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GOVERNING BODY INPUT TO SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT 
 

 

 

 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

 

 

It is commonly held that governing bodies are able to make a valuable contribution to school 

improvement.  In order to test this hypothesis, this research has analysed the views of 

Headteachers of schools judged by Estyn to be “improving”, on the input made by their 

governing bodies to their schools’ improvement. 

 

To this end, in January 2003 questionnaires were sent to the Headteachers of 163 

“improving” schools in Wales (see Appendix 1 for questionnaire).  86 completed 

questionnaires were returned (52%); of these 52 out of a total of 116 (45%) were from 

Primary Heads, and 33 out of 52 (63%) were from Secondary Heads. 

 

Given the relatively small numbers of schools with which the study is involved, it is difficult 

to draw any firm conclusions from the findings, though broad trends may be observed which 

merit further research. 

 

It is intended to develop this study with further research into examples of good practice in 

school governance in “improving” schools and follow-up visits to particular schools to 

consider in greater detail governor input to school improvement. 

 

The results of this further research will be used to highlight examples of good practice, which 

will be made available to LEAs for use with their schools’ governing bodies.  In addition, 

LEA Governor Support Units will be able to draw on the findings of the research when 

devising their governor training programmes, with the intention that the examples of good 

practice identified may be spread throughout governing bodies in Wales. 
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2 ANALYSIS OF RESPONSES 

 

2.1 Size of Schools 

 

Primary (These figures include Infant and Junior Schools) 

 

Of the 52 replies received, the smallest school represented had a pupil roll of 30, and the 

largest a pupil roll of 700. 

 

 

Number of pupils on roll: 

sampled Primary schools 

 

Number of responses 

1 – 90 8 

91 – 180 12 

181 – 240 12 

241 – 360 9 

361 + 11 

 

Figure 1:  Size of Primary Schools 

 

 

 

Secondary 

 

Of the 33 replies received, the smallest school represented had 342 pupils on roll, and the 

largest 1,940.  Schools have been divided into five bands, the smallest consisting of those 

schools with a pupil roll fewer than 450, and the largest greater than 1,350. 

 

 

Number of pupils on roll: 

sampled Secondary schools 

 

Number of responses 

1 – 450 3 

451 – 750 6 

751 – 1,050 6 

1,051 – 1,350 11 

1,351  + 7 

 

Figure 2:  Size of Secondary Schools 
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2.2 Length of Headship 

 

There was great variety in the length of service of respondents, with a small number of 

Primary and Secondary Heads having less than one year’s experience.  At the other end of the 

scale, the longest-serving Primary Head had been in post for 28 years, and the longest-serving 

Secondary Head for 23.  Indeed, five Primary and two Secondary Heads in the survey had 

served more than 14 years. 

 

 

Completed years of 

Headship 

Number of responses 

Primary Secondary 

Less than 8 24 19 

More than 8 27 13 

Not stated 1 1 

 Total 52 33 

 

Figure_3:  Length of Service - Headteachers 

 

 

 

2.3 Number of Committees 

 

Responses received to the question “In addition to meetings of the full governing body, what 

non-statutory governors’ committees does your school have?” were as follows: 

 

 

Non-statutory governors’ 

committees 

Number of responses 

Primary Secondary 

None 4 5 

1 8 2 

2 8 4 

3 19 12 

4 10 5 

5 3 4 

6 0 1 

 Total 52 33 

 

Figure 4:  Governing Body Non-Statutory Committees 

 

 

One of the secondary schools which said that it had no non-statutory committees held 

monthly meetings of the full governing body at which such matters as curriculum and finance 

etc. could be discussed in some depth. 

 

In both the Primary and Secondary sectors, although there are examples of schools with 

between no governor committees and six (one secondary school), the most commonly 

occurring number is three.  It is interesting to note when considering types of non-statutory  
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committees that the three which stand out clearly as the most popular are Curriculum, 

Finance and Health and Safety (see Figure 5 below). 

 

 

 

2.4 Type of Committees 

 

A number of problems arise when considering the types of committees set up by school 

governing bodies, the two most obvious being: 

 

o Nomenclature – Different governing bodies have different names for committees 

which carry out the same or very similar functions, e.g. the Environment Committee 

for one governing body may well cover the same area as the Building and Grounds 

Committee for another governing body, and both such committees would almost 

certainly have Health and Safety as part of their remit. 

 

o One committee covering two areas.  Examples of this include a Resources Committee 

which in one secondary school consists of finance, buildings and site management, 

and a Pastoral and Curriculum Committee which is in place at a primary school. 

 

The difficulty of nomenclature has been dealt with by placing committees which 

obviously deal with the same topic under one heading, e.g. pupil support has been placed 

under pupil welfare.  Where it is not clear under which heading a committee would most 

naturally fall, e.g. Policies, or where there is only one example of a type of committee, 

e.g. Marketing, such committees have been included under the Other heading. 

