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Executive Summary 
 

This AoC External Board Review is based on the ETF/AoC pilot review framework. The   

Framework considers, but is not limited to, principles from Codes of Governance, the 

Education Inspection Framework and the DfE’s current guidance on external board 

reviews. In discussion with you it was agreed to tailor the focus to (i) identify high level 

strengths and key areas for development applying the standard framework dimensions of 

composition, structure, interaction and overall effectiveness and (ii) specifically consider 

the extent to which the contributions of Governors are maximized including the 

effectiveness of meetings, recruitment, induction, training and development of Governors 

(including succession planning).   

Emerging findings have been discussed throughout the Review in a developmental and 

inclusive way that supports College improvement and seeks to share best practice. The 

full report sets out the findings made against the 3 Board dimensions in the Framework 

with the key evidence that informs those findings.  

 

The overall conclusion on Board effectiveness is that there is strong evidence that the 

Board is highly proficient and consistently impacts positively on college strategy, 

effectiveness, and outcomes. The following table summarizes the headline strengths 

and areas for development for each Board dimension: 

 

 STRENGTH AREA FOR DEVELOPMENT 

BOARD COMPOSITION Robust process for identifying skills 
gaps 

Review articles in terms of 
Board size, composition and 
size of committees, 
succession planning and 
participation. 

 Use of skills analysis to inform 
Governor recruitment and training & 
development 

Develop Board behaviours to 
define what good looks like 
and monitor 

 Approach to Board diversity including 
collection of data 

 

 Tenure of office no more than 8 years 
normally 

 

 Positive attitude and mindset  

BOARD STRUCTURE Clear governing documents Governor attendance, 
particularly Audit Committee 

 GP has confidence of Governors Discipline in not mixing 
functions across meeting 
types 

 Separation of Governance functions – 
room for creative thinking, scrutiny as 
well as compliance 

Review the use of technology in 
better enabling Governors to 
access and share key documents 

 Transparency & clarity of information  

 Self evaluation  
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 Opportunities for Governor 
participation 

 

BOARD INTERACTION Governance Professional (GP) 
support to Governors 

Clarify who owns 
communication and pastoral 
line management of GP at 
college 

 Training & development  

 Strong positive culture  

 Induction  

Fig 1  

 

The recent recruitment campaign has demonstrated the Board’s aim to improve its 

diversity and to fill skill gaps. It has strengthened the Board and new Governors are well 

supported to quickly maximise their contributions. Some opportunities exist to further 

maximise Governor contributions in areas such as succession planning and the use of 

technology. 

A key element of the Review is the identification of effective practice. There are many 

instances of effective governance practice at Barnsley College. In particular, others 

might learn from the College’s approach to assurance and the way in which governance 

structures are designed to focus on different elements of the Governor role.  

 

Thanks and appreciation are recorded to all those who have constructively engaged in 

this Review. Particular thanks to Heather Jackson, the College Governance 

Professional, who has worked effectively to ensure that arrangements have been 

smooth and efficient.  
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Our Approach 
This External Board Review (EBR) was undertaken by Sandra Prail. Sandra has 

previously carried out reviews of college board effectiveness as part of the DfE pilot 

programme. She is the Chair of BHASVIC (Brighton, Hove and Sussex Sixth Form 

College), a National Leader of Governance appointed by the office of the FE 

Commissioner and an elected co-opted member of the AoC Governor Council.   

The EBR was undertaken over the period September – November 2022. It follows the 

published AoC framework for FE College External Board Reviews as shown in Figure 2 

below.  

The framework comprises 3 core areas for evaluation known as Board Dimensions – 

namely, Composition, Structure and Interaction. Evidence is gathered from a variety of 

sources and triangulated to draw findings around an overarching question for each 

Board Dimension. 

 

Composition 

1.What attributes (skills, knowledge, mindset/attitude) do members of the Board 

possess currently and what additional attributes would allow the Board to better meet its 

objectives? 

Structure 

2.Do the current Board processes and structures equip members to optimally engage 

with each other to deliver the objectives effectively, with transparency and in compliance 

with regulations? 

Interaction 

3.Does the Board’s culture and interactions between Board members allow for the most 

effective deployment of individuals and collective skills to meet the College’s goals? 

 

Overall Board effectiveness focusses on the core functions of the Board as a Governing 

Body and the extent to which culture delivers 9 key outcomes which characterize highly 

effective boards – ie. student experience, integrity, reflectiveness, financial soundness, 

quality, strategic leadership, inclusivity and diversity, collective accountability and 

responsiveness. 

 

This Framework takes into account Charity Commission guidance, the Ofsted 

Inspection Framework, the AoC Code of Good Governance and the DfE’s Guidance on 

External Board Reviews.  

The seven-stage approach undertaken in this EBR is shown in Figure 3. 
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Fig. 2  

 

 
Fig. 3  

 

1. Introductory 
Session

2. Survey

3. Desk Top 
Review

4. Inteviews
5. Board 

observation

6. Report 
Writing

7. Completion
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Review Process 

The EBR process comprised:  

• An initial scoping meeting with the Governance Professional (GP) and a project 

kick off meeting with the GP and Principal/CEO (the CEO) (with apologies from 

the Chair). At that meeting it was agreed that the focus for the review would be to 

(i) identify high level strengths and key areas for development applying the 

standard framework dimensions of composition, structure, interaction and overall 

effectiveness and (ii) specifically consider the extent to which the contributions of 

Governors are maximized including the effectiveness of meetings, recruitment, 

induction, training and development of Governors (including succession 

planning). The agreed timeline for the EBR is set out in Appendix A.  

