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Summary

‘Taking the Chair’ is a national development programme for Chairs, Vice-Chairs and Chairs of Committees of School Governing Bodies. The programme was commissioned and funded by the Department for Education and Skills and prepared by the Eastern Region Partnership. The programme was disseminated in 2004/2005. This short evaluation was commissioned in December 2006 and conducted between 1 January and 31 March 2007. This report finds that most local authorities make significant training provision for Chairs in the categories above, most of which is based on or draws from ‘Taking the Chair.’ The programme is used more as a resource, tailored to local needs and the length and number of training sessions, than as a definitive course. Nevertheless it is widely regarded as providing valuable material which, in the hands of experienced facilitators, is effective in increasing the confidence, vision and skill of participants and clarifying the respective roles of Chair and headteacher. The sessions have also promoted ongoing self-help groups of Chairs and networks, complementing the support they receive from local authority governor services and organisations such as the National Governors’ Association. To maintain their usefulness, however, it is recommended that consideration is given to updating the materials, through a rolling cycle of review, and making them freely available through the web.

Main findings

i. ‘Taking the Chair’ provides an effective training resource for chairs and prospective chairs of governing bodies which has been very widely used by local authorities, although only a minority of Chairs of Governing Bodies have taken up the training opportunities. 

ii. The majority of local authority programmes for training chairs of governors conflate or otherwise adapt the ‘Taking the Chair’ material to local circumstances, the particular needs of participants and the structure and length of the training sessions. Few authorities use the ‘Taking the Chair’ modules in their entirety. 
iii. To remain useful, aspects of ‘Taking the Chair’ need regular revision, since elements are now out of date. Although the programme focuses on the role and processes in which Chairs are involved, many like to leave sessions with information and practical suggestions, which some authorities and trainers provide, complementing the ‘Taking the Chair’ material.
iv. No generalisations are possible about whether one category of authorities - county, metropolitan, unitary or London boroughs – is more effective in training Chairs of governors than the others. There are highly effective and ineffective authorities in all groups, although the latter are in a minority.
v. Courses of five sessions, one per module, are generally found to be too time-consuming by participants, although there are exceptions.  Five session programmes only tend to be sustainable if participants bond and see value in networking, sometimes continuing to meet after the course has been completed. Also, some local authorities felt that costs were too great for the course to attract sufficient support. Hence there is a need to package and cost the programme in more suitable ways. 
vi. More commonly, the training is condensed into or one or two days, often Saturdays. Some authorities in London and other conurbations of urban authorities offer the training for chairs jointly, through partnership arrangements.
vii. Chairs of Governors often hesitate about undertaking training for which the school has to pay, not appreciating its legitimacy and importance. They are more likely to participate if training is an entitlement under a Service Level Agreement between the School and the authority. 

viii. Governors strongly prefer face-to-face training to distance learning, citing the exchange of experiences and ideas as vital parts of the training for the role of Chair. Distance learning has been of use to some Chairs who have missed one or more sessions in a programme for which they were enrolled, but not all in this position are encouraged to access or use it. When promoted as a practical alternative, some Chairs welcomed the distance learning option, without which other commitments would have made it impossible to engage with the training.
ix. The quality of training is generally high. Trainers who are – or recently have been - Chairs of Governing Bodies have high credibility and tend to add much value to the sessions. 

x. Experienced trainers use the materials selectively and often supplement them with other resources or from their own experience. Some highly experienced and effective trainers work across a number of authorities. 
xi. Headteachers at large are not very aware of ‘Taking the Chair’ and few are proactive in encouraging and supporting their Chairs in undertaking such training. A small minority of authorities have organised some training events for Chairs with their headteachers, or have begun training for Chairs and headteachers separately but with a common element. These initiatives have built greater understanding of the relationship between and respective roles of the two parties. Governors often feel that headteachers should have some training in governance if they elect to be part of the governing body, regardless of the precise way in which each headteacher works with the governing body 
xii. The impact of the training can be palpable. Its principal success is to promote reflection, discourse and sharing about the role of chair and the two aspects that Chairs tend to find most difficult, building a relationship with the headteacher in which challenging issues can be raised and managing the governing body to best effect. The opportunity to work with other chairs of governors is rated highly. 

xiii. The main benefits of the training are:
a. Confidence building

b. Shared problem solving

c. Clarification of the respective role of chair and headteacher

d. Better knowledge of the powers and responsibilities of governors

e. Greater competence at handling challenging scenarios
xiv. There is a need for additional advice and training for some facilitators in elements of the programme, such as (e) above, which are not always covered sufficiently. The involvement of headteachers could be helpful in addressing certain issues. 
Recommendations

i. Aspects of the ‘Taking the Chair’ material are out of date or missing. These include changes to the school inspection system, new types of school and hence governance, the Annual Report and Parents’ meeting and other aspects. Action should be taken to review and update the material at regular intervals so as to maintain its usefulness, relevance, accuracy and credibility.