 

 

 

Type of Committee 

No. whose remit includes 

no other area(s) 

No. whose remit includes 

another area(s) 

Primary Secondary Primary Secondary 

Curriculum 27 18 2 4 

Finance 29 21 7 5 

Health & Safety/Buildings & 

Environment 

 

32 

 

18 

 

4 

 

2 

Staff Welfare 17 10 6 7 

Pupil Welfare 1 4 1 1 

Policy 2 - 1 - 

SEN 3 - - - 

Community 2 5 - 1 

Development and Strategic 

Planning 

 

- 

 

4 

 

- 

 

- 

Before & After School 

Hours club 

 

2 

 

- 

 

1 

 

- 

Other 11 7 - - 

 

Figure 5:  Types of Governing Body Non-Statutory Committees 
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As might be expected, Curriculum, Finance and Health & Safety/Buildings Maintenance are 

by far the most commonly occurring governor committees.  In fact, 16 secondary schools and 

19 primary schools say they have all three of these governor committees, either as stand-

alone or in combination with other areas, and 10 secondary schools and 14 primary schools 

have two of them. 

 

It is also interesting to note the number of hybrid committees covering more than one area.  

Such committees may be set up simply to cover topics which governing bodies feel they need 

to cover, but for which their members do not have the time to devote to a single committee, 

or they may include two areas which governors feel are closely related, e.g. Curriculum and 

Strategic planning. 

 

 

2.5 Frequency of Committee Meetings 

 

The timing of committee meetings varies between schools, with some committees meeting 

half-termly, some termly, etc.  Indeed, within schools it is often the case that different 

committees meet at different intervals.  This is probably no more than a reflection of the 

differing demands which schools have to face and the need for a flexible approach by Heads 

and governors. 

 

 

Frequency of 

Committee meetings 

Number of schools 

Primary Secondary 

All committees meet half-termly 2 4 

All committees meet termly 21 12 

All committees meet half-yearly 4 0 

All committees meet yearly 0 0 

All committees meet when required 4 2 

Different committees meet with 

different regularity 

 

17 

 

10 

 

Figure  6:  Frequency of Governing Body Committee meetings 

 

 

2.6 Welsh Medium Schools 

 

Of the Primary responses, nine were from Welsh medium schools, two were bilingual, while 

one school had a Welsh medium unit. 

 

Of the Secondary responses, six were from Welsh medium schools, and one from a bilingual 

school. 

 

 

2.7 Voluntary Aided Schools 

 

There were six Voluntary Aided Primary schools.  Of the Secondary responses, three were 

from Voluntary Aided schools, and one from a Foundation school. 
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3 FINDINGS 

 

 

Headteachers were asked to rate their governing body’s input to school improvement in 

twelve areas, though they could add more if they wished.  They were presented with a five-

point range for their ratings from Very helpful to Of no help (see Appendix 1). 

 

The Very helpful and Helpful categories have been designated “positive” responses, while the 

Of limited help only and No help have been designated “negative” responses. 

 

The twelve areas of governing body input have been divided into seven groups: 

 

Group 1 is made up of the areas which are generally held to be the most important functions 

of school governing bodies, i.e. Strategic Planning, Monitoring and Evaluating, and Target 

Setting. 

 

Group 2 encompasses two narrower areas of governor activity, Finance and Personnel, the 

importance of which is often recognised by the fact that many governing bodies establish 

committees to deal with them exclusively. 

 

Group 3 combines Sounding board for ideas with Links with the community.  Governors are 

usually both representatives of the community and, in the case of parent governors, actual 

representatives of particular sections of the community.  Their views on strategies which 

might impact on the community can be of value therefore in adapting and fine-tuning 

proposals. 

 

Group 4’s combination of Preparation for inspection and Involvement in the post-inspection 

plan is obvious, though arguably there is also a very clear and close connection between 

governors’ role in preparation of the post-inspection plan and overall strategic planning and 

target setting (Group 1). 

 

Group 5 focuses exclusively on Day-to-day school management. 

 

Group 6 is dedicated entirely to curricular matters, and includes Special Educational Needs. 

 

Group 7 – Other is self-explanatory. 
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 POSITIVE  NEGATIVE 

Very  

Helpful 

 

Helpful 

Of Some  

Help 

Of Limited  

Help only 

Of No 

 Help 

Group 1: 

Strategic Planning 

 

8 

 

30 

 

24 

 

12 

 

2 

Monitoring & Evaluating 12 38 19 16 - 

Target Setting 7 28 21 27 1 

      

Group 2: 

Financial Planning/Advice 

 

21 

 

35 

 

14 

 

13 

 

2 

Personnel Issues 24 33 17 10 - 

      

Group 3 

Sounding Board for Ideas 

 

30 

 

32 

 

16 

 

5 

 

- 

Links with the Community 32 32 15 4 2 

      

Group 4: 

Preparation for Inspection 

 

16 

 

21 

 

27 

 

15 

 

1 

Post-inspection Plan 9 23 28 15 7 

      

Group 5: 

