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Welcome to the fifth edition of the Evolve Alliance journal on the 
theme of governance. Governors are one of the largest volunteer 
forces in the country and have an important part to play in raising 
school standards. The role of the governing board is absolutely key 
to the effectiveness of a school.  Time and time again Ofsted has 
noted that the most effective schools demonstrate effective 
leadership and management - including by the governing board. 
School governors provide strategic leadership and accountability in 
schools and we are very privileged to feature pieces from Raj 
Unsworth, Governance Expert on Headteacher Roundtable, Fiona 
Stagg a National Leader of Governance, Judith Hicks from National 
Governance Association and The Evolve Trust Chair of Trustees,  
Dominic Swift , Senior Partner in Browne Jacobson.

Effective governance is about sharing and learning and I wish to thank the contributors for sharing their 
thoughts and experiences. 
 
Can I also take this opportunity to send my very best wishes for the new academic year 2018/19.  I 
would also like to say a huge thank for your continued support of both The Evolve Trust and The Evolve 
Alliance. Our next journal will be a celebration of our annual conference “the class of 2035!” and will 
feature our key note speakers - Dr Andrew Reay, Mark Stevenson, Dean Kelly and Joanne Caddy.   There 
are still a few tickets left for this event on 10th October 2018.  I look forward to welcoming you. 

CEO of The Evolve Trust
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What makes effective governance?

Strong governance is a key part of a successful school and 
ensuring high standards of governance will improve the 
wellbeing of children and young people. So, what does 
effective governance really look like and how can governing 
boards get it right? 

The eight elements of ef fective 
governance 

The right people around the table. A 
successful team has a balance and diversity of skills 
and experience so identifying where your skills gaps 
are and recruiting the right governors and trustees is 
an essential first step. From evaluating your current 
board through a skills audit to investing in training and 
development, keeping the right people around the 
table is an ongoing cycle of retaining great volunteers 
whilst refreshing the board.Judith has worked as an HR professional within the 

retail & logistics sector for fifteen years, working for 
Tesco, Pets At Home & Booker.  She has held a 
variety of national roles focusing on recruitment, 
talent management, performance management, 
organisation design and learning & development.

She is a chartered member of the Chartered 
Institute of Personnel & Development.

In 2008 Judith became a parent governor at a school 
in Warwickshire and has been a Chair of Governors 
since 2010.  Most recently, Judith has worked for 
Warwickshire County Council as a consultant within 
the governor development service, where she has 
worked with maintained schools, academies and 
Multi Academy Trusts to design & deliver bespoke 
interventions, mentored Chairs and conducted 
external reviews of governance.

Judith joined the NGA in September 2016 as Head 
of Inspiring Governance; the project which will 
manage a governor recruitment & development 
service.
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An understanding of 
t h e r o l e a n d 
responsibilities of the 
governing board. Al l 
governors and trustees must 
ensure they are fulfilling a 
strategic role and are clear about 
their core responsibi l it ies.   
Governance policy and practice 
is constantly evolving so it is 
important that governors and 
trustees keep up to date with 
information and guidance, aiming 
to be as knowledgeable as 
possible.

Good chairing. Leading the 
board to ensure it fulfils its 
functions well, ensuring that 
meetings are strategic and 
encourag i n g eve r yone to 
contribute is an important skill 
not only for the chair of 
governors but for vice chairs and 
committee chairs too. Governing 
boards should look to develop 
their chairing capabilities to 
ensure strong leadership and 
succession planning of the board. 

Professional clerking. 
Vital to running an effective and efficient governing board, 
the clerk is the governance professional providing legal 
guidance and advice on procedural matters. The chair 
should meet with the clerk regularly to ensure that 
meetings are planned and well organised.

Good relationships based on trust. Professional 
and effective relationships between individual governors and 
trustees and between the board and the executive leader 
are vital. Building trust is about listening to others, 
respecting their ideas and knowledge and demonstrating 
empathy. The relationship between the chair and the 
executive leader should be supportive and alert to the 
different roles and responsibilities so professional 
communication, honesty and meeting commitments are 
integral in building and maintaining trust. 

Knowledge of the school. What does the data, 
pupils, staff, parents and community tell you about the 
school?  You can only exercise effective governance if you 
understand the issues the school is facing, the context of 
the school, its strengths and weaknesses, and the needs and 
views of stakeholders. By obtaining and triangulating this 
evidence, you will be able to hold leaders to account for 
educational performance properly. 

