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What it means for you and the Governing Body

A confident headteacher will always invite questions, find challenge stimulating and be willing to provide information where the request is reasonable. A confident governing body will give the headteacher the space to manage and will hold the head to account on how they operate within the strategic framework, not on operational details. Governors will learn to exercise the appropriate degree of challenge and not descend into excessive scrutiny, which can be counter productive and destructive of trust.
A confident, experienced and skilful clerk will understand the governors’ role and will reflect their questions and challenge in the minutes of the meeting. They will encourage governors to scrutinise paperwork in advance of meetings and get into the habit of asking relevant and searching questions. 
Possible phrases to use in the minutes to highlight challenge: 

“The governors challenged the headteacher to explain the latest overspend on the supply cover cost centre…”

“One governor asked if there were any specific reasons that the GCSE results in Mathematics were worse than anticipated…”

“The Personnel Committee questioned why the performance management process had not been completed for every teacher by the end of October, as required under the regulations…”

“The Chair of the Committee argued that he had undertaken a health and safety inspection following the building of the wall and he reported at the time that he felt the design was faulty. He asked the headteacher to raise this matter once again with the builder…”

“The governors queried whether the deployment of a Learning Support Assistant in every class had resulted in improved outcomes for pupils and whether this offered good value for money?”

“In response to a question from a governor, the Headteacher explained…”

“The governor with responsibility for health and safety raised a concern about the access ramp to the school hall…”

Further information and references

Ofsted Evaluation Schedule and briefing paper on school governance
Guide to the Law, Chapter 3, Governing Body Powers, Duties and Procedures

 “Headteachers and Governing Bodies”                                  Martin Pounce    www.adamsonbooks.com

 “Accountability: A Practical Guide for School Governors” Stephen Adamson   www.adamsonbooks.com
“A Guide to Writing Governing Body Minutes” (Kent County Council) (available on the ECA website)
Governor and Clerks’ training – ECC Schools Learning and Development 01245 434300  
schools-ld@essex.gov.uk
This briefing paper is produced as a part as a series of guidance for clerks and reflects the best information available to the ECA.

Summary: Clerk’s Action


Ensure that the minutes of meetings record any occasions when governors question and challenge the headteacher or the school.


Encourage governors to undertake training to increase their knowledge and confidence to ask informed questions.


Make sure that supporting papers are sent out with the agenda at least seven days in advance of the meeting, so that governors can familiarise themselves with reports and ask relevant questions.


Discuss with the Chair the need to encourage governors to ask questions and participate in discussions during meetings. 


Remind governors of the need to write a report following any monitoring visit and suggest that a bank of questions is developed by governors to ensure that they are asking relevant and challenging questions when visiting the school. 


Encourage governors to challenge their own practice, by undertaking self-evaluation on a regular basis.





Recording Challenge











Introduction – the importance of challenge…


“A good headteacher will discuss all the main aspects of school life with the governing body and will expect the governing body to both challenge and support the school. Acting as a “critical friend”, the governing body should offer support and constructive advice, but governors should not be deterred from questioning proposals and seeking further information to enable them to make sound decisions.” 


Guide to the Law, Chapter 3, Governing Body Powers, Duties and Procedures





The current Ofsted Framework (introduced in September 2009) judges how effectively governors challenge and support the school “so that weaknesses are tackled decisively and statutory responsibilities met”. Inspectors take account of “how effectively and confidently governors develop and use their skills and knowledge to hold leaders to account for improvement by robustly challenging underperformance”.


Governors should be able to demonstrate how effectively they challenge the school in each of their roles: strategic governance, the critical friend role and when holding the school to account (or indeed, when they are being held to account). The key role of the clerk is to record any challenge, however minor. Governors who see their contribution included should then feel empowered to participate at future meetings.





…and support


Governing Bodies will be able to challenge much more effectively if they have established good working relationships with the headteacher and staff and readily demonstrate their willingness to support their school. Effective challenge is not aggressive or domineering – and governors should be quick to celebrate achievement in their schools, whilst always working with them to improve and get even better. 





How governors can challenge


Asking questions - Information, and particularly data, that Governing Bodies receive may be of limited use unless it is fully understood and interrogated by governors. Asking a question is not a great art but it needs a certain confidence, and at first a willingness to risk looking foolish. New, and sometimes not-so-new, governors may hold back from asking questions because they think that the answers are going to be obvious to everyone else and they are afraid of appearing ignorant. But often, the question that seems naïve and obvious is exactly the one that targets a problem. Questions should do more than just seek information, they should challenge. These are the ones that really hold the head to account. If governors are not getting evidence of success and progress in the school they should be prepared to push for a clear picture of what is happening, and probe the reasons why the school is not proceeding or progressing. 


Good chairing - A thoughtful, knowledgeable and effective Chair can encourage questioning and challenge by ensuring that governors receive paperwork in advance of the meeting and are prompted to ask questions about reports and data. S/he will ensure that there is a good relationship between the governing body and the headteacher and staff, will prompt governors to speak up at meetings, but will manage proceedings so that challenges do not become aggressive or breach confidentiality.


Training - When governors are well informed and knowledgeable about school governance they will be much better equipped to challenge their school appropriately and constructively. Good governing bodies encourage training and development so that members know what questions they should ask and understand their roles and responsibilities. Most importantly, well trained clerks are able to advise their governors and ensure they carry out their role legally and effectively. 





Opportunities for challenge and how outcomes are recorded


Governing body and committee meetings – recorded through the minutes


Target setting and policy review – recorded through the minutes 


Headteacher’s Performance Review – recorded through the review and planning statement


School Improvement Partner visits – recorded through visit reports


Governor monitoring visits – recorded through monitoring visit reports


Audits and inspections – recorded through reports, audits, surveys, evaluation tools


Self-evaluation exercises – recorded through a use of audit and self-evaluation tools such as GSET





Recording challenge


Clerks will sometimes complain that they cannot record challenge if the governors don’t ask questions or challenge the school! If you feel that this might be the case on your Governing Body, consider discussing this matter with the Chair and other governors – reminding them of their responsibility to challenge as well as support the school. However, a good clerk will pick up 
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