Day-to- day school 

management 

 

5 

 

15 

 

25 

 

26 

 

4 

      

Group 6: 

Other curricular areas 

 

2 

 

16 

 

25 

 

15 

 

5 

Special Needs 9 18 28 26 4 

      

Group 7: 

Others 

 

12 

 

3 

 

- 

 

1 

 

- 

 

 

Figure 7:  Headteachers’ Rating of Governing Body Input - All Schools 
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 POSITIVE  NEGATIVE 

Very  

Helpful 

 

Helpful 

Of Some  

Help 

Of Limited  

Help only 

Of No 

 Help 

Group 1: 

Strategic Planning 

 

4 

 

18 

 

13 

 

10 

 

1 

Monitoring & Evaluating 9 24 9 11 - 

Target Setting 4 17 12 18 1 

      

Group 2: 

Financial Planning/Advice 

 

15 

 

20 

 

7 

 

9 

 

1 

Personnel Issues 15 20 9 8 - 

      

Group 3 

Sounding Board for Ideas 

 

18 

 

16 

 

12 

 

5 

 

- 

Links with the Community 21 20 6 3 1 

      

Group 4: 

Preparation for Inspection 

 

12 

 

15 

 

14 

 

9 

 

1 

Post-inspection Plan 7 16 14 8 6 

      

Group 5: 

Day-to- day school 

management 

 

4 

 

11 

 

14 

 

15 

 

5 

      

Group 6: 

Other curricular areas 

 

2 

 

12 

 

16 

 

10 

 

3 

Special Needs 7 12 17 14 2 

      

Group 7: 

Others 

 

6 

 

2 

 

- 

 

1 

 

1 

 

 

Figure 8: Headteachers’ Rating of Governing body Input - Primary Schools 
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 POSITIVE  NEGATIVE 

Very  

Helpful 

 

Helpful 

Of Some  

Help 

Of Limited  

Help only 

Of No 

 Help 

Group 1: 

Strategic Planning 
 

4 

 

12 

 

11 

 

2 

 

1 

Monitoring & Evaluating 3 14 10 5 - 

Target Setting 3 11 9 9 - 

      

Group 2: 

Financial Planning/Advice 
 

6 

 

15 

 

7 

 

4 

 

1 

Personnel Issues 9 13 8 2 - 

      

Group 3 

Sounding Board for Ideas 
 

12 

 

16 

 

4 

 

- 

 

- 

Links with the Community 11 12 9 1 1 

      

Group 4: 

Preparation for Inspection 
 

4 

 

6 

 

13 

 

6 

 

- 

Post-inspection Plan 2 7 14 7 1 

      

Group 5: 

Day-to- day school 

management 

 

1 

 

4 

 

11 

 

11 

 

4 

      

Group 6: 

Other curricular areas 
 

3 

 

4 

 

9 

 

5 

 

2 

Special Needs 2 6 11 12 2 

      

Group 7: 

Others 
 

6 

 

1 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

 

 

Figure 9:   Headteachers’ Rating of Governing Body Input - Secondary Schools 

 

 

When these figures are shown as percentages and placed under three headings – Very 

Helpful/Helpful, Of Some Help and Of limited help only/Of no help - similarities and 

differences between the responses of the two sectors become more clear.  See Figure 10 

below. 
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 POSITIVE  NEGATIVE 

 Very helpful + 

Helpful % 

 

Of Some Help % 

Of Limited Help Only + 

Of No Help % 

 Secondary Primary Secondary Primary Secondary Primary 

Group 1: 
Strategic Planning, 

Monitoring & Evaluating, 

Target Setting 

50 54 31 24 19 22 

Group 2:  
Financial Planning/Advice,  

Personnel Issues  
67 65 23 17 10 18 

Group 3: 
Sounding Board for ideas,  

Links with the Community 

77 74 20 17 3 9 

Group 4:  
Preparation for Inspection, 

Post-inspection plan 

32 49 45 27 23 24 

Group 5:  
Day-to-day school 

management 

16 30 35 29 49 41 

Group 6:  
Other curricular areas,  

Special needs 

23 35 38 35 39 30 

 

Figure 10:  Headteachers’ ratings of Governing Body input (percentages) 

 

 

The responses in Groups 2 and 3 are very similar, and these groups include the activities 

where Heads feel they gain most help from governors.  The responses in Group 1 are also 

very similar, though in this case Heads perceive they are receiving rather less help from 

governors than in Groups 2 and 3. 

 

In is in the low-scoring groups (4 to 6) that the greatest divergences exist, and in all three 

Groups Secondary Heads consistently rate governor help lower than their Primary colleagues. 

 

It is also clear from their responses that both Primary and Secondary Headteachers give a 

particularly low rating to governor input to day-to-day school management.  This is to be 

expected as it is traditionally held that this is an area with which governors should not be 

involved.  A number of written responses support this view. 

o “They (governors) shouldn’t be expected to run schools and we don’t need them to.”  

