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National Governance Association 
The National Governance Association (NGA) is the membership organisation for governors, trustees and 
clerks of state schools in England. 
 
We are an independent, not-for-profit charity that aims to improve the educational standards and 
wellbeing of young people by increasing the effectiveness of governing boards and promoting high 
standards. We are expert leaders in school governance, providing information, advice and guidance, 
professional development and e-learning. 
 
We represent the views of governors, trustees and clerks at a national level and work closely with, and 
lobby, UK government and educational bodies. 
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Introduction 
 
This guidance is intended to support governing boards to implement strategies and initiatives that create a 

healthy working environment for all staff and help to reduce excessive and unnecessary workload demands 

placed on teachers.  A healthy working environment contributes towards attracting and retaining quality 

staff who are the school’s most important resource.  

 

Context 
 
Workload pressures are cited as the main reason for teaching staff leaving the profession due to the impact 

on their wellbeing and quality of life. The increasing significance of the workload issues to governing boards 

is demonstrated by the 67% of respondents to NGA’s annual governance survey in 2018, who viewed 

workload to be an issue at their school. Despite this only 43% of those governing boards had taken steps to 

address it.  The issue gained further national prominence in 2018 with the publication of the teacher 

workload advisory group report, which considered how to remove unnecessary workload associated with 

data and evidence collection in schools.   The government accepted all the recommendations of the report in 

full and the Secretary of State along with sector organisations, including NGA, issued a letter to school 

leaders about the importance of reducing workload. 

 

The Department for Education (DfE) has also published practical advice to help school leaders and teachers 

review and reduce workload.  The Workload Reduction Toolkit section includes materials to help governing 

boards and trustees to support workload reduction in their schools and for themselves.  NGA recommends 

that governing boards use the materials alongside this guidance.          

    

Monitoring wellbeing of staff at your school 
 
The following are established methods used by governing boards to monitor staff wellbeing at their schools: 

 

Staff absence and turnover data - Information and reports provided by school leaders to governing boards 

should assist them in fulfilling their core strategic functions and wider responsibilities, including those that 

relate to staff. One of the most easily accessible sources of information that a governing board can use to 

monitor the working environment in school is staff absence and turnover data.   Whilst such data can prove 

useful to governors and trustees in identifying trends, patterns and concerns across the school workforce, it 

is also potentially misleading if it is not contextualized.  For example the number of staff absences or staff 

leaving a school or trust over the course of a year being higher than in previous years, may be a result of a 

number of factors, few if any of which are related to the working environment or job satisfaction.  So it’s 

important to look beyond the data at specific reasons. It’s also important that the data requested doesn’t 

generate excessive workload for those who are tasked with providing it. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.nga.org.uk/knowledge-centre
https://www.nga.org.uk/getmedia/3ea07da6-a03d-489c-b926-efc27d6b1262/NGA-School-governance-survey-report_final.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/754349/Workload_Advisory_Group-report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/753668/Reducing_Teacher_Workload_-_Letter_to_School_Leaders.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/753668/Reducing_Teacher_Workload_-_Letter_to_School_Leaders.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/supporting-governing-boards-and-trustees-reducing-teacher-workload
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/supporting-governing-boards-and-trustees-reducing-teacher-workload
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Through feedback obtained from staff surveys – The routine evaluation of feedback obtained from staff 

surveys and questionnaires is valuable to governing boards considering policies and procedures that 

contribute towards the overall wellbeing, motivation and morale of staff. It can also help towards addressing 

issues which may impact adversely upon the performance of staff.  Surveys conducted over a period of time 

provide a useful body of evidence of continued improvements to the working environment and culture of 

the school.   

  

Routine surveys (i.e. those conducted on an annual or bi-annual basis) provide a basis for feedback to be 

given on a range of issues, such as the quality of working relationships, workload pressures and support 

received from colleagues and management. In some cases it may prove more useful for surveys to focus on 

specific areas, such as the impact of recent changes in policy and procedure and or the working 

environment.  

  

Designing and carrying out routine staff surveys is the responsibility of school leaders and it is advisable for 

them to seek the advice and input from a human resource professional and or service provider on what best 

practice looks like. However, as the governing board is either the employer or has employer responsibility, it 

is important that they are consulted (either the full board or delegated committee as appropriate) on the 

proposed content and approach taken towards staff surveys and are given the opportunity to shape this.        

