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My School Governance Handbook


With nearly two decades of school governance experience across infant, primary, secondary, all-through and alternative provision schools and academies, distilled into an easy-to-read format, My School Governance Handbook aims to make the complex world of school governance simple and accessible to all.


This handbook will take you step-by-step through the basics of school governance, what the role entails and what you need to know. It explains how schools and multi-academy trusts are structured, the key areas of school life you need to understand, relevant questions to ask and, finally, includes a handy dictionary to help you navigate your way through all those pesky education acronyms.


Including ideas and guidance from other experienced governors across the UK, My School Governance Handbook is the perfect companion for any school governor.
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To anyone and everyone who gives up their time voluntarily to support our amazing schools in the UK – a huge thank you. You have my shared respect.



























Reviews


‘This book is an excellent governance handbook written by a highly effective and successful school governor and trustee. It is essential reading for any experienced or would-be governor of schools or trusts allowing them to understand the complexity of the education landscape, and create a blueprint for their own education governance journey. Written in an informative, lucid and engaging style, I highly recommend it to the many volunteers engaged in supporting schools, colleges and trusts.’


Carl Ward, chair, Foundation for Education Development (FED)


‘Al Kingsley’s My School Governance Handbook is an excellent and welcome resource for school governors or trustees – whether starting out or experienced in the role. It’s really comprehensive, well written and very approachable.’


Neil Collins, MD, GovernorHub


‘My School Governance Handbook is a great resource for anyone starting their governance journey and wondering what they need to know first. If you’re already a governor, it will help you think about the broader activities going on and how you can improve further.’


Hannah Stolton, CEO, Governors for Schools


‘I was really excited to be approached by Al to review a preview copy of My School Governance Handbook and it’s great, especially because it keeps things simple! Governance can be an extremely complex area, but Al does a fantastic job when it comes to laying things out in an easy-to-read and understandable format.’


Matt McDermott, founder, Multi-Academy Trust Association


‘Whether you are just exploring what you may be able to bring to a school or MAT as a governor or trustee, or have already set off on your governance journey, My School Governance Handbook will prove to be an invaluable source of information for you. Al has very ably distilled a wealth of information in this accessible guide which should be essential reading for all who wish to ensure that good governance is at the heart of all that we seek to achieve for our children and young people.’


Mark Potter, chair of the board of trustees, Thomas Deacon Education Trust


‘What a great read – all resources in one place! This book is fantastic for anyone already supporting schools and trusts or for those interested in school governance. This book will hopefully inspire others and provide the tools and confidence to those interested in getting involved.’


Emily Culpin, governance professional, Hampton Academies Trust


‘My School Governance Handbook is an essential guide for governors to lead our schools with relevance and innovation. There are many areas where Al’s expertise is invaluable, but this book manages to be both forward-thinking and accessible for every governor.’


Caroline Allams, co-founder and chief of product, Natterhub
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Foreword


A quarter of a million people in England volunteer to govern state schools and academy trusts, and if you are reading this guide, it is likely that you are one of them. So many thanks for volunteering to take on this important role that makes a difference to the lives of children, young people and the local community. After the last couple of years the country has had with the pandemic, more than ever, schools and their leaders need the support of committed individuals who are also willing to hold them to account on behalf of their pupils.


School governing is not a role to be undertaken lightly. It carries significant responsibility, akin to being a non-executive director of a company or a charity trustee; indeed, some of you volunteering at academy trusts will be directors and trustees.


Governance defines who has the power, who makes the decisions, whose voices are heard and how account is rendered. Governing boards provide the first line of accountability in the school system, an important public service funded by the public purse.


Trustees and governors are the guardians of the trust’s or school’s values and ethos. While of course bound by the law of the land, governing boards can set their own agendas and measure what they value without waiting to be told what to do by the powers that be. There are matters of compliance which this handbook will help with, but the business of governance should not stray from the mission of improving education for our young people.


Good governance needs to be ethical as well as effective, and the Framework of Ethical Leadership in Education should provide inspiration for getting that right.