(Secondary Headteacher) 

o “This (day-to-day school management) is my role.  (Secondary Headteacher) 

o “They are willing for me to run the school and keep them informed.”  (Primary 

Headteacher) 

o “Governors trust the school staff in the day-to-day running of the school.”  (Primary 

Headteacher) 
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In many ways, both Target Setting and Involvement in post inspection plan are aspects of 

strategic planning.  It may be worthwhile therefore to consider these figures together with 

those specifically referring to Strategic Planning to consider how Heads rate governors’ input 

to this important role.  See Figure 11 below. 

 

It is noticeable that there is a high degree of consistency in Primary Heads’ responses to 

governor input in these three areas, with only an 8% difference between the highest positive 

response (48% in respect of Strategic Planning) and the lowest (40% for Target Setting). 

 

Such consistency is not reflected in the responses from Secondary Heads, where there is a 

difference of 29% between the most highly rated area of governor input (53% for Strategic 

Planning) and the least regarded (29% for Post Inspection plan). 

 

 

 POSITIVE  NEGATIVE 

 Very helpful + 

Helpful % 

 

Of Some Help % 

Of Limited Help Only + 

 Of No Help % 

 Secondary Primary Secondary Primary Secondary Primary 

Strategic Planning 53 48 37 28 10 24 

Target Setting 44 40 28 23 28 37 

Involvement in post- 

Inspection plan 
29 45 45 27 26 28 

 

Figure  11:  Ratings of Governor Input in Specific Areas (percentages) 

 

 

Interestingly, this leaves governor input to Monitoring and Evaluation, the third of the main 

governor roles, the most highly rated  (albeit not spectacularly) by Heads (see Figure 12). 

 

 

 POSITIVE  NEGATIVE 

 Very helpful + 

Helpful % 

 

Of Some Help % 

Of Limited Help Only + 

 Of No Help % 

 Secondary Primary Secondary Primary Secondary Primary 

Monitoring and 

Evaluation 
53 62 31 27 16 21 

 

Figure 12:  Ratings in respect of Monitoring and Evaluation 

 

 

It was found that Headteachers in the majority of schools have a positive attitude to governor 

input to school improvement. 
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At 37 schools in the Primary sector, positive responses outnumber negative, while in 14 

schools negative responses outweigh positive (interestingly, 12 of these schools had fewer 

than 240 pupils).  In 1 school the number of positive and negative responses were equal. 

 

In the Secondary sector there is a similar picture, with positive responses outweighing 

negative in 25 schools, with the reverse in 5 schools, and 3 schools having an equal number 

of positive and negative responses. 

 

Although the figures may cause some disquiet, it is worth noting that in the 14 Primary 

schools where negative responses outweigh positive, only 17 responses are Of no help, while 

in the Secondary sector there are only 10 Of no help. 

 

In both the Primary and Secondary sectors, the vast majority of the Of no help responses are 

concentrated in 2 or 3 schools. 

 

 

 

 

3.1 Size of Schools 

 

Given the small number of responses, it was felt that it would be more meaningful to place 

schools into two groups according to their size. 

 

In the Primary sector, if we take the dividing line at 240 pupils, then we have a group of 32 

“smaller” schools (1-240 pupils on roll), and a group of 20 “larger” schools (241+ pupils on 

roll). 

 

Similarly, in the Secondary sector, if we take 1,050 pupils as our dividing line, then we have 

one group of 15 larger schools (1-1,050 pupils), and another group of 18 smaller schools 

(1,051+ pupils). 

 

The findings for these different groupings are shown in Figures 13, 14, 15 and 16 below 
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 POSITIVE  NEGATIVE 

Very 

Helpful 

 

Helpful 

Of Some 

Help 

Of Limited 

Help only 

Of No 

Help 

Group 1: 

Strategic Planning 3 

 

11 

 

6 

 

9 

 

- 

Monitoring & Evaluating 5 10 7 10 - 

Target Setting 2 10 8 12 - 

      

Group 2: 

Financial Planning/Advice 

 

8 

 

12 

 

4 

 

6 

 

1 

Personnel Issues 8 13 3 7 - 

      

Group 3 

Sounding Board for Ideas 

 

11 

 

8 

 

9 

 

4 

 

- 

Links with the Community 11 14 5 2 - 

      

Group 4: 

Preparation for Inspection 

 

9 

 

6 

 

8 

 

8 

 

1 

Post-inspection Plan 6 7 8 6 5 

      

Group 5: 

Day-to- day school 

management 

 

1 

 

8 

 

9 

 

11 

 

2 

      

Group 6: 

Other curricular areas 

 

2 

 

4 

 

8 

 

7 

 

2 

Special Needs 5 5 9 10 3 

      

Group 7: 

Others 

 

1 

 

- 

 

- 

 

1 

 

- 

 

 

Figure 13:  Findings for Smaller Primary Schools (1-240 pupils on roll) 
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 POSITIVE  NEGATIVE 

Very 

Helpful 

 

