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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.
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The word challenge in this context refers to 
asking powerful, challenging questions based 
on a good level of understanding, rather than 
aggressively confronting, and 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 strategic development of  
the college.

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.

Developed from the New Quality Improvement Strategy: Core Principle 2, LSIS 2009
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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 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 issues emerged from 
the work, relating to the need for boards and 
board members to:

• take positive action to maintain an 
inclusive stakeholder board – the foundation 
of an effective corporation rests on first 
appointing and maintaining a stakeholder 
board populated by members who represent 
the community served by the college and have 
the knowledge, skills, and experience needed 
to carry out their responsibilities

• maintain a culture of on-going board 
learning – ensuring that the level of 
knowledge and understanding of the board 
members keeps pace with the changing 
environment in which the college has to 
operate by maintaining a culture of on-going 
board learning

• develop smarter systems of governance 
– the colleges realise that the search for 
additional board time can only be solved 
by seeking the smarter application of 
the technical aspects of governance by 
continually refining and reshaping the 
techniques and processes themselves. The 
development of real-time access through 
the growing application of information 
and communication technologies (ICT) will 
become the main vehicle for achieving this

• introduce a consistent reporting standard 
– to understand the importance of what is 
being reported to them, board members need 
a consistent reporting system in the form of 
standardised comprehensive reports to an 
agreed reporting cycle – that members can 
quickly learn to apply to their judgements on 
performance

• focus on the evaluation on board 
performance – a successful board will not be 
slow in challenging itself through a regular 
review process that covers the performance 
of the whole board and individual members, 
using a set of specified performance standards 
they have set for themselves, with feedback 
into a development programme

• develop key staff – the corporation will also 
pay particular attention to the professional 
development of its professional advisors and 
key managers.

From the issues raised above it became clear that 
there were three critical themes to be addressed:

• 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 governance 
process

• 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

An effective board rests on maintaining good 
professional working relationships between the 
voluntary board members and the principal 
and other senior post holders. It is the volunteer 
corporation members who carry responsibility for 
the health and wellbeing of their college. They 
engage the college management to help in the 
delivery of their duties, but cannot delegate the 
ultimate responsibilities. 

Maintaining an inclusive stakeholder board

The foundation for achieving an effective 
and balanced board rests on a combination 
of competent recruitment and well planned 
continuing board and member development. 
However, in every corporation, board members 
are expected to understand:

• The institution’s structures and its ways 
of governance:  individual roles and powers, 
responsibilities, behaviours, and codes of 
conduct, committee functions, governance 
structures, delegation and reporting

• The tasks to be undertaken:  required 
outcomes for individuals and committees, 
including targets and evaluation of outcomes

• The process used:  the dynamics of the 
board, its processes and ways of operating; 
how it evaluates and improves its outputs and 
ways of working

• The ways in which help and support is 
provided to individuals and committees to 
evaluate and improve all aspects of their 
performance.

Every corporation is responsible for setting up a 
transparent recruitment process that is successful 
in attracting new members by being able to:

• attract those who have the time and are 
willing to serve as board members

•	 match prospective members to the size of 
the board and its specified categories of 
membership
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• strike a balance between achieving inclusivity, 
equality of opportunity and ensuring that 
the composition of the board reflects the 
community served by the college

• achieve the blend of skills, knowledge and 
experience needed to take part in the 
dynamics of governance, underpinned by 
the confidence needed to ask questions and 
challenge assumptions

•	 maintain a body of members with the 
necessary working knowledge of the technical 
aspects of governance, especially of board 
operating structures and the role and 
responsibilities of members

• understand the role of the college and the 
context in which it provides its services.

Unfortunately, the real world is not full of 
volunteers willing to take on the responsibilities 
of governance, with the result that the need for 
pragmatism is ever-present in the corporation’s 
search for members. 

In all cases the first requirement is that the 
members of the corporation must between them 
have the range of skills and experience needed 
to deliver all of the responsibilities required of the 
governing body based on a skills analysis. 

