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National Governors’ Association 

The National Governors’ Association (NGA) is an independent charity representing and supporting 

governors, trustees and clerks in maintained schools and academies in England. The NGA’s goal is to 

improve the well-being of children and young people by increasing the effectiveness of governing boards 

and promoting high standards. It does this by providing information, guidance, research, advice and 

training. It also works closely with, and lobbies, UK government and educational bodies, and is the leading 

campaigning national membership organisation for school governors and trustees. 

 

The NGA online Guidance Centre is the information hub for governors. It supports you in your role as a 

governor, giving you access to up to date guidance and advice covering all aspects of school governance, 

including finance; staffing; Ofsted; curriculum; special educational needs; legislation and school 

improvement.  

 

Practical governance resources include sample documents; templates; checklists; information summaries; 

insights; case studies and much more. 

To join NGA and receive regular updates, contact: 

T: 0121 237 3780  |  E: membership@nga.org.uk  |  www.nga.org.uk 
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Parent governors – why the Government has got this wrong 

By Emma Knights, Chief Executive of the NGA   

 

On 17 March 2016 the Government published a White Paper Education Excellence Everywhere 

containing, amongst many other things, an intention to change the rules surrounding parents in 

school governance. NGA has produced a briefing on the contents of the White Paper for our 

members, but this paper is a more detailed response to the proposal regarding parents and school 

governance: “we will no longer require academy trusts to reserve places for elected parents on 

governing boards”. 

 

The following paragraph says:  “3.31 Parents often have these skills and many parents already play 

a valuable role in governance – and will always be encouraged to serve on governing boards. We 

will also expect every academy to put in place arrangements for meaningful engagement with all 

parents, to listen to their views and feedback.” 

 

Schools engaging with parents is very important, and not all do it well.  We have been trying to 

update our briefing note on parental engagement with examples where parent consultations or 

involvement had led to changes in the way a school is managed or children are educated, and we 

have not had much success in finding them: please send any experience you have to 

mark.gardner@nga.org.uk.  At our recent regional conference a delegate asked for tips on how to 

do this well, and the Ofsted regional director said she would come back to us if there were 

examples to share.  

 

I have written a blog on why the removal of reserved places for parents has caused more of an 

uproar amongst the wider world than the Department of Education (DfE) might have expected; it is 

not just a techy governance change but a change that reinforces the concern that the governance 

of state schools is becoming a role for a small group of elite people from a particular background.   

The coalition government said in 2010 “To date, governors have not received the recognition, 

support or attention that they deserve. We will put that right.” However, for at least some of the 

tens of thousands of elected parent governors, the latest pronouncement felt as though they have 

been weighed in the balance and found wanting – not quite up to the mark, surplus to 

requirements - scant thanks for the unpaid hours which governors put in to improve schools.  (By 

the way, being precise on the language is quite tricky – governors are responsible for local authority 

maintained schools, which will continue to have a minimum of two elected parent governors for 

their remaining lifespan, whereas academies are governed by trustees – more on that later – and 

this proposal only applies to academies). 

http://www.nga.org.uk/guidance
http://www.nga.org.uk/News/NGA-News/Jan-April-2016/NGA-comments-on-today%E2%80%99s-White-Paper.aspx
http://www.nga.org.uk/Guidance/Legislation,policies-and-procedures/Government-advice-and-guidance/Educational-Excellence-Everywhere-White-Paper-17-M.aspx
mailto:mark.gardner@nga.org.uk
http://www.nga.org.uk/Blog/April-2016/Governance-is-tricky,-why-make-it-risky-too.aspx
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This didn’t come completely out of the blue.  NGA has been defending spaces reserved for parents 

on governing boards since last summer when the Secretary of State for Education, Nicky Morgan, 

floated the idea of their abolition at our national conference.  We attended meetings at the 

Department for Education (DfE), including one with Lord Nash, the minister with responsibility for 

school governance, and submitted a paper to the DfE which drew on discussions with and a poll of 

our members. So they should have known this was going to be an unpopular idea.  And in early 

March we had been informed at the DfE’s Advisory Group on Governance that plans to remove 

reserved places for parents would not be going ahead, and therefore we were somewhat surprised 

by its inclusion in the White Paper.   

