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Summary 

The House of Commons Education Select Committee (“the Committee”) has 
published its report of its inquiry into school governing bodies (“The Role of School 
Governing Bodies”).The Committee believes that they are performing a critical role in 
school leadership but vacancies continue to be an issue and the overall quality of 
governance in “many schools is also inadequate”. 

While the Department for Education’s new regulations provide the opportunity for 
governing bodies to recruit people with appropriate skills and address vacancies, 
many schools are not taking full advantage of this opportunity. Nonetheless, the 
report does not propose any radical changes to the current system with the 
Committee being generally supportive of the Government’s current direction of 
travel. Though it does believe that the Government could do more to clarify what 
models of governance are now possible along with explaining how these could be 
beneficial in different school contexts. While it welcomes Ofsted’s clearer 
expectations of governing bodies and the Governments focus on peer-to-peer 
support it found that too many governors have not received suitable training; 
recommending mandatory training for new governors and strengthening the 
approach to intervening in poor and failing governing bodies. 

This briefing will be of interest to cabinet portfolio members and senior officers with 
responsibilities for education in top-tier local authorities. 

Briefing in full 

The House of Commons Education Select Committee (“the Committee”) has 
published its report of its inquiry into school governing bodies (“The Role of School 
Governing Bodies”). The inquiry set out to look at the existing role of governing 
bodies, and the implications of recent Government policy developments in education 
for them, as well as a range of issues concerning recruitment, reward and 
responsibilities. 

There are some 300,000 individuals serving as school governors, despite this the 
Committee heard that large proportions of governing bodies have difficulty in finding 
skilled governors; this is a particular issue for primary schools where Ofsted have 
found primary school governance “to be considerably less effective on average than 
that seen in secondary schools”. Governance was judged good or outstanding in 
53% of pupil referral units, 55% of primary schools, 64% of secondary schools and 
71% of special schools 

http://links.govdelivery.com/track?type=click&enid=ZWFzPTEmbWFpbGluZ2lkPTIwMTMwODAxLjIxNjU4ODExJm1lc3NhZ2VpZD1NREItUFJELUJVTC0yMDEzMDgwMS4yMTY1ODgxMSZkYXRhYmFzZWlkPTEwMDEmc2VyaWFsPTE3NzA5NDIyJmVtYWlsaWQ9YWduZXMucm93bnRyZWVAc3VuZGVybGFuZC5nb3YudWsmdXNlcmlkPWFnbmVzLnJvd250cmVlQHN1bmRlcmxhbmQuZ292LnVrJmZsPSZleHRyYT1NdWx0aXZhcmlhdGVJZD0mJiY=&&&103&&&http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/education-committee/news/role-of-school-governing-bodies--substantive/
http://links.govdelivery.com/track?type=click&enid=ZWFzPTEmbWFpbGluZ2lkPTIwMTMwODAxLjIxNjU4ODExJm1lc3NhZ2VpZD1NREItUFJELUJVTC0yMDEzMDgwMS4yMTY1ODgxMSZkYXRhYmFzZWlkPTEwMDEmc2VyaWFsPTE3NzA5NDIyJmVtYWlsaWQ9YWduZXMucm93bnRyZWVAc3VuZGVybGFuZC5nb3YudWsmdXNlcmlkPWFnbmVzLnJvd250cmVlQHN1bmRlcmxhbmQuZ292LnVrJmZsPSZleHRyYT1NdWx0aXZhcmlhdGVJZD0mJiY=&&&103&&&http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/education-committee/news/role-of-school-governing-bodies--substantive/
http://links.govdelivery.com/track?type=click&enid=ZWFzPTEmbWFpbGluZ2lkPTIwMTMwODAxLjIxNjU4ODExJm1lc3NhZ2VpZD1NREItUFJELUJVTC0yMDEzMDgwMS4yMTY1ODgxMSZkYXRhYmFzZWlkPTEwMDEmc2VyaWFsPTE3NzA5NDIyJmVtYWlsaWQ9YWduZXMucm93bnRyZWVAc3VuZGVybGFuZC5nb3YudWsmdXNlcmlkPWFnbmVzLnJvd250cmVlQHN1bmRlcmxhbmQuZ292LnVrJmZsPSZleHRyYT1NdWx0aXZhcmlhdGVJZD0mJiY=&&&103&&&http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/education-committee/news/role-of-school-governing-bodies--substantive/
http://links.govdelivery.com/track?type=click&enid=ZWFzPTEmbWFpbGluZ2lkPTIwMTMwODAxLjIxNjU4ODExJm1lc3NhZ2VpZD1NREItUFJELUJVTC0yMDEzMDgwMS4yMTY1ODgxMSZkYXRhYmFzZWlkPTEwMDEmc2VyaWFsPTE3NzA5NDIyJmVtYWlsaWQ9YWduZXMucm93bnRyZWVAc3VuZGVybGFuZC5nb3YudWsmdXNlcmlkPWFnbmVzLnJvd250cmVlQHN1bmRlcmxhbmQuZ292LnVrJmZsPSZleHRyYT1NdWx0aXZhcmlhdGVJZD0mJiY=&&&103&&&http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/education-committee/news/role-of-school-governing-bodies--substantive/