Helpful 

Of Some 

Help 

Of Limited 

Help only 

Of No 

Help 

Group 1: 

Strategic Planning 

 

- 

 

7 

 

7 

 

- 

 

1 

Monitoring & Evaluating 3 14 2 1 - 

Target Setting 2 7 4 6 1 

      

Group 2: 

Financial Planning/Advice 

 

7 

 

8 

 

3 

 

2 

 

- 

Personnel Issues 7 6 6 1 - 

      

Group 3 

Sounding Board for Ideas 

 

8 

 

8 

 

3 

 

1 

 

- 

Links with the Community 10 6 1 1 1 

      

Group 4: 

Preparation for Inspection 

 

3 

 

9 

 

4 

 

1 

 

- 

Post-inspection Plan 1 7 7 2 1 

      

Group 5: 

Day-to- day school 

management 

 

2 

 

4 

 

5 

 

4 

 

4 

      

Group 6: 

Other curricular areas 

 

- 

 

6 

 

8 

 

3 

 

- 

Special Needs 2 9 5 4 - 

      

Group 7: 

Others 

 

5 

 

3 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

 

Figure 14:  Findings for Larger Primary Schools (241+ pupils on roll) 
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 POSITIVE  NEGATIVE 

Very 

Helpful 

 

Helpful 

Of Some 

Help 

Of Limited 

Help only 

Of No 

Help 

Group 1: 

Strategic Planning 

 

3 

 

4 

 

6 

 

1 

 

1 

Monitoring & Evaluating 2 6 4 3 - 

Target Setting 1 6 2 6 - 

      

Group 2: 

Financial Planning/Advice 

 

5 

 

4 

 

4 

 

2 

 

- 

Personnel Issues 4 6 4 1 - 

      

Group 3 

Sounding Board for Ideas 

 

6 

 

7 

 

2 

 

- 

 

- 

Links with the Community 4 4 7 - - 

      

Group 4: 

Preparation for Inspection 

 

3 

 

3 

 

6 

 

2 

 

- 

Post-inspection Plan 1 3 7 3 - 

      

Group 5: 

Day-to- day school 

management 

 

1 

 

3 

 

6 

 

2 

 

3 

      

Group 6: 

Other curricular areas 

 

- 

 

2 

 

3 

 

5 

 

- 

Special Needs 1 4 2 8 - 

      

Group 7: 

Others 

 

3 

 

- 

 

1 

 

- 

 

- 

 

 

Figure 15:  Findings for Smaller Secondary Schools (1 – 1,050 pupils on roll) 
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 POSITIVE  NEGATIVE 

Very 

Helpful 

 

Helpful 

Of Some 

Help 

Of Limited 

Help only 

Of No 

Help 

Group 1: 

Strategic Planning 

 

1 

 

8 

 

5 

 

1 

 

- 

Monitoring & Evaluating 2 8 6 2 - 

Target Setting 2 5 5 5 1 

      

Group 2: 

Financial Planning/Advice 

 

1 

 

11 

 

3 

 

2 

 

1 

Personnel Issues 4 8 5 1 - 

      

Group 3 

Sounding Board for Ideas 

 

6 

 

9 

 

2 

 

- 

 

- 

Links with the Community 7 7 2 1 1 

      

Group 4: 

Preparation for Inspection 

 

2 

 

3 

 

7 

 

4 

 

- 

Post-inspection Plan 1 4 6 4 1 

      

Group 5: 

Day-to- day school 

management 

 

- 

 

1 

 

5 

 

9 

 

1 

      

Group 6: 

Other curricular areas 

 

- 

 

2 

 

6 

 

- 

 

2 

Special Needs 1 3 8 4 2 

      

Group 7: 

Others 

 

2 

 

2 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

 

Figure 16:  Findings for Larger Secondary Schools (1,051+ pupils on roll) 

 

 

 

It is immediately striking from these figures that in the Secondary sector the responses are 

very similar for both sizes of school, with 99 positive responses (Very helpful/helpful), and 42 

negative responses (Of limited help only/of no help) from larger schools), as compared with 

86 positive responses and 37 negative responses from smaller schools. 
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There is much greater divergence in the Primary sector.  The Heads of larger primaries see 

governors as much more helpful than their colleagues in smaller schools.  In the former case, 

there are 144 positive responses as opposed to 34 negative.  In smaller schools, though, there 

are 180 positive responses as compared to no fewer than 108 negative. 

 

This difference is seen most particularly in three areas.  In Group 1 (Strategic Planning, 

Monitoring and Evaluating, and Target Setting) the larger primaries gave 33 positive 

responses and 9 negative, while smaller primaries gave 41 positive responses and 31 

negative.   

 

In Group 4, (Preparation for Inspection and Post-inspection Plan) the larger primaries gave 

20 positive responses and 4 negative:  smaller primaries gave 28 positive and 20 negative. 

 

Finally in Group 6 (Other curricular areas and Special Needs), larger primaries gave 17 

positive and 7 negative responses, while smaller school responses were 16 positive and 22 

negative. 

