The Paperless Governing Body

I remember a few years ago a governor who worked for a major IT company telling me that the organisation had successfully moved to a paperless management system, so much so that, in the kingdom of the email the only way to really catch a co-worker’s attention was by handwriting and delivering a note to them. Something tells me we’re not quite there yet with governing bodies. 
Over many years the NGA (and NAGM, as was) surveyed governors annually to find out what was bugging them and nearly always the sheer, relentless volume of paper was near or at the top of the list. Fairly recently the DfES (as it was then) committed itself to reducing red tape and set up various bodies to advise on how to do it. Several strategies and guidance documents later, the pile seems as high as it ever was, if not higher. I expect the guidance documents are somewhere in the middle.
There is no doubt that between them the DCSF and Local Authority churn out masses of paper directed at schools and governing bodies. Governors can make their frustrations clear but the flow is hardly likely to diminish, being so embedded as practice. Maybe the (partial) answer is to follow Ghandi’s advice and become the change you want to see. In other words, start with what you can control – the paperwork generated or demanded by the governing body itself.
IT can help. Here’s how one governing body does it: 
“We hold our meetings in one of our classrooms and we use the SMART board to view all reports and documents i.e. committee minutes, policies being reviewed, emails, Chair and Head reports. There are no paper packs, no excesses of printing or photocopying and no shuffling of papers during important discussions.  Everything is available for all to see at the touch of a button! 
Of course all the paperwork has been emailed to governors one week prior to the meeting, so we have all had the chance to read and digest and then choose for ourselves which, if any, of the reports we print off for reference during the meeting. There are still the occasional paper documents, but these are now at a minimum. We are now looking into ways of further enhancing our meeting efficiency by having supporting documents as hyperlinks within the written agenda.”
This does, of course, depend on all governors having access to an email system and making use of it regularly, so it could exclude some governors where technology has not yet caught up with them. It also passes on to them the expense of printing, should they choose to do so – and for most people, reading an online document is more taxing than reading a hard copy.
The SMART board could also be used for PowerPoint presentations, to share key messages from training sessions attended, for example, or for the Head or others to present information for discussion. With advances in the provision of e-learning for  governors, such as “The Modern Governor” (www.moderngovernor.learningpool.co.uk/), self-run in-house training could become a very manageable part of a standard agenda, ensuring more governors keep up to speed with developments and reducing the need to travel to training events or adding further training evenings to the busy governor’s calendar.
Can paperwork be eliminated altogether? What about the need for record keeping and minutes? Back to my friendly governor….
“To fulfil our statutory obligation of maintaining minutes of all Full Governing Body (FGB) meetings along with all supporting documents, our clerk has also devised a system by which each FGB meeting has its own folder. This contains a copy of all the documents, correspondence and reports that were on the agenda. This is the only paper copy, although the folder is also held electronically. Each minute item is numbered sequentially in the academic year, which makes referencing for such processes as FMSiS so much easier! (e.g. 01/07 or 25/08”
It seems unlikely that we’ll ever achieve a truly paperless governing body but clearly there are ways at our disposal to minimise the paper mountain, making better use of the school’s and governors’ IT facilities. We just need to be a little more creative in finding solutions that may lie under our noses. As each document hits our in-tray, we need to ask, is this really necessary and what would a paperless alternative look like? 
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