It is important that the corporation is able  
to demonstrate that it is balancing the  
knowledge and skills requirements of governance 
through the appointment of a board that reflects 
all elements of the community served  
by the college.

To be successful the corporation must aim 
to maintain a critical mass of members who, 
between them, share a high degree of clarity 
about their role and responsibility and have the 
confidence to challenge assumptions, and who 
can make sound judgements about the strategic 
operation of their college. They must have:

• a shared vision of where the college is going 
and how it needs to position itself to succeed 
in delivering its mission

• an adequate working knowledge of the 
technical aspects of governance related to  
their role, functions, responsibilities and 
operating structures

• an operational  level of experience of the 
dynamics of governance and have the 
confidence needed to ask questions and 
challenge assumptions

• a willingness to take part in an on-going 
programme of continuing personal 
development. 

Maintaining a culture of on-going learning

Today’s further education environment is very 
dynamic and the pace of change seems to 
be accelerating. If corporations are to remain 
effective, they must learn to respond to these 
changes at least as rapidly as the environment in 
which they operate is itself changing. 

The main aim of maintaining a culture of on-
going strategic learning, is to enable members 
of a board to learn how to respond to change 
in ways that achieve the maximum strategic 
advantage for their college.

Although there are a number of different 
theories about learning, we know surprisingly  
little about how board members learn. It is 
therefore easier to define board learning in  
terms of its outcomes. We know that learning has 
taken place when the board can demonstrate 
that members know something they did not 
know before; or are able to do something they 
were unable to do before. In both cases the 
board shows that it is able to operate more 
effectively than it was able to before the learning 
took place.

The concept of strategic learning is based on 
the notion that in times of change, those boards 
that can master the new knowledge and skills 
required to respond to new situations are more 
likely to be successful. 
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The project survey undertaken in 2008,  
shows the main ways in which corporation 
members reported how they actually acquire 
their understanding of governance:

 
These responses indicate that the five key 
learning activities for board members rest on:

On-the-job experience

College induction programme

Interaction with senior post holders

Formally organised college development

Interaction with other governors

National conferences

External briefings or help line

Regional conferences

Official reports and publications

External consultants

Internet or intranet

Low                               High

Activity Learning strategy Methods

Experiences of 
governance

Group learning techniques Design of papers and structured board discussions

College induction Structured formal programme Formalised programme plus mentoring

Interaction with 
senior post holders

Structured presentations Explanations based on carefully structured papers

Formal inputs Structured inputs from staff or 
external experts

Short in-board presentations by experts 

Interaction with 
other governors

Structured discussions including 
board evaluation process

Developing an open board culture
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The adoption of a strategic learning strategy  
is designed to use the information shown  
above to build learning opportunities into the  
processes of governance itself. This in turn leads 
to the development of a learning culture inside 
the board.

By introducing strategic learning the corporation 
combines two different learning approaches into 
one strategy by using:

•	 group learning: essential because all of the 
board’s operations are conducted in groups or 
committees. Thus, unless the whole group can 
learn, the board as a whole cannot learn.  
Group learning also has the synergistic effect 
that, once the ability of the group has been 
raised, its combined ability becomes greater 
than the sum of its individual parts. The 
strategy is also useful in a board context 
because it recognises that adults learn 
best from each other, by reflecting on how 
they address problems, and questioning 
assumptions based on feedback from others. 

• individual learning: enabling each member  
to review their own contribution to the 
collective governance process. Learning from 
this process becomes a matter of personal 
choice because it requires the member 
to reflect on the gap between their own 
performance and the performance of others. 
The process can also help in developing the 
confidence of members to engage more 
frequently in board discussions. 

By combining both categories of learning into 
one strategy the ‘learning board’ approach 
becomes wider than work-based learning 
because it contributes to both the board’s  
overall effectiveness and the building of its 
operating culture. 

