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FOREWORD





Roy Blatchford has produced a highly readable, insightful and valuable volume on Good Governance, which could be read with much benefit not just by governors, members and trustees but by leaders across the education sector. Indeed, most or all of the advice and lessons here would be of value to governors and trustees in the world beyond education - both in business and charities contexts.


Too often, governance is seen or treated as a ‘tick box’ add on, and something which requires limited specific skills or reflection to do well.


But delivering really good – or preferably ‘great’ – governance is rare, and does not happen by accident. Governing bodies need to be more than ineffective ‘rubber stamps’. Too often, executive teams are not properly but respectfully held to account. And too often governors will feel that their skills and commitment are not being fully utilised.


This volume distils many decades of experience and observation in English education and from overseas and provides both accessible and useful guidance about good practice, but also a lot of thought-provoking examples of the types of challenges that have to be addressed by chairs, governors and executive teams.


Good – and Great – governance has a key role to play in tackling current education challenges, driving improvements in standards and limiting risks. But it has attracted too little thought and reflection from policy-makers and too little in the way of accessible advice for practitioners. This book plays an important part in filling that gap.


David Laws


Minister of State for Schools, 2012–2015, School Governor.





















INTRODUCTION





Why an A–Z on governance? Governance is as simple as ABC. And yet it is not.


The truth is that good governance lies at the heart of all great organisations, whether in the private, public or not-for-profit sectors. Scratch any business, charity, trust, school, college, university or government department just a little and whether there is secure and strong governance quickly surfaces.


Over the past 40 years I have worked up close with governors, trustees, directors and members in the education and charity sectors. When lexicographer Dr Samuel Johnson was asked, ‘What is poetry?’ he replied, ‘It is easier to say what it is not’. So with governance: when governance is confident and competent, the organisation it oversees flows smoothly. When governance falters, the reverberations are quickly felt – and tend to attract adverse publicity in the blink of an eye.


In sporting parlance, at the end of a game of hockey or rugby, if no one has even mentioned or noticed the referee, you can be reasonably sure that the proceedings have been well managed. It’s when the referee’s actions become the story, you know that not all has passed without question. Good governance in action passes almost without comment, yet its inner workings are far from simple.


This A–Z seeks to capture the essence of positive and successful governance in schools, colleges and trusts as I have seen it practised in the UK and overseas. My favoured approach of ‘less is more’, cutting to the heart of a subject, means trying to capture in just a few pages a particular aspect of governance crucial to success. Deliberately, there are overlapping and complementary themes and key words. Leadership matters permeate.


The book is aimed unashamedly at that dynamic partnership of those who govern and those who are governed: provocation, reflection and guidance for school, college and trust leaders; and for the many, many thousands of volunteers who give generously of their time sitting on governing boards of all descriptions in a kindly watchdog spirit. British volunteerism – ‘civic giving’ if you will – is writ large in these contexts across the nation.


In common with all titles in the series (see page 200), Section One is organised around the 26 letters of the English alphabet. The narrative is both macro and micro, from setting the strategy to the minutiae of effective meetings. We move from Ambassador and Delegation, through Minutes and Nolan, to Walkabout and Youth. In the spirit of challenging assumptions, letters Y and Z have been switched for a purpose.


The ASIDES: What to do?, which round off each chapter, present real, lively governance scenarios that focus on challenging situations. Thinking through resolutions to these scenarios takes the reader to the heart of good governance.


Section Two includes a variety of material for further training and discussion, alongside ‘best practice’ documentation on governance culled from different sources.


In writing this book, I have held in mind so many colleagues with whom I have collaborated and from whom I have learned over the years. That education continues. My warm thanks to them.


May good governance go among you.


Roy Blatchford


A note on nomenclature in this book


In the world of educational governance, the following words are current (in this book lower case is used throughout):


governor: the word commonly applied to those who sit on governing bodies in schools.


trustee: the word usually applied to those who sit on multi-academy trust boards, created as charities.


director/non-executive: the words commonly applied to those who are ‘company directors’, a part of the contemporary trust landscape.


board member: two words that are applied to encompass any of the above.


Members: (with a capital M) essentially guardians of the trust who appoint trustees. The mystery of the Members is explored on page 9.


multi-academy trusts: the trustees of the academy trust are both charity trustees and company directors.