In September 2012, the Government introduced regulations allowing local authority 
maintained schools’ governing bodies to reconstitute themselves to be smaller, with 
an emphasis on skills as opposed to set constitutions. The Department for Education 
(DfE) have not prescribed any particular model to follow. However, the new 
regulations continue to prescribe seven – rather than nine as previously – of the 
posts of the governing body, to include the headteacher, at least two parent 
governors, one staff governor, one local authority governor, and foundation or 
partnership governors as appropriate. Academies are provided greater freedom in 
terms of governing body constitution, having only three governor posts prescribed, 
two of which must be parent governors. 

At the same time, the Ofsted inspection framework was updated to include “a much 
sharper focus on school governance”. Governors are now assessed as to how well 
they support and challenge school leaders and hold them to account for the quality 
of teaching and pupils’ achievement, behaviour and safety. The framework 
recommends external reviews of governance where a school both requires 
improvement and has weak leadership and management. 

Recruitment and retention of governors 

Evidence to the inquiry provided for mixed opinions on the appropriate balance in a 
school governing body between individuals with specific skills, and representative 
groups. There was agreement with DfE’s view that the stakeholder model does not 
preclude skills, that governors need to have the capacity to learn certain skills and 
while willing volunteers may not always make expert governors.  

The National Governors’ Association (NGA) warned against emphasising a need for 
governors to have “business skills” as it can “have the effect of undermining the 
focus on the strategic role governors have”. The School Governors One Stop Shop 
(SGOSS) claimed that there was no more than “a causal link between high quality 
business volunteers and effective governing bodies”, and instead talked up the role 
of “broader, transferable business skills” around interpreting data, acting as a ‘critical 
friend’ and asking the right question and able to perform in a board situation. 

Impact of the 2012 Regulations 

The Committee heard that the permissive nature of the new composition regulations, 
were generally welcomed. However, the 2012 NGA annual survey found that, whilst 
60% of governing bodies surveyed were finding it difficult to attract governors with 
suitable skills, 90% of governing bodies had no intention of changing the size or 
composition of their governing body. For these reasons, a small number of witnesses 
told the Committee that they would have liked to see mandatory requirements on 
governing body composition put in place. 

Witnesses’ opinions varied on the optimum size for a governing body. The average 
size of primary maintained school governing bodies is around 12 to 15 governors, 
with some reaching 20 to 25 in size. Maintained secondary school governing bodies 
tend to be larger, with an average of 17 to 18 governors, with some having up to 30 
governors. The DfE tends to favour smaller, more skills-based governing bodies. 
Others supported the ‘stakeholder model’ believing moves to make governing bodies 



smaller to be “seriously misguided” as they will not be able to carry out all functions 
required as effectively. While NGA and SGOSS pointed out, there is not yet good 
evidence on the impact of different types of governors and differently constituted 
governing bodies. This was supported by Professor Chris James of the University of 
Bath who told the Committee that “there is no statistical relationship between 
governing body effectiveness and governing body size or [...] vacancies”. 