The key differences in focus between the areas  
of group and individual learning can be seen 
from the table:

Individual learning Group learning

Learning goal Individual improvement Community building

Focus of learning Acquiring facts and skills Becoming a participant

Position of learner Recipient, reflector, reviewer Apprentice, peripheral participant

Position of teacher Expert deliverer, provider Facilitator, dialogue partner

Position of knowledge Possession, commodity Aspect of practice

Advantage of knowing Having, possessing Belonging, participating

Developed from Frank Coffield in ‘Just suppose teaching and learning became the first priority’: LSN:  (2008) p10
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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

•	 devising 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? 

The programmes would be designed to meet two 
specific learning outcomes:

a) Information giving, based on using 
national and regional conferences to provide 
consistent information, build consensus, or 
obtain feedback about policy or strategic 
changes that will affect the external operating 
environment of colleges.

Additional support programmes for colleges  
could also be available at national and regional 
levels using:

• Key sector-wide leadership conferences/
workshops

• Generic specialist development conferences/
workshops for:

 – Principals and other senior post holders

 – Governors’ policy conferences

 – Clerks.

b) Board development – a modular programme 
of quality-assured board briefing and 
governance development activities would be 
specifically designed to:

• enable individual boards to develop their 
own learning programme by matching their 
existing skills profile against a standard 
profile of the responsibilities and processes 
of governance

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

• facilitate flexible delivery using a 
combination of blended learning materials 
that can be customised to the needs of 
individual colleges

• be provided by a combination of national/
regional inputs, supported by accredited 
external facilitators or internal college 
change agents. 

To encourage volunteer governors to attend 
these programmes there will need to be good 
quality control exercised over all of the elements 
on offer by ensuring that: 

• programmes are all delivered through 
accredited external facilitators, or else by 
college facilitators who have been trained and 
accredited

• when additional support is needed, it can be 
obtained from a national and regional register 
of accredited facilitators who can be hired by 
individual colleges

• quality is maintained and checked via client 
satisfaction surveys, and quality monitoring 
from customers is integrated into the process.
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4.2   Refining the processes  
of governance

Introducing smarter systems

The increasing complexity of the information 
required for modern governance, when 
combined with the constraints on governors’ 
time, calls for the development and measured 
introduction of smarter reporting systems. These 
must enable the members of the corporation to 
carry out their responsibilities based on:

• a consistent performance-related reporting 
framework, using key performance indicators 
and presented to show progress towards 
agreed targets and trends in performance

• a standardised published reporting framework 
that governors can learn to interpret and use 
effectively.

At the same time, the growing emphasis on 
transparency, public accountability and increased 
effectiveness in decision making has resulted in 
a vast amount of information being posted on 
governance websites, which is linked to the desire 
to reduce the volume of ‘hard-copy’ reporting 
and to introduce strategies for saving resources.

The gradual move away from paper-based 
systems is also being strengthened by the 
movement towards more sustainable ways of 
working and attempts to reduce the carbon 
footprint of colleges. Also, the additional time 
and space being spent in meetings (increasingly 
web-based), can only be supported by smarter 
application of the technical aspects and 
processes of governance. This will include the 
steady development of real-time access to 
information through the growing introduction of 
information technologies.

The problem for colleges is that:

• there is already a lot of reporting going on

•  they are required to generate a huge amount 
of data which needs turning into information

• some of the existing reporting is prescribed 
and some will be in traditional ‘house formats’

• the system does not always focus on the 
responsibilities of corporation members

• reporting must support the absolute criticality 
of overall quality, teaching and learning (IQER) 
and financial performance.

The future is clearly going to require:

• the design of new information processes 
to ensure that any new knowledge can 
be reinforced and used to strengthen the 
governance process

• the building in of opportunities for reflection 
and reinforcement

• opportunities for board members to apply 
their new knowledge

• Information and communication technologies 
(ICT) to provide additional background details 
and to support the use of new knowledge.

Well-managed data flows are essential to 
effective and efficient governance. They are 
the means by which board members are able 
to discharge their responsibilities. Dysfunctional 
data records undermine good governance 
leading to decisions that are made without 
the full information, leading to lack of effective 
controls and poor performance management.