• An online survey to Board members. This was available from 27 September with 

a return date of 7 October and the return rate was 69%.  

• A desk top review of key college documentation (including governing documents 

and minutes). 

• Interviews with the GP and members of the Board (Chair, Vice Chairs, Audit 

Committee Chair, CEO and 1 external Governor). 

• Observation via attendance at the College’s Creative Board meeting on 27 

September and Governance & Search Committee on 28 September. Online 

observation of the Audit Committee on 11 October and Board meeting on 18 

October. 

• Following moderation, a draft report was shared with the College in early 

December and this report takes into account feedback from that meeting. The 

Board has set aside time at its strategic awayday in January 2023 to enable the 

Board Reviewer to facilitate a discussion about the final report and to co-design  

a draft action plan for adoption and monitoring by the Board.  

• A follow up visit is to be scheduled in 6 months’ time to take stock of progress 

against the action plan. 

. 

Background Context 

Barnsley College is a large general further education college, and it plays a vital role 

within the Yorkshire and Humber region. It is the main provider of post 16 education in 

the Borough. Barnsley is an area of significant social and economic deprivation, its 

Local Authority being 38th most deprived according to the index of deprivation, and 

therefore many College students face significant challenges.  It has a number of sites in 

the town of Barnsley. The main building opened in September 2011 and 12 campuses 

cover 63000 sqm including the SciTech Centre, the Sixth Form and Wigfield Farm. The 

college has about 10 000 students, 5500 16–18-year-olds, 900+ sixth form students, 

1500 adults, 650 HE and 2000 apprentices The college also provides full time 

programmes for a small number of students aged 14-16, most previously home 
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educated. Following an inspection in March 2022 the college was graded Outstanding 

by Ofsted (as it was in the previous inspection in 2010) and this included an outstanding 

judgement for leadership and management. The College has plans to open a sector 

leading technical education centre, the IoT, in September 2024. The College has three 

subsidiaries with their own accounts – ITS (Independent Training Services Ltd), BCDC 

(Barnsley College Development Company) and Think Barnsley Ltd. 

The college has an underlying group income of approx. £45m and an EBITDA of £4.1m. 

The financial health of the College was confirmed as Outstanding by ESFA for 2019/20 

and Good in 2020/21. Student satisfaction with the college has a target of 90% and a 

latest outturn of 96%. 

 

The College was one of the first to commission an EBR from the AoC and is keen to 

use the opportunity for learning that it provides. It has adopted the AoC Code of Good 

Governance and its self-assessment of Governance is a rating of outstanding.  

 

The remainder of this report is structured to set out key messages across the Board 

Dimensions of Composition, Structures and Interaction before concluding with a 

Judgement of overall effectiveness. 
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Board Composition 

 

 

Board Composition 

Board composition requires a mix of people with different attributes to ensure that the 

Board provides strategic leadership as well as meeting its statutory and other 

requirements. This analysis of the Board’s composition focuses on people and attributes 

and the central question:  

What attributes (skills, knowledge, mindset/attitude) does the Board of Barnsley College 

possess currently and what additional attributes would it need to meet its objectives? 

 

Background 

The Instrument and Articles of the College provide that the number of Governors shall 

be not less than 12 and not more than 18, including the potential for a parent Governor. 

The Board currently comprises 18 Governors – this is made up of 13 external 

Governors, 2 staff Governors, 2 student Governors and the CEO.  The Chair of 

Governors has been in role since 2015 but his term has recently been extended by the 

Board for 3 years to 2025. There are 2 Vice Chairs (one of whom is newly appointed) 

and their terms of office end in 2024 and 2025 respectively.  

The Board recently updated its definition of what diversity means and committed to 

having a “more representative board reflecting diversity and inclusivity and representing 

the composition of the local community and college’s student population whilst ensuring 

that marginalised communities see and feel themselves to be represented.” 

A questionnaire is circulated to all Governors annually to collect data about individual 

skills and experience and the findings of this skills audit are reported to the Governance 

& Search Committee (G&S) as part of its cycle of business. In 2021 this survey also 

included data collection concerning protected characteristics. The Board has also 

recently adopted a set of behaviours to mirror the approach adopted for staff. 

 

A Governor recruitment campaign was agreed by G&S in May 2022. The report to 

governors identified the key skills areas being sought as HE, business development, 

local or regional funding bids, local LEP knowledge, business growth, sustainability, 

health & safety and audit. A search company (Nurole) was commissioned to identify 

potential candidates.  7 potential candidates were interviewed over the Summer period 

and 5 candidates were appointed by the September 2022 Board on recommendation 

from G&S (four to the Board and one to ITS, a subsidiary of the College).  

BOARD COMPOSITION 

The attributes possessed by the Board 

that enable effective strategic leadership 
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Analysis and Findings 

Knowledge, experience and skills 

The Board understands the need to include members with an appropriate breadth of 

skill and experience and has a robust process for identifying skill gaps that informs 

recruitment. The annual skills audit questionnaire to Governors is sensibly structured to 

self-assess skills and experience against the core responsibilities of the College as set 

out in its Articles of Government as well as key generic skills. The latest results in 2021 

show generally high levels of wide-ranging experience and the use of charts makes the 

analysis of strengths and gaps user friendly and clear. There is a mix of public and 

private sector, finance, education and business experience. Areas self-assessed as with 

least experience include commercial acumen (with 44% declaring less than strong 

experience), HE/FE/schools (with 33% declaring limited experience), safeguarding (with 

22% declaring limited experience). Self-assessment by respondents to the survey 

circulated for this review was universally high with 100% of respondents recording that 

the Board has the skills to lead organizational change, understand and question 

financial reports, make financial plans and set budgets and consider key risks and 

decide on associated actions.  