Asking good questions is at the heart of good governance – asking school and trust leaders the right questions, at the right time, in the right way. But also asking questions of the rest of the board, allowing yourselves to be curious and to bring your own experiences to bear.


You must establish professional relationships with school leaders, based on mutual respect and trust. Take sound advice before making decisions: sometimes that should be external advice. Understanding the organisation you govern is important. Make sure you do not encroach on the operational role that you employ school and trust leaders to perform. Governance is largely a thinking role, not a doing one.


Governing boards need to ensure their stakeholders – staff, parents and pupils – are listened to. The workloads of teachers and leaders have been rising: even more than usual has been asked of schools during Covid-19. The governing board has a role to play in creating a culture in which your staff perform well, are developed further and wish to stay.


Successive governments have made it their mission to improve the attainment of children from disadvantaged families. Unfortunately, there is still a long way to go with schools now serving more families in poverty. Governing boards must monitor this and seek out the best ways for their school to make a difference.


At the National Governance Association (NGA) we are privileged to support and represent governors and trustees, and the governance professionals who serve their boards. If you have a story to tell or questions to ask after reading this guide, please do get in touch. We aim to make visible the crucial work governing boards do to ensure children and young people get the best possible education. Please join us to do that at www.nga.org.uk.


Emma Knights, chief executive, National Governance Association
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An introduction to My School Governance Handbook


I’m an avid writer about all things education, normally with a limit of 1500 words, so this is only my second ‘proper’ book and, given that the last one was called a diary, I could claim this is my first proper book.


So why a governance handbook? Well, the truth is that with a lot of time, effort and Google on your side, all the information you need is of course out there already, but ignoring the time it takes to gather the advice and resources, you need to feel really confident in your role as a governor. Much like the US Secretary for Defence, Donald Rumsfeld, quoted in 2002…


‘There are known knowns – there are things we know we know. We also know there are known unknowns – that is to say, we know there are some things we do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns, the ones we don’t know we don’t know.’ (Quoted in Zak, 2021)


So, although we can all Google away to our hearts’ content finding the governance resources we need, the biggest challenge, particularly in the early days of school governance, is knowing exactly what it is you need to know. You certainly can’t Google the unknown.


With that in mind, I wanted to take the ‘keep it simple, stupid’ approach and just set out the basics that hopefully give you a solid foundation to be an active and confident governor within your school. This book is by no means a research-level guide, nor is it a definitive summary of every aspect of school governance. It does, however, give you the basic tools to understand what your responsibilities are, the questions you should be asking and a plethora of shortcuts to help you navigate those widely used education acronyms.


We need more school governors, we need the most diverse possible cohort of governors, and we certainly don’t need policies or edu-speak creating barriers that discourage fresh ideas and enthusiasm around the table. So, hopefully this guide will help you on your way, or if you are already an experienced governor, it will help validate all the key things you know already.




A bit about me
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So, I guess I should tell you a little about me. It seems only polite to at least give you a sense of my background and experience, which has culminated in me taking pen to paper and creating this book. When describing my career, it’s easier to split it into two neat and relatively equal halves, with both sides rather agreeably aligned and giving me a fairly unique perspective on the successes, failures and potential of educational technology.


On the one side, I am group CEO of NetSupport Ltd (www.NetSupportSoftware.com), an international EdTech software company that specialises in providing co-produced education solutions to help meet the needs of schools, trusts and districts around the world. Within this role (which spans 30 years) I have worked with schools and ministries of education around the world, which has enabled us to develop a diverse range of solutions that support many aspects of school life, including managing the IT, facilitating classroom instruction, keeping children safe online and delivering notifications across the school.


All these solutions have evolved as a result of co-creation with the education space, adapting to a changing landscape and, where appropriate, building a platform-agnostic approach to ensure they all work within a mixed-IT environment.


So that’s a high-level summary of the business side of Al – 30 years working with schools, ministries of education and school districts to develop solutions that are fit for purpose and deliver on their promises. It’s been a real learning journey and one that has allowed me to understand and delve deeper into the challenges (and opportunities) that technology can provide.