It is already clear that computerisation increases 
the ways in which colleges communicate with 
their students (and potential customers) and it 
increasingly constructs their learning experiences. 
This has resulted in a growing awareness that the 
use of board websites, email and computerised 
presentations offers the way forward for the 
board itself. When fully developed the use of 
ICT will replace email as the most widely-used 
method for communicating between senior 
post holders and members of the corporation. 
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When this point is reached it will provide the 
opportunity for:

• providing a greater depth of information 
so that board members are able to fully 
appreciate the recommendations being made 
to them

• delivering information to members of the 
corporation between formal meetings 
concerning any developments likely to affect 
the board’s long-term strategy

•	 sharing information across boundaries (e.g, 
the in-depth knowledge developed in sub-
committees can be spread across the entire 
corporation).

However, the introduction of these techniques 
will depend on the college managers and board 
members being willing to take advantage of 
them to share the information available. 

The speed at which information technologies 
and e-records are being adopted by corporations 
is not at present being matched by the 

development of the skills and infrastructure 
needed to manage or, in the case of board 
members, take advantage of them. Unless there 
is an adequate infrastructure for supporting 
the introduction of e-governance the intended 
benefits will not be achieved.

The introduction of smarter systems starts with 
a review of the current systems.  This can take 
up to three months to complete, and should be 
repeated every one or two years followed by 
regular action-planning and prioritisation. 

The review process usually involves the following 
sequence of activities:

a) A small group of board members, senior post 
holders and the clerk to the corporation forms 
a project team (which may be advised by an 
external facilitator)

b) The project team charts and reviews every 
system/routine in terms of what it is intended 
to do and what it actually does, and identifies 
what is needed to close the performance ‘gap’
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c) The findings are then examined by the group, 
which comes to conclusions on:

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

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

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

d) The group should then conclude, in priority 
order:

• what systems should be changed or updated

• where the 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.

Maintaining a consistent compliance 
framework

The way in which board members read and 
interpret performance information is critical to 
their college’s overall success and they are not 
always placed in the position of being able to do 
this. Indeed, many corporations expect board 
members to pick up their understanding of the 
reporting framework used through practice. The 
problems faced by members in developing their 
understanding of the systems used in further 
education are complicated by the fact that:

•	 they have to master the large amount of 
different kinds of information required by 
other organisations

• colleges produce a huge amount of data 
which needs turning into information before it 
can be used by the board

• much of the existing reporting is based on a 
combination of prescribed and college devised 
reporting that has been built over time and is 
presented in bespoke ‘house formats’

•	 systems must focus on the absolute criticality 
of overall quality, teaching and learning and 
financial performance.
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Establishing a consistent framework of targets 
and performance indicators clearly shows the 
standards that will be used by the board to steer 
the college and evaluate its performance and 
effectiveness of senior managers. 

In approving the system the board should focus 
on achieving the consistency needed to build up 
understanding of the way in which the reporting 
system works, the way the information is to 
be presented and the structure of the reports 
themselves in terms of style, presentation and 
content. To do this the board must approve 
the content, style and format of its reports in 
the form of a published reporting standard or 
specification that:

• sets out the targets and performance 
indicators they wish to use

•	 specifies the way in which the performance 
information is to be presented, the indicators 
to be used and the time periods in which it is 
to be presented

• identifies who is responsible for monitoring 
actual progress, reporting it and taking the 
necessary corrective action. 

The measures used by the board will include a 
mixture of input, output and outcome measures 
which are integrated together to provide an 
overall picture of the college’s performance. 
By blending indicators together the board is 
provided with a picture of the shape, direction 
and speed of progress being made at any one 
point in time by the college.

The measures must be easily understood by 
board members, senior managers and all college 
staff to ensure that they are translated into 
action. They must also be capable of being used 
to measure, manage and communicate progress. 

