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I
n an electrifying opener, Matthew Taylor, chief 
executive of the Royal Society for the 
Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and 
Commerce (RSA), spoke about different types  
of power. The former chief adviser to Tony Blair 
explained how power works (or rather sometimes 

doesn’t) in structures ranging from the Soviet Union to the 
modern banking sector. They fail because of an over-
reliance on one type of power, and even the well-meaning 
commune turns Lord of the Flies when “within about four 
days no-one has done the washing up”. 

“I recognise that, in essence, what you are trying to  
do as school governors is use all the power you have to 
achieve good,” he said. The most successful institutions 
mobilise the three different types of power: hierarchical, 
individualistic and solidaristic: “This can be thought of as 
three voices in your head saying, I’ll do what I’m told, I’ll 
do what I want, I’ll do what everyone else is doing.” 

He said governors are heavily incentivised to deliver on 
the first two, given that they are ‘judged’ on their capacity 
to meet government (hierarchy) demands while running  
a school in a businesslike (individualistic) way so that it 
can compete with other schools. But governors get no 
incentive to deliver on the third type of power even though 
solidarity, community spirit and altruism can be incredibly 
inspiring to all. “The school is a resource to the community 
and the community is a resource to the school,” he said.

Matthew drew on his own experience as a school governor: 
“I realise that sometimes you’re in the middle of a problem 
that you have to solve before you can move on and, at the risk 
of being controversial, that problem is very often about the 
school’s leadership.” He described his frustration as a governor 
at being told by school leaders that underperformance was 
due to problems that existed outside school. 

Matthew advised governors to think about developing 
community initiatives and clubs that were not limited to 

pupils; to get better at developing character and soft skills 
instead of focusing completely on exam results and to 
create an intelligent culture within the school where 
professionals could challenge one another as well as 
experiment and feel they have the support they need.  
He encouraged governors to recognise and champion  
a sense of agency; there is much more freedom than  
is sometimes realised for schools to make changes.

“In the end, you will never get stability in this system  
of competing power. That’s strategy: reacting to these 
different pressures.”

Shaping the character of the nation
Mike Cladingbowl, Ofsted’s national director of education 
reform, raised the question of what we want from our 
schools, and emphasised the necessity for Ofsted to evolve 
the way in which it conducts inspections. He encouraged 
governors to participate in discussion of what today’s 
educational needs are and to contribute to Ofsted’s 
consultation on the nature of future inspections. 

The key changes proposed included the introduction  
of a common inspections framework to allow for greater 
comparability across inspections of different institutions, 
and the introduction of three-yearly short inspections  
for schools that have been rated as ‘good’. 

Mike spoke about the need for a broad and balanced 
curriculum, focusing on personal development and 
outcomes across the board and reflecting the school’s 
ethos. He recognised that the current focus on core 
subjects was at the expense of the wider development  
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of pupils in other aspects of school life, stating that it was  
a fair criticism of Ofsted that it has neglected the ‘hidden 
curriculum’ and extra-curricular activities. He said that 
HMIs should be asking whether pupils are well rounded 
and leave school prepared for life in the wider world.

Much of Mike’s speech picked up on the lessons of 
Trojan horse, emphasising that education should be a  
force for “enlightenment, equality, freedom and 
democracy”, echoing the “British values” that have been 
central to recent government discourse. He recognised 

that schools were sometimes trapped between “the rock  
of faith and the hard place of the law”, but suggested that 
it is not appropriate for governing boards to reflect the 
values of a narrow community if these are at odds with the 
wider population. When asked if Ofsted risked losing faith 
schools’ trust with the proposed changes, Mike responded 
that this was a matter for government rather than Ofsted.

Delegates had a host of questions for Mike, including a 
request that Ofsted inspectors should actively help to 
improve schools and not simply criticise or praise. 

Guardians of the school 
Emma Knights, NGA chief executive, used her annual 
address to make an appeal to governors, saying more 
confidence, more independence and less obsession  
with compliance at the expense of vision and strategy  
was needed. “All of you in this room are professionals.  
You are the experts when it comes to governance of 
schools. We’ve been talking about lifting the status  
of governance for a while now but we’re not making  
great progress.” 

Emma said it was high time local authorities and the 
Department for Education (DfE) took governors seriously 
as professionals. “Take IEBs (interim executive boards) as 
an example. Do you see headteachers giving up a day’s pay 
to sit on an IEB? No, so why should we?” 

Emma then turned her attention to the role of the chair, 
acknowledging the growing demands on chairs’ time and 
the uniqueness of their responsibilities. “We need to think 
about where we stand on paying chairs,” she announced.  

“I know of a chair who works at least a day a week on 
school governance. Is that sustainable?” She said governors 
must not just wait for the DfE to put measures in place, 
but take the initiative. “You’ve told us that we need to have 
this debate. We are going to have the debate.”

