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The NGA summer conference

Employers & schools:
working together

N
eil Carberry, director 
of employment and 
skills at the 
Confederation of 
British Industry 
(CBI), highlighted 

the importance of education to 
business, both at a local level and as 
part of national economic recovery. 
He said that, contrary to what is 
commonly reported in the media, 
surveys show that businesses believe 
young people are “deeply impressive”, 
but that they are often not given the 
help needed to navigate an ever-
changing, complex world of work. 

Young people today will have  
very long working lives and need  
to develop skills and attributes such 
as resilience to be effective.  
They also need to know where the 
opportunities are and how to get 
there. Schools have a key role in  
this, but Neil’s view was that the 
government currently lacks a  
strategy to promote twenty-first 

century work readiness. He also said 
that governing boards needed to be 
clear and confident in their vision 
– which shouldn’t focus on or be 
defined by Ofsted. 

Neil went on to speak about the 
role of the governing board; as a 
governor he was able to do so from 
personal experience. He made the 
point that the senior leadership team 
(SLT) can often feel “hunted” and 
consequently respond defensively  
to questions, so there was an onus  
on governors and trustees to foster 
trust and create safe spaces so that 
leaders can be open without fear of 
reprisal. Face-to-face discussions are 
vital as this allows governors and 
trustees to understand the 
idiosyncrasies of their SLT and  
know how to deal with them. 

The CBI is prioritising school 
leadership, and Neil argued that 
increasing the focus on being 
strategic is necessary to raise  
the standard of governing boards.  
He reflected on the recent Trojan 
horse saga and suggested that  
such situations could be avoided  
by building better systems, with  
an emphasis on school-to- 
school improvement. 

Neil drew parallels between  
the role of school governors and 
trustees and non-executive directors 

in companies, and talked about the 
mutual benefits of business people 
becoming governors and trustees.  
For schools, widening the pool of 
volunteers (in particular by recruiting 
younger members) gives the 
governing board stability and 
diversity. For businesses, encouraging 
future leaders to volunteer gives them 
valuable board level experience which 
doesn’t necessarily exist elsewhere. 

The fact that schools themselves 
have responsibility for delivering 
careers guidance means that 
businesses don’t always know how 
best to engage with them. Neil called 
for a nationally mandated and locally 
led careers service, which both 
schools and employers can easily 
access. During the Q&A session, he 
was asked about the value of work 
experience, and replied that the 
statutory requirement to provide 
work experience shouldn’t have been 
removed as it gives young people a 
valuable “line of sight” to the world 
of work. 

Duncan Haworth, NGA chair, welcomed delegates 
and introduced the keynote speaker

Education is 
the currency of the 
21st century

Duncan 
Haworth 
opened the 
conference

Neil Carberry spoke about the 
importance of education to business
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Inspiring governors
Clare Collins opened the session by 
setting out the aims of the Inspiring 
Governors Alliance, and asked 
delegates to think about what puts 
people off volunteering to become  
a governor. 

“Some people believe you need  
to have a background in education,” 
said one governor. Another 
widespread fallacy is that you need  
to be a parent at the school. Too 
much paperwork, jargon and a  
caustic media were all fingered  
for playing their part in making 
potential volunteers think again. 

Clare argued that to inspire more 
people to become governors, 
meetings needed to be focused on  
the outcomes for children and young 
people. If governing boards are to be 
more like non-executive boards, 
governors should try to identify the 
sort of people and skills needed with 
a role description and then decide 
how time can be used effectively to 
make people feel that they are making 
a difference. 

Delegates discussed the different 
skills that are needed on a governing 
board and how often a skills audit 

should be carried out and by whom. 
“This is not just another job for the 
chair. The clerk has a role in making 
sure new governors hit the ground 
running, because if we value our 
governors, we’ve got to train them 
and carry on training them.” 

You can find out more about the 
Inspiring Governors Alliance by 
visiting www.inspiringgovernors.org.

Pay appeals
Debbie Stanley of Browne Jacobson, 
NGA’s legal partner, covered the 
issues of performance related pay  
and pay appeals. She recapped what 
schools should have done to date  
and looked at the role governors  
will play in making pay decisions. 

Debbie reminded members that 
this is not a rubberstamping exercise. 
Governors on pay committees need to 
be satisfied that the evidence is there 
to support the recommendation. This 
means having sight of the objectives 
and evidence to support it. Governors 
should call on information provided 
during the year, e.g. headteacher 
reports and exam results, to query any 
apparently over- or under-generous 
recommendations for progression. 

Make sure you get a grid showing 
recommendations by gender and 
ethnicity – governing boards are 
bound by the Equalities Act and  
you need to ensure that there  
is no discrimination, conscious  
or unconscious.