Improving recruitment and retention 

The Committee found that actual vacancy numbers to be disputed. While DfE 
understands 11% of posts to be vacant, other estimates are as high as 25% and 
were told recruitment difficulties varied “enormously” from place to place even within 
a local area; but that there can also be variability in the process and criteria for 
making appointment. 

There was evidence to suggest that the increased workload and weight of 
responsibility, which comes with a much increased focus on governance, were key 
reasons for these difficulties. This was found to be particularly bad in primary and 
small schools while the NGA believes that the increased responsibilities “may put 
some people off, but will attract others”. Many witnesses believed that the new 
Ofsted framework was a positive development in serving to highlight the importance 
of the role.  

Results of two NGA surveys showed almost 60% of governing bodies had had 
difficulty finding skilled governors, whereas a year later this had fallen to 45%. 
However, as 97% of governing body chairs are white and British, a third are aged 
over 60 and just 8% are under 40 years old, there was an acknowledged need to 
attract governors from a wider pool of recruits. 

Incentives for business volunteers 

While the Committee were told of the need for greater incentives for – and 
requirements of – businesses that release their staff for governor duties this was 
rejected by Ministers believing that business was willing to get involved, but just 
needed to be encouraged. They would however consider how to extend the legal 
requirement to give time off for governors to academies and would take up the offer 
made by the CBI (through the Committee) to assist in promoting governor 
opportunities among its members. 

The recent report of the Academies Commission recommends the Government 
should consider incentive schemes (such as tax credits) and to facilitate time off for 
employees to attend continuing professional development and/or governing body 
meetings. This proposal was supported by several witnesses. 

Raising the profile of governors 

The Committee believed that there was a clear need for the profile of governors to 
be raised, not only to encourage good quality new volunteers, but also to value the 
work of those already in post. That by valuing governors, and by making the role 
attractive and worthwhile, schools can attract better candidates and vacancies can 
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be minimised. It concluded that the Government’s commitment to raising the profile 
of governors is encouraging, but that details of how this will be achieved are not yet 
clear. 

The Association of School and College Leaders has argued that “recruitment of 
volunteer governors would be helped by a more positive approach to schools being 
provided by government and its agencies; people are unlikely to volunteer to 
organisations that are constantly denigrated by national and local leaders”.The DfE 
acknowledged “the significance of governing bodies’ role has in the past been under-
valued”. 

Pay for governors 

There was little support for paying governors (Model Academy Articles prohibit the 
payment of academy governors). Some witnesses suggested that there may be a 
case to consider some sort of remuneration or honorarium for Chairs, given the 
responsibility they carry, but most felt this should not come from the school budget, 
as this represented a diminution of the budget available to support pupils. While DfE 
told the Committee “there are probably plenty more people out there who, if we make 
the circumstances of being a governor attractive enough, we can attract on a 
voluntary basis”. 

Governor effectiveness 

Training 

While the Committee heard that the requirement to undertake training represented 
an additional burden on volunteer governors. The majority of the evidence was 
supportive of on-going training. There was a dichotomy: weaker bodies undertaking 
little or no training, while stronger ones do. 

The NGA supported mandatory induction training, which Ofsted believe to be a 
feature of “outstanding governing”. With others believe that it was not possible to 
raise the status of school governing while training for governors remains optional. 
However, the Committee was told that governors themselves often resist spending 
school budgets on their own development. 

Nonetheless, Ministers told the Committee that they do not intend to make any 
training mandatory, but will rely instead on the new Ofsted framework to provide an 
incentive on governing bodies to ensure that they are appropriately skilled to do their 
job. From September 2013 Ofsted will be asking specific questions regarding the 
amount and nature of training they are receiving and how it was affecting their ability 
to fulfil their role. 

The Committee felt that the question of who will continue to provide governor training 
in light of local authority service cuts is unclear. Concerns were also expressed 
about the overall quality of alternative private sector provision. Here Ministers, again, 
believed that the Ofsted framework will help. 