The reporting framework must enable 
corporation members to judge whether the 
college will be able to:

• meet its contractual requirements – the 
college has to satisfy a number of contractual 
performance requirements such as those 
set out in the Framework for Excellence, 
the Common Inspection Framework, LSC’s 
Provider Reviews and the Self Assessment 
Questionnaires. These should all be plotted 
against each of the requirements of 
governance

• interpret its strategic impact – the senior 
management team will have translated the 
board’s strategy into a set of targets with 
objectives and performance measures. These 
measures will be used by the board to assess 
the strategic impact of the strategy and the 
progress being made towards the end target

• facilitate measurement and trend analysis 
– to facilitate the evaluation of performance 
over time the measures should be based on 
a combination of quantitative measures and 
qualitative description

• help the board to discharge its 
responsibilities – the board should have its 
targets and indicators arranged to form a 
framework that covers all of its responsibilities 
of governance including:

 –  determination of the educational character  
and mission of the institution and the 
oversight of its activities

 – enhancing quality of provision

 –  making effective and efficient use of 
resources, ensuring the solvency of the 
institution and safeguarding its assets

 –  approving and monitoring the annual 
estimates of income and expenditure

 –  the appointment, suspension, dismissal and 
determination of the pay and conditions of 
senior post holders and the clerk (including 
where the clerk is, or is to be appointed as, 
a member of staff, his/her appointment, 
grading, suspension, dismissal and 
determination of pay in his/her capacity as  
a member of staff)

 –  setting the framework of pay and conditions  
of service of all other staff.
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The finished framework should:

• follow the planning process

• provide an analysis of current position

• highlight what is common and what is unique

• produce information once, to be used many 
times

• be based on an agreed set of ‘layered’ 
templates

• provide ‘drill down’ facilities

•	 maximise access to ICT support

• focus on variance analysis

• adopt a reporting by exceptions approach.

The information provided to board  
members should:

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

• indicate trends not ‘snap shots’

• be in table form

• include a commentary

• indicate follow-up actions

• take account of the Framework for  
Excellence, the Common Inspection 
Framework, LSC Provider Reviews and the 
Self Assessment Questionnaires, the move 
towards demand-led funding, the need for a 
balanced score-card approach, the need to 
be responsive to changing demand, and the 
importance of maintaining consistency.
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Evaluating the board’s own performance

It is inevitable that, while carrying out their work, 
members of the board will form judgements 
about the performance of their fellow governors, 
the principal and the independent clerk. Because 
of the informal way in which this information is 
gathered the judgements tend to be based on 
impressions rather than facts. The arguments 
for introducing a formal rather than informal 
approach towards making judgements on 
performance are based on:

• giving formal recognition to the good work 
being done by individual governors and 
professional advisors

• providing a framework within which board 
members and their professional advisors can 
identify where performance needs improving 
and agree upon methods for improving it

• improving communications between the 
board and its professional advisors

• improving performance by identifying where 
improvements can be made, building on 
strengths, developing systems.

Two different stances can be adopted for  
doing this:

• A passive stance: focusing on preventing the 
deterioration in existing levels of performance. 
Established systems can also become passive 
over time if the data used is imprecise, or 
the participants get to know the system so 
well that they ‘play it’ to their advantage by 
reducing risk-taking and over-concentrating on 
known or favoured patterns of behaviour.

•	 An active stance: focusing on looking for 
ways to improve effectiveness by assembling 
and sharing information in such a way that 
it provides a learning experience for all 
concerned. The approach aims to provide 
growth for both the board and the individual 
concerned through joint actions based on 

cumulative and continuous feedback – as 
soon as one level of performance emerges 
new strategies for further growth are identified 
and developed. Keeping the system active 
requires the capacity to change and develop 
in response to changing needs. If this capacity 
for change is not included, the system will 
over time become passive and concentrate on 
maintaining the status quo.