All policies should set out the 
grounds for an appeal and that if 
these were not met no appeal should 

be allowed. Those sitting on panels 
needed to be trained and to be 
familiar with the pay policy and what 
it says about progression. In response 
to a question about how to deal with 
appeals when all members of the 
governing board are ‘tainted’, Debbie 
said that governors should make 
arrangements with the governors of 
neighbouring schools to sit on appeals 
panels – some members had already 
put local arrangements in place.

Finally Debbie stressed the 
importance of seeking appropriate HR 
advice particularly for appeals, but 
also if any difficult decisions arose, 
especially those around teachers  
who have been on maternity leave.

Governing groups of schools
Led by Nick MacKenzie from Browne 
Jacobson, this workshop looked at 
the benefits of working 
collaboratively in both multi academy 
trusts (MATs) and federations of 
local authority (LA) maintained 
schools. One governor said that 
federating had meant their governing 
body could give the children 
opportunities they could not offer  
as an individual school. It also gave 
employees the chance to share skills 
and experiences.

Drivers for joining a MAT or 
federation will depend on individual 
circumstances, but the most common 
are the need to share services; 
a diminishing LA capacity; creating 
a safety net; and as a solution to 
having limited leadership capacity. 
For some schools, in particular small 
schools, collaboration may be 
necessary for survival. 

For a group to continue being 
successful the governing board and 
the structure should be reviewed as 
the number of schools grows. Nick 
suggested that after six schools, MATs 
should restructure and implement 

If people believe 
they are making a 
difference they will 
be inspired

Clare Collins 
asked what puts 
people off 
becoming 
governors

Debbie Stanley 
covered performance 

related pay and pay 
appeals

Nick MacKenzie examined the benefits of 
working collaboratively
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local governing boards (LGBs). The 
main board will have the strategic 
oversight for the trust and the LGB 
will be responsible for implementing 
the trust’s vision and holding the 
academy leadership to account. It is 
important that the work of the main 
board and LGBs is linked and that 
they have the same culture. Although 
policies need to be co-ordinated 
across all schools they also need to be 
personalised to the individual school. 
Most importantly, LGBs should not 
need to be micromanaged, nor 
become tokenistic. Governing bodies 
of federations should also be 
conscious of how effective they 
remain as their federation grows. 

Financial data 
Will Jordan of PS Financials’ session 
focused on the data governors and 
trustees need to monitor fi nance in 
their school or academy. 
Unsurprisingly, the content and 
quality of fi nancial reports varies 
just as much as do schools 
themselves, so PS Financials is 
consulting NGA on the development 
of a tool for schools to use.

Will took delegates through the 
different types of fi nancial report, 
and in particular highlighted the 
importance of month end reports. 
These allow governors and trustees to 
analyse fi nancial information in more 
detail than do termly reports, as there 
is less data to look at. The governing 
board’s role is fi rst to establish the 
routines (not actually do the report 
itself) and then use the data given to 
monitor the school’s fi nances. 

Most governors and trustees 
receive only an income and 
expenditure report. For some, such as 
those in a MAT, this is the only type of 
report available, but where possible it 

is useful for governors and trustees 
to receive other information such 
as balance sheets, reserves notes, 
cashfl ow projection and key 
performance indicators (KPI) 
information. A recent NGA poll 
showed that only 27% of respondents 
are already receiving all of this 
information, but a further 46% 
would like to. 

Will then talked about using 
benchmarking information, which 
for LA maintained schools has been 
established for some time, but is less 
readily available for academies. One 
solution for MATs is to do internal 
benchmarking, and Will also 
highlighted two freely available 
benchmarking services for academies.

Headteacher recruitment
A governing body seeking to 
recruit for a senior leader may be 
surprised to learn that the most 
signifi cant hurdle is one they can 
do least about – timing. As the 
data shows, advertising for 
secondary school vacancies peaks 
between May and June and is at 
its lowest ebb in August and 
December. In the latter months 
fi nding candidates can be diffi cult. 

Aaron Ashton and Michael 
Watson from TES Prime outlined 
a number of challenges facing 
governors, including trying to 
attract headteachers to travel 
outside London, schools with a 
religious character that can’t fi nd 
practising members of the faith to 
run them, and outstanding schools 
that frighten heads into thinking 
that the only way is down.

One key question was whether 
to go ahead with an interview 
when just one person had applied. 
The answer was an emphatic yes: 
“You are interviewing them 
against the best candidate in 
your mind.” 

Aaron acknowledged that 
getting the right leaders for your 
school can be tough but thinking 
about where the school is in terms 
of improvement and “framing the 
challenge” is an important fi rst 
step. They closed the session by 
stressing the importance of having 
a strong induction process built 
around the relationship with the 
governing board.