 

Yet the DfE did seem a little taken aback by the uprising across England from parents and 

governors, dismayed by at best the misunderstanding - and seemingly worse a dismissal - of what 

parents bring to governance.  I am not sure anyone out there is now actually supporting this 

proposal; even the influential Policy Exchange a few days ago came out against it.  But for the 

record, I want to refute all the arguments we have heard against the need for reserved places for 

parents in governance.  Before I begin I must declare an interest (at NGA we are extremely keen on 

interests being declared up front): before I had ever heard of the NGA, I was an elected parent 

governor. 

 

1. “We need to recruit skilled governors/trustees” 
 

Of course we do, and NGA has been at the forefront of this movement to make sure those 

governing are skilled and able to carry out this key role: 
 

 NGA developed a model skills audit years ago, our annual surveys with the TES show the 

use among respondents has risen from 72% in 2012, to 83% in 2015; 

 NGA is one of the founding members of the Inspiring Governors alliance set up in 2014 

to encourage skilled people to volunteer; 

 NGA is still leading the practice – who else has been actively encouraging governing 

boards to interview prospective candidates for co-opted places? 
 

But these propositions are not mutually exclusive.  Even in a board of say ten people (in fact at 

present the average school governing board remains in the region of 11-15 members with academy 

boards slightly bigger than local authority maintained schools’), it is perfectly possible to have two 

parents elected and have room for people recruited for skills.  (This does assume in foundation 

schools that the dioceses recruit skilled foundation governors.) 

 

2. “Parenting skills are not important to governance” 
 

This appeared in Schools Week last week, but really, whoever said they were? Parenting skills are 

not why having parents on a governing board is important.  Skills are important, but not the only 

http://www.nga.org.uk/guidance
http://www.nga.org.uk/About-Us/Campaigning/Consultations/2015-consultations/NGA-response-to-DfE-paper-on-constitutions-of-main.aspx
http://www.policyexchange.org.uk/media-centre/blogs/item/universal-academisation-what-needs-to-happen-part-1?category_id=13
http://www.nga.org.uk/Be-a-Governor/Inspiring-Governors.aspx
http://schoolsweek.co.uk/parenting-skills-least-important-for-school-governors-survey-finds/
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things that are important. Knowledge is also important. (I am in danger of reinventing the endless 

traditional/progressive debates had amongst teachers, with the NGA billed as the traditionalist 

against the Government’s progressive agenda for governance.)  

 

Parents whose child is a pupil of the school have knowledge and a perspective on the school which 

others without that experience do not.  That knowledge can be extremely important for the 

challenge role when presented with something by a member of the senior leadership team which 

doesn’t chime with a parent’s own experience. They can identify tell-tale anomalies to which others 

governing would be oblivious. 
 

3. “Parent governors are just not very good at this governance thing” 
 

This is a charge we hear made against other categories of governors too and any poor governor 

needs to be addressed – NGA promotes a whole range of ways of doing this: making the role clear 

before election/appointment; proper induction (this is still much honoured in the breach), CPD, 

good chairing inside and outside meetings, and annual performance reviews with the chair. 

4. “It takes some time for parents to become good governors”: (see 3)  
 

Effort needs to be put into inducting all governors: intelligent, bespoke induction which takes into 

account the experience, knowledge and skills a newly appointed governor or trustee brings. 

 

5. “Parent governors can be disruptive”: (see 3)   
 

Every governing board needs a code of conduct, most have them but some are not good at 

enforcing them. The chair has a key role in creating a healthy board culture, and keeping the board 

and its individual members on track.   

 

If they are not doing this and doing this well, chairs are failing in their role of leading the board and 

this is a much more fundamental problem. In addition to those measures mentioned above, 

assigning a mentor to each new governor can work well. 

 

6. “You can’t get rid of elected governors”   
 

Now this is a serious concern, and one we have identified and discussed with DfE.  There is great 

support among those governing for a way to remove elected governors in extremis, and it is 

welcome that the DfE is working on a proposal.  This is however tricky territory and any such 

provision should not be entered into lightly.  

 

Sometimes the awkward squad, a noisy or frustrated minority, can be the ones with right on their 

side.  At NGA we are contacted by new governors who can’t effect change because the majority are 

long-serving and won’t brook doing things differently, or where challenge is viewed as disloyalty to 

http://www.nga.org.uk/guidance
http://www.nga.org.uk/Guidance/Legislation,policies-and-procedures/Model-Policies/Code-of-Practice.aspx
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the headteacher. That’s why use of such a provision should be monitored and coupled with both a 

whistleblowing policy and limits on length of service at one school or institution. Again the role of 

the governing board, in particular the chair, in setting the expectations from the beginning cannot 

be over stated. 