A commitment to asking challenging 
questions. Governors and trustees must ask 
challenging questions, as well as providing support, in 
order to drive improvement. How can we ask 
questions when the executive leader knows more 
than we do, you may enquire. Asking the executive 
leader a question isn’t a test with correct answers, 
rather, the best questions asked are the ones to which 
we don’t know the answer. These open questions 
should develop the thinking and discussion about 
some of the challenges the school is facing.

Journal 05 / July 2018

mailto:alliance@evolvetrust.org
mailto:alliance@evolvetrust.org


 Developing effective governance in 
your setting

Networking and learning 
from other governing 
boards is a valuable way to 
share alternative practices, 
s u c c e s s f u l i d e a s a nd 
opportunities to do things 
differently. We know that 
governors and trustees 
v a l u e f a c e - t o - f a c e 
discussions at events, but 
there are also plenty of 
useful discussions on social 
media.
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To get the right people around the table, your 
governing board can utilise free resources like 
NGA’s skills audit, ‘right people around the table’ 
guide and the Inspiring Governance recruitment 
service. 

Investing in training will help your governing board 
to be effective and confident in its role and 
responsibilities. Whether that’s e-learning for your 
governors, trustees and clerk or face-to-face training 
(including the Department for Education funded 
programmes), building governance knowledge across 
your board will help create a culture where people 
are confident to give useful challenge and to be 
curious about knowing your school.  

To support governing boards to be effective and to 
promote high standards in governance, NGA – a 
social enterprise and charity – provides information, 
guidance, advice and training to governance 
volunteers and professionals of maintained schools 
and academies in England. We listen to the issues 
that matter to our members and campaign on their 
behalf, lobby the UK government and partner with 
educational organisations to create the change 
governing boards want to see.

Confidence to have courageous 
conversations in the interests of 
children and young people. Governing 
boards must act in the best interests of the pupils, and 
as guardians of the organisations culture and ethos, 
they must be willing to challenge behaviours and 
decisions that contravene the values of the 
organisation. Having courageous conversations is not 
just about asking challenging questions but about 
following up and making sure change happens.
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Fiona is a National Leader of Governance and 
currently chairs two primary schools in Stoke on 
Trent and Staffordshire, both of which are very 
different.   She is also an experienced clerk and 
works with a range of primary settings including 
single academy trusts, local governing boards, 
special schools, maintained nurseries and multi 
academy trust boards.   An active participant in 
governor and other leadership networks Fiona is 
also a WomenEd regional leader for the West 
Midlands.  She also facilitates both bespoke and 
commissioned governor and clerk development 
programmes as well as the new DfE governor 
leadership programme and regularly publishes a 
light hearted blog from the perspective of the 
clerk.

Fiona has been a governor for almost 15 years, 
understands the increasing pressures placed 
upon governors and trustees and is passionate 
about ‘sharing and learning’ from each other and 
bringing system leadership to life.   In her spare 
time she sometimes manages to find time to do 
some town planning as she remains a Member 
of the RTPI.

Fiona also carries out external reviews of 
governance using the NCTL model and can be 
contacted on fiona@sbwgovernance.co.uk

A strong school- led system is 
dependent upon strong governance…
what do you see as your role within 
the system?

This is a really interesting question and a good place 
to start and in turn I pose a series of questions back. 

• What does governance mean to you 
because until we define what we mean by 
governance we cannot determine whether it 
is strong? 

• When did your board last have a 
conversation about what it believes and 
understands governance to be? How does 
this meet the requirements of the 
governance competency framework?

• What skills, knowledge and experience do 
your governors have of governance in other 
settings and organisations and what lessons 
can they share?

• What does leadership of your board look 
like?

By answering these questions we can assess if we 
are governing on a strong board, a confident board, a 
board which is aware of its’ responsibilities, has 
dialogue about risk and which always has the pupils 
at its’ core.

As a National Leader of Governance, a chair of 
governors, a trustee and clerk on and for a range of 
governing boards, I believe that my role is about 
signposting, nudging, and facilitating the answers to 
the above questions.
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W h a t a r e t h e 
d i f f e r e n c e s i n 
governing a local 
authority maintained 
school, governing a 
single academy or 
governing a large 
M AT f r o m y o u r 
perspective

There are quite a few 
d i f f e rence s wh i ch a re 
emerging more and more as 
t h e s y s t e m m a t u r e s . 
Personally speaking I have 
seen a greater emphasis on 
risk and compliance in an 
academy where the scheme 
of delegation sets out what 
the local governing boards can and should do. There is a 
shift in where the focus of accountability lies away from 
local level and up the MAT board. However, if we 
remember that the reason that we govern is to improve 
pupil outcomes then where we govern is irrelevant as 
the emphasis should be on the how. 