ii. As the materials are seldom used in their entirety, they could be disaggregated further, making modular revision more feasible, by concentrating on the quality of the core, well-used and valued elements, and increasing the flexibility by which they can be used. It would be beneficial to provide links to a central bank of advice for Chairs and the governor association(s) could make a useful contribution. 
iii. The case for joint training of Chairs and headteachers in matters relating directly to respective roles and the relationship between them appears to have many more advantages than drawbacks, a point recognised by authorities who provide such combined training. This should be developed in collaboration with the National College for School Leadership, governors’ organisations and the headteachers’ associations. 

iv. The Department should collect systematic data on the training and turnover of Chairs of Governing Bodies to monitor the extent to which training is sustained and provision meets need. 

v. Although Chairs of Governors have control, directly or indirectly, over resources for the training of governors and Chairs, there needs to be greater encouragement for them to deploy resources to this effect. 

Evaluation brief

1. The Department for Education and Skills (DfES) commissioned this study to assess how effective its ‘Taking the Chair’ programme has been in developing and improving the skills of governing body chairs and to identify what further work needs to be done to improve the Department’s national learning and developmental products for the future. 
2. ‘Taking the Chair’ is one of a series of programmes that comprise the National Strategy for School Governor Support and Training.  The purpose of ‘Taking the Chair’ is to support the crucial role of Chairs of governors, to help them identify the key skills required, understand their role and equip them for the many varied tasks they undertake.  The training is also applicable to governors who are considering taking on the role of chair and, to a lesser extent, to the chairs of committees of the governing body. This evaluation aimed to establish to what extent the objectives of the programme are being met. These are to:
i. Strengthen and develop the capacity of Chairs to lead the work of the Governing Body;
ii. Deepen their understanding of and prepare them for the role of the Chair;
iii. Enhance Chairs’ confidence and skills in managing the role and relationships;
iv. Widen their strategies for developing the partnership between the Governing Body, the Headteacher and the staff;
v. Encourage shared leadership and making good use of the skills and knowledge of others; and
vi. Engage them in a learning process which leads to self-directed change (face to face training only).
3. The evaluation also sought to establish:
i. how effective chairs/prospective chairs were in their role as a chair before completing the programme;

ii. to what extent the programme helped chairs/prospective chairs to be more effective;

iii. how successfully the event was delivered in face to face situations and through distance learning;

iv. the level of additional training that was required to upskill LA trainers in facilitation techniques, and 

v. whether the level of support during the programme was adequate, including the quality of handouts and other materials.

4. The strengths and weaknesses of the facilitator-led approach to skills development are considered and improvements that could be incorporated into future skills-based programmes are suggested.

Methodology

5. The evaluation used mixed methods to research the use and impact of the ‘Taking the Chair’ programme. In order to gain a national picture of the use of the programme, evaluators attended meetings of all eight groups of regional Coordinators of Governors’ Services (COGS) during the period 1 January to 31 March 2007. Space on the agenda was provided in which there was focused discussion of the pattern of provision in the region, organisation of training sessions and use of ‘Taking the Chair’ materials, take-up by governors and evidence of the impact of the training. Attendees at these meetings represented at least three-quarters of the local authorities in England. 
6. The meetings were supplemented by an invitation to COGS to complete a basic questionnaire giving more details of practice in their local authority. Many offered to do so, but the number of completed questionnaires received was small (20% of authorities) and some contained sparse information and incomplete data. The evaluation project was required to avoid the large scale use of questionnaires and it tried to avoid repeated requests for responses in order that the evaluation would not be seen as burdensome by those concerned.

7. Chairs of Governing Bodies’ (COGBs’) perspectives were captured through face to face and telephone interviews with over 40 Chairs. Governor interviewees were approached either at the annual conference of the National Governors’ Association or through recommendation by COGS. This sample was augmented by a small telephone survey of randomised schools, which was not particularly fruitful. The first point of contact was the headteacher, but views of headteachers were not particularly helpful since few had sufficient knowledge of the programme to be able to offer informed comment. In-depth discussions were also arranged with some key players such as specialist trainers or facilitators of training events. Evaluators also attended a number of training events and discussed the programme with participants. 
8. The accumulated evidence gives a clear picture of the use, strengths and weaknesses of the ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ programme and perceptions of its effectiveness. The analysis of impact is based largely on self-reported benefits triangulated with other evidence such as inspection reports. No local authority had audited the participants’ skills or performance before the training, and the self evaluation process was both personal and used inconsistently in courses. The picture is also complicated by the widespread modification of the programme, focusing on aspects which participants and the accumulated experience of more active facilitators felt were of greatest benefit.

