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				Introduction

				Nigel Richardson

				This is the seventh volume in the Leading Schools series, following on from previous titles that focused on Heads; Senior Management Teams; Heads of Department; Newly Qualified Teachers; those involved in Pastoral Work and, most recently, those in Public Relations, Marketing and Development. The involvement of John Catt Educational Ltd as publisher, and of the Headmasters’ and Headmistresses’ Conference (HMC) as co-sponsor, have been a continuing feature of the series. 

				This book is co-sponsored by the Independent Schools’ Bursars Association (until 1983, the Public Schools’ Bursars’ Association), which was founded in 1932 at a meeting at Epsom College. It came into being to support the growing number of schools in which the Head had once controlled the financial as well as the educational management, but which had, over the previous few decades, created the post of bursar. 

				The ISBA now has over 900 members, including some 30 overseas associate members. Moreover, because some institutions have more than one ‘school’ registered with the DfE, the ISBA looks after rather more than 1000 of the 1265 Independent Schools Council (ISC) schools and is one of its constituent members. 

				It is a charitable company limited by guarantee, whose objects are the advancement of education by the promotion of efficient and effective financial management, administration and ancillary services in independent schools. It is schools, rather than individuals, that are members of the ISBA, although their usual point of contact with the Association is the bursar. Chapter 17 describes the range of benefits and advice that ISBA can offer. 

				Since then, as the next section will show, the range and demands of the bursar’s job have grown out of all recognition. In larger schools there is now a team of people rather than one individual responding to them; in many, the person at the top of the pyramid is known by a different title. In some schools, a group of individuals in specialist support roles are collectively and individually answerable to the Head as chief executive.

				Wondering whether we could or should reflect these developments, we considered the title of this book carefully. Ultimately, however, having recently surveyed its members, ISBA’s view was that the term ‘Bursar’ is still the most widely used and widely understood. We hope that the term will be seen as generic both to the person(s) and to the roles described.

				We hope, too that the book’s sub-title Jack of all trades? causes no raised eyebrows. In terms of gender, yes: these days there are many Jills, as well as Jacks, occupying in the bursar’s chair. Furthermore if, when one hears the phrase, one often thinks of the words which tend immediately to follow it: ‘Master of none’, it is worth remembering the saying in fullest version: ‘Jack of all trades, Master of none; though oftentimes better than master of one’. Bursars truly are practitioners of many parts.

				As with previous books in this series, we have encouraged writers to centre their advice on their own experience: to write as they feel. Their work has been edited with a fairly light touch – more with house style in mind – than in an attempt to eliminate all areas of overlap. It will not take sizeable powers of observation to detect some significant themes that recur, sometimes from more than two writers. 

				Jonathan Cook, to whom I owe a great debt for all his support for this book during his final weeks as the ISBA general secretary, touches on the significance of this in his concluding section, but meanwhile we make no apology for it: the fact that a number of writers wish to venture into similar territory has a value in signifying the most pressing pre-occupations, dilemmas and balances with which many of today’s bursars have to deal. More discerning readers may also spot interesting differences of emphasis along the way. 

				I am also very grateful to Gerald Ellison, bursar of The Perse School, Cambridge, who advised me in the final stages of putting this book together on some of the technical complexities of the role that I managed to avoid having to grasp as a Head, but cannot evade as an editor.

				We hope that the chapters that follow will inform, challenge, sometimes cause you to disagree and above all make you think – and that you will enjoy them, as well as benefiting from them. 

				As you do so, two things go almost without saying in these challenging economic times, but I shall write them nevertheless. First, that the work of our bursars has never been more important; second, that we should never lose sight of the fact that whilst it may take many decades to build up the plant, personnel and reputation of a great school, if its finances, fabric and legal responsibilities are neglected, it may well take only a very short time to close it down.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1: An overview: Bursars and Heads

				Nigel Richardson

				Many stories have grown up over the years about C C ‘Skipper’ Lynam, Headmaster of the famous Dragon School, Oxford, from 1887 until 1921, and his novel management of finance. It is claimed that, when faced with difficulties over paying salaries, he solved the problem by the simple expedient of borrowing off one master to pay another. That as he made his way north to join his beloved yacht The Blue Dragon in Scotland each year, he made out the boys’ bills with no data other than the guess inside his head about the wealth or poverty of each parent. Even that when he once accidentally dropped the entire batch of end-of-term reports and bills into the waters of Oban harbour, he merely wrote to every parent saying, ‘Your boy is doing splendidly. Please pay me what you think you owe’. 