The Academy Trust Handbook 2024 (Education and Skills Funding Agency, 2024) is the handbook for governors and trustees. It identifies (a) requirements and (b) minimum good practice within the national framework. It is regularly updated.
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SECTION
ONE

























A
AMBASSADORS





Good governors and trustees are powerful ambassadors for their organisations and communities.


Sir Ken Morrison, founder of the supermarket chain, called a spade a spade. Following his death, stories of his bluff Yorkshire nature have been legion. At one of the retailer’s annual meetings in his native Bradford, he launched a verbal assault on the then chief executive, Dalton Philips, from which Mr Philips would not recover.


‘When I left work and started working as a hobby, I chose to raise cattle’, the veteran grocer boomed. ‘I have something like 1,000 bullocks and, having listened to your presentation, Dalton, you’ve got a lot more bull**** than me.’ (Neville, 2014).


Sir Ken eschewed the world of the City and corporate governance edicts. Memorably, he once asked why have non-executive directors when he could have checkout assistants instead. And he was never happier than when pacing stores, weaving through the aisles talking to staff and shoppers, and working out what was selling well, what was not, and why.


Reading of Sir Ken’s style and relationship with his chief executives set me thinking how I, as a headteacher/principal in different contexts, have interacted over the years with chairs of governors.


School leaders know, in sickness and in health, that the critical factor in running a successful school is a flourishing professional relationship with the chair of governors or trustees. A head who does not view the chair as their boss usually comes unstuck. The chair may well have been the person who had the final say in your appointment, so they are rooting for you to succeed.


As a young teacher in large London comprehensives during the 1970s, I was aware of two distinguished chairs of governors: Lord Mishcon at Stockwell Manor and Sir Ashley Bramall at Pimlico School. To me they were distant figures with splendid white hair, glimpsed going into the head’s office for important meetings or listened to keenly on annual speech days.


To everyone on the staffs they were outstanding ambassadors for comprehensive education in the Inner London Education Authority (ILEA) – much needed in those heady political times.


Only later in my career, interviewing the heads they worked with, did I discover just how much time and personal support Lord Mishcon and Sir Ashley gave regularly, despite their own demanding professional duties in the law and local government. Those were the days of disruptive teacher union action, community tensions in the estates, stop-and-search on Brixton’s streets, and IRA bomb threats to schools.


Moving in 1982 as deputy to a North London grammar school going comprehensive, I encountered a set of Camden and Highgate governors not to be messed with. Their combined legal, academic and financial acumen was formidable, nay, intimidating. And then Sir Peter Newsam (retiring ILEA chief) joined the board.


For my term as acting head, their patience with the rookie head was invaluable. When the really sticky moment came of having to deal with the suspension of a member of staff (who also happened to be a magistrate), the chair was unfailing in helping me follow due procedures – affording timely counsel when I doubted my own abilities. Above all, I learned that the very best of governors are privately critical and publicly loyal – probably the most important lesson for headteachers and principals in their dealings with boards.


****


There were two outstanding chairs of governors during my headship days: Robert Palmer and Chris Pym. I think it no coincidence that their peers nominated them, for both were likeable, intelligent, compassionate men. The former appointed me in Oxfordshire, the latter in Milton Keynes – both invested in me from the days we first met.


Robert Palmer was a senior officer in Thames Valley Police. Working with him for a decade was the most pleasurable professional relationship I ever enjoyed in a school. His ability to judge people whom he had only just met and to assess the merits of any situation were remarkable. On interview panels his dry humour used to keep everyone gently in order and constantly amused.


He taught me that guiding, creative principle of leadership: it’s easier to beg forgiveness than seek permission. It suited us both that he was adept at keeping his distance from the school to let me get on with things. Equally, he was always there at the end of the phone: to offer advice the day a sixth former took his own life by hanging, and on the occasion when the British National Party came leafleting students at the school gate.


He also possessed a personal bank of sayings which he had honed well over his years in the police force: ‘The grass elsewhere is greener, until you have mown it a few times’; ‘If you stand still long enough, you become a radical’; ‘Graveyards are full of indispensable people’. He would quote these at moments in meetings to offer pinpoint summaries of discussions, so we could judiciously move on.