I did mention there were two halves to me. Education is an absolute passion of mine and I grab every opportunity to contribute and add value to support the delivery of education within my community and the wider area. So I also have almost 20 years’ experience of school governance. At the time of writing this book, I am chair of a multi-academy trust in the East of England, chair of an alternative provision academy and chair of the regional special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) board. As well as working with amazing and, frankly, inspiring people across those trusts, I am also very fortunate to be able to experience and work across the full spectrum of school settings. My schools include infant, primary, secondary, and all-through provision, as well as those for children with complex needs and who struggle with mainstream education and require a more tailored alternative provision.


With my experience supporting multi-academy trusts and my governance background, I also sit on the regional schools directorate’s advisory board (formerly RSC headteacher board) for the East of England, and in that capacity I provide support for their work in developing and raising standards within academies across the region.


From my school governance experience, I’m also chair of our regional governors leadership group, and for several years I’ve also hosted my own blog (www.schooltrustee.blog) where I try to share bite-size chunks of information, resources and best practice for the benefit of other volunteers working within school governance.


I believe that we are all lifelong learners, and one particular aspect of that which really resonates with me is in supporting the broader pathways for young people as they leave mainstream education. So, alongside my trust roles, I’m also an apprenticeship ambassador for the East of England and chair of our regional employment and skills board.


For the last two years I have been a council member for the Foundation for Education Development (www.fed.education) and a strong supporter of their vision for a long-term education strategy for the UK; a fellow of the Royal Society for Arts; and an active member of and writer for the Forbes Technology Council (www.forbes.com).


As some of you will also know, I’m an enthusiastic education article writer for a broad range of education titles around the world and an equally enthusiastic podcast contributor. Like many working within the education space, I’m only too happy to take part in discussions and debates concerning the effective use of tech, safeguarding, governance and digital strategy to name but a few, and to learn from my peers and share ideas and advice on best practice. I can promise you, chatting on a podcast or panel is a whole lot easier than attempting to write a book, but if you’re reading this, I must be on the right track.


So that’s me – a happy fusion of life in the commercial and education worlds. I’m also a firm believer in the big Cs, so expect a fair number of references to context, community, collaboration, communication, content, co-construction and creativity in this book, while I celebrate compassionate, capable and confident educators.


On a personal note, I’m also a dog lover and never underestimate the value of a furry friend for wellbeing (I have two lovely dogs that keep me grounded and motivated every morning).







Purpose


So where do I start? Well, back in 2021 we had seen a real shift in the role of education technology being used in schools. The pandemic was the catalyst but beyond anything else, confidence in using the solutions was the barrier to progress. Not through lack of will, I might add, but through lack of time and support in how to use solutions effectively and, of course, measure their impact. Roll the clock forwards and I think we have a similar challenge that’s been growing for a while when it comes to recruiting school governors. There are plenty of people who would love to support their schools and undoubtedly would have skills that could add value, but it’s still a bit of a mystery to many as to what governance is all about. We really struggle to attract good people to come and support our schools.


I’d probably go a step further and say the only thing worse than not recruiting great new governors is recruiting governors who then leave soon after, either because the role wasn’t what they expected or, worst of all, they didn’t feel they had an opportunity to contribute and add value. So with that in mind, I really thought it a good opportunity to take my experiences and try to write a handbook that was easy to read, and gave readers the building blocks to feel more confident in meetings, as well as a broader sense of governance and how critical it is to school management. Every year we see more and more expectations placed on trustees and governors and, not unsurprisingly, greater scrutiny of their effectiveness in our schools.


Clearly you will be the judge of whether I managed to help in some small way. Don’t expect this to be a Jane Austen, it’s most definitely more Enid Blyton, but you know, it’s always best to start with an easy reader. [image: Inline Image]
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Governance: the basics




What does a school governor do?


For the time being, let’s not worry about what type of school you are involved with or looking to join, and let’s not worry too much about the name of the role, as in some academies we have governing bodies, and in some we have academy committees or similar derivations, but they all amount to the same thing at the core. Just to add context, we have the role of school governors in England, Wales and Northern Ireland, but in Scotland the governance role is replaced by Parent Councils.


