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�:�K�\���D���J�X�L�G�H���W�R���E�H�L�Q�J���V�W�U�D�W�H�J�L�F�"

Strong governance is a key part of a successful school. Every 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/governance-handbook
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-inspection-handbook-from-september-2015
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-inspection-handbook-from-september-2015
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Effective governance 
Governing boards, especially those that are struggling, can 
be overwhelmed by too much information. NGA’s eight 
elements of effective governance are a good starting point 
for ensuring that a board successfully carries out 
its responsibilities. 

An effective board has:

1. the right people round the table

2. an understanding of the role and responsibilities of the 
governing board

3. good chairing

4. professional clerking

5. good relationships based on trust

6. knowledge of the school – the data, the staff, the parents, 
the children, the community

7. a commitment to asking challenging questions

8. the confidence to have courageous conversations in the 
interests of the children and young people.

Other useful resources are the DfE’s Governance Handbook 
and Competency Framework for Governance, which provide 
guidance on the duties of governing boards and advice on 
the skills, knowledge and behaviours they need to 
be effective.

�7�K�H���O�L�Q�H���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���J�R�Y�H�U�Q�D�Q�F�H��
�D�Q�G���b�P�D�Q�D�J�H�P�H�Q�W

It is important that governing boards understand where their 
strategic responsibilities end and the responsibilities of the 
senior executive leader begin. Senior executive leaders 
include head teachers, executive principles and chief 
executives. Stepping over the line into operational matters is 
inappropriate and can make the job of the senior executive 
leader more difficult. 

More detailed guidance can be found in What Governing 
Bodies Should Expect from School Leaders and What School 
Leaders Should Expect from Governing Bodies, a joint 
guidance document from the Association of School and 
College Leaders (ASCL), the Local Government Association 
(LGA), the National Association of Head Teachers (NAHT) and 
the National Governance Association (NGA). 

Ethical governance 
Governing boards must act in the best interests of children 
and young people, and as guardians of the organisation’s 
ethos they must be willing to challenge any unethical 
behaviours or decisions. Governing boards should have a 
code of conduct, and should adhere to the Nolan principles 
of public life: selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability, 
openness, honesty and leadership. Further help on 
developing a code of conduct is available at 
nga.org.uk/codeofconduct.

Principles against which governing boards  
VKRXOG�FRQWLQXDOO\�HYDOXDWH�WKHLUbSUDFWLFH

https://www.nga.org.uk/News/NGA-News/Sept-16-Feb-2017/New-Governance-Handbook-and-Competency-Framework-r.aspx
https://www.nga.org.uk/News/NGA-News/Sept-16-Feb-2017/New-Governance-Handbook-and-Competency-Framework-r.aspx
https://www.nga.org.uk/News/NGA-News/Mar-2017-Aug-2017/School-leaders-and-governing-boards-what-do-we-exp.aspx
https://www.nga.org.uk/News/NGA-News/Mar-2017-Aug-2017/School-leaders-and-governing-boards-what-do-we-exp.aspx
https://www.nga.org.uk/News/NGA-News/Mar-2017-Aug-2017/School-leaders-and-governing-boards-what-do-we-exp.aspx
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�$���Y�D�O�X�H���L�V���D���S�U�L�Q�F�L�S�O�H���W�K�D�W���J�X�L�G�H�V
�R�X�U���W�K�L�Q�N�L�Q�J���D�Q�G�b�E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U��
 
Governing boards are responsible for the values of the 
organisation, which should be at its core and a reference 
point for all decisions. The organisation’s values underpin its 
culture, strategy, policies and procedures. They should 
encompass the Nolan principles, such as integrity, but also 
others that are particular to the school, which could include 
inclusivity, generosity and respect. They may help to 
distinguish a school from others.

The organisation’s values should be meaningful, discussed 
and lived – whether you govern in a small maintained primary 
school or a large multi-academy trust (MAT). The 
underpinning values should be communicated and 
understood by everyone in the school community. 

As a MAT is a single organisation, all academies within the 
MAT should have shared values. How values are made 
relevant within each individual academy is determined by the 
vision for the academy, which is based on where it is now and 
where it aims to be in three to five years’ time. There is no 
need to set values every year, but it is good practice to 
reaffirm them when discussing vision and strategy. Some 
questions to consider are:

• Do your values speak to every member of the 
school community?

