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1.  Introduction

This Learning and Skills Improvement Service 
(LSIS) research project, undertaken with the 
support of the Association of Colleges in the 
Eastern Region (ACER), investigated ways in 
which corporation members can support and 
challenge their senior managers on today’s 
performance, and at the same time, acquire  
the new skills and understanding needed to 
respond to changes in their college’s  
operating environment.

Effective governance is dependent on the 
levels of understanding inside the board, 
linked to the knowledge, skills, experience and 
professional abilities of all of those who work 
together to carry out the tasks of governance. 
These activities are in turn underpinned by the 
levels of sophistication and effectiveness of the 
techniques and processes used by the board to 
ensure compliance and performance. The most 
important relationships in this process are those 
between the chair of governors, the voluntary 
non-executive board members and the principal 
and other senior post holders. The precise nature 
of their roles will vary according to the needs of 
the college, and the distinctive contributions their 
experience enables them to make.

2.  Support and challenge

One of the most important resources available 
to a college is the application of corporation 
members’ skills and experience, developed in 
their outside lives, to college governance.  
Board members need to be helped to relate this 
expertise to the new world of further education 
so that they can support the development 
of their college, test the assumptions made 
by senior management and challenge the 
performance of the college, and the board itself. 

Although the idea of a challenging board has 
been around for some time it has come more 
sharply into focus following the publication of 
Ofsted’s How Colleges Improve (2008) and  
LSIS’s New Quality Improvement Strategy 
(2009).The ideas behind the notion of the 
supportive challenging board also echo the  
move towards the introduction of shared-
regulation and the self-improving college.  
The word ‘challenge’ in this context refers to 
asking powerful, challenging questions based 
on a good level of understanding rather than 
aggressively confronting. 
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An effective balance between the two is achieved 
from the way in which corporation members:

Provide support by volunteering their time 
and by contributing and updating their 
skills, knowledge and experience to help the 
governance and strategic effectiveness of their 
college, and

Use their background experience to 
challenge the assumptions being used by 
college managers when planning and setting 
targets – and by monitoring and scrutinising 
the college’s performance in terms of quality of 
delivery, client satisfaction and responsiveness to 
changing market needs.

Corporation members do this most effectively 
when they: 

• have the level of understanding needed to ask 
searching questions of their senior managers

• are provided with structured, accurate and  
up-to-date performance information

• understand the local and national 
environment within which their college is 
operating

• analyse and reflect on their own performance, 
both as a collective board and as individual 
board members and have a commitment to 
their ongoing development

•	 contribute to the development of the college 
in the longer term.

Members of the corporation carry responsibility 
for the performance and wellbeing of their 
college and need to be able to demonstrate that 
their systems and general approach show that 
they are:

a) complying with, and effectively carrying out, 
all of their responsibilities under the 1992 
Education Act and under the institution’s own 
Instrument and Articles of Government

b) acting in the public’s interest and to the 
standards required to provide value for money 
in the delivery of publicly-funded provision

c) reflecting the requirements of their 
community in setting the strategic direction 
and priorities of their college by ensuring that 
its senior managers are maintaining a culture 
of high performance and continuous quality 
improvement

d) monitoring their college’s performance  
and ensuring that it reflects national and  
local priorities by:

• knowing how each department in the 
college is performing and ensuring that 
action is taken to improve performance 
where necessary; and

•	 ensuring that the self-assessment and 
improvement processes are being  
rigorously and intelligently applied.
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3.   The nature of the  
research project

The research project was based on a sample of 
four further education sector colleges (1% of the 
sector) – two general further education colleges, 
one sixth-form college and one land-based 
college. One was a beacon college, one was seen 
to be outstanding and the other two were judged 
by Ofsted at grade two. 

The project provided an insight into the ways in 
which the key players in the governance process 
work with the dynamics of the stakeholder model 
of governance. A number of critical themes 
emerged from the work:

• The role of the volunteer governor –  
a  stakeholder board needs to be appointed, 
ensuring that its members are equipped to 
guide the college in meeting changes in its 
operating environment

• The structures of governance need to be 
managed effectively, developing them to 
reflect the changing needs of the board

•	 The key role played by the board’s 
professional advisors in the successful 
functioning and development of both the 
college and the board needs to be recognised 
in the development of senior post holders.

The actions associated with these themes 
are presented as suggestions that individual 
corporations might decide to concentrate on to 
meet their individual circumstances, rather than 
as a list of interventions that all boards must 
carry out.
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4.  Critical themes

4.1   The role of the  
volunteer governor

The foundation of a supportive and  
challenging corporation rests on appointing  
an inclusive stakeholder board made up of 
people who represent the community served  
by the college and who have the knowledge, 
skills, and experience needed to deliver  
effective governance. 

Following their appointment, the members  
must be encouraged and enabled to acquire  
the level of understanding and expertise 
needed to support the college managers and 
to challenge their performance against the 
corporation’s agreed objectives.

With the support of the board’s professional 
advisors, members should engage in a culture 
of on-going board learning to ensure that the 
board:

• maintains a critical mass of members who, 
between them, share a high degree of clarity 
about their college’s mission and strategic 
positioning

• is certain that members understand the 
changing environment in which the college 
operates

• enables members to undertake the different 
governance roles needed for the effective 
functioning of the corporation

• challenges its own performance continually 
by using a regular review process covering 
the performance of the whole board and of 
individual members, with feedback into a 
board development programme.

