The Governing Body’s Critical Friend Role

This section is divided into two parts. The first part is for you to analyse your critical friend role and the second is to look at ways forward.

The governing body needs to support the whole school community in a positive way. The critical friend role involves monitoring and evaluating how the school is progressing. Governors need to build a relationship of trust with the Head and staff in order to achieve this. The governing body will also need to ask questions of the school, raise issues and gather information. As critical friend the governing body will act as advocate for the school and will promote the school in the wider community.

While fulfilling their Critical Friend role it is important that governors keep in mind their responsibility for the overall strategic direction of the school. They should avoid trying to be involved in the day to day management of the school which is the role of the Headteacher.

In this role the governing body:

· recognises and celebrates the achievements of the school

· knows where the school is not achieving as well as it could

· provides support and encouragement when strategies to bring about improvement are being explored

· strikes an appropriate balance between support and challenge.

The governing body will 

· act as a team

· act as an ambassador for the school 

· look for opportunities to offer praise and thanks

· celebrate the school’s successes

· look after the interests of the whole school and its community rather than separate individual interests

· recognise the importance of establishing and maintaining positive relationships with all members of the school community

The governing body as Critical Friend must also also

· ask “How can we help the school to improve?“

· ask for information from the Head, staff and others to help monitor progress

· ask the Head to justify the recommendations

· ask questions of the Head, staff and others to challenge and support

· have an agreed system to monitor the budget on a regular basis.

Monitoring

What does it mean to monitor effectively?

The governing body

· ensures that all aspects of the School Development/Improvement Plan have clear monitoring procedures

· gathers evidence to show what progress has been made towards agreed targets

· uses the SDP/SIP to know what actions are to be taken and the expected outcome

· has an agreed monitoring programme for all aspects of the school

· has an agreed programme of visits to the school to monitor the curriculum

· has an agreed reporting process for monitoring the curriculum

· asks questions about progress and challenges when necessary to ensure objectives are met.

Evaluation

How do we evaluate effectively? By:

· making judgements about the results of progress

· ensuring that action is taken when concerns are identified

· using information gathered to inform the governing body’s work

· using a searching analysis of the pupils’ achievements to provide a focus for the evaluation of teaching and learning

· reviewing the governing body’s own processes and effectiveness regularly

Note: It is not the governors’ role to make professional judgements about teachers; it is the governors’ role to ensure that monitoring of teaching takes place and the necessary actions are taken to develop and support the quality of teaching.

Governors’ Visits

· agree a policy and protocol with the Headteacher and staff for governors’ visits

· agree an annual programme within which every governor visits at least once a year

· set a focus for each visit linked to SDP/SIP or policy review

Note: It is important to agree a protocol for governors’ visits. Governors should not visit the school during the working day unless they have been acquainted with the agreed protocol.

The next question sheets ask you to consider how well you do at present and to consider ways forward. The sheets that follow them put forward ways for you to fulfil your Critical Friend role well and practical ideas to try.  

Critical Friend Role

Question sheet for governors on fulfilling your critical friend role

The sheet is divided into sections as follows:

· Challenging

· Participating in school life

· Celebrating success

· Being an ambassador for the school.

Please answer these questions on a 1-4 scale with 1 being good and 4 being poor. Then consider what are the positive parts and what are the weaker parts.

The School Development/Improvement Plan and post-Ofsted Action Plan
1
2
3
4

We know our responsibilities in monitoring these plans







We encourage the Head to follow the format of the SDP/SIP or post-Ofsted Action Plan when writing the Head’s report





We use our committees to monitor these plans







We are aware of the success criteria in the SDP/SIP and have our own copy which we bring to each meeting





Pupil Achievement
1
2
3
4

We receive pupil achievement data







We ask the Head to explain the data as necessary ie. PANDA/LEA/Autumn Package etc.





We monitor value added







We monitor the way the school reports progress to parents







We ask questions of the Head and LEA about pupil achievement





We ask for reports on progress towards curriculum targets







We monitor pupil progress in areas other than the curriculum





We monitor the effectiveness of the behaviour policies including racism, bullying, inclusion and the Home-School agreement.





