
T
he 2012/13 Ofsted annual report highlights
good governance as a key element in
achieving a ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ grade 
for leadership and management. 

Although 70% of schools were given one
of the top two grades for leadership and

management, only 64% were judged ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’
for overall effectiveness. This shows that strong leadership
can exist even where a school overall has been deemed to
be less than good. It can also be the case that an otherwise
successful school has weak governance. We are aware of
one recently inspected school that was judged to be ‘good’
in all categories except leadership and management, which
was deemed ‘requiring improvement’ overall based only on
the weaknesses in governance.

Common characteristics
The Ofsted annual report also highlights several
characteristics common in failing schools: 
• governing bodies failed to challenge a well-established

incumbent headteacher until it was too late 
• low aspirations arising from a lack of understanding of

how good other schools were, and a failure to understand
that “the world had moved on”

• schools that were unable to handle the transition to new
leadership, either because governors had no plan or
because there was too little depth in leadership

At NGA we read a sample of section 5 reports, and an
analysis of the governance paragraphs reveals additional
characteristics of schools deemed to be ‘requiring
improvement’ or ‘inadequate’:
• governors failing to provide appropriate challenge and not

holding the headteacher to account for underperformance
• governors being ignorant of the extent of the school’s

weaknesses and having a poor understanding of pupils’
achievement, such as how it compares with other schools
and the progress of specific groups of pupils

• in particular, governing bodies were criticised for not
knowing the impact of pupil premium spending on the
progress of eligible pupils; Ofsted can now recommend 
a review of pupil premium 

Often governors were reported to take what the head says
at face value. Governors need to have access to, and make
use of, independent performance data. This doesn’t mean
that every governor has to scrutinise the entire
RAISEonline report, but tools such as the FFT governor
dashboard have made this information accessible to even
data-phobic governors. You also, of course, have to seek 

up-to-date progress data on your current students 
(see p12). Other causes for criticism were that governing
bodies did not communicate effectively with parents and
did not have up-to-date knowledge and training.

Much of this doesn’t apply to the majority of schools – of
those inspected in the academic year 2012/13, seven out 
of 10 were deemed to have either ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’
leadership and management. There are several common
elements of good practice. Governing bodies were praised
for asking challenging questions to ensure they have an
accurate view of the school’s situation, and for visiting the
school with a clear, defined purpose which informed the
governing body’s work, linked to their strategic role.

Having a thorough understanding of the quality of
teaching was another key theme. Ofsted does not expect
governors to observe teachers and make direct judgements
on their teaching – this is an operational activity and not
part of governance. However, there are other ways for
governors to find out about the quality of teaching. For
guidance, see our forthcoming briefing note Knowing 

your School: understanding the quality of teaching. 
Unsurprisingly, all governing bodies in this group had

fulfilled their statutory duties, including those relating to
safeguarding. Effectively managing the school’s finances
was also a common characteristic among governing bodies
at ‘good’ and ‘outstanding’ schools, including knowing how
pupil premium funding is spent. More importantly, these
governing bodies showed they understood the impact of
this spending on pupils’ progress. 

Ofsted inspectors also commended governing bodies for
ensuring that pay progression is linked with quality of
teaching. Following the introduction of performance related
pay (PRP), this is something that inspectors will be looking
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Since September 2012, Ofsted inspectors undertaking routine (section 5) 
school inspections have been required to include in their report a paragraph 

about the quality of the school’s governance, says Ellie Howarth

This is a school that requires improvement. It is not 
good because:
• The governing body does not have an accurate enough

view of students’ achievement because it does not have a
firm enough understanding of data, especially data relating
to how well different groups of students achieve. 

• The governing body does not have enough knowledge of
the school’s strengths and weaknesses to provide sufficient
challenge and support to senior leaders’ successful drive to
make the school better. 

• The governing body is not sufficiently involved in checking
how effectively the school deploys its resources. 

EXCERPT FROM AN INSPECTION REPORT DEC 2013

Ofsted and governance

20-23 Ofsted:Layout 1  13/2/14  15:45  Page 20



www.nga.org.uk March/April 2014 | Governing Matters | 21

at even more closely and it is important that governing
bodies have in place mechanisms for ensuring it is done
effectively. The National College for Teaching and
Leadership (NCTL) is making available free training
workshops for governors on the implementation of PRP
(see www.education.gov.uk/nationalcollege).

Skills audit
A number of governing bodies were praised
for using a skills audit, such as the one on
the NGA website. More importantly,
Ofsted inspectors wanted to see
that the results of the audit had
been used to improve the work of
the governing body. One way
governing bodies did this was to
identify training needs and then
ensure governors attended appropriate
training sessions. We know from experience
that governing bodies can be reluctant to
spend school money on their own training
needs, as this can be perceived as taking funding away from
pupils. However, it is important that governors keep their
knowledge and skills up to date, and this is something that
Ofsted is clearly taking note of. 