Evaluation findings
Adoption of ‘‘Taking the Chair’’: national picture
9. The penetration of ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ varies both between regions and between authorities. At the regional level, adherence to the material as designed is strongest in the locality of its origin, Eastern region, where there is a strong commitment to ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ and active web-based support for governors on the site based at the Eastern Region Leadership Centre in Cambridge. Some authorities, for example in the Southern Region, already had well-developed training for COGBs, supported by accessible websites. Such authorities extracted material from ‘Taking the Chair’ to complement or reinforce their provision. 
10. The pattern around the Country varies more between authorities within any region than between regions. A flavour of national provision follows. In London, for example, Islington offers the five ‘Taking the Chair’ modules over a year. Greenwich is another authority which offers the full ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ course, and advertises it for chairs of committees and aspiring chairs, not just COGBs:-
The course is condensed into three modules and there is a certificate for completion of the course. Participants seem to want to gain this public recognition and the certificate helps in getting participants to complete the course. The structure of the course is now being reviewed as a result of vigorous discussion which concluded that the material was suitable for vice chairs but probably not for chairs of committees.
 

11. In Yorkshire and Humberside, by way of contrast, few local authorities were using the ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ materials as provided. Leeds does so and offers places to Wakefield (as indeed Harrow does for Hillingdon, in London). Many other authorities across the Country offer hybrid courses, drawing from the ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ materials. 
12. In urban conurbations, authorities have developed a variety of ways of offering the programme. In London, for example, several authorities – including Westminster, Waltham Forest, Richmond and Hounslow - use a small number of consultants to provide substantial amounts of training. Others provide in-house programmes which draw from the ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ material, modified to suit the participants. Lambeth, for example organises a session called ‘Grasping the Nettle’ which leads chairs of governing bodies to consider issues they might face and how to respond.
13. The North West Region illustrates the spread of practice typical of several other regions. Cumbria offers two sessions using materials from ‘‘Taking the Chair’’: ‘Managing Meetings and Developing a Vision’ and ‘Team Building of the Governing Body’. Bury, Sefton, Oldham and Knowsley offer sessions varying from 2 hours to one day. The following comment shows how difficult it can be to make the courses gel: 
Attempts to run three separate sessions had been cancelled because of lack of uptake, so we tried day courses. The uptake per course was ‘never overwhelming’; it varied from two to 24 but the average was about six chairs. The ideal number was said to be 15 or 16. The experience of course participants was varied and included chairs, vice chairs and aspiring chairs, so the trainer needed to be very adaptable.
14. Manchester Diocese has also used material from ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ including a session called ‘To Chair or not to Chair’ dealing with the issue of whether clergy should be chairs of governing bodies or not because of the potential conflict with their pastoral role.  

15. Almost all authorities in the South, South West and East Midlands regions 
had established courses for Chair of Governors and adapted materials from ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ for use in these training programmes. 
16. Overall, the great majority of local authorities represented at the COGS regional meetings offered coherent programmes of training for chairs of governors, although few used the ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ package in its entirety. The two most common variations were either to reduce the number of modules offered from the ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ package or to adapt the package and introduce other material so as to produce tailor-made courses. The following example shows the programme working well:
One authority proved to be particularly successful in gaining the involvement of governors from different sectors in the ‘Taking the Chair’ programme.  Key to this was the pro-activity of the Governor Support Service in bringing the programme to the personal attention of all Chairs and Vice Chairs who had yet to take part.  This eventually built up a critical mass of governors who had been involved and an implicit expectation that others should be too.  To suit the different commitments of governors, the programme has also been offered over two whole-day sessions and as a series of five evenings spread throughout a term.  Participants were also encouraged to access distance learning materials using the web. The facilitator found that the evening sessions, though successful, “did not have the same ‘buzz’ as the daytime sessions”. She felt that governors were much more receptive when they had put a day aside to learn rather than when they arrived after work.  She also felt that they were “more likely to attend the whole programme, rather than dipping into two or three evening sessions out of the five”.
17. As stated already, no clear patterns emerge about uptake in different types of authority, but there may be some faint generalistions. London Boroughs and Metropolitan Boroughs elsewhere tend to have well established arrangements for training chairs of governors, either by themselves or in partnership with others, and many of the Unitary authorities such as Peterborough, Torbay, Brighton & Hove and Swindon also have effective arrangements. The pattern in Counties is more distinguished by its variance, ranging from highly committed in many such as Wiltshire, Cambridgeshire, Essex, Shropshire and others to a small number in which provision is more desultory.  
18. In the two years since the ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ programme was published and disseminated, we estimate that the proportion of Chairs of Governors who have been trained through specific training for chairs, is in the order of 15% ± 5%, ranging from fewer than 5% in some authorities to around 80% in exceptional cases, if the figures are reliable. Table 1 shows the figures for a small sample of authorities. We believe the rounded percentages to be significantly more positive than the national picture. The highest proportion of trained COGBs represents primary schools, followed by secondary school governors. 

