  

1. The chairs of the committees could write papers highlighting the decisions taken by their committees and 

present them to the board. 

2. Chairs may wish to report directly to the board or be members of the board. 

3. Chairs could meet conjointly and share information across their committees.   

There could well be other ideas to aid good communication.   

(iv) Threats and Opportunities 

Boards must cut their coats according to the cloth available.   It is crucial for them to secure good governance 

when there are internal and external forces urging them to expand.    

(1) Schools in a MAT having a huge geographical spread could present unique challenges.  For instance, do 

members of a board have great distances to travel to get to their meetings? This may put potential, talented 

and committed people off joining the board.   Perhaps local committee members could communicate with the 

board through email, Skype and/or Royal Mail – providing it is reliable.   

(2) Where there are too many academies in a MAT, the workload for board members may well be off-putting.  

Dysfunction creeps in and results in one or more academies being given notices to improve or deemed to be 

inadequate.   

(3) Governors of the schools that join the MAT may wish to be represented on the board.   Where the MAT is 

large, this may not be possible.  What then?  Representation may lead to problems of size and confusion; non-

representation to alienation. 
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(4) A big MAT presents opportunities for sharing good (and bad) practice, from which all the academies can 

learn.   Experienced chairs may be able to share good practice with inexperienced ones – especially if 

they are struggling.   

(v)  Changing as it grows 

If and when a MAT grows, the original structure may no longer be fit for purpose.  It may wish to delegate more 

responsibilities and functions.   

However, five to six schools is as large a group a single board should run. A larger number would require the 

board to have two intermediary boards or committees.    

Where there may be more than 10 schools, the board may choose to have an academy committee for each 

institution and consider a division of the three key responsibilities which governing bodies have – i.e.  

(i) Ensuring clarity of vision, ethos and strategic direction; 

(ii) Holding the headteacher/principal to account for the educational performance of the school and 

its pupils; and 

(iii) Overseeing the financial performance of the schools/academies securing value for money – 

keeping responsibility for (i) and delegating (ii) and (iii) to the academy committees.  

Rather than go into dotting i’s and crossing t’s of schemes of delegation, it may be useful for the reader to scour 

the internet and find out some useful models of delegation.  To guide us through the mire, the National College 

for Teaching and Leadership has produced a very useful guidance document which can be accessed here.  

  

 

On 31 March 2016, the three workload review groups commissioned by Secretary of State for Education, Nicky 

Morgan, released their reports.  Their findings and recommendations, which were accepted in full by Mrs 

Morgan, were as follows.  

 

(1) The Working Group for Planning and Resources 

a) Senior leaders should not automatically require the same planning format across the school and should 

review demands made on teachers. 

b) A fully resourced, collaboratively produced scheme-of-work should be put in place for all teachers for the 

start of each term. 

c) Teachers should consider the use of externally produced and quality-assured resources, such as textbooks 

or teacher guides, and move away from a bias against them. 

d) More staff should engage in collaborative planning instead of spending a great deal of time planning 

individual lessons. 

e) Initial Teacher Training (ITT) providers should review their demands on trainee teachers and concentrate 

on how to plan across a sequence of lessons. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/458632/governance-in-multi-academy-trusts_Sept2015.pdf
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(2) The Working Group for Marking 

a) There is “little robust evidence” to support the use of extensive written comments when marking pupils’ 

work. 

b) Providing written feedback on pupils’ work “has become disproportionately valued by schools and has 

unnecessarily burdensome for teachers.” 

c) Instead, teachers should use their “professional judgements” to decide how best to mark work. They 

should “be more active” in using evidence to determine what works best. 

d) All marking should be “meaningful, manageable and motivating”. 

e) This approach should be made clear to trainee teachers. 

f) School leaders “must have the confidence to reject decisions that increase burdens for their staff for little 

dividend”. 

g) Some teachers are “wasting time” using “disproportionate” marking practices such as extensive 

comments that children in an early years class are unable to read. 

h) “If teachers are spending more time on marking than the children are on a piece of work then the 

proportion is wrong and should be changed.” 

i) “If your current approach is unmanageable or disproportionate, stop it and adopt an approach that 

considers exactly what the marking needs to achieve for pupils”. 

j) The Department for Education should “disseminate” these findings. 

(3) The Working Group on Data Management 

a) People should not be rewarded for 'gold plating’ - the process of collecting all data ‘just in case’ - as it is 

both "dangerous" and "unnecessary". 

b) Staff should not be asked for or duplicate data collected elsewhere. 

c) Schools leaders should conduct a regular audit of in-school data management procedures to ensure they 

remain manageable for staff. 

d) Schools should not routinely collect formative assessment data and summative data should not normally 

be collected more than three times a year per pupil. 

e) Teachers need to record data accurately and ensure it is correct first time. 