				Over 100 years later, it is hard to separate truth from legend – but as the school’s historian observes, no legend has ever been born out of a vacuum. One thing is more certain: the Skipper operated in a far more carefree and unregulated age than our own. Even so, after a few years in the post, he finally accepted the need to copy what many other Heads were doing at the start of the 20th century. He appointed a bursar. 

				Different challenges over many decades

				Plenty has been written about the variety of challenges that Heads faced at various times during the 20th century: in rallying their staff and pupils in the face of the huge former-pupil casualties in the Great War; when confronted by the bewildering array and extent of demands to modernise their schools during the turbulent social change of the 1960s; or in recent times through the demands of league tables and inspection. 

				Far less, however, has been recorded about the work of the bursars during that period – partly because it is often said that the best bursars are the ones who cover all the ground and keep their Heads on track, whilst selflessly keeping the lowest of profiles themselves. Yet the challenges that bursars have faced are no less remarkable. 

				At the end of the Victorian era, they had to respond to the growing public expectations about standards of public health, at a time when many schools were still regularly prone to epidemics. The 1902 Education Act brought greatly increased competition in the shape of the large number of direct grant and new grammar schools. 

				In the Great War, they had to find money to support the children of bereaved mothers, and to deal patiently with fathers who had fallen on hard times. Sir George Sitwell wrote to Eton in 1915 that, because he had been hit financially so hard by the conflict, he intended henceforth to pay fees for his son in pigs and potatoes, rather than cash. At the same time bursars were frantically trying to make up for staff gone-absent or returned-wounded; to cope with rationing; to turn games fields over to vegetable growing.

				In the 1920s, there was a brief boom in demand for independent school places. However, having masterminded the construction of expensive war memorials, bursars helped to settle battle-scarred veterans back into school communities and struggled to return everything to normal at a time when the number of state school bursaries had rapidly increased. 

				Then they faced the Depression of the 1930s: a new generation of parents (an earlier version of today’s ‘squeezed middle class’) came knocking, with tales of woe about unemployment, high death duties and falling profits from farming. Rolls began to fall – to the extent that in the late 1930s HMC even contemplated asking the national government for a Royal Commission to look at possible government subsidies, or setting up an impartial, independent body to arbitrate in recruitment disputes between schools: maybe even to decide centrally which schools should downsize.

				The 1939-45 war again brought rationing and disappearing staff. Some schools were requisitioned by the military; others left their familiar urban surroundings to share buildings with rural boarding schools that had quite different traditions from their own. There was widespread bomb damage and plenty more Digging for Victory. Then, as soon as peace returned, came the terrible winter of 1947. 

				Over the decades that followed, schools embarked on what some see as a headlong flight into a competition to see who could build biggest and most lavishly: theatres and sports centres proliferated. Governors sometimes looked to bursars to perform miracles in financing and project-managing these new ventures in the face of high inflation and rapidly rising building prices – and then, of course, to cope with their hefty running costs.

				Simultaneously, parents became far less passive consumers and started to demand markedly better boarding facilities. Pupils no longer automatically went to the school that their parents had attended, and they began to look around again for pastures-new at the age of 16. To respond to these trends, and in recognition of other ways in which the world was changing, ambitious Heads called for study bedrooms, expensive new science labs, and later on (albeit for the most positive of reasons) the ICT budget began to run away with itself. 

				Recognising that fee rises could not be infinite, schools began to set up development or appeal offices, or on-going foundations to fund capital development in whole or in part; these brought with them a whole new range of initiatives – and additional specialist staff whom it generally fell to the bursar to line-manage. 