Questions for governors  
to consider 
Does your board consider a programme  
of board learning that includes:

• deliberately building learning 
opportunities into the presentations and 
papers provided to the board and its 
committees

• structuring explicit linkages between 
the ways in which new information is 
presented and its application in practice

• ensuring that any new knowledge can be 
reinforced and used quickly to strengthen 
its continuing use in the future

• utilising small projects to make 
incremental improvements in knowledge 
and understanding which ensure that the 
creation of new knowledge is maximised

• building opportunities for reflection 
and reinforcement into the work of the 
corporation?
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4.2   The structures of 
governance

Maintaining an effective governance  
framework (with built-in audit trails which 
demonstrate good practice) is essential for an 
effective organisation. Once this framework is 
in place, the corporation and its professional 
advisors need to work together to ensure it is 
developed to meet the changing governance 
needs by:

• enabling members to learn how to interpret 
the information being reported to them –  
a consistent reporting framework that 
members can readily use facilitates the 
monitoring of performance and the 
establishment of plans

• regularly reviewing the framework to  
reshape and improve the sophistication  
of their techniques and processes of 
governance

• searching for additional board time by using 
real-time access to governance information 
through the growing application of  
information and communications  
technologies (ICT) and e-governance.

Questions for governors  
to consider
Does your board consider its governance 
framework and information flow? The  
review process can begin by establishing  
a small group of board members and  
senior post holders. 

The group can then:

a) identify:

• what the board’s systems, processes  
and data flows are intended to accomplish 
and what they actually achieve

• how the board’s culture supports or 
hinders the college’s stated strategic 
intent

• how the board’s recruitment policies 
and its performance evaluation systems 
support or hinder the stated strategic 
intent.

b) conclude, in priority order:

•	 what formal systems should be changed  
or updated

• where informal systems should be 
encouraged to evolve, and what policies 
should be put into place to encourage 
their development

• what, if any, structural changes should  
take place.

c) ensure that the information provided to 
board members within this framework:

• focuses on key strategic indicators for  
each committee and the main board

• indicates trends, not ‘snap shots’

• is in an accessible form – e.g. tabular or 
graphical, where appropriate, including  
a commentary

• indicates follow-up actions.

d) evaluate the performance of the board  
and of its individual members.
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4.3   The role played by 
professional advisors

The stakeholder model of governance involves 
volunteer non-executive governors, representing 
the community, being advised by, and working in 
partnership with their chief executive or principal 
and the other senior post holders (under the 
guidance of an independent clerk). This places 
the corporation’s professional staff, with the 
support of the chair, in the key roles of:

• managing a process for evaluating and 
improving the board’s performance (and 
that of its individual members), based on 
regular evaluations of the effectiveness of 
their meetings and a more formal annual 
evaluation of the performance of the 
corporation and its standing committees 
– this is to ensure that the corporation’s 
performance is meeting the strategic 
requirements of the college and delivering 
the members’ collective responsibilities for 
providing a transparent account of their 
expenditure of public funds

• fostering the levels of understanding 
needed by volunteer non-executive 
corporation members to carry out their 
work – officers help to overcome the problems 
faced by corporation members, in applying 
their specialist expertise from outside the 
world of further education to the work of 
the corporation, by fostering new levels of 
understanding. 

 
Questions for governors  
to consider
Does your board institute a development 
process specifically designed to assist senior 
post holders in meeting the needs of the 
board and its members?  In the light of  
these needs, post holders would, with input 
from the chair of governors, undertake 
a personal audit focusing on their 
strengths and weaknesses to identify their 
development needs. 
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5.   Calling on external  
support

In the study, corporations highlighted the  
fact that, in addition to explicitly learning 
through experience and other internal learning 
measures, they all called on external specialists  
to provide development activities for their 
boards. Corporation members also attended 
national events by LSIS and regional activities 
organised by ACER and felt that, to encourage 
volunteer governors to attend such a programme 
of external provision, it needed to be:

• provided by a combination of national and 
regional inputs, with accredited external 
facilitators available to be called on for 
additional support

• practically-focused and highly participative, 
using a mixture of realistic governance 
problems and case studies

• delivered flexibly by a combination of blended 
learning materials that can be customised to 
the needs of individual colleges

• quality-assured and checked  through 
both client satisfaction surveys and quality 
monitoring from customers.

In addition, colleges may call on the help of 
external facilitators to:

• establish the suggested processes for  
board learning

• establish reviews of governance structure  
and information flow

• develop senior post holders in their support  
of boards.

6.  Conclusion

Corporation members need to ‘balance 
challenge with support’. Each governor plays 
a central role in enabling the college to meet 
the educational aspirations of its students and 
the needs of the communities it serves. The 
skills, knowledge and experience members bring 
into the governance process is important in 
challenging the way their college operates today, 
and how it anticipates and responds effectively 
to change. 

7.   Recommendations  
and suggestions

At local corporation board level:

• instigating a programme of board learning 
which builds on material presented

• establishing a development process  
specifically designed to assist senior post 
holders in meeting the needs of the board  
and its members

• reviewing the governance framework and 
information flow.

The Full and Brief Guide on this report can be 
downloaded at www.fegovernance.org
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