I’m going to start this section on the basis of a governor at a local authority school, simply because it covers all the key elements. When we then cover academies you’ll see that the broader governance role is shared across three different hats: governors, trustees and members. You will find out more under the scheme of delegation section too, but for now, it really doesn’t matter about your school’s status; to be effective as a governor it’s always good to have a broad perspective and understanding.


This section is to provide a setting of the scene, if you will, and a basic overview of the role of a school governor. The intention of the book is not to get overly complex with too much detail; just to ensure you have a good foundation.


So, in as condensed a form as possible, governors are responsible for overseeing the operation of a school: thinking about its strategy and future plans, making sure policies are in place and followed, reviewing finances, budgeting and recruitment, retention, and oversight of staffing. They enable their school to run as effectively as possible, working alongside senior leaders and supporting teachers to provide excellent education to children.


Being a school governor is a commitment to support your school, attend governing body meetings, engage with the community and, probably most importantly, to provide support and, where appropriate, challenge. They are often referred to as the schools’ ‘critical friends’. Governors work with the headteacher and senior leadership team to drive the strategic development of the school and raise standards of achievement.


Let’s take that and make three bullet points to summarise the core functions of governance:






	Ensuring clarity of vision, ethos and strategic direction.



	Holding senior leaders to account for the educational performance of the school and its students.



	Overseeing the financial performance of the school and making sure its money is well spent.









It’s important to understand the separation of the role from the school. We don’t have governors because it’s a nice thing to do; they exist because they are a legal requirement for all schools to have, and provide an extra layer of oversight to ensure we are doing the very best we can in each of our schools. In truth, the concept is genius from a financial perspective for the government: recruit across England over 300,000 governors, representing education experience and commercial skills, and have them work for free as volunteers to support the education system and ensure our schools are run effectively.


As an aside, in addition to those 300,000+ governors in England there are also approximately 23,000 school governors in Wales and 11,000 in Northern Ireland (Wilkinson & Long, 2019).


‘Trustees and governors are, in my view, the unsung heroes of the system.’


SIR DAVID CARTER, NATIONAL SCHOOLS COMMISSIONER







A governing body


In the spirt of keeping things simple, a group of governors makes up the governing body. Perhaps there is a catchier term like a ‘gaggle of governors’, but for now we will stick to the official terminology. We often get called an LGB (local governing body) too.


So, in one sentence, ‘the governing body is a group of people responsible for the strategic running of a school’. If we think of the standard local-authority-maintained school setting, the governing body is usually comprised of the headteacher, staff governors, parent governors, community governors and governors appointed by the local authority.


As you have probably realised by now, the governors carry out their duties voluntarily and their role is to hold the headteacher to account for the running of the school and the progress and wellbeing of its pupils and staff. If we could pick a few key headlines that you should be able to check off if you are an existing governor, or work towards if you are a new governor, they might be something like this:




	The governing body sets the strategic direction of, and has a central role in, the leadership of the school.



	It should provide high levels of professional challenge to hold the headteacher to account.



	It should be focused on raising standards and promoting the personal development and wellbeing of all learners.



	It should have a clear understanding of the strategic priorities for the school and ensure an appropriate plan is in place and implemented effectively.



	Where appropriate, it should engage effectively with parents, pupils and staff and be well informed about their views and use this to inform strategic priorities for development planning.



	The governing body should have a good understanding of the quality of provision within its school and how the school’s performance compares locally and nationally.



	The governing body is fully and regularly involved in the school’s self-evaluation process, keeping the work of the school under review, and acting upon their findings.






School governors in England, Northern Ireland and Wales have very similar roles and responsibilities.


The LGB or, as we will come on to with academies, the board of trustees, operates at a strategic level, with the headteacher and senior leaders responsible for the day-to-day running of the school. As described by the Department for Education, the LGB’s role is to ‘hold [the headteacher] to account for exercising their professional judgement’ over the educational performance of the school and for the internal organisation and management of the school (DfE, 2020).