				From the 1970s onwards, salaries and employers’ pension contributions rose faster and became harder to predict – most notoriously during the Heath government of 1970-4 when, at a time of very high inflation, a teacher’s pay cheque could change every month in response to the latest rise in the retail price index. A brief reminiscence may give an idea of how much has changed since then, both in terms of salary arrangements and as a result of inflation. 

				I went into teaching in 1971 (annual salary: £1250), in a school in which all assistant staff were paid £200 at the start of term, followed at the end of week nine by the termly balance owed to them. Someone’s bright idea that everyone might henceforth be paid monthly was greeted by a response from some senior members of the common room that such a vulgar arrangement was not appropriate for gentlemen. A counterproposal emerged that the £200 start-of-term payment be raised to £300 – at which point we junior staff pointed out that this would actually mean us paying money back to the school in week nine. After that, the school soon joined the rest of the human race, in terms of having a monthly payroll. 

				The volume of regulation has been transformed since those days, too. Schools have been deluged with demands for more rigorous compliance; a huge range of written policies, and the challenge of managing health and safety and risk assessment. Since the Children Act 1989, child protection procedures have added very substantial time and cost demands, which successive governments have ramped up in response to a series of high-profile and tragic incidents (see chapter 4). 

				There has been a huge new raft of employment legislation (chapter 11), demanding increasingly specialist skills. Parents have gained greatly increased rights: to complain formally if something annoys them or if they perceive that a school has served them poorly; to appeal after a pupil is required to leave a school. Whether or not the bursar is also clerk to the governing body, such cases can demand a very large amount of his/her time.

				The growth of the organisation – and the changing nature of bursars

				The scale and nature of these demands varies from school to school, and not every school has faced them all at once. Some of the challenges already identified affected the Head just as much as the bursar – although not always in the same way. In many schools, the changes have been accompanied by burgeoning senior management teams and increased governor support. 

				Within the bursary itself, bursars have not had to face these challenges alone; in larger institutions they have acquired either a finance bursar or an estates manager, or a human resources officer – or a combination of all three – who line-manage those responsible for catering, grounds, the medical centre, caretakers and cleaners, and much more. 

				In many cases it is on these people that much of the detailed new work has devolved. However, all these new middle-management posts need their holder being line-managed too, and their holders being appraised. The buck has grown bigger, and ultimately, all of it tends to stop with the bursar, who remains in charge of all the non-teaching/support arms of the school. 

				Time was when the great majority of bursars – in the larger and most-established schools, at least – came from a military background. The best of them proved to be adept at handling this very dramatic change in their lives, and reinvented themselves as gifted generalists. One of my early tasks as a Head was to attempt the long-listing for the replacement of the very long-standing bursar who had stayed on for an extra year to see me in. 

				As the armed services began to downsize in the late 1980s, there was no shortage of applicants and, as someone whose own military background was limited to three years in a school CCF, I struggled to choose between swathes of different military experience: men who appeared to have held conventional military commands; men who had done undercover work in Northern Ireland; one who had organised dog patrols in the Far East; another who had commanded an artillery school on Rainham Marshes. 

				From memory, over two decades later, in a field of nearly 200 all of them were men. Since then, things have markedly changed: right across the sector, a succession of people of both genders, with financial and other skills and backgrounds, have brought exciting new dimensions to the bursar’s role. One thing has not changed, however. Even with an increased number of people to whom to delegate, it is in the nature of good bursars to be prepared to get their hands dirty when the common purpose or a sudden emergency demands it. 

				I once interviewed a candidate (he happened to be from a very senior military background) for a bursar’s post in a small and far from well-resourced school in which the bursary consisted of three people. His response to every “What would you do, if...?” question was the same: “I’d get a man to do it.” He would surely have been a square peg in a round hole – and if the round hole had been a blocked drain, it somehow seems unlikely that his would have been the sleeves rolled up, not that his arm would have been pushed down it to sort the problem out. 

				Never take your bursar for granted

				As a very experienced ISBA member observed on an INSET course for new Heads that I once attended, it is the bursars who often pick up the jobs that Heads have no time, experience, expertise or interest to take on. He asked very persuasively (and I have to paraphrase many years later): “I can only urge you Heads occasionally to remind yourselves that bursars both need and deserve your support. The person on whom you are tempted to dump anything that you regard as too trivial for your attention may well have come from a very senior post in another walk of life. Earlier in his or her career, s/he may well have handled responsibility and controlled a budget at a level which you may never come near to experiencing.”