Table 1: Illustrative sample of participation rates by December 2006 in a range of 12 authorities, by school phase

	LA and

Region
	Primary schools
	Secondary schools
	Special schools

	
	Schools
	Course

members
	%
	Schools
	Course

members
	%
	Schools
	Course

members
	%

	L1
	65
	14
	22
	14
	2
	29
	4
	2
	50

	L2
	65
	13
	20
	13
	4
	31
	6
	0
	0

	L3
	66
	16
	24
	16
	2
	13
	6
	0
	0

	L4
	60
	29
	48
	14
	8
	57
	5
	1
	20

	NW1
	82
	24
	29
	13
	3
	23
	1
	0
	0

	YH1
	106
	18
	17
	16
	3
	19
	7
	2
	29

	SE1
	323
	60
	19
	53
	4
	8
	24
	0
	0

	SE2
	58
	42
	72
	9
	8
	89
	6
	5
	83

	SE3
	154
	61
	40
	27
	9
	33
	13
	1
	8

	WM1
	60
	7
	12
	13
	1
	8
	4
	0
	0

	WM2
	204
	30
	15
	37
	5
	14
	9
	1
	11

	WM3
	97
	19
	20
	19
	2
	11
	4
	1
	25

	
	1340
	333
	25%
	244
	51
	21%
	89
	13
	15%


Lack of take-up or commitment to training Chairs
19. Few authorities openly rejected ‘Taking the Chair’ but a very small minority appeared to make little attempt to provide for the development of Chairs. These were not confined to a particular type of authority. One large rural County, in a sketchy response, explained low take-up - which caused them to cancel training – in terms of demographics and the size of the authority. The authority made no reference to the use of the distance learning approach, which might have alleviated the problem and no sub-site for governors’ training was available on the authority’s website. Their position is at variance with the response in other shires such as Shropshire, where training and meetings for governors are dispersed around the authority, even with low numbers, and a distance learning option is available.  
20. One metropolitan borough, which does not offer the ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ programme, asserts that ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ materials are sometimes used at the termly Chairs’ Forums.  Details of the authority’s Governor Training programme are not specific however about the content of the forums.  It appears that these sessions are used more to brief Chairs on pressing matters rather than to deal with their development. It would be relatively easy to provide a linked series of themes for these sessions and to make the distance learning pack available, if the authority had a mind to. 
21. Another Borough claims that ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ materials are used to supplement existing local authority materials for their training programme. A visit to the authority’s website fails to reveal anything about their services for governors or an indication of training programmes. This may be typical of some other authorities who remained silent at focus group meetings or did not reply to queries, indicating that the take-up of the ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ programme is quite diverse. There is some corroboration for this position from a number of chairs or vice-chairs of governing bodies who, when questioned, express no knowledge of access to training for chairs in their authority. 
Length and structure of courses
22. Uptake and attendance are prevailing issues in respect of all governor training. ‘Taking the Chair’ is no exception. The programme is designed to be covered in five sessions, one for each module. There is a general consensus that this commitment is too demanding of many chairs of governors and results in increasing proportions who drop out as the courses progress. A comment from a metropolitan Borough sums up the difficulty perceived in recruiting for the training events:

‘It is impossible to get a reasonable number of Chairs to attend the training. The ones who have been doing the job a long time think they don’t need training – when in fact they need it more than anyone in some cases! It would be nigh on impossible to get a commitment to five modules…..  It is hard enough getting new governors to the induction events we provide.’ 
This authority delivered ‘the training‘ as one, compressed 2-hour session to keep demands on attendance to a minimum.
23. There are exceptions, which tend to be when particular conditions prevail which give members of training groups extra incentive to continue meeting. Many of the optimum conditions have been reflected in Wiltshire, where the ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ training is run as:

‘a series of tutor groups organised on a geographical and phase specific basis containing up to six members in each group. The sessions are led by experienced chairs and are self-managing. The tutor may customise the materials to the group. To date, there have been eight such groups, most of which have been reasonably successful. They work well when the members become motivated and enjoy the shared working. One continues to meet regularly although the training has finished. In other cases, the absence of key members can cause the group to fall apart. We then encourage the use of the distance learning package. We are now convening new groups but making the group size larger so that groups will be less fragile. We insist that participants undertake the self-evaluation first.’