 

Clearly, these are striking differences although from a study such as this it is very difficult to 

pinpoint the reasons.  As we are dealing with such relatively small numbers of schools, then 

the idiosyncrasies of only a very few individual school governing bodies can affect overall 

results.  Nevertheless, one is tempted to consider the size of the governing bodies of smaller 

schools as one possible reason for the larger number of negative responses, given that 

governing bodies, irrespective of their size, have the same number of jobs to perform. 

 

 

 

3.2 Length of Headship 

 

It was decided to place Headteacher responses into two groups, viz. 0 – 7 years’ service, and 

8+ years’ service.  The reason for this is that no pupil spends longer than seven years in a 

Primary school (Junior and Infant) or Secondary school (unless, of course, they repeat a 

year).  This means that all responses in the 0-7 years category will be from Heads who will 

have seen at most four cohorts through their school (Infant), though the majority will have 

seen fewer, and in quite a number of cases no year cohorts through the school.  In the 8+ 

years category, all responses are from Heads who will have seen at least one year cohort 

through their schools. 

 

The findings are shown in Figures 17, 18, 19 and 20 below. 

 

In the Secondary sector, overall, the longer serving Heads feel that they receive greater help 

from governors than their less experienced colleagues.  In total, 86 responses were positive 

with only 19 negative.  Heads in the 0-7 years’ group returned 100 positive responses but 60 

negative.  

 

The greatest differences are to be seen in Groups 4 and 6.  In the former, the newer Heads 

gave only 8 positive responses to 12 negative, while their more experienced colleagues 

returned 11 positive and 2 negative.  The responses in Group 6 were just as noticeably 

different, with the longer serving Heads responding with 5 positives and 4 negatives, with the 

newer Heads giving 7 positive and 16 negative responses. 
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In the Primary sector, the findings are the opposite of those in the Secondary.  Heads in the 0-

7 years category returned 180 positive responses and 47 negative, while the longer serving 

Heads recorded 139 positive responses and 86 negative.  Unlike their Secondary colleagues, 

their greatest differences are to be found in Group 1 and Group 3.  In the former, the newer 

Heads gave 43 positive responses and 12 negative, while the Heads in the 8+ years’ service 

recorded 30 positive and 27 negative responses.  In Group 3, Heads in the 0-7 years band had 

41 positive responses and 2 negative, and the longer serving Heads recorded 33 positive and 

7 negative responses. 

 

Given such contradictory responses based on length of Headships, it is impossible to make 

any correlation between the number of years a Head has served and how highly (s)he regards 

their governing body’s input to their school improvement.  Of course, this evidence is only a 

“snapshot” of Headteachers’ views at a particular time.  The personnel of governing bodies 

changes, and it is a distinct possibility that a Head’s view of their value may alter with a 

change of line-up. 
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 POSITIVE  NEGATIVE 

Very 

Helpful 

 

Helpful 

Of Some 

Help 

Of Limited 

Help only 

Of No 

Help 

Group 1: 

Strategic Planning 

 

1 

 

11 

 

6 

 

2 

 

- 

Monitoring & Evaluating 4 13 3 4 - 

Target Setting 3 11 4 6 - 

      

Group 2: 

Financial Planning/Advice 

 

8 

 

8 

 

3 

 

3 

 

- 

Personnel Issues 8 8 5 2 - 

      

Group 3 

Sounding Board for Ideas 

 

11 

 

9 

 

2 

 

2 

 

- 

Links with the Community 11 10 4 - - 

      

Group 4: 

Preparation for Inspection 

 

8 

 

7 

 

4 

 

2 

 

- 

Post-inspection Plan 4 9 5 3 2 

      

Group 5: 

Day-to- day school 

management 

 

2 

 

9 

 

6 

 

5 

 

2 

      

Group 6: 

Other curricular areas 

 

- 

 

8 

 

5 

 

7 

 

- 

Special Needs 3 9 5 6 1 

      

Group 7: 

Others 

 

5 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

 

Figure  17:  Primary Heads 0 – 7 years’ service
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POSITIVE  NEGATIVE 

Very 

Helpful 

 

Helpful 

Of Some 

Help 

Of Limited 

Help only 

Of No 

Help 

Group 1: 

Strategic Planning 

 

2 

 

7 

 

8 

 

1 

 

1 

Monitoring & Evaluating 3 7 4 5 - 

Target Setting 1 6 5 6 1 

      

Group 2: 

Financial Planning/Advice 

 

4 

 

6 

 

5 

 

3 

 

1 

Personnel Issues 5 8 4 2 - 

      

Group 3 

Sounding Board for Ideas 

 

7 

 

9 

 

3 

 

- 

 

1 

Links with the Community 6 7 4 1 1 

      

Group 4: 

Preparation for Inspection 

 

3 

 

1 

 

6 

 

5 

 

- 

Post-inspection Plan 1 3 6 6 1 

      

Group 5: 

Day-to- day school 

management 

 