				I tried to remember that, and every September at the start of term staff meeting, to remind everyone of what had been achieved over the holidays while many of us had been sunning ourselves on beaches around the world. I redoubled my efforts after a summer that had involved the bursar and estates manager in a multi-million pound building project with minimal holidays themselves, when I heard a deeply-tanned member of staff complaining on the day before term began about a window catch still not fixed...

				Stereotypes and humorists

				It is all too easy to create stereotypes around the roles of Head and bursar: the one visionary but impractical in financial terms, and the other one rather too practical and not visionary enough. All stereotypes have their exceptions, too – such as the Head who used to spend the first afternoon of every HMC conference finalising his farm accounts, or the bursar who might well have won BBC TV’s Mastermind with his vast knowledge of the novels of Anthony Trollope. 

				At this point, however, let us allow ourselves a brief diversion into the realm of stereotypical humour, but ultimately (as you will see) for a serious purpose. 

				Over the years, bursars have frequently been the object of black humour – the equivalent of the goalkeeper in professional football – and not only from the writer who claimed that, ‘Bursars fall into three categories: fiddly-diddly, drinky-winky and naughty-naughty’. 

				They can be portrayed as bleak and unyielding. Remember the Head, writing in 2006 in Conference & Common Room about his journey to the HMC conference in rainy Manchester: ‘I took the train north from Birmingham and entered the bronchial zone of dark grey northern skies the colour of a bursar’s soul.’ Or rapacious: as in the parent who replied to a request for the payment of late fees: ‘I think the fees are extortionate, but I shall continue to pay as I have done in the past – through the nose.’

				The necessity for, and ability of, a good bursar sometimes to say “no” can attract cynicism, as in the notice from a wit on a common room board, over the bursar’s signature: ‘Owing to the current financial stringencies, the light at the end of the tunnel will be switched off until further notice.’

				A few are perceived to be inflexible and oblivious to the consequences of their decisions – as in another spoof notice: ‘Would staff and pupils please note that due to the severe financial cutbacks, only the centre octave of the piano will be tuned during the coming term. Pianists using both hands are advised to use the outer extremities of the instrument, since the centre section may be required for concerts.’ 

				You can also see some bursars as having one-track minds, as in the conversation in which the Head says:

				“Bursar, we’ve decided that we’re going to have the IB.”

				And the bursar replies: 

				“That’s fine, just so long as it’s diesel and can mow the first XI square.”

				Bursars, being resourceful, and skilled at improvisation, are quite able to look after themselves, though. Some years ago, the ISBA magazine published a glossary of terms and definitions sent in by bursars:

				
						
The words ‘slightly overstated’: term used by the Headmaster to excuse his earlier wildly optimistic forecast of pupil numbers.


						
Understated: term used by the bursar to describe a budget for which he is responsible to the governors but which others have hugely and wantonly overspent.


						
Head’s amenity fund: the budget to which everything that the Head wants, but has forgotten to budget for, goes. Usually understated.


						
Action Points: summary of a meeting taken by someone other than the bursar who can’t be bothered to write proper minutes.


						
All rounder scholarships: awards for pupils who aren’t good at anything in particular.


						
Beauty parade: a succession of unattractive accountants, solicitors or caterers who pitch up on a given day to convince you that they are much better than the shower you have at the moment. Much loved by governors.


						
ICT: an essential symbol of a school’s virility for the Head to show off to parents: a bottomless pit.


						
Risk assessment: a task carried out with unfailing reluctance by teachers who think that the bursar alone is responsible for safety.


				

				The bursars’ assessments of the people around them?

				
						
Staff lunch: a daily contest to see how much a teacher can get on his plate.


						
GAP students: indispensable post-pubescent non-English speakers who work long unsocial hours for no pay, and leave owing a large phone bill.


						
Biscuits: essential indicator of the importance of your meeting: chocolate – governors; jammy dodgers – visiting fellow-bursars; plain digestives – bursary staff; none – teachers.