24. South Gloucestershire has also been successful, running the training as five modules, the first of which is attended by headteachers and their chairs of governors, and the remaining four by the chairs only. After a pilot group of five, a group of 20 governors is following the current programme.  Table 2 summarises alternative ways in which authorities have structured training for COGBs.
25. There was general agreement by COGS that the programme should be delivered over as short an interval as possible to maintain a sense of coherence across the modules. All agree that the sessions work best when the groups attending develop a degree of trust and openness so that ongoing networks are created. One COG explained that such networks stimulate and enrich “self-directed change” that is referred to in the programmes declared objectives.

26. While COGS felt that prescription should be avoided, it was acknowledged that new or inexperienced Chairs might benefit from an injection of practical guidance if that is what the facilitated process reveals.  Several governors welcomed the additional sheets of ‘tips’ or other guidance which some authorities provided to supplement course materials. While there may not be one way to do something, there are good ways to consider and pitfalls to avoid.
Table  2: Alternative formats for training sessions

	Structure of training sessions for COGBs, with illustrative examples
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	i. Six modules: one a term over two years (Brighton & Hove).
	Cover the five ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ modules.
Allows election into discrete modules, with greater participation.

	Fragmented attendance means that participants experience different programmes.
Course coherence lost and impact reduced.
Networks less likely to form.

	i. Five discrete sessions (eg Wiltshire, Kent, Islington, Leeds).
	Provides comprehensive coverage of the ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ programme
Can promote ongoing self-help groups of chairs (Wiltshire).
Can be linked to accreditation (Kent).
	A heavy commitment for COGBs.
Falling attendance at sessions.
Participants often arrive tired at evening courses.
Group dynamics can be hard to sustain.

	ii.Two or three sessions of 2-3 hours (eg Newcastle, Lancashire, Richmond and others).
	Can be used in a range of ways, including a full Saturday or a session per month.
Promotes high attendance.
	‘‘Taking the Chair’’ requires tailoring to this structure;
or
Compressing all modules into less time.

	iii. One day conferences (eg Redcar and Cleveland).
	Allow key issues to be developed in greater depth.
	As above.
When poorly promoted, low take-up has forced cancellation.

	iv. One session (East Sussex).
	
	Little impact.

	iv. ‘Tasters’ – an ‘initial 2-hour session  with follow up if there was sufficient interest (eg Sunderland) or a Saturday session
(Westminster).
	Hope to persuade participants to attend further sessions. 
	A bit ‘hit or miss’.


Facilitator expertise

27. Much evidence points to the value of face-to-face training by credible and experienced trainers, who ideally are chairs of governing bodies themselves. Most authorities recognised the importance of having effective trainers. The majority commissioned and trained trainers who had experience of governance and COGS generally quality assured the training. Most training is evaluated and the responses are, with few exceptions, very positive. The most effective trainers (facilitators) specialise in governor training, were themselves COGBs and had the expertise and confidence to select from ‘Taking the Chair’ that which was central and incorporate their own material to provide very effective sessions. 
28. Some aspects of the programme are more taxing for trainers than others. Some COGS, for example, reported a lack of sufficient expertise in relation to some topics - most notably, dealing with conflict.  There was general agreement that these are areas where it is best not to tamper.  One authority used a specialist trainer solely for that element of their programme.  More generally, COGS felt that the materials need to be accompanied by briefing notes for the trainers, particularly in relation to challenging areas.  One has provided a list of the difficulties she had with her own grasp of the materials.  For example, she did not use the Force Field Analysis task because she does not know what it is.  There is a question of whether it is reasonable to expect COGS or other trainers to undertake technical background reading or research. Some find it more productive to bypass the topic and do something else. 
29. Facilitators tend to be least confident about those areas of the programme that explore interpersonal skills.  Some play down such aspects because they feel they have not the experience to tackle them. All agreed that the relationship between Chair and headteacher is crucial, and it is this aspect of relationships that is tricky to explore. A few COGS have received calls from headteachers after their Chairs had attended ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ and wanted to instigate changes not in line with the headteacher’s understanding of what their respective roles are. This may be an indication of the impact of the programme in affirming the Chair’s role, or possibly reflect on Chairs who have read more into their role than was presented. Some Chairs genuinely feel that their headteachers present a barrier to the development of effective governing body practice.
30. It is alleged that the initial invitation to tender for Taking the Chair and Leading Together specified a 'National Development Programme for Chairs of Governors and Head Teachers'

. Representatives of governors have expressed some disappointment that the programme does not include joint training for the Head and Chair: 
There is an item entitled, 'What the Head expects of the Chair of Governors'. There is no comparable 'What the Chair expects of the Head'. As this was envisaged as a programme for Chairs and Heads, this I feel is a rather obvious omission.