• Are all of your decisions and actions consistent with 
your values? 

• Where can you find your values best represented? 

• Can you think of any instances in which you fell short of 
your values? 

• Have you considered the seven Nolan principles of public life?

�9�L�V�L�R�Q��

�7�K�H���V�F�K�R�R�O�M�V���Y�L�V�L�R�Q���V�K�R�X�O�G�����L�Q���D���I�H�Z���V�H�Q�W�H�Q�F�H�V�����G�H�V�F�U�L�E�H
�Z�K�D�W���W�K�H���V�F�K�R�R�O���Z�L�O�O���O�R�R�N���O�L�N�H���L�Q���W�K�U�H�H���W�R���“�Y�H���\�H�D�U�V�M�b�W�L�P�H����
 
Every organisation needs to have a vision of what it is trying 
to achieve. You should be aiming to continuously improve, to 
make the experience of the school the very best it can be for 
pupils, parents and staff. Projecting forward a few years, what 
specific goals do you want the school and its pupils to have 
achieved? There is no need to rewrite the vision annually, but 
it is good practice to review it. 

Is your vision:

• Based on your shared values? 

• Ambitious but achievable? 

• Open to new opportunities? 

• Descriptive of what the pupils will have achieved in the 
broadest way – in terms of attainment, progress and being 
prepared for the next stage of their education? 

• Reflective of the views of pupils, parents and staff?

• Agreed by the governing board?

• Communicated to the school community?

A step-by-step guide on how to create a vision based on core 
values can be found in the NGA’s Growing Governance 
resource pack.

�$�����*�R�Y�H�U�Q�L�Q�J���S�U�L�Q�F�L�S�O�H�V

https://www.nga.org.uk/About-Us/Campaigning/Growing-Governance.aspx
https://www.nga.org.uk/About-Us/Campaigning/Growing-Governance.aspx
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Taking time to reflect, discuss and consult before determining 
your strategy is essential and should be an exercise 
undertaken in part by the whole governing board, the senior 
executive leader and the senior leadership team during a 
dedicated strategy day. You should decide how you are going 
to involve others, and all ideas, approaches and opportunities 
should be considered. 

When determining a strategy to achieve the agreed vision, 
consider the challenges, risks and barriers. What does your 
organisation need to prioritise in order to overcome those 
challenges and barriers and to mitigate the risks? How will 
you know the vision has been achieved? 

�:�K�H�Q���F�U�H�D�W�L�Q�J���\�R�X�U���V�W�U�D�W�H�J�\�b�G�R�F�X�P�H�Q�W
1. Start with your vision.

2. Identify an improvement priority for achieving each aspect 
of the vision (but try not to have more than six 
improvement priorities in the strategy document). 

3. Outline what success looks like for each improvement 
priority, in the long term and the short term.

4. Involve other stakeholders – most importantly the staff.

5. Each improvement priority should be measurable in some 
way; consider the timeframes that are best for each – 
these may be termly or annual, and some may extend 

https://www.nga.org.uk/About-Us/Campaigning/Growing-Governance.aspx
https://www.nga.org.uk/About-Us/Campaigning/Growing-Governance.aspx
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An effective way to determine and communicate 
responsibility for the vision, strategy and school development 
plan, including monitoring and reporting arrangements, is to 
put together a table of delegation. You can adapt the 
following examples to suit your context.

�(�[�D�P�S�O�H���W�D�E�O�H���R�I���G�H�O�H�J�D�W�L�R�Q���Z�L�W�K�L�Q���D���V�L�Q�J�O�H���V�F�K�R�R�O



7 
Being Strategic: A guide for governing boards

�0�$�7�V��
Trustee boards should develop a vision for the whole trust 
that looks ahead three to five years and an annual strategy 
that outlines trust-wide improvement priorities. A MAT must 
have a scheme of delegation (SOD) published on its website 
and those of its academies that makes clear where the key 
governance functions are exercised. There is no one-size-fits-
all way of delegating, and the criteria used will differ 
according to the governance arrangements of each MAT. 