1 

 

2 

 

6 

 

6 

 

3 

      

Group 6: 

Other curricular areas 

 

- 

 

3 

 

4 

 

4 

 

1 

Special Needs - 4 3 10 1 

      

Group 7: 

Others 

 

2 

 

2 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

 

Figure 18:  Secondary Heads 0 – 7 years’ service
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POSITIVE 

 
NEGATIVE 

Very 

Helpful 

 

Helpful 

Of Some 

Help 

Of Limited 

Help only 

Of No 

Help 

Group 1: 

Strategic Planning 

 

2 

 

7 

 

6 

 

7 

 

1 

Monitoring & Evaluating 4 10 6 7 - 

Target Setting 1 6 8 11 1 

      

Group 2: 

Financial Planning/Advice 

 

7 

 

11 

 

4 

 

4 

 

1 

Personnel Issues 7 10 5 5 - 

      

Group 3 

Sounding Board for Ideas 

 

8 

 

6 

 

10 

 

3 

 

- 

Links with the Community 9 10 3 3 1 

      

Group 4: 

Preparation for Inspection 

 

4 

 

8 

 

8 

 

6 

 

1 

Post-inspection Plan 3 5 10 5 4 

      

Group 5: 

Day-to- day school 

management 

 

2 

 

3 

 

8 

 

9 

 

4 

      

Group 6: 

Other curricular areas 

 

2 

 

2 

 

12 

 

2 

 

2 

Special Needs 4 5 10 6 2 

      

Group 7: 

Others 

 

1 

 

3 

 

- 

 

1 

 

- 

 

 

Figure 19:  Primary Heads more than 7 years’ service
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 POSITIVE  NEGATIVE 

Very 

Helpful 

 

Helpful 

Of Some 

Help 

Of Limited 

Help only 

Of No 

Help 

Group 1: 

Strategic Planning 

 

2 

 

6 

 

3 

 

1 

 

- 

Monitoring & Evaluating 1 7 6 - - 

Target Setting 2 5 2 5 - 

      

Group 2: 

Financial Planning/Advice 

 

2 

 

9 

 

2 

 

1 

 

- 

Personnel Issues 4 6 4 - - 

      

Group 3 

Sounding Board for Ideas 

 

5 

 

7 

 

1 

 

- 

 

- 

Links with the Community 5 4 5 - - 

      

Group 4: 

Preparation for Inspection 

 

1 

 

5 

 

7 

 

1 

 

- 

Post-inspection Plan 1 4 7 1 - 

      

Group 5: 

Day-to- day school 

management 

 

- 

 

2 

 

5 

 

5 

 

1 

      

Group 6: 

Other curricular areas 

 

- 

 

1 

 

5 

 

1 

 

1 

Special Needs 2 2 8 1 1 

      

Group 7: 

Others 

 

3 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

 

Figure 20:  Secondary Heads more than 7 years’ service 
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3.3 Number and Type of Committees 

 

Given the relatively small number of schools being considered in this study and the large 

variety in both numbers and types of committee used by different school governing bodies, it 

is impossible to make any meaningful observations on the correlation between governing 

body committees and governor input to school improvement. 

 

 

 

3.4 Welsh Medium and Voluntary Aided Schools 

 

The number of responses from Welsh medium and Voluntary Aided schools was so small as 

to make any generalisation meaningless. 

 

 

 

3.5 Range 

 

Clearly, Headteachers do not usually perceive governing body input to be the same in all the 

areas listed in the questionnaire.  In one school, for example, a Head may regard governors’ 

input to school improvement to be Helpful in five areas, Of some help in 2 areas, and Of 

limited help in 4 areas, and therefore the number of categories covered by this example would 

be three.  Another Head may see governor input to be Helpful in 9 areas and Of no help in 2, 

and here the number of categories covered would be 2. 

 

Figures 21 and 22 below show the range of different responses: 

 

 

 Number of categories covered by responses 

5 4 3 2 1 

Number of  

Headteachers 

 

4 

 

11 

 

26 

 

8 

 

3 

 

 

Figure 21:  Primary Headteachers 

 

 

 

 Number of categories covered by responses 

5 4 3 2 1 

Number of  

Headteachers 

 

2 

 

16 

 

10 

 

5 

 

0 

 

 

Figure 22:  Secondary Headteachers 

 

As well as the differences in the number of categories in each Head’s response to the 

questionnaire, there is also a wide range in the overall value Heads give to governing body 
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input to school improvement.  Amongst Primary Heads, for example, the highest score for 

governing body input is 11 Very Helpful, with no other categories ticked;  the lowest score 

for a primary governing body is 4 Of no help,  6 Of Limited help only, and 1 Helpful.  In the 

Secondary sector, the highest score is 9 Very helpful and 2 Helpful, while the lowest score is 

7 Of no help, 2 Of limited help only and 2 Of some help. 

 

This range of responses is supported by a number of quotations: 

 

o “Governing bodies of schools are too large, and have little idea of the nature of 

running a school.”  (Primary Head) 