Emma went on to talk about NGA’s manifesto and why 
the charity felt it needed to add an eighth ‘ask’ (see p29). 
She said NGA was responding to the groundswell from 
members’ comments in our annual survey for more to be 
done to encourage employers to give time off for governing 
duties. She urged members to write to their MP to lobby 
for the things they cared about.

Concluding with a reflection on the Trojan horse inquiry 
(GM Sep/Oct 2014 p5), Emma spoke about the importance 
of courage, objectivity and recognising where conflicts of 
interest exist. “If we can’t be objective we need to 
withdraw. Resigning is part of public life too.” We need to 
expect the highest standards of conduct from each other. 
It isn’t good enough just to declare conflicts of interest; we 
should avoid them.

Framework for Governance
The afternoon kicked off with a presentation from Sir John 
Holman and Nancy Wilkinson of the Wellcome Trust on the 
Framework for Governance, a free resource which has 
been collaboratively redeveloped by NGA (GM Jan/ 
Feb 2014 p8). 

John gave some background. The Framework was 
originally called the Recommended Code for Governance. 
It was developed in 2012 and piloted for two years  
in 21 primary, secondary and special schools.

The Wellcome Trust wanted to use a ‘light touch’ 
approach during the pilot but schools later reported that 
they would have liked more support. Element C [see box 
on p10] was particularly challenging. Some schools did  
not see how this element related to Ofsted, whereas others 
struggled with measuring factors such as future aspirations. 
Other feedback was that the process should be presented 
as cyclical as opposed to linear, to better reflect how the 
governing board works. 
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Putting the Code into practice
Nancy, who is a governor at Harry Gosling Primary School 
in Tower Hamlets, reflected on her own experiences of 
using the Recommended Code. She provided some context 
for the school: 45% of pupils are eligible for free school 
meals and a high proportion have English as an additional 
language. The school values are that every child is entitled 
to a good education, with equal access to knowledge, skills, 
opportunities, aspirations, life chances and dignity. 

Nancy made the point that these values will resonate 
with governors at most schools, but the pilot schools found 
it difficult to monitor the performance indicators that 
reflect them. She acknowledged that Ofsted and exam 
results are often at the forefront of governors’ minds,  
but argued that governing boards need to understand  
why ‘softer’ measures are important and prioritise these 
alongside more easily measured performance indicators.

Put PE to purpose!
Ali Oliver of the Youth Sport Trust implored governing 
boards to ask themselves what the purpose of physical 
education should be in their schools, stressing the need  
for schools to use PE to help tackle their problems and 
contribute to the school’s vision. 

Explaining the distinction between physical education, 
physical activity and sport, she emphasised that a lack of 
understanding about these concepts has led to missed 
educational opportunities. PE was described as learning 
physical literacy and skills with wider applications for 
school life. While coaches are appropriate for facilitating 
school sport, they are not able to fulfil the other  
aspects satisfactorily.

PE is needed more than ever to tackle issues such  
as children’s poor relationship with food, poor emotional 
wellbeing and health and an increasing lack of 
interpersonal activity due to the rise of social media. 
School sport inspires and unites people, provides an 

opportunity to get to know pupils and has the unique 
power to teach life lessons. With this in mind, school  
sport should be inclusive, allowing all children to enjoy  
its benefits. 

Ali also spoke about the primary PE and sport premium.  
She advised secondaries to take notice of this funding, 
preparing themselves for an influx of children who will 
have benefited from the primary premium. Many primaries  
are keen to seek the help of secondaries on how best to 
use the money. 

Delegates responded by highlighting the importance of 
competition in sport, expressing concern about where this 
had been overlooked. Ali agreed that competition is vital to 
PE, but all pupils should be able to learn from competing, 
not simply the most able. &

the updated framework  
for governance
One of the first changes was to rename it Framework for 
Governance as it was felt this better reflects the scope of  
the document. Element A is now an updated version of  
the APPG 20 questions, and Element B focuses on setting 
the school strategy. 

The area where most change was made is Element C. 
Each performance indicator now comes with an explanation 
of why it is important. There is now a wider range of 
performance indicators and more examples of the evidence 
that can be used to measure them. 

NGA will be providing a training programme at cost price 
to schools. If you would like to find out more, please email 
clare.collins@nga.org.uk. 

You will have received a copy of the Framework for 
Governance with this magazine, and we hope that you will 
find it useful. The electronic version and additional guidance 
is available on the NGA website: www.nga.org.uk. If you have 
any comments, please email ellie.howarth@nga.org.uk.

Katie Everett, NGA information officer, Mark Gardner, 
assistant to NGA’s chief executive, and Ellie Howarth, 
NGA research and information officer. Photos  
© Academies Week and Jim Conway. The YST’s guide 
for governors is available on the NGA website
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