A single academy within a MAT could follow the process of a 
single school when determining its annual strategy. However, 
all academies within the MAT will share the same values, and 
some of the vision may be set at trustee board level – this will 
be set out in the MAT’s SOD. How the vision is made relevant 
within the individual academy is determined by the specific 
improvement priorities of the academy. You can adapt the 
table of delegation for a single school to suit your context.

�(�[�D�P�S�O�H���W�D�E�O�H���R�I���G�H�O�H�J�D�W�L�R�Q�b�L�Q�b�D�b�0�$�7

�7�U�X�V�W���Y�L�V�L�R�Q 
Three to five years

�7�U�X�V�W���V�W�U�D�W�H�J�\���G�R�F�X�P�H�Q�W 
One year

�7�U�X�V�W���G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�P�H�Q�W���S�O�D�Q 
One year

�'�H�Y�H�O�R�S���U�H�F�R�P�P�H�Q�G 
Beginning of year

Trustee board and senior 
executive leader

Trustee board, senior 
executive leader and senior 
leaders

Senior executive leader

Refer 
Throughout year

Academy committees, parents, 
pupils, senior leaders and staff

Senior executive leader Trustee board, senior leaders 
and staff

Agree 
Beginning of year

Trustee board Trustee board Senior executive leader

�'�H�O�L�Y�H�U���F�R�P�S�O�\ 
Throughout year

All Senior executive leader Senior leaders and staff

Report 
Termly/annually 

Academy committees Senior executive leader (to 
trustee board)

Senior leaders and staff (to 
senior executive leader)

Monitor 
Termly/annually

Trustee board Trustee board Trustee board, parents, pupils

Review 
End of the year

Trustee board and senior 
executive leader

Trustee board and senior 
executive leader

Trustee board and senior 
executive leader 

 

�%�����&�U�H�D�W�L�Q�J���W�K�H���V�W�U�D�W�H�J�\
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What success looks like, based on your desired outcomes, will 
determine what evidence is needed to measure progress 
(section B, ‘Creating the strategy’). The measures will be 
agreed in detail between the governing board and the senior 
executive leader and monitored on a termly/annual basis by 
the governing board, as set out by the monitoring 
arrangements in the strategy document. 

When determining what success looks like, it is important to 
consider outcomes that are specific, measurable, achievable, 



https://www.nga.org.uk/Guidance.aspx
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/teacher-workload-survey-2016
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�3�X�S�L�O���S�U�R�J�U�H�V�V���D�Q�G���D�W�W�D�L�Q�P�H�Q�W��

Pupils should be in an educational environment that enables 
them to make at least expected progress, and this should be 
evidenced by tracking data from teachers throughout the 
academic year. 

Pupil progress and attainment form part of the floor 
standards for both primary and secondary schools, which the 
government uses to hold schools to account. This includes 
the progress and achievement of specific groups of pupils, 
eg disadvantaged pupils and those with special educational 
needs and disabilities (SEND). 

Pupil achievement is one of the four areas for which Ofsted 
makes a graded judgement. Schools falling below the floor 
standards are subject to government intervention, including 
being taken over by an academy sponsor. 

In secondary schools, the attainment of pupils will also 
determine the qualifications they gain and consequently 
their future career options.

�(�[�D�P�S�O�H�V���R�I���H�Y�L�G�H�Q�F�H����

• In-school tracking data from teachers

• KS2 performance in the core subjects (primary)

• Progress 8, Attainment 8 (secondary) 

• Distribution of GCSE/A-level points across individual 
subjects (secondary)

• Progress against appropriate measures (special schools)

• ASP

• Fischer Family Trust data

• DfE performance benchmarking data 

• Governing board Q&A

�%�U�R�D�G���D�Q�G���E�D�O�D�Q�F�H�G���F�X�U�U�L�F�X�O�X�P���R�I�I�H�U��

The curriculum should support the spiritual, moral, social 
and cultural (SMSC) development of pupils, along with 
their mental and physical development, in order to foster 
the skills, knowledge and personal attributes needed 
for adult life. 

The governing board plays a key role in ensuring that the 
school’s curriculum offer is “broad and balanced” and as 
far as possible meets the needs of all the young people 
in the school. The curriculum offer should include a broad 
range of subjects. 