But the return rate of 60% by Governors of the skills audit questionnaire is relatively low. 

The return rate for the survey relating to this EBR was only slightly higher (at 69%). 

Governors should be reminded of the importance of the submission of skills data and 

consideration should be given to ways in which the return rate could be increased.  

 

The Board is committed to and understands the value of diversity in its Board make up. 

It rightly views diversity in terms of diversity of thought as well as diversity in terms of 

protected characteristics. It sets targets including an even split of male and female 

board members, members from an ethnic minority background, stakeholder 

representation appropriate to the need and profile of the college community and age to 

better reflect those of students where possible. The 2021 skills audit data on protected 

characteristics depict a predominantly white, heterosexual, well educated, gender 

balanced, able bodied age 45+ cohort of Governors. It is positive that the audit has 

started to collect data on the protected characteristics of members. This baseline data 

will enable the College to monitor further its diversity in terms of protected 

characteristics. But there are few measures of diversity of thought. The recent adoption 

of a set of behaviours for Governors provides an ideal opportunity to address this.  

 

Governors are normally appointed for 3- or 4-year terms and normally serve a maximum 

of 2 terms or 8 years. This accords with best practice and the AoC Code and ensures a 

healthy turn over. The Chair of Governors has been in role since 2015 but his term has 

recently been extended by the Board for 3 years to 2025 to reflect his role on the AoC 
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Board as Chair of Governor Council. It is positive that the College gave specific 

consideration to the arguments in favour and against extension before flexing its normal 

tenure rules.  

 

Succession planning is an area for improvement. Vice Chairs are not expected to 

become Chairs. The terms of office of chair and vice-chairs end in a similar timeframe 

and this poses a risk to continuity of leadership. Job descriptions for the Chair and Vice 

Chair have been agreed by the Board but the expectations of a Vice Chair are not 

widely understood. The role tends to focus on deputizing for absence rather than having 

a delivery focus. The Chair and Vice Chairs recognize the need to adopt a clearer 

approach to succession planning and see the recent recruitment as an opportunity to do 

so. The appointment of a new Vice Chair and developing a succession plan provide an 

opportunity to review the role. Identifying a plan of action sooner rather than later is 

encouraged.  

G&S comprises a relatively small number of Governors (chair and vice chairs). The risk 

of this not being sufficiently inclusive is recognized and measures are put in place to 

widen participation, such as inviting other members to Governor interviews and 

ensuring reports to board are full and comprehensive. Nevertheless, the risk of so few 

Governors discussing issues of governance might be a barrier to growth of other 

Governors and be a missed opportunity for succession planning and wider participation.  

 

The recent recruitment campaign for new Governors was underpinned by analysis of 

the latest skills audit and had a targeted focus on skill gaps. The external search 

company was given a clear brief by the GP. The recruitment of new Governors at the 

September Board meeting strengthens the mix and adds skills in some of the areas 

self-assessed as less than strong (for example HE/FE, small business and private 

sector expertise). The report to Board outlined how each Governor recommended for 

appointment contributed to the identified skill gaps. New recruits also improve the 

diversity of the Board in terms of its breadth of people with protected characteristics 

from an equality perspective. 

It is some time since the Board reviewed its Instrument and Articles and the current GP 

intends to review them following the results of the ONS reclassification exercise. This is 

to be welcome. Such a review will enable the board to consider whether 18 members 

remains optimal or whether a smaller number where all Governors participate fully 

would be more effective. It will also provide an opportunity to review whether 

appointment to a parent governor would be beneficial, its succession planning for key 

Board members and the makeup of Committees including G&S. 
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Attitude and mindset 

The overriding mindset of Governors manifest at meetings and in interviews was open, 

curious and focused on continuous improvement. Their behaviour towards one another 

and towards the executive demonstrates a commitment to the Nolan principles. They 

are motivated by a desire to improve the lives of learners, particularly those who are in 

disadvantaged circumstances. Many described a passion to give back to their 

community and raise aspirations through learning and skills.  

The recent development of a behaviour set for Governors is a strength, but it is not yet 

entirely clear how this is to be measured. Adding the behaviours to the skills audit, 

induction materials and as a topic for appraisals, including that of the Chair, would be 

beneficial.  

 

Conclusions 

The Review has identified that Board Composition is overall a strength with some areas 

for development. The recent recruitment campaign has been key in strengthening the 

mix of Governors.  

The following table summarises headlines: 

 

BOARD COMPOSITION 

STRENGTH AREA FOR DEVELOPMENT 

1. Robust process for identifying 
skills gaps 

1. Review Instrument and Articles in 
terms on size of Board, overall 
Board composition and size of 
committees, succession planning & 
maximizing participation 

2. Use of skills gaps to inform 
Governor recruitment and training 
and development 

2.  Develop Board behaviours to define 
what good looks like and monitor 

3. Approach to diversity of Board 
membership including collection 
of protected characteristics data 

 

4. Tenure of office no more than 8 
years normally 

 

5.Positive attitude and mindset  
 

 

Fig. 4  
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Board Structures 

 
Board Structure 

Board structures are the processes and arrangements that provide the space and tools 

for a Board to deliver College objectives. Analysis of Board structure focuses on 

structural arrangements and process and the central question: Do current Board 

structures equip Governors at Barnsley College to optimally engage with each other to 

deliver the College objectives effectively, with transparency and in compliance with 

Regulations?  