(4) Proposals to Ofsted and Government on their approaches to the issues 

The three working groups also made recommendations to both, Ofsted and Government, in relation to their 

approaches to the three areas.   

 

(i) Ofsted  

The working groups advised Ofsted to  

a) continue to monitor inspection reports to ensure no particular methods of planning or marking are praised 

as exemplars; 

b) ensure training of inspectors emphasises the commitment in the framework; and 

c) continue to communicate the clarification paragraphs in the inspection framework through updates and 

other relevant channels. 

(ii) Government  

They asked the government to support their recommendations by taking the following action.  
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a) Commit to sufficient lead-in times for changes for which the sector will have to undertake significant 

planning to implement. 

b) Use its influence to disseminate the principles of the report through system leaders. 

c) Consider including data management skills in national qualifications for school leaders. 

d) Bring forward the release of both validated and unvalidated data to as early as possible in the cycle so it is 

available when decisions are taken to prevent unnecessary duplication by schools. 

(5) Reactions 

 
While Mrs Morgan accepted the recommendations of the review groups, the National Union of Teachers (NUT) 

at its Spring 2016 conference, decided to pursue its desire to take strike action about the worsening teacher 

workload situation, albeit it welcomed the recommendations.   

David Didau, a member of the Marking Working Group, suggested that Ofsted must hold schools accountable for 

teachers’ well-being.   Teachers could help, he added, by providing the watchdog with anonymous reviews on 

their schools when leaving their jobs.    

He told The Times Educational Supplement: “I would propose some sort of national system where, whenever a 

teacher leaves a job, they (sic) leave a write-up on a national database detailing the answers to questions on why 

they’re (sic) leaving. So, if there was a cause for concern, an inspector could have a look at that information and 

say there is a bit of a pattern. 

“One of the levers that I think would make this successful is to have teacher well-being as something schools are 

held accountable for.  As a starting point, schools would have to account to Ofsted for their turnover. Say 25 

members of staff have left – is that all down to random chance or have they all decided to leave because they’re 

burned out?” 

Matthew Stevenson, a member of the Data Management Working Group and Assistant Headteacher at Henbury 

School in Bristol, supported Didau suggesting that Ofsted should introduce a new teacher well-being judgement 

on a trial basis to gauge the impact it has.  

 

(6) Reflections 

The recommendations of the national working groups on reducing teacher workload are welcome.  Nicky 

Morgan’s full acceptance of their recommendations is even better.   However, in education we constantly talk of 

impact. The crunch will be whether anything comes of these recommendations? Time only will tell but the signs 

are not good because of continuing changes to school structure (see the White Paper), the curriculum, assessments 

and tests and examination.   

Tangentially, the recommendations of the working parties are bound to pile further pressure on headteachers 

many of whom are already stressed out with having to prove to the world and its dog that their schools and 

academies are doing well.  They will be held to account for teachers’ well-being which is being impaired through 

no fault of their own but rather the pressures being placed on them by government and Ofsted.   

We have a teacher shortage and even worse, a headteacher shortage nationally.   Many governing bodies are in 

very difficult positions having to find good leaders for their schools and academies.  When they do, they have to 

hold on to them as best they can by tending to their well-being while also ensuring that they deliver the goods on 

the quality of education and pupil progress and achievement.    

The working groups’ recommendations suggest panaceas for easing teacher workload but they will create other 

problems. Their reports provide a starting point for discussing how best to move forward.  Nicky Morgan’s 

acceptance of the reports will not be enough.  
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I The Global Educational and Skills Forum 

The Global and Education and Skills Forum (GESF) held in Dubai on 12-13 March 2016, will be memorable for 

many reasons – not least for Hanan Al Hroub’s winning the Global Teacher Prize of $1 million awarded by Sunny 

Varkey Foundation.   

Mrs Hanan Al Hroub, who was born in Bethlehem, grew up in a Palestinian refugee camp.   She has dedicated her 

life to teaching following an incident in which her children were left deeply traumatised by a shooting incident 

they witnessed on their way from school.  Hanan is committed to a “no violence” approach which is set out in a 

book she wrote, We Play and Learn.  She fosters trusting, respectful, honest and affectionate relationships with 

her students, emphasising the importance of literacy.  She has generously shared her philosophy and approach at 

teacher training sessions and in conferences organised by the Ministry.   