�(�[�D�P�S�O�H�V���R�I���H�Y�L�G�H�Q�F�H����

• Curriculum policy

• Headteacher reports 

• Governing board Q&A 

• Pupil and parent surveys

• School website for subjects on offer (secondary)

• Governor school visits (these must be well planned and 
are not teacher observations – visit the NGA Guidance 
Centre for more information)

�&�����0�R�Q�L�W�R�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H���V�W�U�D�W�H�J�\

httpt6:B]c1ww.nga.org.uk/Guidance.aspx
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�3�X�S�L�O���Z�H�O�O�E�H�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���U�H�V�L�O�L�H�Q�F�H

In maintained schools the governing board has a legal duty 
to “promote the wellbeing of pupils at the school”. 
Governing boards in all settings should consider a whole-
school approach to mental health.

Children with higher levels of emotional, behavioural and 
social wellbeing are, on average, more engaged in school 
and have higher levels of academic achievement, both 
during school and in later years. 
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�3�U�H�S�D�U�L�Q�J���S�X�S�L�O�V���I�R�U���W�K�H���Q�H�[�W���V�W�D�J�H�V���R�I���O�L�I�H

Part of the role of schools is to give pupils the knowledge and 
skills they need to succeed in the future.

All state-funded secondary schools, including academies and 
free schools, have a statutory duty to “secure access to 
independent careers guidance” for their students aged 13–18.

Schools must also “ensure that there is an opportunity for a 
range of education and training providers to access registered 
pupils during the relevant phase of their education for the 
purpose of informing them about approved technical 
education qualifications or apprenticeships”.

�(�[�D�P�S�O�H�V���R�I���H�Y�L�G�H�Q�F�H����

• Information, advice and guidance on careers delivered to 
pupils based on the Gatsby Good Career 
Guidance Benchmarks

• Pupil exit interviews

• Options available for next stage of education (secondary)

• Destination data for pupils up to three years after leaving 
and numbers of students who are NEET (not in education, 
employment or training) (secondary)

• Proportion applying for degree programmes at universities 
(including elite universities), vocational programmes at 
colleges and apprenticeships (secondary)
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�8�V�H���R�I���U�H�V�R�X�U�F�H�V��

�5�H�V�R�X�U�F�H�V��

One of the governing board’s core functions is overseeing the 
financial performance of the school and making sure its money 
is well spent. Effective use of resources will allow the school to 
give pupils the best education possible on a long-term basis.

Governing boards also play a key role in ensuring that the pupil 
and PE/sports premiums are allocated and spent effectively.    

�(�[�D�P�S�O�H�V���R�I���H�Y�L�G�H�Q�F�H��

• Financial benchmarking data

• Reports from the school business manager/senior 
executive leader 

• Reports from auditors (internal or external)

• Measures of how money is prioritised and the impacts 
of spending 

• Available facilities (eg indoor and outdoor spaces, 
laboratories, technology equipment, arts equipment)

• Monitoring of how pupil premium funding is spent and the 
impact of this spending

�(�Q�J�D�J�H�P�H�Q�W���Z�L�W�K���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���D�Q�G���O�R�F�D�O���F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�W�\��

�(�Q�J�D�J�L�Q�J���Z�L�W�K���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V

A school needs to understand its parents and their views of the 
education being provided to their children. Parents care about 
their children’s future and are influential in shaping their 
aspirations and educational outcomes. 

Ofsted uses responses to Parent View when making inspection 
judgements, and will consider how effectively the governing 
board engages with parents.

�(�[�D�P�S�O�H�V���R�I���H�Y�L�G�H�Q�F�H��

• Parent surveys

• Feedback at parents evenings

• Number and nature of parental complaints

• Number of authorised/unauthorised absences

�5�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S���Z�L�W�K���O�R�F�D�O���F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�W�\

All state-funded schools are required by law to promote 
community cohesion. Developing a good relationship with the 
local community benefits a school in many ways.

It opens up experiences that support the curriculum and 
enhance pupils’ learning (for example, enhancing careers 
education via links with local businesses). It also improves 
cohesion between the different ethnic and religious groups 
within a school.