 

o “I have a wonderful, supportive governing body, but they are not well up on 

educational issues … and expect me to lead them.”  (Primary Head) 

 

o “We have a very supportive governing body that plays a very active role in the school 

and is able to support us in all areas.”  (Primary Head) 

 

o “A very helpful governing body with a good deal of personal expertise.  They always 

bring new and varied perspectives to issues.”  (Primary Head) 

 

o “A helpful, supportive group of people.”  (Secondary Head) 

 

o “Those who attend are willing, but not very able.”  (Secondary Head) 

 

 

 

3.6 Governing Body Workload 

 

Although this study has provided no statistics on the workload of governing bodies, it is clear 

from their comments that a number of Headteachers feel that too much is expected of 

governors.  Some of their observations are listed below: 

 

o “Most governors are busy people and have only a limited amount of time to devote to 

the school.”  (Secondary Head) 

 

o “A very able body of people who challenge constructively BUT how reasonable is the 

time asked of governors?”  (Secondary Head) 

 

o “Many feel that too much commitment is required to be a governor.”  (Primary Head) 

 

o “I feel too much is expected of them (governors) in terms of their responsibilities and 

the time they are expected to give to a school.”  (Primary Head) 

 

o “The responsibilities that are heaped upon governors can be very threatening to 

them.”  (Primary Head) 
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4 CONCLUSIONS 

 

 

1 Overall, Headteachers feel that governing bodies are helpful in effecting 

improvements in their schools. 

 

 

2 Governing bodies’ effectiveness is not uniform.  They are perceived to provide least 

help in those areas that one might expect, viz. day-to-day school management, Special 

Needs, and the curriculum.  They are seen to be most effective in providing Senior 

Management with a sounding board for ideas and with being a link with the local 

community. 

 

 

3 Governing bodies were rated quite highly by Headteachers for their input to financial 

planning/advice and personnel issues. 

 

 

4 Although positive responses outweigh negative for Strategic Planning, Monitoring 

and Evaluating, Target Setting and Post Inspection Planning, Headteachers’ rating of 

governor input to school improvement in these areas is disappointing.  This is of some 

concern when these areas are considered to cover the most important roles of 

governing bodies. 

 

 

5 A number of Headteachers expressed concern over the heavy workload of governing 

bodies. 
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5 RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 

Although the feedback from Headteachers is generally positive, the research highlights 

shortcomings in governor input to Strategic Planning, Target Setting and Monitoring and 

Evaluation.  Therefore, we recommend that LEAs revisit the question of high quality training 

for governing bodies in these core roles. 

 

For maximum effect we would also recommend that training in these key areas would best be 

carried out at a whole governing body level.  A number of LEAs are already conversant with 

this approach.  A suggested method of delivering whole governing body training effectively 

has also been put forward by the All Wales Centre of Excellence for Governor Training and 

Research in the paper Governing Body Training: A Two-Tier Model (2001), and this is 

currently being used by Monmouthshire LEA. 

 

 



APPENDIX 1 
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Name of School: …………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Infant / Junior / Primary / 11-16 / 11-18                                                     N.O.R. ………………………… 

Community / Foundation / Voluntary Aided                                             Welsh Medium    YES / NO 

How long have you been Head of your present school?   ………………..years 

 

 

 

Please indicate if the features listed below apply to your school’s governing body: 
  

YES 
 

NO 

The governing body is made up largely of professional people   

We have a small number of governors who are exceptionally able   

We have a small number of governors who are exceptionally hard-working   

We have particularly supportive LEA governor(s)   

The Chairperson works well with the Head   

The Chairperson chairs governors meetings effectively   

We have an able clerk for governing body meetings   

There is usually a strict enforcement of time limits at governors meetings   

“Any Other Business” rarely appears on governors’ meeting agendas   

Governors’ meeting agendas are arranged to ensure the most important items 

are considered early in the meetings 
  

We hold an annual governors’ strategic planning meeting   

There is a governor handbook produced by the school aimed particularly 

at new governors 
  

We have a mentor or buddy system which links experienced governors to new 

governors to help their induction 
  

Individual governors are linked to particular departments / faculties / curriculum 

areas 
  

Individual governors are linked to particular years   

Individual governors are linked to particular classes   

Heads of Departments / Curriculum co-ordinators give presentations to whole 

governing body meetings or particular committee meetings 
  

We have a planned programme of governor visits to school   

    

          / continued overleaf

GOVERNING BODY INPUT 
TO SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT 
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Are there any other features of your governing body and its work which you feel contribute to its 

effectiveness? 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

. 

Please complete and return this form in the pre-paid envelope enclosed to: 

S E Gullick, Project Director 

 All Wales Centre of Excellence for Governor Training and Research, Department of Education, 

University of Wales Swansea, Hendrefoelan, Swansea SA2 7NB 

 

Thank you for your help with our research 

 

 

Visit our website at: 

www.swan.ac.uk/education/governors 