The GESF this year will also be remembered for another reason.  Dr Alex Hill, Associate Professor at the 

Kingston Business School, Kingston University, shared his research findings on academies in relation to how to 

turn around a failing school.   The issue continues to be of growing importance.  

While many aver that converting a school “going down the pits” into a successful one is “Mission Impossible”, 

the internet is awash with articles capturing the experiences of many who have been engaged in this exercise.  

Accordingly, Professor Alex Hill, in collaboration with academics from Cambridge University, was 

commissioned by the government to find the secret of successful transformations.    

II What not to do 

He started his presentation by positing what not to do when taking on the challenge of turning a poor school into a 

good if not outstanding one. 

First, he said, do not improve teaching – especially when governance and management are poor and pupils’ 

behaviour dreadful.   

Second, do not reduce class sizes. Apart from being an expensive strategy, it has little or no effect on 

school/academy improvement.  

Third, having a “zero tolerance” policy towards poor behaviour brings only short-term benefits.  A permanent 

impact is inevitably conspicuous by its absence. So the academics gave zero points for zero tolerance. 

Fourth, he mentioned, do not parachute in a super-head.  Such a person tends to engage in short-term measures – 

concentrating on a narrow range of subjects – sometimes only two, English and Mathematics - improving the 

grades of the pupils and then when Ofsted gives the school a clean bill of health, leaves the school/academy in a 

year to 18 months’ time to others to clear the real detritus.   A super-head is not in the business of creating 

sustainability and, given the government’s obsession with the narrow core subjects (which expands into those that 

contribute to the English Baccalaureate), will not be concerned with students’ all-round development.    

https://educationandskillsforum.org/
https://educationandskillsforum.org/gesf2016-edtalk-turn-around-failing-school/
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Fifth, a commonly held belief that inner city schools were more difficult to turn around.  This was not true as 

inner city areas had a greater pool of teachers than those in the rural and coastal areas.  

Sixth, more resources do not speed up improvement.  Much more important was making the right changes in the 

right order.  

III What to do 

He then homes in on what should be done.  

The research revealed that it was important to create the right environment before addressing the quality of 

teaching and learning. Three key areas that were to be addressed to establish the right conditions were student 

behaviour, facilities/resources and governance.    

Professor Hill ventured into the controversial when he suggested that one way of creating good student behaviour 

was by permanently excluding those who behaved badly.  While such a strategy gives the failing school a life-line 

to survive if not flourish, it does nothing for the failing students.   He proposed, therefore, that a softer and 

probably more fruitful option would be to create “multiple pathways”, a euphemistic term for easing the 

problematic pupils from their classrooms into the support units of the schools.  In my previous life, these were 

called “sin bins”.   There is nothing wrong with having these units provided that  

(i) the quality of teaching in the mainstream classes is not contributing to students’ poor behaviour and/or 

(ii) students are placed in these units only as a temporary measure so that when their behaviour does improve 

they are moved back again into the mainstream of learning.   

A better way forward, which his research unveiled, was to create all-through schools/academies – 

schools/academies for pupils from the age of 3+ to 18+.   This enables institutions to build from bottom-up and 

think long-term.    

When student behaviour improves, it becomes less daunting to improve the quality of teaching and learning, 

which appears to be a given in Professor Hill’s research.    

What his team noticed was that taking a school/academy through the improvement process had cost implications.   

School improvement involved inertia – i.e. using extra effort and resources to alter the direction of the institution. 

“Finances,” he said, “takes a dip.”  There is an increase in costs.   It is that much easier doing this in inner-city 

schools than those in coastal towns or the shire counties because there is a greater pool of professionals in the 

former areas.  

To deal with the financial conundrum, given that schools are much more on their own and stand-alone academies 

have nowhere to turn, Dr Hill suggests that the institutions go into collaborative arrangements with others, i.e. 

schools federate and academies join a Multi-Academy Trust. The exercise will have a cost-benefit outcome – in 

purchasing terms. Also, the struggling schools/academies could capitalise on the track-records of the successful 

ones.  Cross-fertilisation will enable the good, bad and ugly to learn from one another’s experiences.  Teachers 

could teach across the institutions and the whole become much greater than the sum of the parts.    
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I Resilience 

One of the recent preoccupations of Education Secretary Nicky Morgan has been “character education”.   This is 

unsurprising, given that Michael Gove, current Justice Secretary and her predecessor, made both, the curriculum 

and examinations and tests more rigorous causing young people to stress out.  Accordingly, she has been 

investing time and resources in seeing how children could be made more resilient.   