What do you see as the sole purpose of 
governance in 2018 education system in the 
UK?

If we define governance as the ‘framework’ or ‘scaffold’ in 
which we make decisions then the purpose of 
governance is to ensure that the decisions we make are 
in line with that framework, are legal, ethical and in the 
best interests of the school community.

What do you see as the role of the governor 
in transforming the culture of a school/
academy?

Again, personally speaking if we think of governance as 
the system or output and the governor as the input then 
the role of the governor is to ensure that the culture of 
the school does what it says on the tin. Governors and 
trustees have three core functions – the first one being 
ensuring clarity of vision, ethos and strategic direction. If I 
may quote the DfE’s Governance Handbook on this 
which states ‘Boards must be ambitious for all children 
and young people and infused with a passion for 
education and a commitment to continuous school 
improvement that enables the best possible outcomes. 

Governance must be grounded in reality as defined by 
both high-quality objective data and a full 
understanding of the views and needs of pupils/
students, staff, parents, carers and local communities. 
It should be driven by inquisitive, independent minds 
and through conversations focussed on the key 
strategic issues which are conducted with humility, 
good judgement, resilience and determination’.  In the 
current educational climate resilience is becoming a 
watchword.

How can governors support not only a 
school but also the local community in 
raising aspirations? 

It is important that governors look up and outwards 
beyond their school setting. Asking questions at 
primary level about careers, discussing gender 
stereotypes, encouraging schools to  invite role 
models in to talk to children and young people, 
discussing career pathways and making sure that there 
are opportunities for everyone. Making sure that your 
school is open to the support that a community can 
give as the community of a school is not just its 
parents but its businesses, its neighbours, its 
volunteers, its faith groups; and be giving in return. 
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We see the statement ‘holding school 
leaders to account’ being bandied 
around…what does this really mean to 
you?

The new Governance Handbook requires us to hold 
executive leaders to account. I am not a fan of the 
phrase holding to account as it is too confrontational. 
For me it is a two-way process. You can only hold 
someone to account if you have the skills and 
knowledge to do so – we should be having 
professional conversations about how and why 
something happened and asking so what? Holding to 
account is therefore an iterative process.

What examples do you have of when 
governance doesn’t work?

In 2013 an Ofsted inspection report for a school in 
the north west went viral. The school was good in all 
areas except the governance element leadership and 
management judgement and the school was judged 
Requires Improvement.

Other examples are when key relationships on the 
board fail particularly that between the headteacher 
and the chair. Governors need to be fulfilling their 
roles in ways which work for the school and for 
themselves. They need to know what they don’t know 
and they need to be open minded and not resistant to 
change.

What role do you see governors having 
in supporting staff during a workload 
crisis in UK schools?

Governors have a duty of care to the staff in schools, 
all staff not just the leaders. There is growing evidence 
that there is a work load crisis and I am interested in 
understanding what caused the crisis over and above 
funding and the inspection framework and what the 
result of not managing it will have on staff and on 
pupils. Discussing workload is not easy. We all have a 
workload and we all manage it differently because we 
are all different. I am keen as a governor to ensure 
that staff have the opportunity to have quality 
conversations about workload, to share solutions, to 
have the crisis recognised.

What examples of best practice are 
available to showcase when governance 
does work

There is much support available within the system – 
particularly from the National Leaders of Governance. 
The NLG have a range of different skills and interests. 
As an NLG I often signpost governors and trustees to 
good practice or to others with greater knowledge 
than myself. The most important things to remember 
are that nothing works everywhere; no one person or 
organisation as has all the answers and that all 
contexts are different. Just because something looks 
like a good idea it does not mean it will necessarily 
work in your setting. Ensuring that you self reflect and 
look up and not remain insular are the most 
important things to do often in my opinion. If we use 
t he Governance Handbook , Compe tency 
Frameworks, Keeping Children Safe in Education and 
the Academies Financial Handbook as our constant 
companions we won’t go far wrong.
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What examples are available to Governors 
in relation to working as part of a MAT 
system and how can governors collaborate 
with Trustees/Directors in the best 
interests of the children and young people 
in their community

This is a two part question. The first is about learning from 
each other and collaboration across and within the system 
and the second relates to the individual MAT. 

Governance should be iterative and dynamic – we need to 
ensure that there is continual dialogue within the 
structure. The key to all this is your clerk – who is not just 
there to take minutes but is a role which is increasingly 
important and increasingly being professionalised. 