 



Inspection, self-assessment and peer challenge 

Ofsted data for 2010/11 showed that governance judgments are consistently lower 
than those for school leadership overall. The majority of witnesses welcomed 
Ofsted’s increased focus on governance. The NGA believed it was “likely to have a 
greater impact on improving governance than perhaps any other measure any 
government has or could have taken”. Although there were questions from some 
quarters as to whether it was “realistic” to hold volunteers to account to this extent; 
while many others suggested that compulsory self-assessment or skills audits should 
become a requirement of all governing bodies. 

Some support and challenge to governing has traditionally been provided by local 
authorities, but with reductions in council budgets, the Committee was told that 
school-to-school support has not developed in the way that would fill the gap. While 
the National College’s external reviews are welcomed the Committee observed that 
they do not target better performing schools that may also benefit from peer support. 
Ofsted’s evidence acknowledged this point: “some previously good or outstanding 
schools decline because governors have taken their eye off the ball”. 

The solution offered by the DfE was that any school can request an external review 
from the open market at a cost of around £900-£1300. It also pointed to a range of 
training and support available to governing bodies, including self-assessment tools, 
which should encourage them to be more reflective about their own performance and 
take action where required. 

Ofsted Data Dashboard 

Governors need the ability to use data to identify where the quality of teaching is 
affecting school performance for better or worse. Ofsted’s 2011/12 Annual Report 
identified that “specific weaknesses in governance include an over-reliance on 
information from the headteacher. Where governance is not effective, a lack of 
transparency and accurate information restricts the ability of the governing body to 
monitor the school’s work robustly”. 

The DfE, along with partners such as the NGA, NAHT and ASCL, is undertaking a 
range of work to improve the data available to governors, in more user-friendly 
formats. Of particular note is Ofsted’s new Data Dashboard. 

The Committee was told that the schooling system was “data rich but data 
interpretation poor” with several witnesses calling for improved guidance and training 
on interrogating data. They were also told that there were “dangers in letting 
governors make up the questions themselves” and this guidance would be best 
developed nationally. 

Information, advice and guidance for governing bodies and the role of the 
clerk 

The importance of high quality, dedicated support for governing bodies was a strong 
theme during the Committee’s inquiry, with the role of the clerk judged to be “hugely 
important”. Many witnesses favoured making that role a professional post akin to a 
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company secretary. While other also advocated that the clerk needed to be 
independent of the school, and not a member of school staff and that there was a 
need for some sort of quality assurance in their recruitment. 

The DfE has rewritten The Governors’ Guide to the Law into a “shorter, more 
concise, plain English handbook for all governors”. Many witnesses said that the 
original guide was an invaluable document and expressed concern that critical detail 
had been left out of the new version. Others saw it as a missed opportunity to help 
governors provide strong strategic leadership and, that in trying to simplify the 
guidance it was now only of use to new governors. 

Arrangements for tackling underperformance and failure of governing bodies 

The Committee found evidence that suggested that, where governance is weak or 
failing, the measures available to intervene are not being used effectively in all local 
authority areas. Ofsted’s 2012 Annual Report found that, since 2007, almost half of 
local authorities had not put in place any Interim Executive Boards (IEBs) and 70 
local authorities had not issued any warning notices. 

The Committee was told, and DfE accepted, that there were significant time lags in 
imposing IEBs, up to two years in some cases. Concern was also expressed that 
they were not being used where academies were failing. The National College has 
called on Ofsted to recommend IEBs explicitly when placing schools in special 
measures, with time limits for their implementation (they suggested six weeks). 

Local authority witnesses told the Committee that their powers to intervene were 
adequate, but that there was a “culture issue” preventing their use. Some felt that the 
fact Ofsted will now undertake inspections of local authority improvement services 
will incentivise local authorities to challenge poor governance. While Ofsted felt that 
local authorities’ powers to issue warning notices and impose IEBs are 
“circumscribed”, with DfE telling the Committee that they were “thinking about” this 
challenge. 