Teaching and Learning
1
2
3
4

We are clear about our role in monitoring the curriculum







We know what procedures the Head has for monitoring the curriculum





We have a planned programme for monitoring curriculum areas





We report on monitoring visits and use the information gathered





We keep up to date on curriculum changes







We have a curriculum committee that is effective







We ask challenging questions of the Head and curriculum co-ordinators





The Head reports to us on the curriculum







We know how the curriculum is planned and delivered in our school





We receive a regular report on the performance management process in our school





We know the overall quality of teaching







The Budget
1
2
3
4

We receive regular reports on the school budget







We always discuss any variations in the budget







We have clear financial guidelines which we rely on







We ask for explanations from the Head as necessary







We have agreed with the Head the information we need to ensure that the spending supports SDP/SIP priorities





The Premises
1
2
3
4

We have an accessibility plan







We monitor the premises through our premises committee







We know the state of our buildings and site







We monitor health and safety matters regularly







We have a security policy and we see that it is implemented





We monitor the premises budget thoroughly







We ask questions about the progress of any premises work





Challenging
1
2
3
4

We ask and ensure we receive information to help us know how the school is performing in comparison with similar schools





We ensure pupil performance data is circulated to governors and appropriate staff ie. LEA data/PANDA/9-Cell Matrix and Autumn Package





We ask the Head to justify and explain any recommendations





We ask if there are ways of doing things better







We ensure that the finance committee provides adequate reports in order that we all know where the budget is going





In all major spending decisions there is adherence to Best Value principles





We ask the “What if . . ?“ and “How do you know . . ?” questions of the Head





We always ask how the recommendations being made will improve the pupils’ learning 





We are able to challenge and we receive answers







We ensure that all staff, including the Head, have a reasonable work-life balance





Participating in school life
1
2
3
4

We attend all school events, eg school fete, concert, sports day





We attend parent consultation evenings, staff meetings and training when appropriate





We visit school during the school day within an agreed policy and protocol 





We know what is happening in our school through information from the Head





We know what is happening in school through our own observation





Celebrating success
1
2
3
4

We always offer praise for successes







We reward people for extra effort if we can







We say thank you to staff who provide us with information or help us in a visit to school





We are proud o our school and make sure others know it





Being an ambassador and advocate for the school
1
2
3
4

We challenge wrong perceptions of the school in the community





We value and support our school







We publicise our successes to the press







We believe in our school







Analysis of your questionnaire

You will need to discuss your findings as a whole group. 

Which parts of the supporting role do you feel you are best at?

What is it that you are doing now that is successful?

Which areas need further work?

What are you are doing now that you feel does not work?

Issues for you to discuss as a Critical Friend

· Participating in school life

· Celebrating success

· Challenging

· Being the ambassador

To participate fully and fulfil the ‘supporting’ part of your Critical Friend role you need to consider these matters.

· Participating in school life will enable governors to get to know the school and feel part of it.

· Do you know when the main school events are – eg sports day, consultation evenings, concerts?

· Do you make sure that someone attends all events?

· Do you ask if you can attend staff meetings or training?

· How often do you come into school, is it only for governors’ meetings?

· Have you asked for the school newsletters to be sent to you?

· If you come into school as a helper and not a governor, do you make this clear to staff?

· Do the staff know who you are when you are in school?

· Are the governors’ photos on the school notice board alongside those of the staff ?

· Celebrating success is an important part of any organisation. The governing body has a role to play to ensure that this happens and people feel valued

· Firstly do you know when there has been a success?

· How do you pass on your thanks and praise to those involved?

· Do you ensure that achievements are publicised in publications such as the school newsletter, the local press and your Annual Report?

· Do you tell the staff that you are pleased with progress?

· Do you celebrate all kinds of achievements?

· So how do you “raise the roof“?

· Being the “critical friend” is important and will ensure that the lay perspective is in place. Challenging questions are part of being a critical friend.

· When a decision is being taken do you ask, ”What effect will this have on the pupils’ learning?”?

· Are you able to ask your Head to justify any recommendations?

· Do you get satisfactory explanations from your staff?

· Do you always ensure that you have all the information you need in order to make a sound decision, and press for it if you do not receive it?

· Do you have school improvement at the top of your agenda?

· Do you ask challenging questions of your committees, your Chairman, and your link governors?

· Are you sure you are not a rubber stamp?

· Being an ambassador and advocate for your school will be a real benefit to everyone involved.

· If you hear something incorrect about your school do you challenge it at the time?

· Do you tell people about the school’s successes?

· Do you invite people to your school to see it in action?

· Are you enthusiastic about your school?

· If the school is under pressure are you there to give support?

· Are you clear about the school’s aims and long-term plans and do you show your support for them?

· When Ofsted comes do you make sure you are proactive and ask to speak to the inspectors rather than wait to be asked ?

Action plan for developing the Critical Friend role

Actions to take
Time
Costs
Who

Eg

Governors to be involved in the analysis of pupil performance data through the curriculum committee


October 
Curriculum cttee time
Curriculum cttee and then report to full governors meeting 


