However, the actual setting of performance 
targets and monitoring them is complex because 
it involves looking at overall performance in 
the key areas of both the individual and the 
corporation as a whole. There are two general 
approaches:

• the corporation assesses itself, against a set of 
performance standards or bench marks it sets 
for itself

• the corporation invites an external consultant 
or neutral facilitator to assess the performance 
for them.

The aim is to ensure that the corporation’s 
performance is meeting the strategic 
requirements of the college and effectively 
delivering the members’ responsibilities for 
providing a transparent account of their 
expenditure of public funds.

Essentially, a board evaluation is intended 
to provide an opportunity for having a 
comprehensive and tough-minded look at the 
board and its activities. The aim is to explore 
the board’s structure, style and processes in the 
light of changing needs, to identify any potential 
problems and to provide a basis for improving 
effectiveness.

The issues are complex and it may be 
necessary to develop a series of appropriate 
diagnostic frameworks which lead to a group of 
development activities which can be matched to 
the needs of the board.
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Each corporation will need to decide for itself 
how it will conduct the evaluation and how it  
will establish its benchmarks for assessing 
individual and board performance. 

Frameworks usually cover:

• the effectiveness of the chair

• the effectiveness of the advice and guidance 
given by the principal and other senior post 
holders

•	 the contributions and effectiveness of 
individual members

• the effectiveness of the clerk

• the effectiveness of the corporation’s 
structures, processes and procedures.

A board that is continually monitoring and 
challenging its own performance will always 
search for ways of improving its processes and 
systems.

It is important that the corporation establishes 
a strategy for evaluating its own performance 
based on two elements:

• the performance of the board collectively

• the performance of individual members.

Both elements are of equal importance and 
there will need to be a feedback element in the 
process. It will aim to introduce developments 
that improve clarity and accuracy and which will 
strengthen the board’s ability to identify the 
warning signs that performance is going wrong.

Using the board’s performance evaluation 
process as the basis for designing a planned 
programme of continuing board development 
is one of the main strategies for keeping an 
effective board. 

The performance of individual board 
members

Monitoring the performance of the corporation 
and the general effectiveness of individual board 
members is a complex process. A number of 
questions must first be asked:

• What is the relationship between individual 
performance and overall board performance?

• Who is being assessed; the individual members 
or the board?

• What is to be assessed and how?

• How is the overall impact of the board to be 
measured?

• How do we judge that the board is being 
effective and not just efficient?

Successful board performance is not about the 
number of meetings attended or hours put in by 
board members. It is about the way in which the 
board clarifies and monitors performance, along 
with the quality of the individual contributions 
made by board members. It is also about the 
impact of the whole board and its collective 
contribution towards achieving the college’s 
strategic objectives.  

There are many pointers on the performance of 
individual board members and their contribution 
to the board’s activities. They include evidence 
that the board member does their homework, 
can put a case, knows enough to talk about the 
basics, can input wider views, shows personal 
judgement and applies technical expertise to 
current issues. 
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The most important judgement, however, is 
about the level of credibility enjoyed by each 
member because, without this, members will not 
be able to make a significant contribution, or 
maintain the respect of other board members. 
The key question is when the member starts 
talking, do the rest of the board pay close 
attention to what is being said by the member.

The need for individual development soon 
becomes clear in board discussions on whether 
the knowledge and skills of a particular member 
or group of members is becoming out of date. 
To avoid getting into this position it needs 
to become a part of the board’s culture that 
good board members not only make an on-
going contribution but that they also need to 
ensure that their contribution remains effective 
by continually refreshing their skills through 
participation in the board’s learning programme.

Individual performance will be based on an 
assessment of the extent to which the  
individual has:

• satisfied the requirements of the role of 
corporation member

• achieved the annual Key Result Areas (KRAs) 
agreed for the corporation

• provided specialist information, advice 
and guidance to the corporation and its 
committees so that they are able to:

 –  meet the board’s compliance responsibilities 
under the Education Acts

 –  develop the long-term strategic capacity of  
the college

 –  consolidate and expand corporation 
members’ levels of knowledge and 
understanding of the world of further 
education

 –  help the members of the corporation to 
adapt and use the specialist expertise they 
bring from their world outside education to 
the benefit of the college.