We need to be more skilled at self-reflection – what went 
well and why and be honest when it didn’t. 

What is the role of the governance system 
in collaborating with organisations such as 
the DfE, Ofsted, ASCL, NAHT and most 
importantly the NGA?

The NGA, ASCL and NAHT have just published a joint 
letter thanking governors and trustees for all they do so it 
is good to see some collaborative action – I hope it is the 
first of many.

There are governors in every school in the country and 
we are continually being overlooked. Having heard senior 
HMI discuss their own leadership journeys and not refer 
to governors, finding that there are no governor 
representative key local area boards or subgroups and 
often finding myself as a sole voice ‘representing’ 
governance, we absolutely need to raise the profile of 
collaboration. But we need to raise the profile of the 
positive benefits that governance can have on outcomes – 
by having independent but supportive oversight and by 
clearly defining what we mean by governance.

How are governors preparing for a 
world linked to the GDPR revolution?

The same as everyone else – doing their best to be 
compliant! 

How can governors ensure that a 
s c h o o l / a c a d e m y i s p ro v i d i n g a 
curriculum that carries breadth and 
depth to support those young people to 
have enriched educational experiences?

Governors are not there to do lesson observations or 
make any form of judgement on the quality of teaching. 
Governors are there to ensure that the curriculum is 
resourced adequately (increasingly difficult) that pupils 
are given opportunities for wider learning experiences; 
and that they feel safe to learn. We need to ask about 
the Marking Policy for example in terms of workload. 
When we do governor visits we need to talk to pupils 
and ask them about their learning.

How do governors see their role in 
ensuring the children and young people 
in their care are immersed in British 
Values and Cultural Diversity?

By making schools safe places in which pupils can learn 
and share; be ensuring that there a range of voices 
heard, that homogenous communities look outside 
themselves and that as governors we live by the Nolan 
Principals; undertake necessary training on Prevent for 
example and ask questions. We need to ensure that our 
vision and values are ‘lived and not laminated’.
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Is governance all about schools making 
school leaders hitting those Progress 8 
KPIs? 

I mostly govern and clerk at primary level – but no, 
governance is not all about data. 

Is there a specific time limit that you feel you 
can become an effective governor?

The NGA recommend a period of two terms of office for 
a chair with a focus on succession planning after 6 years. 
Having been a governor for 15 years and chair for 8 at 
one of my schools I am giving this matter some serious 
thought! The issue is not about the length of time 
necessarily but about effectiveness and ability to self-
reflect, learn and be effective. If you have governance 
structure which properly allows for distributed leadership 
then being chair for longer than two terms may well be 
the right thing to do. Being a governor in more than one 
setting is a very good way to increase your knowledge. 

Some people are put off by the amount of 
time that allegedly being a governor 
takes. Can you confirm or dismiss this 
claim? 

Some people are put off, others have 
the time. The issue is one of making 
sure that what time you can give is 
used effectively. Some people use 
annual leave to undertake their 
governor role; others like myself are 
self employed; some have employers 
who are very supportive and others 
are retired. However, being an effective 
governor or Trustee does take more 
time than it used to and gone are they 
days (well, they should be!) when you 
turn up at a meeting, read the papers 
whilst you are there, have a biscuit, nod 
through whatever the headteacher asks 
and leave until the next time.

The average chair, if there is such a thing, gives 
between 10 and 20 days a year. NLG have to offer 10 
days unpaid deployment time back into the system and 
governing boards across the country are carrying 
vacancies on what feels like an unprecedented scale. 
The workload is definitely increasing.

D o y o u t h i n k t r a i n i n g s h o u l d b e 
mandatory? 

I used to think not but now I think that governors and 
trustees need to be skilled enough and knowledgeable 
enough to make the strategic decisions they are 
required to make and that in order to do so need to 
undertake programme of training and CPD. After all 
para 147 of the Ofsted Inspection Handbook states 
that inspectors will consider the effectiveness of 
governors in discharging their core statutory functions and 
how committed they are to their own development as 
governors in order to improve their performance. Not that 
we are governing for Ofsted of course!

The DfE have recently announced that they are 
increasing the funding for governance training and it 
will be interesting to see how this develops. Specific 
training in understanding the role of the trustee is 
essential in my opinion.  
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My Life as Chair of The Evolve 
Trust ……  Dominic Swift

My wife tells me that I am passionate about my 
business but that I am more passionate about the 
work I do at The Evolve Trust. My wife knows me 
better than I know myself because when she said 
this I was surprised but quickly came to recognise 
the truth in what she had said and found myself 
asking why I felt the way I did about the trust.