						
Auditors: a team of pre-pubescents who turn up every October to try and fathom out what you have been doing for the past 12 months.


						
Bursar’s secretary: the pitbull who guards your door against intruding teachers and other unwelcome visitors.


						
Bursar and clerk to the governors: the poor sucker who has to be able to write, speak, eat and drink, all at the same time during governors’ working lunches.


				

				To be fair, the magazine also included:

				
						
Out: code in the bursar’s diary to indicate that he is not in school, but does not want anyone to know that he has gone down to the driving range and will be popping into Sainsbury’s on the way back – and, no, he probably won’t be back in time to see the head of biology about his drain problem.


						
Health and Safety meeting: code in the bursar’s diary to describe his monthly golf day. Not to be confused with a Health and Safety Meeting (upper case): a tiresome termly event at which all the action points from the previous meeting get carried over to the next.


				

				You get the drift – and you will get more of it in the afterword to this book, where a former bursar gives a spectacularly sideways view of the constituencies with which he and his colleagues deal day-by-day. 

				A common purpose

				The serious point that comes out of all this two-way humour is this: in those schools that function most effectively, the Head and the rest of SMT – including the bursar – have complementary skills. They have a good sense of what is properly their own territory and what is not. They enjoy a mutual respect; they thrive on different challenges and they are even prone to worry about different things. 

				There is a sense of common purpose: the Head may dream dreams, and the bursar may sometimes have to keep the dreamer’s feet firmly on the ground, but they have a sense of common purpose, and the bursar instinctively tries to provide the means to achieve the dream rather than merely to thwart it. Some of the great Victorian Heads, (notably Thring of Uppingham) might have achieved even more, and caused themselves and their families far less financial anxiety over what they did achieve, if they had been prepared to work with someone who possessed the all-round skills of the best of today’s bursars.

				By contrast, where bursar and Head profoundly dislike each other; where they operate out of physically distant baronial empires at opposite ends of the school; where the bursar fundamentally looks down on the teaching workforce or vice versa (I think of the otherwise excellent bursar who, in an unguarded moment of stress many years ago, described schoolteachers as “b----- peasants”), life tends to be far less smooth. 

				On one thing the Heads’, governors’ and bursars’ professional associations are all agreed: ultimately, there can only be one person in charge of the organisation on a day-to-day basis. The wise bursar knows that that person is the Head – or chief executive, or whatever title the Head has – and that the Head is responsible to the governors. 

				But the wise Head also recognises that it has to be a team operation; that the bursar carries a huge workload, unpredictable pressures and very big responsibilities, and that in extremis if the Head seems to be acting in a way that will imperil the school financially, reputationally or in some other way, the bursar may have to consider alerting the chairman of the governors. This in turn reflects the fact that in a school that is truly progressing, the chairman, Head and bursar constitute a virtuous triangle of roles.

				Whilst compiling this chapter, I asked Jonathan Cook whether any history of the ISBA was currently in existence. He answered in the negative – but also pointed me towards the definition of the Cellarer in The Rule of Saint Benedict, Chapter XXXI, written in 530 AD [See: www.ccel.org/ccel/benedict/rule2/files/rule2.html#ch31]:

				The Cellarer

				As the Cellarer of the monastery, let there be chosen from the community one who is wise, of mature character, sober, not a great eater, not haughty, not excitable, not offensive, not slow, not wasteful, but a God-fearing man who may be like a father to the whole community…

				Let him have charge of everything. He shall do nothing without the Abbot’s orders, but keep to his instructions. Let him not vex the brethren. If any brother happens to make some unreasonable demand of him, instead of vexing the brother with a contemptuous refusal he should humbly give the reason for denying the improper request…

				Let him not think that he may neglect anything. He should be neither a miser nor a prodigal and squanderer of the monastery’s substance, but should do all things with measure and in accordance with the Abbot’s instructions…

				Above all things let him have humility; and if he has nothing else to give let him give a good word in answer for it is written, ‘A good word is above the best gift’ (Eccles. 18:17).

				For ‘Cellarer’, read ‘the modern bursar’. The chapters which follow describe these roles and responsibilities in greater detail. 
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