 

Whether the  staff survey is bespoke to the school, or taken “off shelf” (e.g. template provided by a local 

authority or professional association), it should be designed in such a way that encourages staff to 

participate and not be put off from providing an honest response to the questions that are asked. At the 

same time the survey should be clear about its remit and discourage feedback being given on issues that are 

of such a specific nature that they can only be addressed through direct engagement with line management, 

or through reference to the adopted employment procedures of the school/trust. 

 

Through feedback obtained through exit interviews conducted with members of staff who leave - NGA 

believes that all schools should conduct exit interviews with members of staff who leave.  Exit interviews are 

conducted on a voluntary basis (staff do not have to take part) and are used to obtain honest feedback from 

staff about their experiences of working at the school and their reasons for leaving. They are generally 

carried out by the line manager, relevant manager or human resource professional in the school or trust.  

Where it is the headteacher/ executive leader who is leaving then the governing board or trust board should 

appoint one of its members to conduct the interview. 

 

As is the case with staff surveys the format and questions used at exit interviews should be determined by 

school leaders with advice sought from a human resource professional and in consultation with the 

governing board or delegated committee as appropriate.  Regardless of the format there should be a 

consistency of approach towards conducting exit interviews that ensures the same questions are being 

asked.  

 

Example questions to ask at staff exit interviews are included on page 7 of this guidance. 
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As well as establishing the reason that the member of staff is leaving, the questions asked at exit interviews 

should provide an opportunity to help identify issues that relate to the working environment, workload and 

development, which will help school leaders, governors and trustees to improve policies and culture. Put 

simply they are to support the effective running of the school and not to pass judgement.  

 

The governing board and school leaders should agree on how information obtained from staff surveys is 

presented, evaluated and used in the best way to develop policy and practice.         

 

 Developing an approach and testing ideas for improving the working environment         
 

There are a number of approaches that governing boards working at a strategic level can take to promote 

wellbeing and reduce unnecessary workload however not every approach will work at or be feasible for 

every school.  It is important therefore that governing boards work collaboratively with school leaders and 

staff so that potential issues can be identified, assumptions tested and expectations managed. The following 

may prove useful in doing this:      

 

 A member of staff who has been given oversight for wellbeing issues (including workload) and 

engages with the governing board through attending relevant meetings or maintaining a dialogue a 

governor or trustee (e.g. the vice chair) who themselves have been given responsibility for 

monitoring staff wellbeing. 

 

 A workload and wellbeing group consisting of staff, governors and trustees discussing issues on the 

ground and the likely impact of changes that are being proposed or planned.   Any feedback and 

issues discussed should be joined up with discussions that take place at school leadership and board 

level, whilst at the same time not duplicating activity and adding to staff and governor workload. 

 

 Joint staff and governing board planning meetings held to consider strategic objectives and creating 

the conditions for the objectives to be achieved.  This may cover, for example, whether staff have 

the work life balance to perform at their best and the development opportunities required in order 

to improve and grow professionally against the resources that are available. 

 

Strategies that promote wellbeing and help to reduce workload in schools      
 

The following strategies can be considered by governing boards either as a response to issues identified, or 

as part of their overall approach towards creating a healthy working environment that helps to recruit and 

retain quality staff: 

 

Reducing  the demands placed on staff by the governing board – As well as doing their best to ensure that 

meetings do not add excessively to the school day, governing boards, regardless of  their context and specific 

remit,  should strive to achieve a balance between gaining  the  information and access (e.g. opportunity to 

visit the school) required in order to  govern well in the interests of pupils, and reducing the workload 

burden that this places on staff and school leaders in particular. 
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NGA encourages governing boards and school leaders to review both the content and format of reports 

provided to the board. Can they be presented in a different way that provides the information required by 

the board at the same time as reducing the time spent on producing them?      

 

Effective clerking of the board will further reduce the burden placed on school leaders, governors and 

trustees. The clerk should be proactive in taking responsibility for both the timely distribution of paperwork, 

and for managing the industry of policy review and decision making by aligning it with the scheme of 

delegation or delegation planner.  Clerks should also help the board and school leaders to identify the key 

reporting milestones during the year, schedule meetings to fit with them and in the process the likelihood of 

the board having to make new or unplanned requests for information.   

 

Governor visits to school are key to gaining better understanding of how the vision is being implemented. 

However, they should be scheduled and managed in such a way that both avoids busy periods and potential 

disruption to staff carrying out their core duties.       