Children in the United Kingdom grow up in a cosseted environment.   Surfaces on which they play must be safe; 

they are not permitted to go out into the streets to ride their bikes or kick balls in case they are kidnapped and 

abused by paedophiles or run over by cars.   So outside play is replaced with inside tablets; and I am not talking 

about pills.   A March 2016 poll revealed that 6-to-11-year-old children spent less time outside than the daily hour 

allowed to prisoners.    

And if they do not know how to look after themselves, children are not developing the character tools they need – 

such as resilience or buoyancy - to negotiate the hidden dangers on the road of life or to survive failures on the 

road to success.   They have truly become the “snowflake” generation.  This is why Mrs Morgan is keen to foster 

resilience and character education.   

II Buoyancy 

But what precisely is resilience and what should it be? In a seminal article published in The Times Educational 

Supplement on 25 March 2016, Marc Smith, a senior psychologist, writes: “Resilience has attracted significant 

attention owing to widespread concerns about the ability of students to cope with setbacks and potential failure.”    

He adds that that not only are we getting “resilience interventions” wrong, but we also should not be targeting it in 

the first place. Instead, schools should be “strengthening students’ ability to cope with minor but personally 

significant academic setbacks”.   The characteristic has less to do with resilience and more to do with buoyancy.    

What’s the difference between “resilience” and “buoyancy”?   Children, who thrive despite harsh conditions and 

poor life experiences – children, for instance, of Syrian refugees and the Malala Yousafzais of this world - have 

resilience.  Buoyancy, on the hand other, has to do with the ability of students to bounce back from less 

significant negative events such as poor grades, work stress and lousy classroom experiences at the hands of other 

students and/or their teachers.   The two may be related but are separate.    

Smith advises the reader on the five ways of fostering academic buoyancy. 

(1) Start by identifying harmful, negative emotions.   How are these manifest?   Statements such as “I am not 

clever enough” or “I have done my homework but it is probably wrong” reveal worries related to failure 

and impair a student’s learning.  

(2) Focus on growth and set attainment goals that are achievable. Always go for the incremental goals that 

are slightly more challenging than the previous ones and emphasise “personal bests” rather than “better 

than others”.  
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(3) Give constructive feedback relating to personal best goals.  Ensure students understand the feedback and 

what they need to do next.    

(4) Praise effort over intellect. Reward hard work.  

(5) Reconceptualise failure, probably the most powerful facet of buoyancy.  Failure is part of the learning 

process and a vital step on the road to success.   There are varying pathways to reaching objectives – not 

all of them linear.    

III The importance of failing 

Failing is an experience that one inevitably has when taking the road to success.    I was once publicly “told off” 

by a governor who emailed all his fellow-governors in the message he sent to me, pointing out that I, as the clerk, 

had slipped up on a clerical error I had made in the minutes of a meeting that I recorded.   My reply to him (and 

the other governors) was to apologise, thank him for pointing it out and stating that “Erring” was my middle 

name.  I had no response.    

You recall the story of Robert the Bruce, King of Scotland from 1306-1329.  Edward I defeated him in Battle of 

Bannockburn. Bruce was forced to flee. According to an apocryphal story, he was on the run during the winter of 

1306-7 and hid in a cave on Rathlin Island off the north coast of Ireland.  While there, he observed a spider 

spinning a web and trying to connect from one area of the cave’s roof to another.  It tried and failed several times 

before succeeding.   Inspired by this, Bruce returned to battle to inflict a series of defeats on the English.   The 

story serves to illustrate how important it is to try and try again and again, if first you don’t succeed.   

Our American friends across the (Atlantic) pond know how to fail and, apparently, are pretty competitive about it. 

They hold seminars and workshops on the subject.   Some best-selling titles are Fail Fast, Fail Often and Why 

Success Always Starts with Failure.  

YouTube was a spectacular failure as a dating site before morphing into the video-sharing forum that it is now.   

Odeo closed its podcasting platform and was resurrected as Twitter.  Travis Kalanick filed for bankruptcy when 

Scour failed.   He did not give up and founded Uber, the taxi company that has caused our black cab drivers 

(mainly in London) to go apoplectic and some grief because the company has taken away a considerable part of 

their business.   Uber today is valued at $50 billion.   

The Times sports journalist, Matthew Syed, who was once our national table tennis champion, has written 

eloquently on the subject in his book, Black Box Thinking: The Surprising Truth about Success where he 

mentions the strategic importance of failing.  

In particular, he turned his guns on the National Health Service (NHS) and its culture of defensiveness, which 

“leads to avoidable harm on a huge scale”.  In a survey carried out recently, 7,500 people die every year because 

of preventable mistakes”. The figure is probably an underestimate because of the NHS’s culture of covering up its 

errors.   While mistakes harm, they must also become precious learning opportunities.   