Background 

The College operates a Carver type model of governance in that it does not have 

separate finance or quality committees. It has 3 committees - Audit, G&S and 

Remuneration. College Instruments & Articles provide for Corporation to meet at least 

once per term and as necessary. Board meetings fall into two types – formal Board and 

creative sessions. There are normally 7 formal and 3 creative meetings each year as 

well as an annual strategic seminar. Creative sessions are intended to share ideas for 

the future and carefully analyse key issues to understand challenges. In contrast formal 

Board meetings deal with general business. The College uses Task and Finish Groups 

known as Deep Dive Scrutiny Review Groups to look at single issues in depth. The 

College Board receives regular governance updates as part of its governance review 

cycle. 

Governors meet with senior leaders regularly including at the annual strategic awayday 

which focuses on strategic direction and planning. The latest Corporate Plan identifies 4 

strategic pillars – Quality, Curriculum, Sustainability and Reputation. The Board and 

Audit Committee agree a Balanced Scorecard, reviewed quarterly, to measure progress 

against goals set under each strategic pillar. Wrapped around everything is the BAF 

(Board Assurance Framework) to monitor performance and manage risk throughout the 

year. The BAF takes the goals against the strategic pillars and maps these against 

college key risks. It has a scoring system that logs residual risk scores, controls in 

place, inherent risk scores and actions to mitigate risks. There are currently 14 risks in 

the 21/22 BAF. New and emerging risks are identified at Audit Committee.  

College policies are adopted by subsidiaries and the Link Governor performs the role for 

the college and subsidiary. 

BOARD STRUCTURE 

The processes and structures that equip 

members to optimally deliver College 

objectives. 
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The Board undertakes an analysis of its effectiveness and that of its committees 

informed by various data sources including Governor survey data collected individually 

and at Committee and assessment of compliance against the AoC Code of 

Governance. Latest evaluations conclude satisfaction with overall Board effectiveness 

and improvement actions are set out in a Governance Improvement Action Plan which 

is reviewed annually. The action plan reviewed by G&S in May 2022 has 6 areas to be 

addressed. These 6 areas cover many of the areas identified in this EBR including 

Board diversity, succession planning, use of technology. The plan feeds into the  

annual whole college self-assessment which is structured against the Ofsted inspection 

framework. The latest self-assessment concluded that ‘governance that focusses on 

assurance’ is a key strength and that governance overall is outstanding.  

 

Link Governors cover Safeguarding, Prevent and 14-16, Equality, Diversity & Wellbeing, 

Health & Safety, Sixth Form, 16-19 including T levels, HE, Apprenticeships, Special 

Education Needs & Disability, Sustainability and GDPR and Data Protection.  

The Governance Professional is part time 30 hours per week (0.8 FTE) and there is a 

vacant administrative post. 

Analysis and Findings 

Governing documents and arrangements 

The Board’s governing documents are clear and regularly updated. Governance 

administration is strong. Governors are provided with an iPad enabling access to the 

Virtual Board Room App to access Board and Committee papers 7 days before a 

meeting. There was universal praise for the Governance Professional. She was 

described as organized, ‘completely on the ball’ and Governors look to her as a reliable, 

timely and credible source of information and first point of contact. She has the 

confidence of Governors and executive leaders and is highly effective in planning, 

liaising, minute taking and advising.  

 

The Board continued to meet throughout the pandemic and made effective use of online 

meeting software. Since restrictions were lifted it has operated a hybrid model where 

face to face meetings have been re-introduced but with the option to attend virtually. 

This hybrid format has benefits in enabling Governors to easily attend but is recognized 

as difficult to Chair and usually results in less contribution from remote attenders. G&S 

Committee monitors ways of working and is encouraging a full return to face to face 

meetings. 
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Attendance is relatively good overall but needs careful monitoring, especially for Audit 

Committee. The annual strategic seminar held in January 2022 had 80% attendance 

which means that some members were not fully engaged in setting the College’s 

strategic direction. Attendance at Board, Audit and G&S has decreased in 21/22 

compared to 20/21. Overall attendance at Board for 21/22 was 76% (down from 93% 

the previous year) and below a target of 85%. As at April 2022 Audit Committee 

attendance was reported as 53%. Audit Committee in July 2022 was not quorate at the 

start and for initial items. The October 2021 Audit meeting was not quorate. Two new 

members have been appointed from the new cohort and a co-opted member was 

appointed in the Spring. The Committee has considered whether change to the timing of 

the meeting would improve attendance but concluded not. It was positive to observe 

G&S discuss attendance figures in detail and seek ways to improve it including Chair 1-

1 meetings with each Governor for encouraging improved attendance by some. Whilst 

the considerable number of additional meetings, events and activities is noted, 

continuing to drive up attendance figures is nevertheless an area for improvement that 

requires close monitoring. Being clearer on what happens when individual attendance 

hits an unacceptable level would clarify expectations. Induction and Chair 1-1s provide 

opportunities for clarity of messaging. 

The Chair and CEO meet very regularly and hold the reins in terms of planning meeting 

content, the GP maintains a business calendar and the Executive Team feed into 

agenda setting and the annual cycle of business.  

The College has introduced a governance structure that clearly separates functions. 

The separation of functions across the various governance bodies is a positive strength, 

it creates clarity of purpose and assists Governors in fulfilling their roles. The Creative 

Board sessions provide space for reflection and innovation. Governors value these 

sessions and they harness energy and enthusiasm positively. The session on branding 

was identified as a particularly positive session that used interactive techniques for 

debate. Formal Board meetings undertake general business. Deep Dive Task and 

Finish Groups undertake scrutiny into areas of concern. Committees focus on Audit, 

Governance and Remuneration respectively. The separation of functions through 

different meeting types disentangles the multiplicity of roles that Governors undertake 

and provides a clear line of sight to strategic direction and compliance with regulatory 

requirements whilst ensuring sufficient time and energy is dedicated to horizon scanning 

and addressing specific challenges. It also assists Governors with the tone of their 

engagement and contributes to overall culture of the Board. 

