Additional governors
When a school “fails its Ofsted” – or, to use the jargon, is placed in Special Measures or deemed to have Serious Weaknesses – additional governors are needed. That’s Additional with a capital A. It’s a category all on its own.

They are appointed by the LEA and/or the Diocese, if it’s a church school. Additional governors are full members of the governing body but you’ll search in vain for any substantial guidance on the role. The LEA-school relationship guidance produced by the DfEE includes a brief paragraph on the subject. The idea is that the governing body needs strengthening in some way. It might simply need more hands to the pumps or some specialist input in finance or personnel, for example. Often, though not always, a failing school has a failing governing body. More often than not they’re short of recruits and have not done any training for several years. They may be the victims or the authors of their tragedy – but they need help, wherever the blame may lie.

Additional governors serve for four years, in theory, as with nearly all other categories of governor. In reality, such schools have about eighteen months to two years to turn themselves around, so the Additional governors are unlikely to serve more than half the statutory term. Frustratingly, though, they may not be formally appointed until the DfEE has approved the post-inspection action plan. This is ironic, since it’s often at the stage of formulating the plan that they are needed most.

In some LEAs, the appointed governors are often serving officers or other employees. Our policy, though, is to find existing successful governors willing to take on this extra challenge. They’re hard to find and it can take weeks or even months, but fortunately there are some around. Ideally, there would be a “pool” of such willing volunteers from which we could draw, but county-wide appeals have not produced even the small number we need. In the end, it takes local knowledge and persistent phone calls. Nothing beats the personal touch.

Inevitably, it can be a pretty intense experience for the Additional governor, though this does depend on the specific weaknesses in the school. There have to be more frequent meetings than usual, particularly at the start. They may well be involved in staffing or appeals panels, and, in some cases, Industrial Tribunals. Painful, urgent action may be required before recovery can begin. As “outsiders”, they have the advantage of perspective and disinterest (in its proper sense) but risk becoming a target for the unresolved anger that can be seething beneath the surface.

It’s important for there always to be more than one Additional governor per school. This is partly to prevent the individual being “smothered” by the rest of the members and partly to ensure mutual support and the chance to exchange views. We try to run a briefing session for them before they take up the post and give them copies of the inspection report and action plan as a minimum. In an ideal world, there would be a support group for Additional governors from several schools but time and distance tend to work against this idea.

They need resilience and excellent interpersonal and negotiating skills.  Empathy is essential. At first, governing bodies in “failing” schools are often in no mood to accept help from outside. Additional governors may be viewed with suspicion or resented as being supposedly better than the rest. As a result, there have been heated exchanges in some situations. Letting off steam can be an important release and the poor Additional governor might have to serve as the flue!  In each case, though, confrontations have always been resolved amicably and have led to growth. Additional governors can draw on their experience of their current governing body, offering alternative models for getting things done and examples of policies, for example. But, in so doing, they run the risk of over-selling their “home team” and producing resentment again. It’s a very tricky job!

As time moves on and the group works its way through various emotional stages, often from denial to acceptance of the need to improve, the additional governor’s role also changes. At first, they might need to put in a lot of direct help, drawing on their own experience and personal talents but there’s always the danger of developing a culture of dependency. The original governors must become more effective and self-sufficient. They have to do a lot of the work themselves. Additional governors have to develop their own subtle exit strategy and make a fine judgement as to when they may safely resign. This is another reason why it’s sensible to put in pairs, so that one can withdraw before the other.

Additional governors themselves can find it hard to withdraw. They’ve invested time, effort and emotion in the enterprise and they usually leave before everything’s perfect. A clean bill of health for the school as it emerges from Special Measures or Serious Weakness can give a sense of a job well done - and it usually happens. Experience shows that Special Measures this year can lead to Beacon Status in the not-too-distant future. Success stories like that can help to persuade others to become Additional Governors – but they remain a rare and very valuable breed.
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