Ofsted acknowledged that there was also a specific problem with some converter 
academies “flying solo” away from any sort of central support such as a sponsor 
where DfE sees a continuing role for local authorities in monitoring the on-going 
performance. However, many witnesses argued that this role will become 
increasingly difficult to maintain as council central services are dismantled due to 
budget restrictions and the lessening demand for such services. 

While DfE and Education Funding Agency have systems in place to monitor the HR 
and financial health of schools, the Committee noted that the Academies 
Commission observed “should academisation take off in the primary sector and 
academy status become the dominant (or total) mode across the school system, it 
appears unlikely that any of the designated sections at the DfE [...] could have 
capacity to carry out scrutiny and intervention. At present levels of academisation, it 
is feasible for the Office of the School Commissioner to monitor attainment (although 
we believe that more ‘local’ information could be provided by local authorities to 
support this)”. 
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The relationship between the governing body and head teacher 

The Committee found that the relationship between the headteacher and chair of 
governors is critical to achieving proper school accountability. In its 2011 report on 
school governance, Ofsted noted that “absolute clarity about the different roles and 
responsibilities of the headteacher and governors underpins the most effective 
governance”. However, evidence from many witnesses referred to the increasing 
difficulties for schools in separating the strategic and operational functions of school 
leadership with the NAHT commenting that “disputes between heads and governors 
are a growing part of our casework”. 

Some witnesses suggested that there is a conflict of interest in having headteachers 
(and possibly staff) as members of governing bodies, arguing that the role of 
headteacher ought to be fully accountable to, and separate from, the governing 
body. However, other witnesses pointed out that – despite having possible vested 
interests in certain matters within the governing body’s remit – headteachers and 
staff are best placed to advise on matters such as curriculum, therefore making their 
contribution important. 

The Committee concluded that there was a general sense amongst the witnesses 
that school governance was in need of “clarity of purpose, expressed through 
statutory responsibilities”. For instance, it was felt from one service provider that, in 
the absence of greater clarification of the respective roles of governing bodies and 
headteachers it would be unrealistic for Ofsted to judge governance within the 
overall category of school leadership. 

Training for headteachers and chairs of governors 

The majority of witnesses considered it was important for both chairs and 
headteachers to be trained in order to work effectively. There is no requirement at 
present for either to undertake training. DfE told the Committee it did not support a 
mandatory requirement, though training for chairs is being “prioritised” by the 
department. The National College is running a leadership programme, alongside 
workshops to get chairs and headteacher working together. The Committee saw 
there is a compelling case for headteachers to undergo training on governance.  

Appointment and terms of office of governors 

The Committee observed that the Academies Commission had recommended that 
the appointment process for chairs of governors should become more professional 
and rigorous. In oral evidence, DfE explained that Government’s “clearer set of 
expectations around what it is that a chair needs to do”, through mechanisms such 
as the new Ofsted framework, should ensure that careful consideration is made by 
governing bodies when appointing a chair. 

NCOGS and the Association of School and College Leaders both advocated, in 
different ways, limiting the terms of office for Chairs and members of governing 
bodies; while several witnesses told the Committee about the difficulties in removing 
poor chairs and governors from office. ASCL suggested that all good governing 
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bodies should have “procedures that set out in what circumstances a governor may 
be removed from the governing body, and how”. 

New models of governance 

The Committee found that there was a lack of clarity about – and varying degrees of 
support for – the different models of governance that exist within academies. They 
were told that many converters (which are the majority of academies) do not 
understand nor adapt their governance arrangement to their new role, despite the 
freedoms allowing them to do so. While many others expressed concern at the threat 
to genuine accountability these freedoms may pose by potentially removing decision 
making powers from local governors impacting on their ability to govern and hold 
senior leaders to account. 

Owing to the range of different school contexts that now exist, accountability of 
school leadership is becoming an increasingly complicated matter. Local authorities 
traditionally have provided a layer of local accountability in the school system and 
Ofsted sees a continuing role for local authorities in reporting any concerns about 
academies. However, the Committee were told that they rely on out-of-date data 
from academies which compromises their ability to provide effective scrutiny.  