The answer in the end was very simple the trust sees 
the potential in children and believes that it can and will 
really make a difference to their life opportunities and 
so do I. 

This alignment with the core values, purpose and vision 
of the trust is key for all trustees (including the chair) as 
it creates the sense of common purpose at board level, 
but it is also important because it is from this shared 
vision that all on the board draw their energy and 
enthusiasm for the work they do.

I became chair of the trust earlier this year and at the 
time of my appointment one of the questions the 
trustees asked was how I would find the necessary time 
for the role. It was a fair question and one which I am 
sure many chairs wrestle with, in my case the answer 
has come from a combination of really starting to 
understand and define the key aspects of the role which 
must be delivered by the chair, being clear about where 
I really add value and then prioritising the things I do.

I am also very keen to use and develop the skills of 
others in the trustees group to allow effective 
delegation where possible, as this will also assist with 
long term succession planning for future chairs of the 
trust.

I believe that as a learning organisation all on the board 
should be committed to learning and professional 
development. I am certainly excited about the 
opportunity that I have, as chair, to learn more about 
education so that I can be more effective in my role of 
challenging and supporting the CEO and senior 
leadership team. 

Dominic studied Geography at Birmingham 
University.  He then studied Law at the 
University of the West of England and qualified 
as a lawyer in 1991.  Dominic works for Browne 
Jacobson LLP.  He is a partner in the education 
team and is chair of the Education Strategy 
Board.  Dominic specialises in advising schools 
on both governance and property matters and 
has project managed the conversion to academy 
status for in excess of 50 schools.  Dominic is 
Chair of Trustees of the Evolve Trust. 
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I am fortunate in enjoying an excellent relationship with 
our CEO, we are very different but we both respect 
each other’s qualities and share a common vision for the 
trust.  We don’t always agree (it would be unhealthy if 
we did) and we have actively sought to cultivate a 
culture where challenge is valued as it is a key 
component in a productive chair / CEO relationship. 

My focus as chair is on improving governance across the 
whole of the trust and we are running a number of 
projects to improve governance and to define our 
approach to governance, these include:

1) Making sure we are all really clear about the 
purpose of governance.

2) Managing expectation by setting clear 
definitions of the roles of members, trustees 
and governors, including the key responsibilities 
and the time commitment for the role.

3) Holding annual review meetings with all involved 
in governance in order to understand how they 
feel about the role they are delivering and to 
agree their development needs.

4) Creating the meeting structures to allow the 
members to effectively deliver their role of 
guardians of the vision and values of the trust.

5) Improving our management of risk. 

6) Ensuring all involved in governance is actively 
engaged in professional development.

7) Reviewing the role of the Local Governing 
Bodies.
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S o w h a t h a v e I 
discovered in my first 6 
months as chair? 

There is a lot to do.

That we need a clear 
p l a n t o a d d r e s s 
governance at the trust 
to allow us to focus on 
the priorities we have 
identified.

That personally I will 
need to be intelligent in 
the way I use time and 
focus that time on my 
ke y p r o j e c t s a n d 
responsibilities.

That I need to delegate 
to those around me 
using the skills we have 
on the board more 
effectively.

That we, as a board, need to be focussed on our own development so that we 
become more effective in our roles.

That we need to ensure our board meeting focuses on the strategic and we don’t get 
sucked into the detail.

That I need to continue to develop my relationship with the CEO ensuring that I 
focus on delivering effective challenge and support.

That we have a huge opportunity to make a difference not only to the children within 
out trust, but to the wider community via the work we do with the Evolve Alliance.

That I love my role as chair and that I want to do it well.

 I will always have a lot learn.
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1. Can you outline your own personal 
experience of governance?

I’ve been a governor/trustee for 23 years, initially as a 
parent governor then moving onto other categories. 
Having governed in different settings, including on an 
Interim Executive Board of a large secondary school in a 
deprived area, I can confirm it is very different to 
governing in a school in an affluent area. My managing 
director level experience in the private sector means I 
know what it is like to be a CEO on the other side of 
the table. I am currently Chair of Trustees of a MAT as 
well as being a Trustee in the Hospice sector. I spend a 
fair amount of time supporting governors/trustees.

2. What are the differences in governing in 
a maintained school versus a MAT?

In a maintained school the governing body is usually 
responsible for the educational outcomes in one school. 
It has responsibility for staff, finance, and the 
performance management of the Headteacher. In most 
maintained schools, the LA is the employer.