•	 made a personal contribution to the life of  
the college and the communities served by  
the college.



20 Learning to Balance Support and Challenge

Further information:       www.fegovernance.org      0870 060 3278      fegovernance@lsis.org.uk      www.lsis.org.uk

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) evaluates the performance of the board and  
of its individual members.

4.3   The key role played  
by the board’s 
professional advisors

The decisions taken by the board often rely 
on the quality, accuracy, and clarity of the 
information they receive from their principal, 
senior post holders and clerk. 

There are sound business reasons why the board 
should insist that its senior advisors invest time in 
their continuing professional development:

• keeping up with the changing demands of 
each senior post holder’s job cannot be left 
to chance. A well-planned and implemented 
continuous development programme provides 
a powerful vehicle for ensuring that they 
maintain their effectiveness and levels of 
professional competence

• as the leaders of their institutions, senior post 
holders provide the role model for the rest of 
the staff. It is therefore important that they 
demonstrate they are taking responsibility 
for their own future effectiveness, thereby 
encouraging others to do the same

• there is a need to follow up the board’s 
performance appraisal systems for senior post 
holders with support for their professional 
development. 
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Other benefits from encouraging and supporting 
the strategic development of its senior staff 
include:

•	 providing a systematic framework for thinking 
about what each post holder needs to 
learn in order to maintain his/her personal 
effectiveness

• sharpening awareness of the need for 
additional knowledge and skills. 

It is necessary to sustain existing role 
effectiveness by:

• extending the range of personal knowledge, 
skills and competencies needed to cover 
more of the existing areas of today’s job. 
For example, learning about new finance 
techniques or acquiring new knowledge about 
investment strategy

• acquiring the additional knowledge, skills 
and competencies needed to manage the 
changes affecting existing role performance. 
For example, learning about new qualification 
frameworks or accreditation opportunities. 

New areas of learning can be identified, such as:

• acquiring the knowledge, skills and 
competencies needed to underpin and 
manage the changes of direction set out for 
the college in its strategic plan. For example, 
acquiring the knowledge needed to support 
moves into new services or areas of work

• acquiring the newly emerging areas of 
knowledge, skills and competencies required 
to sustain effectiveness in tomorrow’s role. For 
example, taking time to scan the horizon for 
pointers to alternative futures that may affect 
the long-term strategy of the college. 

The development process would include:

a) identification of personal development needs 
to establish a clear picture of: 

• the personal strengths and weaknesses  
of each senior officer

•	 what opportunities there are for 
improvement

• how they can progress their careers

•	 what are the threats to their making 
progress.

b) a personal development plan which would 
include:

• learning targets set out in the form of 
specific learning objectives, divided into 
short- and long-term objectives

•	 the learning priorities

• the preferred learning methods

•	 evaluation review dates

•	 an action plan of how the objectives will be 
achieved to a set timescale.
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c) a review process of monitoring the 
implementation of the plan and updating 
it as progress is made. These reviews are 
an essential element in the continuing 
dynamics of the learning process and should 
involve assessing which objectives have been 
achieved, the time that was needed and how 
effective the learning method chosen turned 
out in practice. In addition to the ongoing 
monitoring reviews, which form an essential 
part of the reflective element of the learning 
process, the formal appraisal system may also 
require feedback as evidence that any agreed 
learning objectives have been achieved

d) a system of recognising and capturing learning 
events and outcomes through the practice 
of self-monitoring, accompanied by the 
conscientious recording of them in a diary 
or daybook – this should also include the 
opportunity to reflect on how the learning felt, 
the learning methods deployed and how the 
new learning will be applied in practice. 

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. 

5.  Calling on external support

In the research study, corporations highlighted 
the fact that, in addition to explicitly learning 
through experience and other internal learning 
measures, boards all called on external specialists 
to provide development activities. 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.
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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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