NHS staff members are terrified of admitting mistakes and this is why whistleblowers are treated so shabbily.  A 

culture of fear and evasion scuppers reform.   If there were openness and honest evaluation, Syed contends, 

procedures could be put in place to ensure that the same mistake never happens again.     

In his book, Syed turns to the aviation industry for inspiration.  The industry is based on openness and continual 

improvement. Whenever two planes almost collide, both pilots voluntarily submit their reports. These are 
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analysed so that future such events are avoided.  When a plane crashes, the black boxes – in fact coloured bright 

orange to aid visibility and which every plane is required to carry – contains both, electronic information and 

records of the conversations of the crew, so that the reasons for the crash can be discovered and lessons learnt for 

the future –to avoid preventable errors.  

Such a culture could not only improve the health service but also transform our schools.   We are obsessed with 

Ofsted and the thought of failing inspections.  This cascades down from governors and headteachers to the staff of 

the schools and then to our children who are shanghaied into succeeding time and time again, subjecting them to 

unfair stress.  

We appear to be embarrassed by the mistakes we make. We are terrified about being put down, mocked and 

vilified. And so, we avoid taking risks.  Failure is seen as weakness.   

Stan Wawrinka, the Swiss tennis star who is breathing heavily down the necks of the world four leaders, Novak 

Djokovic, Roger Federer, Rafael Nadal and Andy Murray, has a tattoo on his left forearm taken from Samuel 

Beckett’s novella, Worstward Ho: “Ever tried? Ever failed? No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better.” 

Winston Churchill, who defeated (possibly) the most notorious monster of history, said: “Success is not final. 

Failure is not fatal.  It is the courage to continue that counts.” 

A very close, young and brilliant relative of mine achieved top grades in all the subjects he took in his GCSEs and 

A Levels.   He went on to study Natural History at Queens College, Cambridge, and attained a first class in the 

first two years of his tripos.   He was lulled by these successes into a state of complacency.  In his final year, he 

attained a high second class grade which resulted in his passing out as a second-class honours graduate – to him 

his first failure.   He was furious that he had not achieved a first class degree and decided to study for a Masters at 

Cambridge.  He worked hard and attained a distinction in his MA.    

He was well pleased and decided to train with Teach First to test out his pedagogical skills.   The night before his 

interview, he went to a party. The result?  He was a wet-rag at the interview and failed - his second failure.   It 

was devastating.    

But there was more to come.  Following a spell of work with venture capitalists, he was a victim of the financial 

collapse in 2008 and made redundant.   He grit his teeth and, with another colleague who suffered the same fate 

and was a contemporary of his at Cambridge, decided to set up his own management consultancy company.   He 

started small, worked hard, developed software to assist companies become better at management and 

administration.  Today, the efforts of this young man and his business partner are paying off.   He learnt like many 

of us that the sweet taste of success is that much sweeter if one has been through the bitterness of failure.    

Resilience, buoyancy and failure are all important ingredients with which we should be equipping our young 

people.  And the failure I am thinking about is something from which we learn so that we don’t fail again. Failure, 

like the Senior Duke’s “adversity” in Shakespeare’s As You Like It, has sweet uses.   Success often has the seeds 

of failure. Equally, if we have the right attitude and approach to it, failure has the seeds of success.    
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ARA  Assessment and reporting arrangements 
ASCL  Association of School and College Leaders 
DfE  Department for Education 
EAL  English as another language 
GESF  Global Educational and Skills Forum 
GPS  Grammar, Punctuation and Spelling 
HMCI  Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Schools 
HMI  Her Majesty’s Inspector 
IEB  Interim Executive Board 
IIT  Initial Teacher Training  
KS  Key Stage 
LA  Local Authority 
LGA  Local Government Association  
MAT  Multi-Academy Trust 
NCA  National Curriculum Assessment 
NCS  National Citizenship Service 
NFER  National Foundation for Educational Research 
NFFF  National Fairer Funding Formula 
NHS  National Health Service 
NTS  National Teaching Service 
NUT  National Union of Teachers 
Ofqual  Office for Qualifications 
Ofsted  Office for Standards in Education  
PSHEE  Personal, Social, Health and Economic Education 
RSC  Regional School Commissioner 
SATs  Standard Assessment Tests 
SEND  Special Educational Needs and Disabilities 
SoS  Secretary of State 
STA  Standard and Assessment Agency 
TES  Times Educational Supplement 

 

 