Towards a world class 
curriculum
Gareth Mills of the Curriculum 
Foundation’s fi rst slide included the 
quote “the new national curriculum is 
just one element in the education of 
young people”. This set the tone for 
the rest of the workshop, which 
encouraged delegates to think about 
what they want from their wider 
school curriculum. Young people have 
to face challenges previous 
generations didn’t and the curriculum 
needs to prepare them for real life. 

Governors and trustees should be 
considering what they want from 
their curriculum and how well it is 
working. Delegates wanted pupils 
who were “resilient”, “empathetic” 
and “literate”, and there was much 
more emphasis on personal 
characteristics and skills than 
academic knowledge. It seems 
this is the most important thing for 
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governors and trustees to consider 
– the slimmed down national 
curriculum covers the essential 
academic knowledge pupils need, but 
also gives schools the opportunity to 
create a school curriculum which 
develops these other traits. 

Gareth then gave examples of how 
other high performing countries 
approach the national curriculum – 
unlike England, they all have things 
like “vision” and “life skills” at their 
heart. He also highlighted high quality 
teaching as being crucial to successful 
learner outcomes – the best 
curriculum in the world is useless if 
it is not delivered well, so governing 
boards should be investing in teacher 
development. Gareth fi nished by 
reinforcing the point that the 
curriculum lies at the heart of the 
core purpose of education, and school 
leaders are at the centre of the 
curriculum.

Academy freedoms
After calls to look at the freedoms 
schools gain as an academy, we 
invited the Department for Education, 
to explain. Mike Cooper, a DfE broker, 
outlined the differences between 
sponsored and converter academies 
(see NGA’s Q&As), noting that it is 
the academy trust that holds 
responsibility for improving the 
school(s). There is a push towards 
schools joining together in MATs 
rather than converting on their own, 
which should provide more local 
support. The funding for these 
academies is paid to the trust by the 
EFA, and the trust decides whether 
and how much freedom it devolves to 
any local governing bodies. 

Successful schools have a different 
mindset and a “we can” attitude. 
The DfE’s view is that particularly 
in a MAT it is possible to achieve 
economies of scale without being 
constrained by the LA’s priorities, 
which gives greater control. 

This was probably the most 
contentious of the workshops with 
some members pointing out that 
LGBs in MATs often had less 
autonomy than governing bodies of 
LA maintained schools. In addition, 
LA maintained schools were free to 
determine their own spending 
priorities and the Deregulation Bill 
was about to give responsibility to set 
school terms to all governing bodies.

Clerking Matters 
This workshop focused on progress in 
relation to clerking since the launch 
of the Clerking Matters campaign two 
years ago. In the interim, the NGA has 
trialled the Find us a Clerk service 
and more recently carried out a 
survey of clerks. Find us a Clerk aims 
to help clerks looking for schools and 
schools looking for clerks. The survey 
aimed to fi nd out more about the 
views of clerks and received nearly 
900 responses. The full report is 
available in the Clerking Matters 
section of the NGA website. 

Shena Lewington, NGA consultant 
and known in the twitter sphere as 
Clerk to Governors, introduced the 
forthcoming Clerks’ Development 
Programme (see p16) and sought 
delegates’ views on what skills and 
competencies they thought should 
be included. Delegates agreed that 
a clerk’s main role is to support the 
governing board and chair and the 
programme should focus on 

developing the skills required for 
a clerk to offer the necessary legal 
and non-legal guidance. 

It is vital that clerks have the skills 
to advise on governing boards’ legal 
responsibilities as well as completing 
administrative tasks to a high 
standard. Delegates also said how 
important it is that clerks “capture 
good governance for Ofsted” and 
minutes accurately refl ect the 
challenge present in meetings. 
Delegates also highlighted the 
advantages of clerking at more 
than one school and felt that it 
can help spread good practice.

Gillian Allcroft, NGA policy 
manager, asked whether the title 
“clerk” adequately refl ected the 
responsibilities of the role and 
whether a change in name would 
give it more respect. Suggestions 
for a new name included governance 
offi cer, governance manager and 
governing board adviser. In the light 
of survey results, delegates also 
requested that NGA carry out further 
work on pay for clerks. 

Reports by Gillian Allcroft, Mark 
Gardner, Ellie Howarth, Rani Kaur 
and Laura Owen. Presentations 
from all the workshops are 
available on the NGA website

Gareth Mills focused on 
the wider curriculum

Delegates tour the stands

Shena Lewington 
introduced the 
Clerks’ Development 
Programme

 The quality of 
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