 

7. “Parent governors think they are representative of the parent body”   
 

The idea the role is representative is indeed a frequent misconception, one which is all too often 

put about by those in the schools sector who should know better, including most recently the 

minister with responsibility for school governance, but the confusion of parents is understandable. 

For the avoidance of doubt, once you are at the governing board table, everyone is governing in the 

interests of the pupils; no matter what brought you into the room, all other interests are to be left 

at the door.  

 

An elected parent is not expected to give the majority view of the parent body, but to use her/his 

own judgement to govern. The solution is as above in 3-5.  And don’t forget, that the governing 

board as a whole must ensure they do have the views of parents.  

 

8. “Parents are only interested in their own children”   
 

This interest needs to be acknowledged and left at the door, like all other potential conflicts of 

interest.  And where it is wrongly colouring the discussion, the chair must intervene. However such 

a vested interest in making the school the best it can be for pupils also provides motivation and 

fosters commitment, and that commitment is not commented on as often as it should be during 

the skills discussions. If you are very senior in business, when governing commitments clash with 

work commitments, the latter tend to take priority; this is not a theoretical risk, but one reported to 

us regularly.   

 

9. “In multi-academy trusts (MATs), parents will only be interested in their own school” 
 

This is a most interesting objection, not least as it is a new one, suggested apparently to journalists 

by the think tank Reform.  In most MATs there remains a committee – often rather misleadingly 

called a local governing body – at the school level, and that can be where elected parents sit. Small 

MATs may do without such committees but we have the experience of federations to show us that 

parents are able to govern local groups of schools. Furthermore an interest in one school may be 

the initial motivation to volunteer, but smart medium sized MATs will use the academy committees 

as places to talent spot and nurture future trustees.  Once again we have heard this charge of 

interest in one school is levelled at all categories of governors within MATs, and we have witnessed 

times when governance in a MAT has become dysfunctional as trustees fight for their ‘own’ school 

and have not understood that they are now there to govern the whole MAT in the interests of all 

http://www.nga.org.uk/guidance
http://www.nga.org.uk/Blog/April-2016/Governance-is-tricky,-why-make-it-risky-too.aspx
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the pupils.  Models of governance in MATS which formalise representation for each school need 

very careful thought and leadership; we would warn against them. 

 

10. “We find it hard to get parents to stand for election” 
 

Since many governing boards have reduced the number of elected places to two, this is a problem 

we are hearing less often, but it may still be in the case particularly in special schools and in some 

primary schools in disadvantaged areas. In other places parents are queuing up to stand.  About half 

of governing boards report difficulty in recruiting governors, and our research with the University of 

Bath in 2014 showed that many schools with difficulties did admit they had not been as proactive as 

they could have been in encouraging people to stand. It can take time as it is important to make 

efforts to engage with parents rather than assuming they will not want to stand. We have been told 

that the constant reference to professional governance has made some people feel it is not for 

them. Certain personal qualities are also significant, and the willingness to ask the questions ‘why?’ 

and ‘how?’ is critical. Every parent body will include people who with induction and a mentor can 

develop into good governors. 

 

11. If parents have skills, they can be appointed onto boards or committees anyway, so what’s the 

problem? – just drop the election idea:   
 

We thought we might hear this when we consulted members last autumn, but the majority 

supported elections.  And in the NGA’s summer poll, 72% of respondents agreed that parent 

governors should be elected with only 17% disagreeing. Elections ensure that not all members of a 

board are appointed by the oligarchy. 

 

12. “Academy trusts will still be able to have elected parent governors if they want”: 
 

True and NGA will continue to encourage MAT boards to include them, but it is the ones who don’t 

want to have them that we need to worry about.   
 

There are a lot of us about – former elected parents who get the governing bug – and go on to 

govern with different hats on. It may be over egging it to say we become the backbone of school 

governance, but elected parents are certainly an important source of governors who most probably 

otherwise would not have become involved.  We very much hope multi academy trusts realise that 

is an important route into governing, but we will continue to lobby the Government so that they do 

not have the option of closing it down. 

 

Emma Knights 

Chief Executive, NGA, April 2016 

http://www.nga.org.uk/guidance

