Structures set you free!

As an ageing ex-hippie, I used to believe that in the interests of personal and social freedom the fewer structures there were the better – “let it all hang out” as we used to say. As someone who spends a lot of his waking hours helping governors get better at managing their roles and responsibilities, I have come to accept that a lack of structures imprisons governors in a depressingly incoherent cycle of ineffectiveness.

Although governing bodies can sometimes spend too much time and effort setting up, reviewing and changing structures, as an end in itself, it’s better than having ineffective or no structures at all. 

What structures am I talking about? Well – frameworks, scaffolding – such as procedures, codes of practice, agendas, schedules – that kind of thing. Let’s look at some of the most important ones. 

Scheme of Delegation

Sorting out who’s responsible for what can avoid all kinds of potential misunderstandings. The governing body may not delegate some responsibilities. But if the governors try to do it all themselves, collectively, they’re on a hiding to nothing. A couple of years ago the DfES produced a very useful grid or checklist for helping heads and governors decide who should be responsible for what. That DfES advice suggested that, by and large, the governors should delegate as much as possible to the headteacher. That's the top layer. The next layer down can explain and describe the governing body’s committee structure, including each committee’s Terms of Reference (an important structure in itself) which should specify what areas of responsibility it has and what decisions it is empowered to make. A third layer could include job descriptions for governors with responsibility for particular areas, such as literacy and numeracy, and/or any governor linked to a curriculum subject.  

Code of Conduct

This needs to be concise and punchy, agreed and signed up to by the whole governing body. It’s a clear statement of how we expect each other to behave – a set of guiding principles. Whilst it has no force in law, it’s an important collective agreement that can help, if ever you need it, to “rein in” one of those dreaded “rogue governors”. It could also include a “contract of expectations” covering what the governors can expect from the head and what the head can expect from the governors.

Standing Orders

These were a requirement of Governing Bodies of Grant Maintained schools and are still a bit of a well-kept secret. A shame, since it’s another short document setting out basic procedural matters which can be very helpful when no-one’s quite sure how to deal with a particular point when it crops up in a meeting, for example. If you like, it’s a kind of potted version of the Guide to the Law. Somerset LEA’s Governor Support Team produces an excellent model which can be adapted to a particular governing body’s circumstances. 

Calendar and sequence of meetings

Some governing bodies still set a date for their next meeting at the current one. That’s it, as far as their planning goes. It’s perfectly possible, though, to plan a sequence of meetings with the main agenda items up to four years ahead. Fortunately, NAGM – the National Association of Governors and Managers – has done this for you. You can download the model from their website (www.nagm.org.uk) and amend and add to it as you wish, including dates and venues. Inevitably, you’ll have to alter some of the detail as time goes by, but it’s an invaluable planning tool. It can help create a sense of order and manageability when faced, as we always are, with a host of competing priorities. Another refinement can be to add in dates of committee meetings between the main Governing Body meetings.

Policies

These days, schools and governing bodies have policies coming out of their ears. If it moves, we must write a policy on it. We may even have a policy on policies. The worst policies are those written solely to satisfy some other authority, such as Ofsted. But good policies do have a real purpose. They guide development, summarise key elements of the school’s work and show how responsibilities are to be met. A good policy contains a review date, to remind us that we need to check from time to time whether the policy is being lived out and/or needs to be amended in the light of events. If you then collect together all the review dates from all the policies and allocate responsibility for review to the various committees you’ve set up, you’ve created a logical sequence of activity for at least three years ahead.

Action plan/improvement plan

Governors are responsible for ensuring that these plans are written and implemented. They may not have a hand in writing them – though some do – but must monitor and evaluate them. The monitoring may be done by a whole range of people, especially teachers, but governors need regular monitoring feedback to feel confident that their plans are happening. The most important task for governors is to evaluate the impact of the implementation of the plans. The dates of and named individuals responsible for monitoring and evaluation can also be built into the sequencing of the governing body’s calendar of activity. The governing body can, and in my view, should write a plan for its own development for at least one year ahead. This would be part of the overall school plan. 

Many school improvement plans look just one year ahead. Even where the plan is called a three- or five-year plan, it’s often the original one-year plan repeated three or five times. Some industries plan way beyond this- even fifty years ahead. Can we really plan ahead that far? Not in detail, no. But unless we have agreed a shared vision of what our school will be like in five years time, for instance, our planning will only ever look one year ahead.  What we’ll miss are the opportunities that lie just over the horizon. The problem is that by the time we can see them, it’s often too late to seize them, because we haven’t developed the necessary capacity to take advantage. 

Induction

A well-structured induction is the birthright of all new governors but it’s still a matter of luck as to whether an individual will get it or not. Only about a half of all new governors attend any induction training nationally. If the 50% that don’t attend LEA-provided induction training don’t get a good school-based induction, the chances of them becoming effective and staying for longer than a couple of months are pretty slim. There’s a strong correlation, in my experience, between the overall effectiveness of a governing body and its commitment to inducting its new members.

Agendas

The secret of an effective governing body meeting is a well-structured agenda. A poor agenda is little more than a random list of topics. There’s no indication of how much time is allocated to each item. There’s no obvious logic in the sequence of items. It’s not clear who’s going to speak to each item. Worst of all, you don’t know what any item is for. Are we just discussing this one or making a decision? Is it just an opportunity for someone to tell us about something? If all these things are clarified on the agenda itself, there’s a much better chance of leaving the meeting feeling that something real has been achieved, that we’ve moved on. OK, you need a skillful Chair to manage the meeting and a good sense of team spirit – but without the structure of a good agenda, these things on their own will not guarantee a positive outcome.

I’m sure you’ll have some of these structures in place already. Some will be more effective than others. Some you’ll need to put in place. But what’s the rush? Well, you may not have spotted it yet, but there’s a new Education Act that has very significant implications for how you organise yourself. The Education Act 2002 is permissive legislation, encouraging Governing Bodies to deregulate and make up their own rules, based on guiding principles. This could be hugely liberating or a recipe for complete chaos. Without effective structures, chaos is much more likely than liberation.

Checklist

Scheme of Delegation

· Do you have one?

· When did you last review it?

· Does it do more than set out the responsibilities of head and governors?    

Code of Conduct

· How do we deal with governors who step out of line?

· What values do we share?

· What principles guide the way we behave as a governing body?

Standing Orders

· What happens when we’re unsure of the correct procedure?

· Would Standing Orders be welcomed by my governing body?

Calendar and sequence of meetings

· How far ahead do we plan our meetings?

· Do we schedule our committee meetings in a sensible sequence with governing body meetings?

· How far do the agendas of one year’s meetings replicate themselves in the following year?

Policies

· Which policies are statutory and which recommended?

· Does every policy contain a review date?

· Do we systematically review all policies via committee meetings?

Plans

· How far are we involved in writing, monitoring and evaluating our action/improvement plans?

· Have we written a Governing Body improvement plan – and is it incorporated in the whole school’s plan?

· How far ahead does our plan look? 

Induction

· Do we have an effective policy in place?

· Have the most recent new governors fed back on their experiences?

· What would make it more effective?

Agendas

· Do our agendas include suggested timings?

· Is it clear who will speak to each item?

· Is the purpose of each item clear?

· Do the most important items come first?

· Do we talk about how our meetings could be improved?
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