The LGB, alongside the headteacher and senior leaders, must agree the strategic priorities of the school, including processes of accountability and monitoring. As an example, the board and senior leadership team may develop a school development plan setting out strategic targets and key performance indicators (KPIs).


To effectively hold our schools to account, governing bodies are responsible for asking challenging questions, reviewing their school data against national data and visiting the school. For LA-maintained schools, governors also have responsibility for appointing a new headteacher and other members of staff. They are also responsible for agreeing the school budget and ensuring financial sustainability within the school. Governors must be confident in challenging school leadership over financial matters and carrying out internal audits, usually with external support from the LA.1


The team at Governors for Schools (www.governorsforschools.org.uk) undertook a great survey in 2018, called ‘A quantitative assessment of the work of the governors for schools charity’. While the bulk of the report was to evidence the impact of their services, it also highlighted a key statistic that is handy to be aware of: simply, it’s tough to appoint good proactive governors.


‘50 per cent of schools stated it took at least two terms to fill their last governor vacancy, with 29 per cent of schools outside of London saying it took more than a year to fill their last governor vacancy.’ (Governors for Schools, 2018)


It’s a tough ask to expect people to give up their valuable free time to support their local school, and it’s even tougher now, as when appointing governors, we need to also think about our skills across the board, so it has rightly become a much more thorough process. I’ll talk more about recruiting governors later.







Committees


One thing you will realise quickly is that a governing body (or trust board) can’t cover every topic at their full meetings, and to put it in context, best practice would be the full board meeting five to six times per academic year at least. When I see boards that only meet three times a year, it really does worry me how they hope to cover in sufficient detail all the aspects of school oversight under their responsibility.


So, again as part of our powers of delegation, we create committees that focus on specific aspects of the school – finance, personnel, curriculum and so on – allowing them to focus on that area in their discussions.


To be clear, as a board you only have three choices: no committees, standing committees or working parties. I’ll cover these at a high level to clarify.


In the case of maintained (LA) schools, you aren’t required to have committees, so the full board could conduct all aspects of governance as a group and you could operate in this way. In truth, this is rarely the chosen option and the only time I have encountered this approach has been for the opening of a new school, where in year one they only have a single year cohort, few staff and limited curriculum to discuss. You could argue it ensures everyone is fully briefed on all aspects, but in a full and active school I don’t think you would have sufficient time to discuss all topics in detail.




Standing committees


Standing committees are simply permanent committees that are appointed by the board to undertake specific functions. The terms of reference for the committee will set out its scope and responsibilities. In the case of academies, they must appoint at least an audit and risk committee (see my later section on the risk register).


Within the academy structure, you have your trust board as the main decision-making function, so it will likely create standing committees containing trustees for topics like risk, audit, finance and HR, and then will also create the local governing bodies for each school, so in essence, these local governing bodies are also standing committees. Just to complete the flow, those local governing bodies will also create their own standing committees too.


Why do we structure our governance like this and have lots of subcommittees? Well, there are plenty of good reasons and a few include:




	The workload is spread across the governing board; not all governors are on all committees.



	Everyone is equally involved and has a share of responsibility.



	Clear lines of delegation for each committee.



	Potentially reduced workload for the chair and vice chair.



	Staff with a particular area of responsibility can report to governors in more detail. This improves sharing and relationships between governors and staff.



	In focused committees, governors can ask more specific questions, which allows them to fulfil their monitoring role more robustly.



	Meetings potentially can be more frequent, so decisions can be made more quickly.



	Easier to schedule meetings with a smaller group of governors involved.



	Governors with a specialist knowledge or skill can be utilised on relevant committees.



	Committee chairs can report back to the full governing board. This helps use time more efficiently in full governing board meetings.






All this logic does of course rely on good communication and coordination, which further reinforces the importance and value of the governance professional (clerk).


Sometimes a specific topic or project arises, and we need to form a group to help monitor its progress. Good examples include a school considering joining a multi-academy trust and wanting to evaluate potential partners, or opening a new building at the school. In these cases we don’t want a permanent standing committee; we need something just for the duration of the project.