Of course Robert had his foibles. He was always the Chairman; chairs, he asserted, were for sitting on. And lighting up a favourite cigar while standing by the finishing tape on sports days used to wind up the head of PE wonderfully!


Chris Pym appointed me to open a brand-new school and learning centre – in state-of-the-art premises – which he wished to be both traditional and radical in practice and outlook. That suited 1999, on the cusp of a new century, and both our temperaments and educational intuitions. His political nous, deep knowledge of community, adroit handling of founding governors with different agendas, passion for deep learning and out-of-the-box thinking were everything the founding staff team and student body required to shape a sustainable vision.


For a few short years we chose to meet every Monday afternoon for a couple of hours in the school’s café. This was a statement to staff about our partnership and provided me with a regular opportunity to sound out my latest brilliant ruse. ‘Don’t scare the horses’, he would say, knowing how experimental we could and couldn’t be with parents who wanted the best of a Buckinghamshire grammar school blended with a pioneering comprehensive.


Chris’s sudden death through rapidly progressive cancer hit me hard. At his memorial service I recognised his family had lost a venerated father figure of many parts. I had lost a founding partner.


The words he expressed at one of our weekly discussions stay with me. I can hear him still: ‘Never name a building after anyone living or dead. With the living, you never know what they will get up to. With the dead, imagine what skeletons might be uncovered’. It is his imprint much more than mine that lives on in that school community today.


****


Reflecting further on what the chairs of governors with whom I worked closely brought to their respective roles, places and points in time, in common with Sir Ashley and Lord Mishcon, they were each outstanding ambassadors for comprehensive education, in every thoughtful word and deed.


When the schools they served came in for unfair criticism from parents, press or local politicians with axes to grind, they were unfailingly polite and firm in their responses. They were equally open to and accepting of fair critiques – so important in a community leader.


Furthermore, each was determinedly optimistic in their dealings with staff, students and families. They believed in the missions of the schools and what teachers and students were seeking to achieve together. That optimism was infectious and was critically important to both the school and local community.


So I applaud these chairs of governors for their distinguished voluntary service and their vital role in my own education as a headteacher. I commend their wise words and thoughts to the current generation of school leaders.





ASIDE


WHAT TO DO?


In good faith, one of the governors has used his very good contacts in business to secure a substantial financial gift to the school’s fundraising appeal for a new sports hall. He presents a short paper which gathers great support. A press release is sent to local media.


Two weeks later, it emerges that the gift is coming from a company that has investments in products which promote quite the opposite of healthy living. Staff and students have been discussing the matter and taken sides in quite unhelpful ways.


The governing board meets to discuss its response…


****


There have been a series of leaks of confidential information from governors’ meetings. The most recent brought into the public domain a sensitive staffing matter, which the person concerned has taken to her professional association.


The board has received a letter from the professional association requesting an external review of these leaks. An initial discussion by the board is fraught and indecisive. A special meeting is arranged.


The governing board meets to explore next steps…


****

























B
BOARDS





Effective boards skilfully weigh their oversight and insight roles.


General Sir Mike Jackson (1944-2024), former chief of the general staff, held every rank from officer cadet to four-star general. Of a stint at the Ministry of Defence in London he described that apparently humdrum role as being all about Bs: ‘bands, belts, berets, badges, buttons, banners, bars (medals), bars (booze), burglary, bullying, barbiturates, bosoms, babies, bonking and buggery’ (Rathbone, 2024).


Who needs Boards with a capital B? Looking back through the history books of England and the Empire (Board of Trade dating back to the 17th century is a notable one), it is evident that boards came into being in a wide variety of contexts and continue to be very much part of governance today across many sectors of our society. They were created to regulate, to approve, to nurture, to protect, to challenge, to restrain…in one phrase: to afford oversight and insight.


Boards in many commercial situations are made up of paid non-executive directors, while across the public service, boards comprise volunteers in the best British tradition of ‘amateurism’. In French, interestingly, that translates to ‘enthusiast’!




THE MYSTERY OF THE MEMBERS


Having been prime minister, Harold Macmillan was appointed chancellor of Oxford University (1960-1986). When asked what did the chancellor actually do, he wittily replied: ‘Without a Chancellor there can be no Vice-Chancellor.’


In a world of multi-academy trusts, the ‘top tier’ of governance is occupied by Members. They are similar to a company’s shareholders.


