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Junnine Thomas-Williams is a lecturer in the School of Education at Swansea Metropolitan University.
She has a particular interest in Special Educational Needs and in this article she looks at the duties of
the governing body in relation to Special Needs, and, in particular, the role of the Special Educational

Needs Governor.

Historical Background

Things really changed in Special Educational
Needs provision in schools with the arrival of the
Warnock Report on the Education of Children with
Special Educational Needs in 1978. This inspired
new thinking and a radically different approach to
the concept of Special Needs. The emphasis now
moved from children being categorised into groups
for learning difficulties and a focus on their disability
to an emphasis on children’s needs and the help
they require to make progress in learning.

The 1981 Education Art incorporated the
recommendations of the Warnock Committee but

it was not implemented by local authorities until
April 1983. It was then revised by new legislation
which came about in the 1993 Education Act. This
Act detailed the requirements of the assessment
and review procedures and required the provision
of a Code of Practice to provide guidance to

Health Trusts, Local Authorities, Social Services
Departments and schools on how to discharge their
responsibilities with regard to children experiencing
special educational needs.

The original Code of Practice, a very comprehensive
document, was approved by Parliament in 1994. It
came into effect in September of that year and all
parties in education were required to have regard to
its guidance. The Government made a commitment
to improving the statutory framework and
procedures for Special Educational Needs, building
on experience and best practice. This was taken
forward through the Special Educational Needs and

Disability Act (SENDA) 2001 which was modified
to become Part 4 of the Disability Discrimination
Act (DDA). ltis under this legislation that disabled
people have equal opportunities to benefit from
and contribute to all available learning services.
The publication of a new Special Needs Code of
Practice which came into force in January 2002
continues to provide a useful course of reference
though it is constrained by a statutory framework
which it is now argued is in need of updating.

Finally, in Wales, the introduction of the Foundation
Phase has brought further considerations with its
emphasis on the principle of an inclusive approach,
and we now see Individual Play Plans being put into
place for children who need additional support in
these early years.

Impact on Schools and Governing Bodies

Given the historical background to Special
Educational Needs provision in schools, it is easy
to see why the role of governors is a complex

but crucial one. By law, governing bodies of
maintained schools have a duty towards pupils with
special educational needs to provide them with

the necessary support to help them achieve their
potential and one of the ways this is happening,

for instance, is that the schools are now adopting
ways of delivering educational provision for pupils
through personalized learning. This enables
children and young people to achieve the best they
can by working in a way that suits them personally,
whatever their background or ability.
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The Special Needs Governor

As we know, all governing bodies have to nominate
a governor who has a particular remit for special
educational needs and the role of the Special Needs
Governor, and particularly their relationship with the
school’s Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator, is
crucial if governing bodies are to carry out their duty
to pupils with special educational needs effectively.
Although the ways that Special Needs Governors
go about their work may vary slightly from school

to school, those schools which are most successful
in promoting, for instance, inclusive practices, are
the ones in which the Special Needs Governor
plays a key role and is fully informed about systems
within the school for managing Special Educational
Needs. More than simply being informed and
updated on school practices, though, the Special
Needs Governor should also be actively involved in
drawing up the school’s Special Educational Needs
policy and ensuring that special need provision

is monitored and evaluated. In schools where
Special Needs Governors are working particularly
well they are included from the outset with the
Head teacher, staff and, particularly, the Special
Educational Needs Co-ordinator in developing the
Special Educational Needs policy and helping set
the strategic aims for Special Educational Needs

in the School Development Plan. They are also
given the opportunity to gain firsthand experience of
special needs provision by observing what happens
in school and seeing how the Special Needs policy
works in practice.

The School SENCO and the Special Needs
Governor

Quite clearly, the relationship between the
Special Needs Governor and the school’s Special

Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCO) is crucial.
In many ways, it is similar to that between the Head
teacher and Governing Body Chair. In order to
work well together for instance, regular meetings
between them are essential to discuss issues and
for the Special Needs Governor to be updated on
developments at both school, local and national
levels. Itis also very important that the Special
Needs governor attends governor training sessions
on Special Educational Needs and shares what they
have learned with the SENCO.

As for the position of SENCOs, well, like that of the
Head teacher the role is constantly evolving, and the
responsibilities attached to the job are increasing.
The introduction of government initiatives as part of
the effort to raise standards and promote inclusion
in schools has had profound implications for
SENCOs, and quality training needs to be provided
for SENCOs to help them meet this and the other
developments of their ever changing role so support
from governors in general and Special Needs
Governors in particular is much appreciated by our
schools’ hard-working SENCOs.