Working parties


Working parties are set up for exactly this purpose. Working parties operate just like a committee with a term of reference and scheduled meetings alongside an agenda and minutes, but only exist for the period of the project or task in hand. They are useful for a few reasons including:




	They can be formed with as few as two governors, removing the need to appoint chairs.



	As they exist for a limited time, they can be set up quickly to meet tight deadlines.



	They are intentionally very limited in scope, allowing governors to review the topic in much more detail.






You’ll see how all these layers of governance and committees come together shortly when we talk about multi-academy trust structures. I promise it’s not as complicated as it might sound.


So before we go any further on the inner workings of school governance, just to add some context and hopefully be a future reference point for you, I wanted to spend a page or two just explaining the UK schools landscape and all the different types of schools we have. After all, I have no idea what governance role you are considering or already undertaking, and I do want to try to be as inclusive as I can in the guide.


_______________________________________


1   Please note, in an academy, this financial oversight and budget setting would be done by the board of trustees, not the LGB.
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School types


You may be aware, but we have quite a few different school ‘types’ across the UK, and on face value that can seem quite confusing. I am keen for this handbook to be transferable in terms of governance skills no matter what your setting, so we will focus on the concept of your school being largely generic, and I’ll try to signpost if the topic we are discussing is only relevant to one specific type of setting.




England


Maintained schools – also known as community schools, these are a type of school administered by the local authority (LA) and are not influenced or controlled by any organisation, charity, religion, or business. The LA owns the land and building, employs the staff, and oversees admission and overall budget. The community school follows the national curriculum and is inspected by Ofsted. We can include foundation schools in this category too (a foundation school is much like an LA community school but with greater autonomy over the operation of the school and its admissions).


Academies/free schools – these are schools that operate independently of their local authority. They are funded by the government but have more freedom over their curriculum and technically do not have to follow the national curriculum, but in practice almost all do. They administer their own admission process, although many, like mine, still use their LA to manage admissions. It’s worth noting a free school just denotes the process that was undertaken to seek approval to build the school; once open, it is just like any other academy.


Unlike maintained schools, academies get their money directly from the government, not from their local authority (although it’s a bit more complicated than that and the LA do see it along the way). They too are inspected by Ofsted and rather than their LA. They are accountable to the regional schools directorate (formerly the regional schools commissioner (RSC)).


Multi-academy trusts – nothing too complex here. Multi-academy trusts are simply a group of individual schools (academies) that are all legally part of the same central trust. The majority of English secondary schools are now part of a multi-academy trust and half of all primary schools are too. We will talk about trust structures later.


Faith schools – as the name suggests, these schools are linked to a particular faith and overseen by their regional diocese. Some are maintained schools by status and others are academies that are operated by the diocese. Faith schools have to follow the national curriculum, but they can choose what they teach in terms of religious studies. They often have different admissions criteria and staffing policies to maintained schools, but any child can apply for a place.


Grammar schools – these operate very much like an LA-maintained school with the one key differentiation that they operate a selection process for students at their school. This is done via what is typically called the ‘common entrance exam’, or ‘11 plus exam’, which is taken by Year 6 students looking to attend a grammar school in Year 7.


Independent schools – independent (private) schools in the UK are privately funded and are not free to attend, often referred to as ‘fee-paying schools’. Some of these independent schools are inspected by Ofsted, while others are inspected by the Independent Schools Inspectorate. Admission criteria varies and can be selective or non-selective depending on the school.







Northern Ireland


Controlled schools – think English maintained schools that are managed and funded by the Northern Ireland Education Authority (EA) and through a school’s board of governors (BoG).


Catholic maintained schools – Catholic maintained schools are managed by boards of governors nominated by trustees – mainly Roman Catholic – along with parents, teachers, and EA representatives. They answer to the Council for Catholic Maintained Schools (CCMS).


Voluntary grammar schools – secondary schools managed by a board of governors, appointed in line with each school’s scheme of management (usually trustees or foundation governors) along with representatives of parents and teachers and, in most cases, members appointed by the NI Department of Education (DE).