The school’s standing in the local community will also affect 
applications for places.

�(�[�D�P�S�O�H�V���R�I���H�Y�L�G�H�Q�F�H��

• Applications and admissions data

• Level of participation in community and voluntary activities 
at the school

• Parent surveys

• Encounters with local employers and speakers (primary 
and secondary)

• Number of pupils gaining work experience at local 
businesses (secondary)

�&�����0�R�Q�L�W�R�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H���V�W�U�D�W�H�J�\
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�.�H�\���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�V���I�R�U���W�K�H���J�R�Y�H�U�Q�L�Q�J���E�R�D�U�G���W�R���D�V�N��
�L�W�V�H�O�I���R�Q���V�W�U�D�W�H�J�\
The All-Party Parliamentary Group on Education Governance 
and Leadership has produced sets of questions for the 
governing board to ask itself to evaluate the full range of 
governance responsibilities in maintained schools and MATs 
(available in full at nga.org.uk). Extracted here are questions 
that are relevant to the governing board’s responsibility of 
ensuring clarity of vision, ethos and strategic direction.

�6�L�Q�J�O�H���V�F�K�R�R�O�V����

Does our vision look forward three to five years, and does it 
include what the children who have left the school will 
have achieved?

Have we agreed a strategy with priorities for achieving our 
vision, with measures against which we can regularly monitor 
and review the strategy?

How effectively does our strategic planning cycle drive the 
governing board’s activities and agenda setting?

�0�$�7�V����

Does the trustee board have a clear vision and strategic 
priorities for the next three to five years, to which all 
academies contribute and which is understood by each of 
its academies?

How effectively do these strategic priorities drive the 
governance structure, activities and agenda setting at all 
levels of the trust?

What vision does the trustee board have for the trust, and 
how does the strategy ensure that there is the capacity to 
support any additional academies well?

Review the strategy annually to  
evaluate progress towards the vision 

https://www.nga.org.uk/Home.aspx
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�6�R�P�H���I�X�U�W�K�H�U���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�V���W�R���U�H�t�H�F�W���R�Q����

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/governance-handbook
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/governance-handbook
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-inspection-handbook-from-september-2015
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-inspection-handbook-from-september-2015
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-inspection-handbook-from-september-2015
https://www.nga.org.uk/News/NGA-News/Mar-2017-Aug-2017/School-leaders-and-governing-boards-what-do-we-exp.aspx
https://www.nga.org.uk/News/NGA-News/Mar-2017-Aug-2017/School-leaders-and-governing-boards-what-do-we-exp.aspx
https://www.nga.org.uk/News/NGA-News/Mar-2017-Aug-2017/School-leaders-and-governing-boards-what-do-we-exp.aspx
https://www.nga.org.uk/About-Us/Campaigning/Growing-Governance.aspx
https://www.nga.org.uk/About-Us/Campaigning/Growing-Governance.aspx
https://www.nga.org.uk/About-Us/Campaigning/Growing-Governance.aspx
https://www.nga.org.uk/Guidance.aspx
https://www.nga.org.uk/Guidance.aspx
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/teacher-workload-survey-2016
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/teacher-workload-survey-2016
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Wellcome exists to improve health for everyone by helping 
great ideas to thrive. We’re a global charitable foundation, 
both politically and financially independent. We support 
scientists and researchers, take on big problems, fuel 
imaginations and spark debate.

The Wellcome Trust is a charity registered in England and 
Wales, no. 210183. Its sole trustee is The Wellcome Trust 
Limited, a company registered in England and Wales, no. 
2711000 (whose registered office is at 215 Euston Road, 
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�1�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���*�R�Y�H�U�Q�D�Q�F�H���$�V�V�R�F�L�D�W�L�R�Q
The National Governance Association (NGA) is an 
independent charity that aims to improve the wellbeing of 
children and young people by increasing the effectiveness of 
school governance and promoting high standards in state 
schools in England. It does this by providing information, 
advice, guidance, research and training to clerks, governors 
and trustees. It lobbies and works closely with the UK 
government and other educational bodies, representing the 
views of school governors, trustees and clerks. NGA has a 
variety of membership packages: for more information, visit 
nga.org.uk/membership
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