The role of Members is to hold the trustees to account, to assure themselves that the governance of the trust is effective and that trustees are acting in accordance with the trust’s charitable objects. Members are not involved in the day-to-day business of the trust, yet enjoy key powers including the appointment and removal of trustees and amending the memorandum and articles of association.


Ambiguously, it is possible (not desirable) for Members also to be trustees. In charity law, Members are the guardians of the trust; they should not interfere other than utterly decisively when the trust is at risk.


‘Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?’, asked the Roman poet Juvenal. Who inspects the inspectors? Who appoints the Members? It’s a question worth probing in any and every context. Answers are various and often lead to more questions. But ask away if you are a trustee or a governor appointed by a trust board. Even dig into the archives, which can lead to fascinating trails…







THE MIX


A board comprising volunteers is a many-splendoured thing. Look around you when you are next at a board meeting. How does each and every board come together? Who are the people and what are their skills? Do executive leaders get the governors they deserve? Do governors get the executive they deserve?!


One might reasonably surmise that contacts and address books feature in putting together a governing board. Advertisements and recruitment agencies also play their part. In the case of a new school coming into being, a shadow board is created with governors representing different local interests: the county, the district, parents, local community, religious groups.


With established schools, when a vacancy arises, incumbent governors may well be asked to nominate someone they think would make a significant contribution to governance ahead, and interviews will follow. There are elections for parent governors from the parent body – elections which often need thoughtful management from the executive and chair.


With some boards, when vacancies arise a self-audit of current governors’ skills will be conducted to glean where ‘gaps’ might exist. Many boards carry out a two-yearly self-audit, by way of keeping themselves under review.


There is no magic formula for putting together a group of volunteers who will provide and model good governance. Over time, as in any context, groups happily gel or not, and find out for themselves how best to get along – after all, it is the amateur tradition. Efforts over the years to professionalise governance through payment of chairs have foundered on the altar of that commitment to the volunteer tradition.


The wise, reflective board will look around its meeting table and seek to have a range of backgrounds, dispositions and skills among its number. Whether members spend their days looking after a family, running a business or working in the public, private or not-for-profit sector, when they come together as governors they are unequivocally there to be ambassadors, champions and guardians of the school, college or trust.


What is fascinating and pleasurable to watch over time on a board – and through important committee work – is how governors learn to appreciate each other’s strengths, build relationships, grow in confidence to challenge another’s viewpoints, gently tolerate individual idiosyncrasies and pet subjects – and, importantly, know when to move in a united way when difficult decisions are required. As one long-serving chair puts it: ‘We unite, all differences intact’.







OVERSIGHT


There are clearly set out responsibilities for governors and trustees (see examples in Section Two). Multi-academy trust models of governance vary.


In essence, if you are called a ‘governor’ or a ‘trustee’ your formal responsibilities are pretty much the same – rooted in charity, education, health and safety, and other laws – wherever you are in the country. Local interpretation of national policy has always been a feature of UK governance, whether in education, housing, health or roads. In international contexts, the rules and regulations may differ.


Documents (electronic or paper, ask for which you prefer) outline a plethora of finance, safety, wellbeing and education matters, which, frankly, can feel quite daunting. Governors will take time to read key documents and regular updates, and can reasonably expect to be taken through, page by page, vital policies. A number of boards divide up the many policies and ask each governor to have a special eye on two or three, working with a member of the executive – an efficient and successful practice.


What does all this amount to? The key word is oversight. There is a paid executive team to ensure policies are put fairly and safely into practice. Governors are there to lift the carpet where they sense it needs lifting; to interrogate a particular practice where that is required; to approve changes and modifications as appropriate; and to commend when commendation is deserved.


Former US President, Bill Clinton, and the election team which took him into office in 1993 used to talk about KISS: Keep it Simple Stupid. A confident chair will give governors and trustees a similar steer in relation to oversight: keep the big picture in mind, delve into the detail as required, speak as you find, challenge complacency, affirm agreement in the best interests of the children, young people and staff we serve.







INSIGHT


Vitally, governors bring their personal and professional experiences to the board and committees, each time they meet. The oversight role – carefully scrutinising policies and procedures – is half the job. The other is bringing insights to the table, again rooted in life experiences. In two words: be brave as you do this.