Integrated schools – these schools invite Protestant and Catholic students to come together with other traditions, to improve their understanding of one another and their own cultures, religions and values.


Each grant-maintained integrated school is managed by a board of governors consisting of trustees or foundation governors along with parents, teachers and DE representatives.


Independent schools – see previous description. However, they are inspected by the Northern Ireland Education Training Inspectorate (ETI).







Scotland


Local schools – very much in line with the format of a maintained school in England, with the exception that it is the Scottish education authority that maintains them.


Denomination schools – like faith schools and overseen again by the Scottish education authority.


Independent schools – see previous description. However, they are overseen by the Scottish Registrar of Independent Schools.







Wales


This makes my life a bit easier as the Welsh school system is very much a mirror of the English schools’ structure and types, with the one omission of not having any academies.


OK, so in truth that was just to add some context to the landscape of schools across the United Kingdom, and to reassure that irrespective of the school type or specific badge you wear, the basics of school governance are the same in every setting. There might be some shift in terminology being used (I have hopefully covered these for you at the back of the book) but otherwise the exact same expectations exist in terms of you providing challenge and scrutiny over what the school is doing, how it could do better and how school leaders can show you the evidence as to why they believe they are doing well.






























Multi-academy trust structures


I scratched my head hard on this one for a while as I am keen to keep the handbook simple and accessible, and for some, trying to break down the multi-academy trust (MAT) structure can be a bit overwhelming until your confidence levels are up on all the terminology.


Hopefully you have picked up the main differences that make a MAT, a MAT. Just to recap, rather than being a school that is operated by a local authority, a trust is set up as an independent entity (technically it’s a charitable company), which can have any number of academies under its umbrella.


In more formal speak, academies are publicly funded schools, independent of the local authority, and held accountable through a legally binding funding agreement with the Department for Education (DfE). MATs are groups of academies that have come together to form a single entity.


Much as all staff working in LA schools have an employment contract with the LA, all employees of schools within a MAT are employed by the MAT, no matter which of their schools they work in. For the purpose of this book, it’s also important to remember that a MAT has a singular governance structure.


Having told you not to worry because governors are pretty similar irrespective of setting, in an academy trust we have the added complexity that they operate with three layers of governance. This is mainly to offset the change from having the LA oversight in a maintained school, to being more independent. So, the three roles are members, trustees and governors. Let’s unpick them a bit.




Members


I love the quote offered by the National Governance Association (NGA) (2021) so I am going to use that as a start for a definition: ‘The members of an academy trust are the guardians of the governance of the trust.’


The next thing to explain is that the role of members is not exclusive to academy trusts – most charitable companies have members because of the requirements of the Companies Act 2006. All academy trusts are set up as charitable companies so they too must have members.


As the NGA summarise, members hold the trust board to account for the effective governance of the trust but have a minimal role in the actual running of the trust. It is the trustee board, not the members, who are the organisation’s key decision makers. However, there are some critical decisions that sit with the members, especially if the trust is failing.


Members are essential to the integrity of an academy trust governance structure. They are the last line of defence from failures of governance and failure to uphold the charitable purpose of the organisation. Members must therefore remain informed of trust performance and be clear on how to appropriately interact with the trustee board. Members sit at the top of the trust’s governance structure, as demonstrated in the chart below.




[image: An image of a man searching something.]




In terms of how many members a trust should have, there is a requirement of at least three, but it is strongly recommended that a MAT has five, although it rarely happens. There is no upper limit. Why have five? Well, it helps with having a broader perspective on discussions, helps with being quorate when key decisions are taken (needing 75% agreement by members) and most of all it can help with separation of roles. It’s very common to have one or two members who are also trustees. It’s a good long-term objective to have complete separation with no overlapping roles, but for growing MATs who need continuity of experience, some key trustees will double up. With that in mind it’s always advisable to have a majority of members who are not trustees; after all, you can’t really hold your trust board to account effectively if it’s all the same people.