There is a risk however that the creative space of a Creative Board Session is lost to 

business items. For example, the observed September 2022 exam results session was 

hijacked by a number of items (such as the Principal’s report for noting) which gave the 

meeting the tone of a formal Board meeting. The Q&A approach with no advance 
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circulation of data also did not lend itself fully to creative debate. The meeting overran 

significantly making it difficult for some Governors to remain until the end. Whilst the 

session identified clear areas of concern from sound analysis of data and put in place 

deep dives to consider those issues in more depth it did not maximize the creative 

objective of the session and blurred the separation of functions intrinsic to the 

governance arrangements.  More discipline in not deviating from the purpose of 

individual items and agendas would improve further the targeted approach. It might 

avoid the overrunning of meetings. It might ensure that agendas are not overcrowded. 

Other creative sessions appear to have been more interactive taking place in non Board 

room venues and with governors taking more ownership of interactive dialogue. 

Deep dive scrutiny has proved itself as a successful means of assurance and 

continuous improvement. For example, the 2022 Deep Dive into the AoC Code of 

Governance found compliance in most areas and identified a need for further work 

concerning new environmental sustainability measures, including appointing a 

Sustainability Link Governor. This further work was allocated to a creative Board 

session. The Apprenticeships and CSTEM Deep Dives similarly deliver on their 

objectives and provide Board assurance and a level of detail proportionate to the issue. 

The success of the mechanism is in part due to the positive engagement of Governors 

and their clarity of role ensuring that they do not step over the line into management. It 

was positive to see the Audit Committee review the financial risk of the apprenticeship 

programme in the context of the latest internal audit report and to recognize the 

complementary role of the deep dive. The latest Governor survey similarly included 

positive returns about the success of deep dives. One Governor who identified as 

originally sceptical commented that the process was so successful that as a result it has 

been introduced in his/her own organisation.  

The annual strategic seminar held over two days in January provides an opportunity for 

the Board to take stock of the changing landscape, its curriculum focus and Balanced 

Scorecard strategic goals. The agenda circulated to Board in October 2022 

demonstrated effective advance planning with carefully considered breadth and depth of 

subject matter and influential speakers. Holding the event over two days also enables 

space for Governor relationships to be strengthened outside formal meetings.  

Audit Committee is clear on its role and operates efficiently. It is extremely well chaired. 

Its tone is inclusive and rooted in risk and analysis of assurance. It demonstrated a 

sound understanding of the BAF at its October meeting and the comments of one 

Governor that ‘the job of the committee is to put effort where the risk is’ summed up the 

collective, proportionate approach. The description of the proposed changes to the BAF 

was rich and detailed and depicted a dynamic live process with items being removed as 

well as added. Challenge was respectful and focused and senior managers responded 

directly and with openness, welcoming learning that resulted from debate. The 
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Committee’s challenge led to additional actions all of which focused on improving 

College assurance. There was a culture of mutual respect and honest dialogue.  

 

Transparency 

There are high levels of transparency and a significant volume of information and data 

is shared with governors. Governors can access committee agendas and minutes via a 

Virtual Board Room app. Staff and Governors articulate a commitment to ensuring 

transparency and open conduct of business. All Board and Committee minutes 

available for public scrutiny once confirmed and signed are available on the governance 

section of the College website.  The identity of Board members is highly visible on 

display in reception. 

Governors can access papers online and the GP provides hard copy material on 

request but there is no easily accessible self-serve portal where Governors can access 

other key documentation. This means that the GP receives a high volume of requests 

for information and documents from Governors. Some of the requests described to me 

seemed to me to be more appropriate for a PA than a GP. Whilst meetings have used 

Teams the fact that some Governors prefer not to use their college email address limits 

its potential for use as an interactive portal, archive and collaborative tool. Security is 

outside the remit of this review, but the use of personal emails might also increase 

security risks and the potential for data breach. Moving to a more modern IT based 

portal or collaborative Teams approach would improve self-reliance of individual 

governors and increase transparency of key documentation. Any new system should 

strike an appropriate balance between easy access for Governors and the wider 

security and technology benefits. The Governance Improvement Plan recognizes a 

need to review board technology in 2024 when contracts are up for renewal, but it might 

be timely to review the cost benefit of improved systems before then. As part of this 

review the potential for use of Teams (and a clear protocol on the use of email 

addresses) could be considered.  

Agendas are clear. The structure of papers to Committee and Board is standardized 

which contributes to the efficiency of meetings. Each report identifies its purpose and 

the College objective against which it provides assurance. A recent introduction of 

starred items (whereby if no advance request for discission is made the starred report 

will be taken as agreed without debate) provides a mechanism to ensure time is 

focused where it is needed. A variety of presentational methods is used, including 

dashboards and tables. Presentational methods cater for different kinds of thinking 

styles and improve understanding and engagement. For example, creative sessions 

have used interactive process mapping tools, Balanced Scorecard updates to Board 

use RAG rated dashboards and analysis of management accounts use best practice 

graphs and infographics. Agenda front sheets provide indicative timelines which Chairs 
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find helpful.  Although the reports clearly state whether items are for noting or approval 

it might be helpful to set this out on the agenda front sheet. For example, at the Audit 

Committee in October 2022 the Chair moved to prioritise discussion on the ‘information’ 

items requiring decision. The relevant officers had to work through the reports to shape 

their response. Setting out the decision being sought for each item on the agenda might 

assist prioritisation.  