The course materials

31. It is widely felt that ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ presents too much material for use in five sessions. There is no doubt, however, that the materials are most effective when regarded and used – as was intended - as a toolkit which in the hands of a good trainer can be adapted to suit the composition and capability of the group. One example was Lambeth, where they have a session called “Grasping the nettle” which leads COGBs to consider issues they might face and how they might respond.  

32. The most effective provision was often, but not always, associated with authorities which already had programmes for the development of chairs of governing bodies, such as in the South East, in which the majority of authorities had well-established courses for Chairs. They tended to use ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ materials as a toolkit to augment existing materials but did not in general recognise that ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ filled any gaps in existing provision. An exception was East Sussex, where the programme filled a gap in existing provision and was proving very effective.  The self-reflecting style adopted by the ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ was very well received by participants.  This had fostered networks of Chairs, many of which had been sustained beyond the programme itself.

33. Some of the material is perceived as being for experienced governors, but those taking the course may not be. One authority felt that although the materials were adaptable, more could be done to make them more easily accessible by those with a range of experience, or none. Unease with role play is reported by some participants, not helped by difficulty of always understanding exactly what the role play is asking of them.
34. Authorities and facilitators have adapted the material in a range of ways. For example:
Wigan has used modules 1 to 3, selecting examples from those modules.  The LA has the view that there is a lot of time suggested for discussing, but governors also wanted to go away with some hard information.  The LA has therefore devised some material of its own to improve the balance between thinking about and discussing, and then having something by way of “hard information” for the governors to take away with them.

35. Most authorities had made some use of ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ materials but practice varies.  Some make occasional use in other courses or at meetings.  A few have tried but rejected or amended the materials because they did not feel that they ‘owned’ the material and it was too prescriptive an approach. This view was not generally shared by other authorities.
36. Use of the self-assessment forms was very varied and views about them quite polarised. Several experienced trainers have said the self-evaluation approach was very useful to participants; some authorities have been dismissive but others strongly supportive. supported them strongly. Much depends on how they were introduced. 

The audit form in module 2 was said by one participant to be “really bad and it frightens governors”.  Instead the authority has devised its own audit form which it presents in a non-threatening way.
37. Although only a minority of participants actually have confidence to complete this rigorously, the self-evaluation list is useful in describing the many facets of the role of a Chair of Governors.  Some COGS are more insistent on their completion and try to use them along the lines intended by the programme. Many COGBs, however, find the list intimidating or at least off-putting.  Some people have difficulty with the meaning of certain sections, adding to their difficulties.
38. The self-audit process is of greatest benefit when governors have made a commitment to the whole programme, which is then completed expeditiously. Where the provision is spread out over time, it is more fragmented, with stand-alone modules, and the power of reference to self-evaluation is overlooked or lost.
Distance learning handbook
39. Distance learning is not believed to be very popular, on its own, and as such the material is under-used. Several authorities in the North East, however, regard the material as a useful reference for course attendees. These authorities give a copy to all participants for ease of reference and continued study should they wish. In a small proportion of authorities, it is supplied to COGBs who have missed training sessions. In Islington, for example, where where the full 5 modules are provided over a year, the distance learning materials are acknowledged to be useful for absentees from a session. Many authorities, however, either have not identified distance learning options for their training programme or do not provided copies of material which they feel is increasingly out of date.