In a MAT the board of Trustees is subject to both 
company and charity law as well any directives and 
guidance from the DfE and its’ agencies There is 
significant autonomy to organise the MAT in any way 
the Board sees fit. However, with this autonomy comes 
the huge responsibility for the education of all children 
in all the member schools as well as ensuring VfM in all 
areas of spend. For me, (I would say this as an HR 
professional!) one of the differences is being the 
employer. The buck stops with the board. I’m not 
convinced MAT boards invest the necessary time and 
effort in this area.

I could go on and on…..
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Raj is a very experienced governor/trustee, having 
governed in maintained schools, single academy 
trusts and multi academy trusts. She is currently 
Chair of Trustees at PRIDE MAT and a trustee in 
the Hospice sector. She believes that academies, 
being a relatively young sector, can learn much 
from existing charities in other sectors. Being a 
governance geek and raising awareness of the 
importance of the effectiveness governance via 
Twitter (@RRUNSWORTH) lead to her 
appointment as Specialist Adviser to the 
H e a d s t e a c h e r s ' R o u n d t a b l e G r o u p 
(@HeadsRoundtable). Sitting on various boards, 
including the School Improvement Board and the 
Local Childrens Safeguarding Board means her 
experience goes beyond governance. She believes 
a l l governors/trustees should under take 
appropriate training and keep up to speed with 
local, regional and national issues. This latter is 
crucial for Chairs. 

Raj has worked in both the public and private 
sectors, her most recent experience being at 
Managing Director level in the IT sector. Her 
professional roles have been in HR and, since 
schools are essentially 'people businesses', her 
leadership experience has been invaluable to the 
many boards she has been on. She is passionate 
about ensuring all children having access to a good 
education and believes this is best achieved 
through having inclusive schools with good 
leadership and governance at the heart. 
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3. What skills make an effective 
trustee?

I think the DfE competency framework is a good 
starting point. Whilst I believe it’s important to 
have trustees with business skills, for me it’s 
equally important they actively participate in 
discussions, are assertive without being 
aggressive and display a willingness to critically 
question and challenge the executive team. They 
cannot be effective, nor can they make informed 
decisions if they are not up to speed on a range 
of matters.

4. How do you get the right people 
around the table?

Conduct regular skills audits and especially at key 
points to ensure you have the right trustees for 
the stage of the organisation. Regularly discuss 
succession planning, be on the look out for new 
trustees and be crystal clear on expectations and 
standards of behaviour. Use these as part of 
trustee appraisals, don’t be afraid to have difficult 
conversations with those not contributing. With 
smaller trust boards, no board can afford to 
carry people. 
Be creative about your recruitment strategy. Be 
open and honest about role and time 
commitments.
Don’t forget LGB members. If LGBs are the 
board’s eyes and ears on the ground you need 
the right people for this role.

5. What makes an effective chair of 
trustees?

      The bigger the MAT the more important this role 
is. It is a leadership role, leading the board and 
governance across the MAT. The chair plays a 
unique role in influencing board culture, setting 
expectations and standards. Ensuring the Nolan 
Principles are embedded throughout the MAT. 
Governance is likely to be more effective where 
the culture is one of openness and collaboration 
w i t h c l e a r commun i c a t i on a nd good 
administration. 

A strong chair will demonstrate ethical 
leadership by upholding the values of the MAT 
and ensuring the organisation promotes equality 
and diversity for all its stakeholders. He/she will 
foster professional constructive relationships 
built on mutual respect and open communication 
with the executive team and also external 
advisers. The chair and CEO must have an 
excellent working relationship.
 

6. Damien Hinds recently made 
announcement regarding inter 
connected party transactions. What 
are views on this?

I’m afraid I have never been a fan of connected 
party transactions, RPTs. Everyone needs to earn 
a living and the idea that some individuals or 
companies will provide services ‘at cost’ to the 
tune of hundreds of thousands of pounds is 
unrealistic. Many failing MATs have had weak 
governance and RPTs at the heart of poor, 
sometimes unethical practices. It would have 
been better if DfE had banned RPTs altogether 
instead of stipulating RPTs of 20k or above will 
require prior approval from EFSA. I suspect we 
will see a rise in 19,990k RPTs!  There is, 
however, nothing stopping boards from banning 
them in their own MATs.