 

The Assurance based framework ensures a focus on multiple sources of information 

enabling governors to scrutinise and triangulate data sources. Governors understand 

their assurance role and use various data sources – including student feedback, 

external AoC briefings and Ofsted, benchmarking, Link Governor feedback. 

Observations of meetings showed that Governors make use of a wide source of data 

including their own networks and expertise. The language of assurance pervades 

college business and Governors identify their own role in risk mitigation. For example, 

the significant college investment in the cross regional partnership to develop the IoT is 

identified as a risk. Actions include Governor inclusion on the Project Board and regular 

updates to Governors (for example at the September and October 2022 Board 

meetings).  

But the documentation surrounding the BAF framework is daunting to some and was 

universally recognized as having a high level of complexity and detail. One Governor 

recalled ‘when the CEO went through it with me my head was spinning’. The new intake 

of Governors provides an opportunity to review induction material and to refresh 

Governor understanding.  

 

The CEO, senior leaders and the GP are open and readily share information. There was 

no sense of defensiveness but an open welcoming of governor challenge as a means of 

improvement. 

The College website includes a governance section. It includes formal Board minutes, 

Instruments and Articles, Standing Orders, various policies as well as an annual report 

as part of the annual financial statements. 

The Board as a whole formally agrees the annual budget, ensures compliance with 

funding performance and agrees financial strategy. The Carver type model of 

governance can pose a risk that there is insufficient detailed focus on financial matters. 

But Governors without financial expertise engage in and take collective responsibility for 

decision making and the expectations on Governors are clearly articulated. 100% of the 

respondents to the survey recorded that they have robust financial management and 

consider value for money. The model works well. 
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Self-assessment of performance 

Self-evaluation of performance is a strength and is taken seriously.  

 

The GP undertakes an annual assessment of compliance with the AoC Code of Good 

Governance for English Colleges. This is well structured to RAG rate compliant, partially 

compliant and not compliant against each performance requirement with a summary of 

evidence and key documents. The latest assessment concludes compliance with all 

requirements except partial compliance for environmental sustainability and some 

diversity requirements. Both of these areas are included as areas to address in the 

Governance Improvement Plan owned by G&S Committee. 

 

The Link Governor system is an effective layer of assurance and contributes to a culture 

where Governors connect to the College and its learners and participate fully. There is a 

clearly articulated expectation that Governors engage in the life of the college and 

simply attending meetings is not considered enough. The Master Targets file clearly 

sets out the Link Governor scheme. It provides for the allocation of Link Governors to 

specific areas, Link Governor visits (max twice per annum) to feed into Board reporting 

which comprises written feedback on a standardized template and verbal updates to 

Board. Link Governor reports are comprehensive and focus on assurance. There is no 

evidence that they move into inappropriate operational matters but those new to the role 

might benefit from a more formalized sharing of learning across Link Governors so that 

they can support and learn from each other.  

The Link Governor scheme along with the Task & Finish Groups enable Governors to 

take a lead on different issues broadening participation. G&S Committee takes 

participation seriously and asks the Chair in 1-1s to have open honest discussions 

about contribution. Board agendas routinely list ‘dates for the diary’ thus ensuring that 

Governors are connected to college events. It might be beneficial to provide Governors 

with a mapping of who does what so that it is clear what participation looks like in 

practice and assist in managing expectations of new and existing Governors.  

Conclusions 

The Review has identified that Board Structure is a strength with some areas for 

development.   

The following table is a summary of headlines: 
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                                BOARD STRUCTURE 

STRENGTH AREA FOR DEVELOPMENT 
1. Clear governing documents 1. Governor attendance at Committee 

meetings particularly Audit 
2.GP has confidence of Governors 2. More discipline in not mixing 

functions across types of meeting 
3. Separation of Governance 
functions – room for creative 
thinking, scrutiny as well as 
compliance. 

3. Review the use of technology in 
better enabling Governors to access and 
share key documents 

4. Transparency & clarity of 
information  

 

5.Self evaluation  

6.Link Governor scheme/Deep 
Dives provide opportunities for 
Governor participation  

 

  
Fig. 5  
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Board Interaction 

 

Board Interaction 

Behaviours and interactions contribute to Board culture. An effective Board culture 

encourages an effective blend of challenge and support to create impactful 

collaboration. Analysis of Board interaction focuses on the following key underpinning 

question: Does the Board’s culture and interactions between Barnsley Board members 

allow for the most effective deployment of individuals and collective skills to meet the 

College’s goals? 

Background 

The College’s policy on recruitment and selection of Board members provides for 

recruitment in a variety of ways – including executive search, advertising and self- 

nomination. All new Governors have an induction programme and Safeguarding and 

Prevent training is mandatory. Governors are signposted to other training and 

development opportunities. In October 2021 Governors adopted a set of behaviours 

which map against college behaviours adopted for staff. 