In the 2013 NGA/TES survey, 80% of respondents said
their most recent Ofsted inspection gave a fair and
accurate picture of their school, while 13% disagreed. 
This may be for reasons other than their judgements on
governance, but we are aware anecdotally that a small

minority of inspectors have unrealistic or incorrect
expectations of what governors should be doing.
Unfortunately this is evident in some of the governance
paragraphs in reports. Many of these comments were
related to governors crossing the line between the

strategic and operational – for example praising
governors for scrutinising pupils’ work and

teachers’ marking, observing teaching and
making judgements on it, and

helping out in the classroom. 
None of these are part of a

governor’s role. In no
circumstances should

governors be judging
teaching, and although

governors may do other
volunteering roles in school, e.g.

listening to children read, this should
not be confused with their governance
role. So these discussions with
inspectors and comments in reports

further propagate such misconceptions. We are working
with Ofsted to obtain clarity on this issue; centrally
Ofsted understands that governance is a strategic role,
but this message has not filtered down to all inspectors –
if you have had an experience with an Ofsted inspector
within the last year that you are unhappy about, please
let us know by emailing eleanor.howarth@nga.org.uk. 

Ellie Howarth is research and information officer at NGA

In its 2012/13 annual report Ofsted published a league table of 
local authorities (LAs), ranked by the percentage of children attending 

‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ schools, says Mark Gardner

Ofsted and local authorities

T
here was huge variability. Darlington
topped the league of primary schools with
97% of children attending ‘good’ or better
schools, Bedford and Windsor &
Maidenhead were both at 95%; at the
bottom Wolverhampton was at 56% 

with both Thurrock and Medway just above at 58%. For
secondary schools there was even an even greater range
with nine authorities, seven of which are in London, having
all pupils at ‘good’ or better schools, compared with the 
Isle of Wight with only 14% and Barnsley with 22%. 

Following its criticism of LAs that “lack drive and
initiative” in 2013, Ofsted had begun to focus inspection
activity in areas of the country with low school 
performance and, at the time of writing, nine areas 
had been chosen for what Ofsted terms “focused school
inspections” and what others sometimes call “blitzes”. 
The chosen areas are: Coventry, Bristol, Medway,
Portsmouth, Norfolk, Derby, Suffolk, Northumberland 

and the East Riding of Yorkshire. During routine school
inspections headteachers and governors are asked
questions specifically about their LA and its ability to
support and challenge them to deliver school improvement. 

The questions Ofsted asks are:
• How well does the LA know your school, your

performance and the standards your pupils achieve? 
• What measures are in place to support and challenge your

school and how do these meet the needs of your school? 
• What is the impact of the LA support and challenge over

time to help your school improve? 

This is coupled with the outcomes of a telephone survey 
of a sample of school leaders about their perception of the
support and challenge from the LA, and specifically asks
headteachers of ‘good’ and ‘outstanding’ schools how well
the LA is making use of their schools’ strengths to help
others improve. The findings, including both strengths and ➦

The most common words in Ofsted
governance paragraphs
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areas for improvement, are sent to the director of children’s
services and published on Ofsted’s website.

 The strengths
These vary from authority to authority, but generally
governor support services and clerking services provided by
the LA continue to be valued. 
“There is widespread praise for the high quality of the

LA’s governor support services. Many of the schools

comment positively about the quality of training their

governing body has received. In particular, school leaders

value the input on data analysis, which has helped

governing bodies develop the capability to hold their

schools accountable for students’ progress.”

Excerpt from Ofsted’s letter to Bristol City Council
September 2013

In a number of cases human resources advice from LAs was
commended by schools; in some it was criticised.

Challenges
Generally Ofsted reported that governors and headteachers
were not aware of the strategy for school improvement
coming from their LA. Such a strategy must be well
articulated in the first instance and long-term enough for 
it to be dependable. It must also be inclusive of all schools,
including academies. 

LAs generally needed to be quicker to recognise strengths
in their best schools and create opportunities for struggling
schools to learn from them. Some governing bodies sourcing
their own partnerships are finding these have “greater impact
on improvement than the support and challenge provided by
the LA”. This even stretches to ‘buy-in’ training for staff
development as some believe that training provided by the LA
needs to be significantly improved before they will use it.

Headteachers and governors sometimes
feel that their school is invisible to LA
officers and advisers. Consequently they
doubt the LA’s capacity to deliver 
tailored support. 

The perception is that LAs are too
ready to accept school self-evaluation
data; this must be followed up with a
strategic approach to monitoring the
outcomes for specific groups of pupils. 
“Support provided by the LA for those

schools found to require ‘special

measures’ has not been effective. Known

weaknesses and barriers to progress

were not tackled soon enough. LA

officers have been too accepting of the

school’s self-evaluation and reached an

over-generous view of performance.” 

Letter to Norfolk County Council May 2013 

These letters acknowledge that resources
are shrinking but maintain there is a need
for LAs to adapt. 

Inspection of LA arrangements
In May 2013 Ofsted published The framework for the

inspection of local authority arrangements for

supporting school improvement. This reintroduced Ofsted
inspections for LA children’s services for the first time since
2005 “only where concerns about performance are apparent
or where requested to do so by the secretary of state”.
According to Ofsted these inspections are to assist LAs in
their duty to promote high standards “so that all children
and young people benefit from at least a good education”. 