 

Formulate and implement policies that take staff workload and wellbeing into account -   Policies that drive a 

culture shift towards making teaching more family-friendly are proven to create a happy workforce and 

increase both staff retention and productivity.  These include but are not limited policies that accommodate 

job sharing, part-time working and time off for family reasons. A policy on flexible working can support staff 

to combine work with childcare or carer responsibilities by allowing different start and finish times and 

providing the opportunity to work full time equivalent hours over fewer days.  As well as formulating policies 

to support staff well-being, governing boards also have an important role in ensuring that established 

policies are consistent with the aim of improving wellbeing and work life balance. For example the school or 

trust’s email protocol (incorporated within a wider policy on communication or information technology) 

should discourage staff from checking work emails outside of working hours and from sending unnecessary 

emails.  Similarly the marking and feedback policy adopted by the school or trust should be flexible enough 

to meet the needs of pupils without creating a significant subset of requirements that generates additional 

work. 

Support and challenge school leaders to streamline data collection -   The management and oversight of data 

collection is the responsibility of school leaders.  However, the governing board should support and 

challenge them to ensure that data management activities are proportionate in terms of the burden placed 

on school staff. It is reasonable for the governing board to ask how this is being achieved and for examples of 

what is being done to reduce and minimise information teachers are expected to compile.  For example, 

does the school have, or is it working towards, a process that provides no more than two or three 

attainment data collection points a year, which are used to inform clear actions?    

Support and challenge school leaders to reduce other workload pressures – NGA encourages governing 

boards to ask school leaders what they have done to both identify and implement creative measures for 

reducing other workload pressures in school, at the same time as ensuring that the needs of pupils are met 

and the resources are available. As previously stated not every measure will work at every school and it is 

useful to gain a staff perspective on what is being proposed and the perceived impact.   
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Such measures could involve changing the school’s approach towards timetabling and lesson planning to 

eliminate excessive planning, and or creating opportunities for staff to work collaboratively to plan and 

prepare learning.  In addition many schools have or are considering changes to the school day in order to 

make improvements to the way pupils learn and teachers assess, plan and prepare for lessons. In maintained 

schools the governing board is responsible for setting the length of the school day but it must ensure that 

every school day has two sessions divided by a school break .Academies should refer to their funding 

agreements to establish where responsibility for setting the length of the school day lies and what if any 

restrictions are set out. 

Invest in wellbeing and the working environment – Allocating resources towards improving the working 

environment is a tangible way for governing boards to demonstrate their commitment to staff wellbeing.  

Investment in staff training to boost wellbeing (e.g. mindfulness and resilience), support services (e.g. stress 

counselling), improvements to equipment and facilities can yield positive outcomes.  The most important 

ongoing investment that a governing board can make in staff welfare and wellbeing is the budget for 

continuing professional development (CPD).  Giving staff access to the CPD they require to develop their 

professional competences and capacity, can be a powerful tool for retention, but also for recruitment and 

succession. 

Whilst this guidance places an emphasis on workload and wellbeing issues as they affect teaching staff, it is 

important for governing boards to take the wellbeing of all staff into account by developing a whole school 

approach.   
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Staff exit interviews - example questions 
 

1. What is your reason for leaving? 
2. If leaving for a new role, what is the new role?  
3. Did any of the following or other factors contribute to your decision to leave <school name>? (if yes 

then please give details if possible).    
 

 You do not enjoy working at <school name>   

 Your current salary 

 Your job description  

 Your workload  

 Your working hours 

 The working conditions  

 Leadership and management 

 Appraisal, performance management and pay progression    

 Issues that relating to working relationships and communication within the school 

 Issues relating to pupils, parents and carers       

 Opportunities for career progression within the school 

 The training and development opportunities that was offered to you  

 Culture of the school 
 

4. What did you like most, and least, about your role? 
5. Did you feel valued and appreciated in your role? If not what could have been done to make you feel 

differently?  
6. Do you feel you were provided with the support that you required in order to do your job well? If not 

what could have been done to make you feel differently?  
7. Were you able to talk freely and constructively with your line manager about issues affecting your 

work?    
8. What do you like about your working conditions/environment? 
9. What do you like least about your working conditions/environment? 
10. Did you feel your work-life balance was manageable? 
11. Realistically is there anything <school name> could have done to retain you – if yes what?  
12. Would you recommend <school name> as a place to work – if no then why not? 
13. Is there anything else that you wish to discuss? 
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