7. We see the statement “holding 
leaders to account” being branded 
about a lot – what does this mean 
to you?

The language here is sometimes unhelpful, it’s 
quite simple. MATs are allocated public money 
for a specific purpose as per their Articles of 
Association and other key documents. Boards 
employ an executive team including the CEO to 
deliver on agreed strategies in the various 
strands including finance, HR, curriculum etc. 
CEOs work with their boards to set the values/
ethos/culture of the organisation.  CEOs, as the 
executive lead, are responsible for the effective 
management and delivery of agreed strategic 
aims and objectives. 
In a nutshell, CEOs like any other member of 
staff are subject to performance management. 
This is not an annual discussion but an ongoing 
work in progress throughout the year. Having the 
right chair is crucial. 
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10.Some people are put off by the 
amount of time being a governor 
takes – how would you respond to this 
question?

Governance has changed beyond recognition. It is 
increasingly important to ensure our boards and 
governing bodies reflect society. As Damian Hinds, 
SoS, recently highlighted good governance needs a 
range of voices. 

To attract and retain a diverse group of trustees, 
boards need to be flexible in how they operate. 
Look at your trustee expense policy, there may be 
reasons why some cannot commit time eg childcare, 
travel, timings of meetings etc. Perhaps consider co-
opting trustees for specific length of time, during a 
particular phase of growth? Consider allowing a ‘try 
before you buy’ scheme? As the leader, the chair 
needs to spend time getting to know trustees well 
to ensure they feel valued and supported in being as 
effective as possible. Finally, governance is not just 
about attending meetings, much happens in between, 
it maybe that some can contribute in other ways. I 
have a trustee who rarely attends meetings, but his 
input is invaluable in between meetings and he 
always shares comments ahead of meetings by email 
if he cannot attend. I would rather that than 
someone who attends all meetings but doesn’t say a 
word!

11.Can you give specific examples of 
when governance works best?

I think it works best when you have a small group of 
committed, like minded individuals working together 
to common goals. My most challenging governance 
role was as VC of an Interim Executive Board of a 
large secondary school in special measures. Each 
governor was valued for what he/she brought to the 
table . School leaders understood effective 
governance was a necessity in moving the school out 
of category. We worked as a team.  
In my experience governance works best when 
everyone is c lear about their roles and 
responsibilities. Sometimes there are grey areas. In 
my current role discussing these with our EHT in an 
open honest manner has lead to better decision 
making.
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8. How are the best governors preparing 
for the GDPR revolution?

I don’t see this as being any different to any other 
statutory requirement. This has been on the cards 
for some time and good boards will ensure they are 
up to speed with their legal and regulatory 
responsibilities. However, it doesn’t end there, good 
boards will regularly revisit policies and systems, 
being aware of best practice as it develops. Boards 
also need to ensure LGB members too are up to 
speed. Systems should be in place to ensure all staff 
aware and understand. 

9. What are your views on measures 
such as the EBacc and does this fit 
with the schools you are currently 
working with?

What we now call the EBacc has been around for a 
long time. As a teenager I had to study English 
(language and literature), maths, the sciences, 
geography or history and a language. Research by 
UCL Institute of Education shows that taking the 
EBacc enhances prospects for entering further 
education or employment.
My concern is failure to acknowledge the 
importance of the arts, especially subjects like music 
and drama which can be both academic and help 
young people develop life-long skills. There needs to 
be a balance in the curriculum on offer, based on the 
needs of the school’s community. That doesn’t mean 
low aspirations. It just means one size doesn’t fit all. 
I would hope that any schools I work with provide a 
curriculum for ALL pupils, in the world of 
accountability this takes principled moral leadership.
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14. Looking to the future how do    
  you see the role of governance 

evolving?

I think the stakes are increasingly high, this 
makes it harder to recruit trustees of the right 
calibre, more so in some areas than others. The 
time commitment varies from board to board 
and governing in affluent areas is much easier 
than in deprived areas. The role of chair too 
varies so much. There are times when I have 
been working on governance 3 or 4 days a 
week. Given we need to attract more diverse 
boards we need to consider paying. Paying may 
attract younger trustees who, unlike many who 
are retired, cannot afford to commit to 
volunteer. This would not be a salary, more like 
payment made to Non Exec Directors. 
I also think boards could all benefit from some 
independent trustees. I live 30 miles away from 
where I govern. I see it as part of my role to 
bring an external perspective based on my 
experiences elsewhere and knowledge of 
regional and national issues. 
MATs are charities so maybe there will be an 
expectation that trustees spend more time 
being ambassadors for their MATs. 

Finally, given the importance of the role, it is 
surprising induction/training/CPD are not 
mandatory. Hopefully this will change.
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12. When is governance least  
      effective?