Many witnesses remained unsatisfied with the lack of obvious accountability for 
academies and called for the growing number of federations and chains of 
academies to be inspected in the same way that local authorities had their capacity 
in education and children’s services inspected. Some also called for more 
transparency and consistent lines of redress for parents and other stakeholders. 

Alternative models of governance 

With a few notable exceptions, the Committee found little support for a radically new 
model of school governance. Indeed, several witnesses told them that available 
freedoms included those provided by the 2012 composition regulation were not 
being exploited – even in academies. While Ofsted’s evidence stated that “it should 
be questioned [...] whether some of the current models of governance are fit for 
purpose in the more complex, autonomous education landscape”. 

Several witnesses suggested that greater consideration should be given to 
“federated”/shared models of governance in order to address the challenges on 
vacancies and skills and the fact that “some schools are simply too small to carry out 
cost-efficiently [their] operational functions”, particularly in academies, but also in 
maintained schools including small rural primary schools where governing vacancies 
are often an issue. 

But there were also warnings, including from NGA, about the size of federations, 
cautioning against the potential loss of individual autonomy for schools in federated 
arrangements. 

In consideration of other models of governance, some witnesses – such as the 
NAHT – suggested that the function of representation and decision making could be 
separated within governing body structures. 



The report’s conclusions 

Recruitment and retention of governors 

 Supported the Government’s decision to make the 2012 composition regulations 
permissive believing it should help governing bodies to recruit suitable individuals 
and address vacancies. 

 Believes that there is no evidence base to prove that smaller governing bodies 
are more effective than larger ones. 

 The Government have been asked to report back on how they will increase 
uptake of the School Governors One Stop Shop’s services in schools across the 
country and their work with the CBI to promote school governance opportunities 
to business. 

 The Government should review the current incentives for, and requirements on, 
businesses that release their staff for governor duties and that the legal 
requirement to give time off for governors of maintained schools be extended to 
academies. 

 While not advocating payment to governors in general, the Committee has 
recommend that Government give further consideration to the circumstances in 
which payment could be appropriate and make necessary regulatory provisions. 

Governor effectiveness 

 Ofsted have been asked to report back in due course whether the new inspection 
framework has been effective in encouraging the take up of training within 
governing bodies. 

 If it is not, the Committee believes that mandatory training should be considered 
again. In the meantime it has recommended that the Government should require 
schools to offer training to every new governor. 

 It has also sought an explanation on how Ofsted will be “resourced adequately” in 
order to undertake its increased role in helping to ensure effective governance in 
schools. 

 Ofsted and the DfE have been asked to monitor the availability and quality of 
governor training in the light of greater academisation of schools and reduction of 
local authority services. 

 The Committee supports the obligation placed on schools that “require 
improvement” to undertake an external review of governance believing that poor 
performance by governing bodies should be challenged at the earliest 
opportunity. 

 It recommends that governing bodies be “strongly encouraged” to participate in 
peer-to-peer governance reviews and to undertake self-assessment and skills 
audits. 

Information, advice and guidance for governing bodies and the role of the 
clerk 

 Believing that an effective clerk is vital and that it should be a professional role 
the Committee recommended that the Government should act upon the findings 
of the project by the National Governors’ Association and the Society of Local 
Authority Chief Executives relating to clerks. 
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 It also believes that SGOSS may be ideally placed to take on a role in recruiting 
clerks and has recommended that the Government consider how to facilitate this. 

 The Committee shares the concerns that the new Governors’ Handbook appears 
to be aimed only at new governors, losing much of what was valuable in the 
predecessor guide recommending that the Government should work with the 
NGA to rectify this. 

Arrangements for tackling underperformance and failure of governing bodies 

 The Committee believes that the absence of time limits for the implementation of 
IEBs is indefensible and should be rectified forthwith. It also recommends that if, 
after an inspection, Ofsted considers that a governing body should be replaced 
by an IEB, they should use its power and responsibility to say so explicitly. 