There is often little opportunity to celebrate the
unique work of Special Needs Governors in
supporting schools. The role is most definitely

not an easy one and the demands are significant.
However there are few other roles that can be
considered so fulfilling especially when you see how
much it means to all involved when a child takes a
step forward in a supported, inclusive environment.
This has hopefully been an opportunity to reflect on
the dedication and support of those Special Needs
Governors who are willing to give of their time freely
in order to make a difference.

All Wales Centre for Governor Training and Research
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CONVERSATIONS

It is often said that the Head teacher, along with the Chair person, is the key figure in ensuring a
governing body works really well. In order to become a school Head in both England and Wales it is
necessary for a teacher to obtain the National Professional Qualification for Headship, more commonly
known simply as the N.P.Q.H. In this issue’s “Conversations”, editor, Steve Gullick, speaks to the new

Manager of N.P.Q.H. in Wales, Martin Lloyd.

S.G. Before you became the Manager of N.P.Q.H.
Wales, Martin, what did you do?

M.L. I've always been involved in education,
primarily as an Economics teacher, but for the last 18
years before | retired in January, | was Head teacher
of Ysgol y Preseli at Crymych in Pembrokeshire. It's
a bi-lingual 11-18 comprehensive school with about
950 pupils.

S.G. After 18 years you obviously have a lot of
experience of Headship, including working with
governors, so based on your experience, what would
you say is the biggest contribution a governing body
can make to a school?

M.L. That’s not an easy question to answer as
there are so many, but if | had to narrow it down to
one, I'd say it would have to be working with the
Head and teachers to set the strategic direction of
the school.

S.G. Why that one in particular?

M.L. Because in a good school, every plan we
make should be based on the long-term strategic
aims of the school. If you think about it, the School
Development Plan, setting targets, staff appointments
should all be put in place to further the school’s long
term aims, for these things are the instruments by
which the aims are achieved. Where we spend our
money is another example of linking what we actually
do in schools to our long term aims though, of course,
the majority of schools’ budgets are taken up by fixed
costs such as salaries, heating, lighting, etc.

S.G. O.K. that's what a Head wants from
governors, now let’s look at it from the other side,
what do you think a governing body should expect
from a Head teacher by way of supporting them in
their role?

M.L. Ithink the most important things are as
follows. First, the Head should provide governors

with regular information on what is happening at the
school in language which is jargon free so that they
have a clear understanding of what the school is doing.
Secondly, all data connected with the school, such as
examination performance, attendance figures, self-
evaluation reports, etc., should once again be presented
to governors in a way which is easily understood so that
governors can see how the school is doing. Only then
will governors have the knowledge and understanding to
discuss issues, give advice and make decisions to help
move the school forward.

Next, I think it is important that the Head keep
governors informed of developments in education

in general so that they can see the “big picture”
especially the ways national initiatives and new ideas
might have an impact on the school.

Finally, Heads should impress upon governors
the importance of training, especially induction
courses for new governors, to help them fulfil their
roles effectively: after all a four year term of office
is quite short so governors have to have a good
understanding of their role as early as possible.

S.G. What training then, do aspiring Heads receive
on working with governing bodies on the N.P.Q.H.
programme at present?

M.L. Well, there is so much that could be done,
but we are limited by time, so the programme
concentrates on two areas. First of all, the course
emphasizes the importance of accountability.
Governors represent the major stakeholders in

the school — parents, local authority, community,
etc. — and to that extent are accountable to them.
Similarly, the Head is accountable to the governing
body. Consequently, it is important that both Head
and governors see themselves as partners and
Heads should not expect governors simply to “rubber
stamp” decisions made at school level. There should
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always be frank and open discussion and genuine
joint responsibility for decisions.

Secondly, the programme focuses on how

Heads should understand, and help governors
understand, the difference between strategic
planning which is where the governor input should
come and day to day school management and
also putting plans into operation which is the
duty of the school and primarily the Head teacher
as the school’s leader. Putting it simply, the
Governors and Head teacher together work at a
strategic level but the Head alone works at the
operational level.

S.G. Finally, then, Martin, if you were giving
advice to a newly appointed Head teacher on
working with governors, what would it be?

M.L. Itis vital to view governors as partners in
helping improve the school. Once you have that as

a vision you can then work on the things that make
the vision a reality. The most important of these

is to establish a good working relationship with all
governors, and especially the Chair, because if you
don’t have this you can’t hope to have a truly effective
governing body. This means that it is essential to be
open about the school’'s successes and shortcomings
and invite governors to be equally open in their
observations on how they see the school progressing
— true critical friends. And if governors are well
informed and involved in the school, then use their
expertise and advice in helping you lead. | suppose
a neat way of summing up this advice to a new Head
on working with governors would be “inform, involve
and use”.