Hmmm usually when there is misunderstanding 
or disagreement either between trustees and/or 
with the executive team. It is also least effective 
when there is a weak chair. Over the years I have 
supported many governors and sometimes HTs 
where one is trying to ‘control’ the other. I do 
think some HTs/CEOs see their boards as a 
nuisance, some will just bypass the board. It 
doesn’t help that where there is no mandatory 
qualification for headship or CEOship. Indeed 
there is no evidence that the courses available 
include governance in any meaningful way. Yet this 
is a key relationship, much of the success of the 
MAT depends on it.

13. A MAT is only as effective as its     
governance – do you agree with this 
statement?

    I don’t think there is a clear-cut answer to this. 
Much depends on how ineffective or dysfunctional 
the board is. A MAT with a strong CEO and good 
exec team can carry a poor board. There are 
CEOs who have inherited ineffective boards, 
which they have then set about changing. MAT 
governance is still in its infancy and other than the 
reviews carried by EFSA there is no formal 
judgment of governance. I suspect many are 
perhaps not as effective as they could be. 
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Fleur Sexton DL, Businesswoman of the Year 2017/18, Deputy Lieutenant representing Her Majesty’s Lord-Lieutenant 
of West Midlands and Managing Director and co-founder of multi-award winning PET-Xi - a high-energy training 
specialist whose training teams have helped over 150,000 people unlock their potential and achieve their training goals 
since its inception in 1995.  Newly-crowned Coventry Telegraph Company of the Year, PET-Xi is known across the UK 
for its relentlessly upbeat training teams and ability to deliver results.  PET-Xi’s multi-award-winning teams work 
tirelessly to make a difference to people’s lives, firing up their minds with engaging and positive learning experiences 
designed to help them achieve their target grades, get back into employment or upskill and progress along their chosen 
pathways as well as providing business training for companies and individuals to maximise profitability and performance 
with our Xplosive Inspiration.
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Proudly hosts their second conference:

Collaborate now, Innovate now, the class of 2035 
Needs YOU!!

Wednesday, 10th October 2018 at 09:30 am - 15:30 pm
Cost:  £70 per ticket

Ransom Wood Conference Suite,
Southwell Road, Mansfield, Nottinghamshire, NG21 0HJ

For further details, please email Craig Fowkes (cfowkes@evolvetrust.org)
or call Craig on 01623 348100 ext 208 

Dean Kelly, Founder of Realise 
Education 
Dean built and led one of the UKs leading 
education recruiters for almost 15 years. 
During this time, he worked with the DfE, 
GEMs, BiT and many large MATs,   delivering 
sustainable recruitment solutions.  In 2015 he 
passed over the reins to two social 
enterprises, ReaIiseMe & Realise Education, 
aiming to provide efficient long-term support 
solutions in the education sector.  

Andrew Reay, Author of Character 
Education 
Andrew brings a rich and diverse wealth of 
experience in character education acquired 
during his time in the Royal Air Force and as 
co-founder of the Great School’s Trust, a 
multi-academy trust which  specialises in 
values based education through the delivery 
of leadership character. 

M a r k S t e v e n s o n , A u t h o r , 
Broadcaster and  expert on 
global trends and innovation. 
He is one of the world’s most respected 
thinkers on the interplay of technology and 
society, helping a diverse mix of clients to 
become future literate and adapt their 
cultures and strategy to squarely face the 
questions the future is asking them. 

Joanne Caddy, Senior Policy Analyst 
in the OECD’s Directorate for 
Education and Skills
Joanne leads work on the PISA Based Test 
for Schools (OECD Test for Schools) and an 
Effective Learning Environments. Previously, 
Joanne led multidisciplinary OECD teams to 
support countries’ efforts in building effective 
national skills strategies by fostering a whole-
of-government approach to skills policy while 
ensuring broad stakeholder engagement in 10 
countries (Austria, Norway, Korea, Spain, 
Portugal, Peru, Mexico, The Netherlands, 
Slovenia and Italy). 

Keynotes

Special 
thanks to our 
Sponsors:
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Contact Us

The Evolve Trust
c/c The Beech Academy, Fairholme Drive,

Mansfield,
Nottinghamshire,

NG19 6DX.

Phone: (01623) 348100
Email:  evolvealliance@evolvetrust.org

http://www.evolvetrust.org
  twitter:  @_evolvealliance

mailto:evolvealliance@evolvetrust.org
http://www.evolvetrust.org
mailto:evolvealliance@evolvetrust.org
http://www.evolvetrust.org