As an aside, employees of the MAT cannot be members; that is something that is set out in the Academy Trust Handbook. All member appointments must be formalised, with the details registered with the Education and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA), as well as being recorded in the statutory book of the trust. In addition, the members’ names, dates of appointment, and any relevant interests must be published on the trust’s website.


For trusts that have a religious character, it is typical that the members will be accountable to the diocesan bishop.


I am probably being a little harsh for the benefit of clarifying the separation, but members don’t have that much to do unless the board of trustees is underperforming. Members need to be clear on the limitations of their role and avoid undermining the board. The Academy Trust Handbook states that members need to avoid overstepping their role. The trustee board, not the members, is responsible for the core governance functions and conducting the business of the trust.







Trust board


The trust board, led by the chair, is the decision-making body of the academy trust and is accountable and responsible for all the academies within the academy trust. Academy trustees are the individuals who make up the trust board. In some academy trusts, particularly in relation to academies with a religious character, they may be referred to as directors.


The trust board must operate and make decisions to further the academy trust’s charitable objectives, ‘to advance for the public benefit education in the United Kingdom’. In trusts that include church academies, academy trustees must also ensure that the religious character of the church academy is preserved and developed as part of ensuring the charitable objects of the trust are met. The academy trustees are responsible for the general control and management of the administration of the academy trust.


As you would expect, as the strategic leader of the academy trust, it is vital that the trust board relates to, and engages, the communities and all its stakeholders. As with all elements of governance arrangements in a school or trust, in the interest of transparency, the trust board must publish on its website up-to-date details of all the governance structures it has in place.


You might remember earlier I showed the three key functions of governance. In the case of a multi-academy trust these fall under the responsibility of the board of trustees, so just as a reminder:






	Ensuring clarity of vision, ethos and strategic direction.



	Holding senior leaders to account for the educational performance of the school and its students.



	Overseeing the financial performance of the school and making sure its money is well spent.














Benefits of joining a MAT


Naturally, leaders in schools will need to assess what they see are the benefits and challenges of becoming an academy or joining a MAT. No two schools are the same, so this is a very subjective process. I should make a declaration of interest: as well as being a MAT chair, I sit on the regional schools directorate advisory board for the East of England (formerly called the RSC headteachers board), so I am active in supporting the growth of strong academies across our region.




Autonomy of choice


Although all schools are encouraged through government policy to become academies, there is not an absolute requirement to do so. That said, the 2022 White Paper sets an expectation by 2030 that all paths will lead to full academisation. Governing bodies may choose to join a specific MAT. In this case the governing body and senior leadership team (SLT) can evaluate all potential MATs so that they have a secure understanding about their strategy and values, governance arrangements, scheme of delegation and central offer of services and support. Perhaps the most important element here is how good the MAT is in terms of ‘fit’ for the school’s vision and ethos.







More efficient and effective allocation of funds


In the current economic period, schools need to scrutinise best value for money. Some considerations will be to look for savings through economies of scale by joining an established MAT, but they will also look at which services will be provided by the MAT in return for some form of fee (typically a fixed percentage of the school’s revenue – often referred to as a ‘top slice’).







School improvement advice and strategy from school practitioners


Arguably this is the greatest potential advantage of joining a MAT, as it should facilitate genuine professional peer support and guidance, and provide additional support for your school. I’d argue the relationship should be mutually beneficial so you should also look to see how your school’s strengths can be shared with others in the trust.







Ability to collaborate and share


Schools in a MAT also contribute to and influence the work of the MAT by encouraging school-to-school support, which allows for additional and broader opportunities for students.







Opportunity to access capital bids


Through a MAT there is the opportunity to bid for capital improvements for all schools via the ESFA.







Review of admission arrangements


There is the opportunity to potentially review admission arrangements and admission numbers. Not as easy as it sounds and it depends on whether you are moving into a MAT that has chosen to handle its own admissions arrangements and operates different priorities in your admissions policy.








Retention and opportunity for staff across the MAT


This is a big one. Certainly now more than ever, talented staff can be given additional opportunities for progression across any of the MAT schools – opportunities that might not have existed in your school. This may help retain their skills and abilities within the trust rather than risk losing them altogether.
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