 

Analysis and Findings 

The triumvirate 

The working relationship between Chair, CEO and GP (often known as the triumvirate) 

is key to effective governance. Observation and interviews demonstrated 

complementary skills and a clear understanding of role. This is consistent with self-

evaluation. 100% of the respondents to the survey recorded that the Board works well 

with the Principal/ CEO and other senior staff and with the Governance 

Professional/Clerk, 

It has recently been agreed that the GP will work remotely (subject to attendance at 

Board meetings). This is a pilot arrangement that will be subject to ongoing review and 

formal review in Summer 2023. There has been a tendency for some Governors to treat 

the current postholder as if a ‘personal PA’ a tendency exacerbated by the absence of 

engagement in modern technology to enable members to self-serve. There is an 

opportunity to shift the perception of some Governors to view the GP as a trusted 

governance adviser not a first point of contact for administrative tasks. Line 

management of the GP falls to the Chair but as in all colleges there is a risk that other 

aspects of management such as communication and pastoral support may be 

inadvertently overlooked. There is a risk that the postholder misses key college 

information and has too few links to college staff if there is no ownership of elements of 

BOARD INTERACTION 
Behaviours and interactions which allow for an inclusive culture that 

encourages effective challenge and impactful collaboration 
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the role by college staff. Mapping responsibility for key aspects of management of the 

GP and ensuring that a college employee owns matters such as communication and 

wellbeing support would be beneficial as part of new working arrangements. Reviewing 

the core functions of the role, and the extent, if any, to which the administrative vacancy 

should be filled is also recommended. 

 

Culture, relationship & Behaviours 

There is organizational memory of a poor relationship between a former CEO and 

Governors in a culture that is recalled by many as not respectful of the role of 

governance. Those with experience of the former set up describe a step change when 

the current CEO joined with respectful relationships and shared understanding of roles 

contributing to positive governance and its respect by the executive. Governors 

recognize their journey of improvement and are proud of the current model as 

summarized in this survey response: ‘since the governance review in 18/19 governance 

arrangements have matured and are an exemplar model’. 

The current culture of the Board as observed in meetings and interviews is engaged, 

respectful and curious. 100% of the respondents to the survey recorded that the opinion 

and contributions of all governors are welcomed and valued. The role of assurance is 

well understood and a strong aspect of Board culture. The language of assurance is 

part of the Board’s way of working.  

The College is committed to the training and development of its Board. Induction and 

training lay the foundations of Board culture. Development of the GP is supported by the 

College as evidenced by her training record. Governors are provided with an induction 

booklet and this is a clearly written summary that signposts key responsibilities and 

training opportunities. Induction comprises meetings with the GP, CEO, Chair and 

senior leaders as well as a tour of the college. 100% of those who responded to the 

survey agreed they had a good induction process which informed them about the 

college and the responsibilities and operation of the Board.  

Safeguarding and Prevent training is mandatory. Governors are signposted to optional 

AoC and ETF training modules and attendance is reported to G&S which reviews 

provision and any gaps. The significant majority of respondents to the survey agreed 

that they were provided with training and development which assists in their 

effectiveness. The Chair speaks individually with each Governor annually and uses this 

as an opportunity to identify any training or development needs. Whilst mentoring is 

identified as an option there has been limited historic take-up by Governors and this 

might benefit from a renewed focus.  

 

The College has adopted a set of behaviours for Governors. It intends to monitor 

compliance against these behaviours annually as part of its self-evaluation and through 

annual 1-1 appraisal with the Chair. But a sharpened understanding of how this will 
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operate in practice would help embed it and enable key Governors to be positive role 

models.  

 

Meetings at the College are well chaired. A Vice Chair ably stepped in to chair the 

October 2022 Board meeting in the absence of the Chair. Observation identified 

chairship that actively seeks different points of view, fosters high quality debate and is 

even handed. All Governors, including staff and student Governors showed confidence 

in making their voice heard. 

Senior staff attend Board meetings providing governors with the opportunity to know the 

broader college management team. This is supplemented by the engagement between 

Link governors and college leads. This provides opportunities to understand delivery 

below senior level and to triangulate effectively. Behaviour between governors and the 

executive was collaborative without a trace of defensiveness when challenged. The 

language of assurance helps governors frame questions appropriately and contributes 

to a respectful culture.  

The Board makes strategic decisions collectively by all Board members. There is 

appropriate separation between management and the Board and this is openly 

registered and observed. Responsibilities of the 3 committees are well explained in 

terms of reference and support decision making. Although Governors focus on different 

areas and have different specialisms there is collective responsibility.  

 

Conclusions 

The Review has identified that Board Interaction currently is a strength with one specific  

area for development. 

 

The following table summarises headlines: 

                                                          BOARD INTERACTION 

STRENGTH AREA FOR DEVELOPMENT 

1. GP support to Governors 1. Clarify college link for GP responsible 
for elements of line management 

2. Training & development  
3. Strong positive culture  

4. Induction  
Fig. 6 
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Overall Board Effectiveness 

In assessing overall Board effectiveness we have focused on the core function of a 

Governing Body: 

• setting and communicating the College educational character, strategy 

and goals; 

• holding executive leaders to account for educational performance and 

quality of the College and performance of staff. 

• exercising effective control to ensure that funds and assets are protected 

and legal obligations are met.  

We have looked at the way in which you observe the Nolan Principles and your adopted 

Code of Governance and the extent to which the culture of the Board focusses on 

outcomes. Key Board outcomes are shown below: 

 

 

Fig. 7  
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Board Impact 

Looking at the 9 Board outcomes there is good and consistent evidence of achievement 

against all areas.  

Student Governors attend Board meetings. Students are also invited to a student voice 

session at the annual strategic seminar. Three student surveys take place annually and 

results are reported to the Board as well as the NSS (National Student Survey) for HE 

students. The impact of students can be seen in actions taken as a result of Governors 

listening to their views, such as improved wi-fi performance. The Board has appointed a 

Link Governors for SEN and the remit of Link Governors includes meeting with 

students. The latest student satisfaction survey has a high participation rate (90%) and 

the induction survey recorded 96% satisfaction with the college (higher than the 90% 

target) .100% of the respondents to the survey recorded that they listen to student and 

student interests inform decision making and that the quality of the student experience 

is central to decision making. 