There is significant merit in asking seemingly obvious questions, not to trip up school leaders but to encourage them to question often long-standing, nay tired practices:




	Why do you do things in this way?



	Have you thought about a different approach?



	Has it always been done like this?



	What does this cost?



	When was this last put out to tender?






It is the case in every walk of life that we who live something every day cannot see it afresh, and sometimes need to.




	We line the students up outside the building. Why?



	We have tutor period first thing in the morning. Why?



	The early years classrooms have always been in the old portacabins. Why?



	The sixth-form common room shares the library. Do they have to?



	The buses have to leave by 3.30pm. Do they?






(See A Guide to Blinks (Blinks Education, 2025) for a fresh way of looking at schools and classrooms.)


It is always important for governors to challenge orthodoxies, even if that is then to find out why something is as it is. As a board member, you are bringing – without fear or favour – your intelligence and insights to the table.


And, just sometimes, executive leaders need to be reminded that they may not have all the solutions, that their judgement has not been quite right on this occasion, that to bend to a different approach is worth doing – it is point 10 below!







THE ESSENCE OF A GREAT BOARD


Reflecting on outstanding boards in action, thoughtfully balancing oversight and insights, what do we see?




	Deep care and interest in the school/trust from all board members.



	A diverse, complementary set of skills.



	Positive, optimistic mindsets, tempered by pragmatism.



	Keen listeners, thoughtful talkers.



	Strong awareness of risks and opportunities.



	High quality documents circulated in a timely manner.



	All members’ command of documents circulated.



	Well-judged links between main board and committees.



	Skilled chairing and outstanding minuting.



	Critique in private. Loyalty in public.








ASIDE


WHAT TO DO?


In a large secondary school, the people committee of the board wants to make additional investments in staffing for special educational needs. The recommendations are well argued, and the topic has appeared on a number of consecutive agendas.


A parent Facebook group has been campaigning for the school to meet a wider range of special educational needs, especially because partner primaries have been doing a very good job with meeting individual needs.


The finance and audit committee is increasingly alarmed by the financial implications for next year’s budget. The principal has found herself in a difficult position, having made commitments to families that extra resources will be found.


She asks the board for a way forward…


****


The chair of the school board has been in post for a decade, consistently re-elected because of his excellent leadership. He is a highly respected member of the village community.


Sadly, his health has deteriorated sharply in recent months. A couple of trusted governors have spoken privately to him on the matter, suggesting he stands down. He shows no signs of so doing.


Who does what by way of next steps?…


****




























C
CHAIRS





The professional understanding between the chair and the executive leader is arguably the decisive factor in the success of an organisation.


A fondly-remembered English football manager, Graham Taylor, when at Watford FC, was asked what he wanted from a chairman. He half-seriously replied: ‘Someone with lots of money and who is very busy in other directions.’ Fortunately for Taylor, that chairman was the singer Elton John, and the friendship they developed over many years is well documented.


Taylor’s response about being otherwise occupied may or may not be what most school leaders would give when asked what they want of their chair today, but it’s a question worth pondering.


Does the chair restrain and temper the paid leader? Does the leader restrain and encourage the chair? Where does the balance lie?







WHAT’S THE JOB DESCRIPTION?


We are seeking a new chair to oversee a critical period of growth and development and lead an exceptionally capable and committed board. You will be a confident and positive leader and ambassador, with the strategic acumen and emotional intelligence to … etc.


Are teachers born or made? Are chairs of governors born or made? Are some governors destined to become chairs? What’s the process? Why become a chair? What are the rewards and downsides? What are the motives and motivation?


In common with teachers and school and trust leaders, chairs vary in quality. The very best make an enormous difference. The regular ones acquit themselves of their duties. And to be frank, when schools and trusts falter, the chair of governors/trustees may be part of the problem and may need to step down with dignity in everyone’s best interests. See Lorenzetti (pp. 73–77).


Chairs of boards can come from within or outside the organisation. There are times when a school or trust will consider that an external appointment is timely and important for the development of good governance. The recruitment and appointment process which follows will doubtless involve current members of the board and take into account the views of the executive.


The external appointment is by its very nature seen as more of a risk by current board members – but they should have faith in their initial judgement to advertise externally and then in a careful appointment process. We are talking again here about unremunerated posts, albeit with important responsibilities to lead.