40. One authority is developing a distance learning programme for introduction later in the year, to extend over 6 months.  This programme is to begin and conclude with face-to-face briefings and debriefings and will be complemented by periodic workshops on topics that emerge as important for detailed study as the participants follow and report back on their studies. One example is of a Chair and Vice Chair who trained themselves together through the distance learning material, building a very strong leadership partnership as a result.
Wider use of the materials

41. One indication of the value of the ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ material is shown by its frequent use in other courses for governors and for headteachers, sometimes in joint training. The ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ materials have also been of use in training programmes for Clerks.  Kent, for example, runs a joint training programme for Chairs and Clerks. One authority had found the Leadership Styles component of the ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ useful with newly-appointed Chairs. Additionally, one Diocesan representative felt that this was particularly important to ‘tune Chairs to the educational context’.  He felt that it is not uncommon for some chairs with experience in other fields of performance management to feel that no training was necessary

42. There were several references to using material from ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ in other courses for governors and for headteachers and that it is adaptable and useful: a good resource. In some cases, however, course participants could not say whether the training had bee based on Taking the Chair material.
Benefits and impact
43. There is no doubt that participants generally felt that their training in taking the Chair had been of value to them in their role, for a number of reasons. Evaluation findings strongly supported the main aims of the programme
. Participants enjoy the opportunity to work with other chairs in order to share ideas and establish one or more local contacts. Chairs and aspiring chairs say that the informal discussions are often very valuable in building confidence. One important outcome of training sessions is the opportunity for new or aspiring COGBs meet and talk to each other. Often, continued contact ensues. 
44. For many Chairs, the training resulted in clarification of expectations of COGBs and headteachers and, in more cases than not, more constructive partnerships. Some authorities, such as Havering, provided some sessions of joint training for headteachers and COGBs; others used ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ materials on courses for headteachers. There are some unintended but nevertheless welcome benefits. Bexley, for example, has used the School Improvement module with leaders of schools that have had an improvement notice.

45. One authority uses the training for succession planning. By including vice-chairs and chairs of committees on the training and observing how participants perform, individuals can be encouraged to stand as governing body chairs. 
46. ‘Taking the Chair’ combines a focus on basic principles of the role with more difficult issues such as conflict resolution and challenge as well as support. These are aspects that chairs find particularly useful, especially when presented by knowledgeable and experienced facilitators. Groups can become engrossed in these issues, sharing experience and approaches in a way that builds the confidence of less experienced members.

47. One of the collateral benefits of a programme with a national DfES imprimatur is the legitimacy that this agenda for development provides. Some chairs have found this useful, for example, in providing a counter to occasional criticisms by headteachers of chairs who they perceive as straying into unwelcome territory such as school performance. The ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ material benefits from the endorsement of headteacher associations, for example, of what a Chair might reasonably expect of a headteacher and vice versa. A strength of the programme is that it is the outcome of a consultative process and consensus. 
Table 3 shows the responses 20 participants extracted from evaluation forms. 
48. There is limited evidence of whether COGBs have changed their ways of working and their effectiveness.  Contacting a random sample of schools directly proved very time-consuming and yielded minimal information.  When we spoke directly to headteachers, it was usual to discover that the Chair of Governors had attended various courses organised by the local authority or one of the governors’ organisations, but the precise nature of this training was not known. Attempts to sample governors who have attended training courses have also met with limited success. Information is available about governors’ views of the course via evaluations undertaken on completion of the course. These are generally very positive, but these obviously cannot report on changes in practice as none that can be attributed to the course will have happened at that stage.  
49. Comments from governors about their commitment to do certain things differently have been forthcoming.  Independent trainers employed by authorities to run training for COGB are not in a position to follow-up on the impact of the course.
Table 3 : Responses to questions about the most and least important, useful or influential outcomes of the ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ course (from survey of COGS).
	Most useful outcomes
	Least useful outcomes

	Several participants felt better equipped to volunteer as a Chair in the future.

Increased confidence of the Chair.

Partnership between head and Chair; greater confidence in relationship with headteacher.

Clarifying the role (2)

Managing the workload. 

Good materials to support chairs in their roles.

Networking, debate and exchange of ideas and good practice with other chairs.(3)

Booklet produced by course leader for every session, regarded as very useful by many delegates.

Style of training  encourages reflective thinking. 

Better focus on strategic issues in agenda setting.

Realisation that chair’s role is not about doing everything but helping to ensure that everything gets done.
	Too much material for use in each module.

Insufficient coverage of tactical devices one can use in chairing meetings.

Cost to a small authority of buying in a trainer.

Hard work for all.

Some material easily becomes out-of-date.

Some learning approaches inappropriate for particular audiences.

Time constraints.