At the time of writing only four councils have received 
such five-day inspections: the Isle of Wight, Norfolk County
Council, Wakefield Metropolitan District Council and
Blackpool Borough Council, with Norfolk the one only to have
received a school focused inspection first. Last July Ofsted
published its verdicts on the first two, branding the LAs’
support and challenge provided to local schools 'ineffective'.
“A lack of rigour in monitoring and challenge, mostly due to

poor use of performance data, means that the LA neither

knows the schools well nor intervenes early enough.”

A number of recommendations are made on a range of
issues; in one case this included ensuring “that governors
regularly attend formal meetings to review the progress of
schools causing concern and that these meetings result in
action to improve the leadership of schools”. 

Alongside Ofsted’s annual report eight region-specific
reports penned by the new regional directors were
published for the first time in December 2013. One report
said: “The new regional director will be in touch to arrange
to meet with you to discuss your plan of action. She will
decide on any further inspection activity needed in relation
to the LA.” 

Mark Gardner is assistant to the chief executive

61

73

80

88

42

73

41
38

77

89

46

62

33

53

69
74

Percentage of pupils in good or better secondary schools in the seven local authorities who
received focused inspections compared with the national level in 2011/12 and 2012/13

2011/12    2012/13

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f p
up

ils
 in

 g
oo

d 
or

 b
et

te
r s

ch
oo

ls
 

100

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

Bris
to

l

Coventry
Derb

y

East 
Riding

of Y
ork

sh
ire

Medway

Norfo
lk

Ports
mouth

Natio
nal

20-23 Ofsted:Layout 1  13/2/14  15:45  Page 22



www.nga.org.uk March/April 2014 | Governing Matters | 23

NGA’s consultancy and training service is here to help

Preparing for
inspection

A
re you expecting a visit from Ofsted in
the not too distant future? If you are,
and would like your governing body 
to be prepared and ready for that all-
important interview with the inspection
team, consider commissioning a

Preparing for Ofsted session from NGA. 
A couple of years ago, if a school was ‘good’ or better, 

the quality of governance in that school was either not
examined, or was deemed to be good by default. However,
the current focus on governance means this is no longer 
the case, and this may feel as if the temperature is rising in
what is already a very high stakes school inspection system. 

Given that organisations with strong governance do not
fail, this focus should be welcomed as being a support for
the strong foundations that good governance offers. So 
even if your school looks to be ‘good’ or better in all other
aspects, if you are not sure that as governors you are 
ready to demonstrate this, the session may be valuable 
in developing your understanding of the system. 

How does a session work?
Like all our training, once your consultant has been engaged,
s/he will contact you to get a picture of your school’s
circumstances, and to clarify the scope and purpose of the
session. We will also ask for certain documentation to be
made available so that governors are better able to respond
to the self-assessment aspect of the session. 

We also very much hope that the date and time of 
the session can be set so that the clerk and the senior
leadership team may attend. This is so that they can
broaden their knowledge and understanding of what is
expected from the governance aspect of the inspection; 
it is also helpful for the staff to be on hand to work with 
the governing body on how any gaps or shortcomings 
that emerge may be addressed. 

Like all NGA sessions, we encourage participation and
discussion so at key points governors are given time and
space to develop their own thinking about their strengths
and areas for development. 

The session starts with some basic background and
information on Ofsted’s expectations of governance, and
where governance should be positioned in the school’s
accountability framework. Ofsted is absolutely clear that
governors must know their school, and Sir Michael Wilshaw,
Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector, often states this as a key
guiding principle for governing boards (as he terms them).

With this in mind, the session will then cover how governors
can ensure that they know their school, including the role
and purpose of governor visits to the school, and how these
visits can be structured and reported. 

No session on Ofsted would be complete without an
examination of the criteria against which Ofsted judges
governance. In small groups, governors work through a
selection of the criteria, making an assessment of where
they are strong and where they need to fill any gaps.
Moving on from this is an outline of how the actual Ofsted
visit works, and the practicalities governors should consider
in their preparation. There is also an opportunity to
consider likely questions and to role model answers. Finally,
we identify the documentation which the clerk should
ensure is ready and available for the inspectors. 

As with all NGA sessions, the consultant will aim to leave
you with some next steps to ensure that you are clear about
any issues that have emerged. 

So … even if you are pretty certain that governance 
in your school is secure, the reality is that most of us 
are intimidated by the thought of Ofsted. A Preparing 
for Ofsted session is an opportunity to clarify
expectations, demystify the process and raise levels of
confidence, thus ensuring that if governance is good in
your school, this will be evident to the inspection team. 

If you are interested in a Preparing for Ofsted session,
contact me on clare.collins@nga.org.uk. I will endeavour
to start the commissioning process with a conversation

with you to ensure that this is the right
session for you. We also offer external
reviews of governance and governance
health checks, and sometimes it may be
that one of these options better fulfils
your needs. 

Clare Collins is NGA lead consultant

Governors have a vital 

part to play in driving much-

needed improvement’ 

’’
‘‘
Lord Nash at the NGA summer conference 2013
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