The internal appointment is easier if there is, as is often the case, a consensus that a current member is ready and willing to be chair and who is seen as a natural successor to the incumbent chair. An independent view is usually worth seeking.


Whatever the route to the chair role, it is likely that first and foremost the person is viewed as both ‘an authority’ and ‘in authority’. No one is ever in doubt about the significant time commitment a chair as a volunteer makes, and being both in and an authority means that investment in time never goes away.


The chair will be seen by fellow governors as a powerful advocate and ambassador for the organisation; they will be seen as someone who has or can develop a nuanced rapport with the executive team. Whether naturally extrovert or introvert (to use those short-hand terms), the chair will exercise careful judgement with a quiet or loud voice, with gravitas, with a sparkle in their eye and a smile on their face – in sum, they will enjoy the confidence of those around them. A golden thread of humour running through governors’ meetings and activities is not to be sniffed at.


There is no recipe for guaranteed success, and if the chair is new to the role, as we all are at some point, the support and occasional forgiveness from colleagues is essential. In turn, the chair will grow into the position and come to take real pleasure in orchestrating fellow volunteers to be the best they can be in supporting and restraining the executive team.


And chairs should ensure they put themselves up for election on an annual basis, and in accepting re-election, seek some formal feedback.




Between meetings: working with the leadership team


There is a sense in which the chair’s role is perceived as there to chair meetings – it’s in the name! Ask any school or trust leader and this is profoundly not the case. A successful board thrives on the interactions between the chair and executive leader between meetings, often in emails, which challenge thinking, ways of doing and actions the board might take ahead.


There is always follow up to a previous committee or main board; there are always questions which need addressing; there are occasions when governors overstep their role and need a gentle nudge; there are misconceptions and misinformation to be tackled.


There is the email to the chair which usually starts: ‘Hope you are well’, then:




	‘Have you time for a quick call?’



	‘I’m a bit worried about what the CEO has said in her report.’



	‘Have you seen what the local paper has said about one of our board members?’



	‘I know we agreed to be at main meetings in person, but can I dial in on this occasion?’



	‘Can you remind a couple of forgetful governors about their DBS requirements?’



	‘What line are we taking on the remuneration proposals?’






And so on…chairs must keep smiling, and role play the intermittent scowl.


What executive leaders say they most value between meetings is some moral support when dealing with tricky personnel issues, and frankness in private with the chair to help sort out a really challenging issues that may have arisen on which there is division amongst the board. Chairs certainly have a vital – arguably unique – part to play in helping leaders accept that they are not always right.


Building and sustaining the flourishing professional relationship between the chair and school/trust leader is a sine qua non of effective governance. Both parties need constantly to work at it – upon that secure relationship lies in no small part the success of the organisation. And therein lies the deep satisfaction of being a chair. There are inevitably moments when as a volunteer you may question the time commitment. Yet to be party to a school community’s successes is something to be treasured.







Before meetings


The chair, school/trust leader and clerk will want to ensure everyone involved knows when and where the next meeting is taking place, and does everyone have the right papers, pdf, etc.? There may be points of clarification arising from the CEO’s report that board members seek from the chair.


In common with most successful meetings, the preparatory groundwork means there should be no surprises. Many chairs and CEOs/headteachers have a shared mantra of no surprises – and that remains wise advice.







During meetings


What are the key self-reminders for the chair?




	Make sure everyone knows at least the name of everyone else in the room.



	Does everyone have the requisite files/paperwork, as distributed by the clerk?



	Can we all see the slides clearly?



	Can we hear each other against the drone of the air conditioning?



	Am I clear in identifying which agenda item we are on, and the purpose of the item?



	Are the ‘summing-ups’ – whoever does them – clear and balanced, and do we know what action points are minuted?



	Are we clear how committees might be taking a matter forward?



	Am I keeping to time?



	Am I involving everyone in the room?



	Do we depart feeling we have achieved something worthwhile and looking forward to the next meeting?






A number of chairs keep the above by their side/on their tablet during meetings, as a sort of aide-mémoire.
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At Hachette Learning (formerly Hodder Education), there’s one
thing we're certain about. No two students learn the same way.
That's why our approach to teaching begins by recognising the
needs of individuals first.
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