100% of the respondents to the survey recorded that they observe the Nolan Principles 

and have committed to a Code of Governance. This is consistent with observed 

behaviours and self-assessment against the AoC Code. 

The Board has a strong focus on quality and driving improvement. Self-evaluation feeds 

improvement planning. Creative Board sessions provide reflective space and deep dive 

scrutiny reviews enable rich and deep analysis of areas of concern. The Governance 

Improvement Plan is a summation of actions from various self-assessments and good 

progress has been made against it. For example, good news stories are included at 

Board meetings, the recent recruitment campaign has appointed Governors with local 

business experience, Principal and Regulatory updates are tabled at Board meetings. 

There is collective Board responsibility for financial performance. Financial data is 

reported to Board in a clear way that is understood by Governors without a financial 

background. The College has an ESFA rating of good financial health.  

Self-evaluation is strong. The Board has a culture of reflectiveness. The Chair holds 1-1 

meetings with each Governor and identifies any gaps in contribution or training. G&S 

Committee pulls together appraisal feedback together with survey data to identify any 

actions needed to improve Governor contribution.  

Perception of the Board’s external impact was outside the remit of this EBR but the 

College is working collaboratively with partners on the skills agenda and specifically the 

duty on the Governing Body (Skills and Post 16 Education Act 2022) to review how local 

need is met. Destination data is reported to Board as is cross regional partnership 
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delivery including the SDF and LSIP. The latest regulatory report to Board includes a 

summary of the skills duties that fall on the Governing body. 100% of the respondents to 

the survey recorded that as a Board they understand about the local economy. There 

might be potential for greater Governor involvement in this agenda as it currently feels 

executive led.  

The Board takes a collective approach to strategy setting. It holds an annual strategic 

session that informs the business cycle. The strategic seminar provides an opportunity 

for the Board to consider its role in this agenda and to ensure that it is not too executive 

led. The Link Governor scheme and creative Board sessions play a significant role in 

enabling Governors to see the impact of strategy and how they play out in reality.  They 

provide a tangible way to check out or triangulate the data they receive about  

performance and to identify topics for deep dive scrutiny.  Audit Committee is well led 

and uses the BAF to ensure compliance with responsibilities. 

The Board has adopted diversity targets and used its recent recruitment campaign to 

improve its breadth based on skills analysis. Equality, diversity and inclusion is central 

to decision making and impact is measured. 

100% of the respondents to the survey recorded that they understand responsibilities as 

a Board for Safeguarding and Prevent and are kept upto date regularly. 

Strategic leadership is strong. Relationships between the Chair and CEO are effective. 

The Corporate Plan and suite of targets and monitoring arrangements are clear 

enabling speedy identification of areas of concern.  

The overall conclusion on Board effectiveness is that there is strong evidence that the 

Board is highly proficient and consistently impacts positively on college strategy, 

effectiveness, and outcomes  
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Board Outcome Evidence 

Student experience : student voice is 
valued and student experience and 
safeguarding are central to decision 
making 

Decision making expressly considers 
impact on students. Student Governors . 
Link Governor scrutinizes safeguarding 
and student experience. Recent Ofsted 
inspection. Student participation in 
governor recruitment. Case studies used 
in Board reports. 

Integrity: commitment to Nolan principles 
and the AoC Code 

Compliance with the AoC Code assessed 
annually. Latest review 

Survey results 

Quality: progress and achievement of 
students effectively monitored and 
scrutinised 

Creative Board session Sept 22 focussed 
on results and commissioned deep dives 
on areas of concern.  

Financial soundness: robust financial 
system and processes 

Financial performance considered by 
Board, clear presentation of data in ways 
that are understandable to financially 
qualified and other Governors. 

Reflectiveness: Board and individual 
performance and impact are thoroughly 
reviewed 

Dedicated items on self evaluation.  

Governor/Chair annual 1-1s identify gaps 
and achievements. G&S Cmtee  

Responsiveness: Board engages and has 
positive partnerships within the local 
community 

Governors engage with local employers  

Collective Accountability: responsibility for 
strategy and decisions and compliant with 
regulations 

Whole Board approach to strategic 
decisions, annual strategy days. Strong 
audit Committee 

Inclusivity and diversity: equality, diversity 
and inclusion are central to decision 
making and impact is measured 

Recruitment informed by skills analysis 
which includes diversity. Interviews  

Strategic leadership: setting a clear 
direction and objections for the 
organisation 

Governors review days and ongoing 
involvement  



 

                                                                         

27 

 

Recommendations  

This Review has drawn a number of conclusions about the strengths of the College and 

areas for development.  

Various areas for improvement and encouragement to continue existing development 

are weaved into the report. The College sets a high baseline in its governance 

arrangements and the following key recommendations would improve governance still 

further: 

• In the context of the decision to reclassify colleges as within the public sector 

review the College Instrument and Articles to ensure fit for purpose including a 

review of the size of the Board, overall composition and size of committees and 

succession planning,  

• Exercise discipline in not deviating from the core purpose of meetings, 

• Identify ways to assess the extent to which Governors manifest the adopted 

behaviours and use this to define expectations of new and existing Governors, 

• Review the use of technology in better enabling Governors to access and share 

key documents and  

• Use the change in working arrangements of the GP to review the core functions 

of the role, the balance between administration and advise and ensure the 

postholder has clear communication and pastoral support from the college.  

These recommendations have been discussed with the Chair, CEO and GP. 
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