50. In terms of how effective chairs/prospective chairs were in their role as a chair before completing the programme our main evidence comes from the trainees and their backgrounds. Examples are given below:

Chair 1 reports having been a governor for 3 years but Chair only since September.  Though he followed the governor induction course, he feels that it took him at least the first two years to get a basic grasp of what governors do.  Hence, the ‘‘Taking the Chair’’ programme is very much appreciated and already proving beneficial.  As a result of the first two modules he and his Vice-Chair have:

· been able to approach the (newly appointed) HT with confidence to discuss how he and the governing body operate in partnership;

· reported back to the GB and have already moved meetings to take place around the school rather than in the staffroom so that governors gain a feel for the learning environment;

· reviewed committee structures and meeting schedules so that they are more purposeful and chairs of committees will  have a more significant part to play.  The Chair really appreciated the programme: “The programme has turned me on to do something that makes a difference.” His enthusiasm and commitment were almost palpable.
Chair 2 became a governor after her children moved on to the high school.  She has been a governor for 3 years but Chair for only one.  This is her first attendance at the programme.  She welcomes it as a way for her to get an insight into whether or not the way they do things is OK.  She has nothing to compare the way they work with.  She thinks its OK but cannot be sure.  She looks for reassurance as well as ideas about ways to improve.

Chair 3 has 8 years experience as a governor, and has chaired governing bodies of both a primary and a secondary school.  He welcomes the programme as a way to refresh and confirm his practices.  In particular, he appreciates the opportunity to share ideas with people from another authority.  He could not point to major changes because he felt that none was really necessary.  However, he had been alerted to the ways that he tends to operate and is more conscious of his own conduct at meetings.

Chair 4 has been a governor for only 1 year and is already Chair.  The original Chair and Vice-Chair both resigned because of work-related commitments, throwing her in at the deep end.  The programme is very timely and helpful.  It is giving her confidence a boost.  Each session she feels more aware of her role and responsibilities.  What she learns she shares with the Vice-Chair and the HT and together they agree a plan of action to develop the ways in which they work.  They are reviewing basic structures and agendas, etc. and are working increasingly as a team.  She is applying what she learns to her personal approach and style at meetings.  She is highly motivated and enthused by the programme.
Suggestions for DfES
51. In general, the Taking the Chair programme is welcomed as a useful resource.  Materials need to be kept flexible and the content not too ambitious or onerous. Trainers and COGS have found that parts of the material date rapidly, for example when there are changes to school inspection arrangements or legislation. This makes the use of TTC use increasingly problematic and diminishes the authority and credibility of the material. There is a widespread view, however, that Taking the Chair material should be brought and kept up to date. 
52. There is support for making available discrete, short training modules on specific topics such as Finance, Interpretation of Performance Data and the appointment of headteachers, which local authorities could use flexibly in response to need or interest. 
53. There was considerable support for mandatory induction training for governors, with perhaps periodic updating programmes (every 3 years say).  The COGS felt that this would ensure that all governors know the basic expectations of the role of governor and that potential Chairs will be on the right path from the outset. Early engagement of the local authority would make it easier to recruit to subsequent development programmes.

54.  A follow-up document or pack for trainers would be appreciated that has: reference to what people have found most useful and extra examples for trainers to choose from to match the circumstances of individual groups of governors, taking into account contextual factors such as size of school, phase and location. Taking the Chair material is right to focus on developing COGBs and the skills they need rather than being an information-giving course, but COGBs do need information and the trainer should be able to provided this or direct COGBs to sources as part of increasing their knowledge and understanding. COGBs value ‘going away with something concrete.’  

55. Both Chairs of Governors and COGS advocated the incorporation of some of the TTC themes in programmes of training and development for headteachers and prospective heads. Some headteachers and staff governors are also perceived to need more development in appreciating the role they should play as a governor. Schools could be more proactive in supporting governors’ needs and budgeting for their training. 
56. It is important to note that there is interest by COGBs in several regions in having access to some form of accreditation in which recognises their competence in this role. Kent, for example, advertises the BTEC Advanced Certificate for School Governance and is working with Edexcel to accredit a BTEC linked to ‘Taking the Chair’ based on five sessions taken during the course of a year.
Peter Matthews Associates

peter@apmatthews.com
� Notes are from evaluators’ recorded evidence.


�  'The National Development Programme for Chairs of Governors and Head Teachers' was the name given to the third strand of The Department’s National Strategy for Governor Training and Support; it was not the name to be given to a specific training programme. The Invitation to Tender document for this contract contained no specification stating a joint development programme for use by Chairs and Head Teachers needed to be produced.  (DfES spokesman)


� Spokesperson for the National Governors’ Association


� To what extent was the programme felt to:





 strengthen and develop the capacity of Chairs to lead the work of the Governing Body


deepen their understanding of and prepare them for the role of the Chair


enhance Chairs’ confidence and skills in managing the role and relationships


widen their strategies for developing the partnership between the Governing Body, the Headteacher and the staff


Encourage shared leadership and making good use of the skills and knowledge of others


Engage them in a learning process which leads to self-directed change?
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