 That Government should investigate the reasons why so many local authorities, 
and the Secretary of State, have historically been reluctant to use their powers of 
intervention. 

 There is a need for greater clarity on the role of local authorities in school 
improvement within the new school landscape and in the context of reductions to 
budgets, recommending that this be addressed by the DfE as a matter of 
urgency. 

The relationship between the governing body and headteacher 

 The Government should review existing regulations and legislative requirements 
regarding the respective roles and responsibilities of governors and headteachers 
to ensure clarity regarding the proper division of strategic and operational 
functions in school leadership. 

 The Committee strongly supported training for headteachers and chairs of 
governing bodies to assist with mutual understanding of each other’s roles and 
responsibilities. 

 That DfE should review current procedures relating to the appointment, and the 
terms of office, of chairs of governors and that governing bodies be given the 
power to remove poorly performing governors. 

New models of governance 

 The Government should clarify the roles of governors in the different types of 
academy and should also clarify how relevant local groups (including pupils, 
parents and staff) should be given a voice in the business of the governing body.  

 While parents should be provided with clarity as to how decisions are made in 
academies, along with detail on where to turn in the event of concerns arising. 

 The Committee also recommends that the Government study the effectiveness of 
governing bodies governing groups of schools – for example federations and 
multi-academy trusts. 

 The Government should look at the optimum size of federation that can be 
governed effectively, and consider how local school autonomy can be retained in 
federated arrangements. 

 



Comments 

The Select Committee report comes a year after Education Secretary Michael Gove 
– in remarks at odds with a Government encouraging a Big Society’ and specifically 
volunteering – offended many school governors by saying they were often “local 
worthies” who viewed their post as a “badge of status not of work” whose focus was 
on “peripheral issues, influenced by fads and anecdote, not facts and analysis”. Not 
a good starting point not only for addressing vacancy levels, but also the skills deficit, 
within the school governor ranks; especially given that the kinds of people being 
sought after are also being targeted by the civil society and social enterprise sectors. 

While this was a point not lost on the Committee, the point of substance which lies 
behind the Education Secretary’s remarks, once stripped of its political rhetoric, that 
the quality and effectiveness of governing bodies requires improvement seems to 
has been widely accepted. The way in which the Education Secretary has delivered 
his message (describing good governance, characterised by “smaller governing 
bodies, where people are there because they have a skill, not because they 
represent some political constituency”) has divided views over how governance 
might be improved. Notably the size and shape of school governance, when 
common sense – in the absence of any evidence supporting smaller or larger bodies 
– tells us that embracing local knowledge and stakeholders does not preclude the 
recruitment of those with relevant skills and having a smaller governing bodies does 
not have to mean shutting the door to the wider local school community.  

However, with Lord Nash (junior Schools Minister) telling the Committee that he was 
prepared to “un-jam” perceived “log-jams” in the recruitment process including 
schools refusing potential governors because they do not live in the same postcode 
area as the school, we may be returning to this subject again. 

Aside from their skills, the extent to which governing bodies are indeed truly 
accountable to parents, and prospective parents and the wider community, 
particularly in the case of academies (and indeed free schools) which have now 
been given extensive autonomy, and where, in the Committee’s view, accountability 
of school leadership is becoming an increasingly complicated matter. As the 
Committee observed, traditionally local authorities have provided a layer of local 
accountability in the school system, over and above individual governing bodies. At 
the recent Local Government Association Conference Sir Michael Wilshaw of Ofsted 
reaffirmed his belief that there is a continuing role for local authorities as providing 
the “middle tier” in the education system, but warned that they are in the “last chance 
saloon” when it comes to proving they can succeed in the role. 

That does not appear to be a view championed by the Education Secretary – who 
finds it difficult to recognise any positive contribution coming from local authorities in 
relation to the growing numbers of academies – and according to the Committee 
does not adequately recognise the changes he has energetically brought about to 
the school system since 2010. With the Committee recommending that the 
Department address “as a matter of urgency” the need for greater clarity over the 
role of local authorities we eagerly await to see how DfE, in its official response to 
Select Committee, will square that particular circle. 
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