The effective college board
Keeping fit for purpose

A set of diagnostic tools for college
governing bodies in the further education
and skills sector




About this pack

This pack and the tools within it will enable college governing bodies in the further education and skills
sector to evaluate their effectiveness and develop a rigorous governance quality improvement plan. It
can be used by boards as part of their self-evaluation process, and by external facilitators when
supporting board improvement.

suggested principles of good governance for colleges in the further education and skills sector;

a list of the topics that a board should have under review and a set of tools with key self-reflective
questions that a board might ask against each of these topics;

suggestions about how the tools in the pack might be used; and

links to further resources.

to encourage a greater understanding of their roles and responsibilities;
to help boards self assess; and

to agree areas for improvement as part of a governance quality improvement plan.

There is no ‘right’ tool to start with. Where you start will depend on each individual context and you
will need to identify which topics need some reflection and attention. The questions included with each
tool may also be amended or added to, to meet individual circumstances.
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Introduction

How do governing bodies really know they are
effective?

Government expectation of governing bodies
has risen significantly following the Education
Act 2011, as illustrated in the following extract
from the latest statement of government

policy:

“For individual colleges the ultimate
responsibility for raising standards and
challenging poor performance rests with the
governors. Governors are accountable for the
quality of what is delivered. Effective
governance and leadership are essential
ingredients of a strong institution, and weak
governance and leadership is almost always
at the root of poor performance.”

‘Rigour and Responsiveness in Skills’ BIS,
April 2013, p12

There are many resources available that can
help governing bodies evaluate how compliant
they are, but few that challenge boards to
reflect on their added value in relation to the
key roles and accountabilities of governance.

The Financial Reporting Council (FRC)
published guidance on board effectiveness in
March 2011, stating that:

“Boards continually need to monitor and
improve their performance. This can be
achieved through board evaluation, which
provides a powerful and valuable feedback
mechanism for improving board
effectiveness, maximising strengths and
highlighting areas for further development.
The evaluation process should aim to be
objective and rigorous.”

The UK Corporate Governance Code 2012
includes the principle:

“The board should undertake a formal and
rigorous annual evaluation of its own
performance and that of its committees and
individual directors.”

It goes further to recommend that:

“Evaluation of the board of FTSE 350
companies should be externally facilitated at
least every three years.”

The English Colleges’ Foundation Code of
Governance states under section 3, ‘Reviewing
and reporting performance’:

“The governing body should undertake a
formal self-evaluation of its effectiveness as
frequently as it determines is appropriate,
but at least every three years.

“The chair should ensure that the
performance and effectiveness of all
governors is assessed on an ongoing basis.”

The 2012 Ofsted report on ‘How colleges
improve’ comments on the role of governance:

“The influential role of governors in
understanding their responsibilities and thus
establishing a clear learner-centred ethos
was strong in the outstanding colleges
visited and correspondingly weak in the
other colleges.”

One chair of governors, when asked what good
governance looked like, said:

“Our role as governors is not to do but to
make it possible for others to do their jobs,
but we have to ask questions and have the
information to make the right challenges
when needed.”

Principles of good governance
for colleges in the further
education and skills sector

How do governors know what is good practice
and what are the ‘right’ questions to ask?

A set of good governance principles were
written and contextualised for further
education and skills based upon the six
principles of good governance as identified by
the Independent Commission on Good
Governance in the Good Governance Standard
for Public Services Guide in 2005:
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1. Good governance means focusing on the
organisation’s purpose and on outcomes
for communities and learners.

2. Good governance means the board
performing effectively both as individuals
and as a team in defined roles and
responsibilities.

3. Good governance means promoting values
for the whole organisation and behaving
with integrity.

4. Good governance means taking informed
transparent decisions and managing risk.

5. Good governance means developing the
capacity and capability of the board to be
effective.

6. Good governance means engaging
stakeholders and making accountability
real.

Trust and Verify

Trust is the bedrock of all good governance,
however these tools are based on the
assumption that governors also need to verify.
These tools follow a similar format asking
questions like ‘How do you know?’ and ‘How do
you verify what is reported and discussed?’

The pack contains the following diagnostic
tools:
teaching, learning and assessment;
leadership and management;
mission, vision, values;
horizontal accountability;
performance management of the CEO;
performance management;
understanding the views of staff;
reputation and networking;
outcomes for learners;
board structure and process;

strategic planning;

appraisal of individual governors and the

chair;

innovation and enterprise;

finance and risk;

diversity on boards;

learner voice; and

public value statements.
Each topic has a selection of self-reflective
guestions which can be used in a variety of
ways. An activity or activities are also attached
that can be used as part of board development,
and an indication of where further information
may be found. There is no right tool to start

with, choose the tools according to your own
board’s development needs.

Facilitators’ briefing sheet

A brief guide for facilitators is available giving
examples of how these tools can be used. Visit
www.fegovernance.org for more information.

Core skill of governance — asking
powerful questions

These tools are designed using questions to
reflect one of the core skills of effective
governance; asking powerful questions.

A powerful question is one that:

generates curiosity;

stimulates reflective discussion;

is thought provoking;

surfaces underlying assumptions;
invites creativity and new possibilities;
generates energy and movement; and

evokes more questions.

Balancing support and challenge as a governor
demands asking different types of questions,
ones that can for example:

link the discussion to the overarching
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strategy or performance indicator;
test assumptions;

test the systemic impact of a decision on
the whole;

make connections between financial or
resource decisions and the impact on
teaching, learning and assessment;

validate the decision;

create a space to envision;

evaluate the impact of actions;

identify areas of risk;

invite the board to consider an alternative;,
identify an area for development; or

generate a future scenario.

An effective board asks all these kinds of
guestions and more, these tools invite you to
explore your roles through addressing reflective
guestions.

This project was initiated by LSIS in response to
the question ‘How do governing bodies really
know they are effective?’ LSIS and the AoC
have been supporting improvement in
governance across the sector for many years
and this pack of materials both builds on
previous work and looks at effectiveness in the
current context with new freedoms and
flexibilities and where there is an increased
focus on the governing body looking at
teaching and learning.

The pack and tools provides a ‘front porch’ for
the extensive resources and development
programmes available to governing bodies.

There are many resources to support the
development outcomes from these tools. A
growing number are housed in AoC online
governance resource library.

Others, including the LSIS governance training
materials and brief guides can be found on the
Excellence Gateway at www.fegovernance.org

Project leaders
Jo Matthews, LSIS associate and joint project lead

Mike Snell, LSIS associate and joint project lead

LSIS staff

Peter Munday, Head, Governance and Strategic
Development

Selina Stewart, Programme Development Manager,
Leadership Skills for Governance

Leaders in the sector acted as critical friends to the
project including principals, clerks, chairs and
governors.

For further information about this pack or the
tools, or to provide feedback on any aspect of
this publication, please contact
fegovernance@Isis.org.uk
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Appendices:
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