IN BRIEF

The Welsh Assembly Government expect to issue a revised Governors Guide to the Law in the late Summer.
It will be one comprehensive document containing advice for governors of all categories of school.

FROM THE CENTRE MANAGER

You will no doubt have
noticed that this term’s
“Cadwyn” is much thicker
than usual, incorporating,
as it does, a much greater
section from Governors
Wales. For a number of
issues we have included
Governors Wales Fact
Files, but regular articles
will now be a permanent feature as “Cadwyn”
becomes a joint periodical of Governors Wales and the
All Wales Centre for Governor Training and Research.

This is just one indication of the way that the two
organizations are working more closely together. In
addition, members of both organizations regularly
work in collaboration with local authority Governor
Support Officers on issues of mutual interest, while
the Centre now has a section on the Governors
Wales website containing, amongst other things,
reports of the research projects which the Centre

has undertaken for the Welsh Assembly Government,
back issues of “Cadwyn” and papers produced

by the Centre on school governance. Both I, as
Centre Manager, and Jane Morris, Director of
Governors Wales are really pleased with the way
both organizations are developing closer links and
cooperating to provide services for Welsh governors.

| think most people would agree that taking up the
position of governor for the first time can be rather
a daunting experience and if, in addition, you are
the only newcomer on a governing body, it can

all feel a little overwhelming. With this in mind,
Bridgend Governor Support Service asked me to
run a training session this term on the role of the
mentor governor, i.e. the experienced governor
who takes a new governor under their wing to help
them settle into their new role quickly. Given that
many governors are only in post for four years

it is important that a new governor “hits the floor
running” so the role of the mentor governor is well
worth developing. For those of you who wonder
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what a good start to being a governor should look
like it might interest you to read the article by Nigel
Gann in issue 11 of “Cadwyn” which describes a
“dream start” for a new governor.

Experts on governance generally feel that the
main roles of a governing body are strategic
planning and monitoring and evaluation, and I'd
certainly agree. However, you can only carry out
these roles effectively if you understand the data,
and there’s so much of it nowadays, which relates
to our schools. I've done some training sessions
on this topic and it’s the reason why the Welsh
Assembly Government has commissioned the
Centre to produce a national training programme
to help governors to understand and use data to
help them with strategic planning and monitoring
and evaluation. Given the sheer volume of
information now available on and for schools, it
should prove very interesting.

Experienced governors have told me that the
effectiveness of a governing body depends to a
large extent on the support and encouragement
it receives from its school staff in general and
Head teacher in particular. In this issue’s

NEWS FROM GOVERNORS WALES

NEWS FROM HEADQUARTERS

Jane Morris has
recently been appointed
Director of Governors
Wales. Jane is an
honours graduate

of the University of
Wales. Before joining
Governors Wales,
Jane’s career has been
mainly in education,
having taught in three
secondary schools in South Wales. She has held
posts ranging from classroom teacher to Head

of Department, as well as Support Services Co-
ordinator for Governors Wales. An experienced
governor, Jane has also been Chair and Vice-Chair
of two governing bodies during the last few years.

“Conversations” | spoke to the new Director of
NPQH in Wales, Martin Lloyd about the way aspiring
Head teachers receive training on working with
governors. However, if all teachers were aware

of the important part governors can play in raising
standards then their encouragement of governors’
work could result in an even greater impact being
made by governing bodies. In order to discover
just how much teachers who are starting their
careers know about the role of governors, the
Welsh Assembly Government has commissioned
the Centre to undertake research into how much
students on education courses in Welsh Universities
are taught about governors, and what they do

— once again, a piece of work which should prove
very interesting.

In my position as Manager of the All Wales Centre
for Governor Training and Research | speak to a
lot of governors, Heads and teachers and all agree
that while the job of running our schools remains
enjoyable, the challenges involved are not getting
any easier. With this in mind, let me wish you all a
good and well deserved summer break.

Steve Gullick
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And another change, Governors Wales has moved.
Our new address:

3 Oaktree Court, Mulberry Drive, Cardiff Gate
Business Park, Cardiff, CF23 8RS
Tel: 029 2073 1546

RECENT PUBLICATIONS

A series of governor guides has recently been produced
by Governors Wales on Effective Governing Bodies and
sent to all Chairs of governing bodies in Wales. The
guides are intended to build on the information already
available in the Handbook for Governors of Schools
in Wales, in particular Part 3, section 7.

The governor guides are in three parts:

1. The Governing Body’s Leadership Role

2. The Governing Body’s Strategic Role

3. The Governing Body’s Role in School Improvement












