
B
efore you make any decisions about federating, do 
your homework. We asked The National College for 
an introduction to the issues.

Barry Bainbridge and Deryn Harvey work for 
The National College as models and partnerships

associates (expert advisers). Both have been governors for over 30
years. Barry is currently chair of governors of an all-age academy in
Devon and Deryn is a governor of a primary school in Richmond
upon Thames.  

Here, Barry and Deryn talk about governance and the changes
they see through their own experience and through the work they
do with governing bodies on behalf of the National College.

Deryn So, Barry, let’s start with your governing body when
you were a headteacher in 2000. Federations were new
and governors were quite wary of them. Your governing
body took up the challenge and set about creating a
federation, which in your case was between a primary
school and a secondary school – the first of its kind in the
country. Why did you go down that route?  
Barry The governing body had already seen the benefits of working
with other schools as part of an Education Action Zone. There was
already a history of collaboration and the two schools had been
working particularly closely together. Plus, we already shared some
governors. It was quite clear to both bodies that we were actually

The National Governors’ Association has received a number of enquiries both from
schools thinking of federating and from a few federations with governance structures
that are not working as well as they might, with some schools feeling rather removed
from their governing bodies. 

talking about the same thing – the children’s learning.
At the time, we had difficulties securing enough strategic

governance in the challenging communities that both schools
served. We were both struggling to maintain the right governors
required to do that. It just seemed a very logical progression, to put
the two governing bodies together and have a much more
streamlined local approach. It helped those governors who were
able to give the time to work more strategically.

D As a result, was your governing body larger or smaller?
B It was actually smaller.

D Logically, you might think it was going to be larger?
B There’s a key point here for governors. Even if they’ve been a
governor for 20 years, they’d be happy to step down if they could
clearly see that in doing so they were creating a stronger structure
that will support the children. The governors were not voting for a
structure. They were voting for a vision. That’s what governors are
about, that’s why they became governors. They are willing to
sacrifice themselves when there is a better vision for the children.
Governing bodies are ‘guardians of the vision’. They lead and
maintain that vision into the future.

D So you had two schools, a primary and secondary. You
put the governing bodies together, you strengthened the
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Federations and
other models  



“ethos committees”, each with governor representation. A very
small executive group supports this structure. As you said earlier, if
they are missing expertise, they can approach associate members. 

D The First Federation also has an interesting approach 
to parent governors. The ethos committee for each 
school has a parent rep, who isn’t a parent of a child 
from that school. 
B Yes – the head says that works really well and there have 
been no objections. The parent governors say it gives them the
opportunity to be more visionary and they feel they’re not as 
tied down by the detail of their own child’s school.

D What about collaboration? Sometimes it requires a
restructure and sometimes it doesn’t. How do governors
know the difference?
B It depends on what the collaboration is for. Often the
collaboration is needed quickly for a specific local issue, say to help
schools work together on a particular project or to build protocols
for sharing resources, such as a school business manager. It’s easy
to set up collaboration like this, without using any Regulations.
Other more formal collaborations can be supported by the
Collaboration Regulations (www.legislation.gov.uk). These 
require an overarching committee of joint governance. 

Collaborations, though easy to set up, can be more short term
and schools which are together in the longer term will want
something more substantial such as a federated governing body or
a joint board serving several single academies or a chain. A major
advantage of collaborations, however, is that they have particular
use in creating strategic governance, which does not disrupt the
existing governance structure.

D I know that often collaborations can lead to schools
federating. Even though this wasn’t the original intention,

it’s where they were headed, for all
the best of reasons. 
B And let us not forget that all these
models are governor driven.

D Where should governors go for
support?
B The National College website has useful
information relating to different models
and partnerships. There are downloadable
toolkits for governors, as well as resources
on the full range of leadership structures,
both statutory and non-statutory.  

What has also proved to be very popular
is our team of experts who can support
governing bodies to explore their options

remotely or face to face. They can also look out for special events
and the National College is working in partnership with the NGA to
develop new training for chairs of governors.  

We don’t favour one model of leadership or governance over
another. So we can offer help in an unbiased manner. And when
governors want more in-depth support or to talk this over with
fellow governors and school leaders, we have a well developed
system to link schools and academies with others who can help
them in their endeavours. So, you always get to talk to real people,
who’ve been there and got the t-shirt! ▲

For more information and an audio version of this conversation
visit www.nationalcollege.org.uk/modelsandpartnerships. 
To request support or for any enquiries email mol@national
college.org.uk. NGA members can seek advice from the NGA 
on any topic, including federation. If you have any queries 
please contact our policy manager Gillian Allcroft via email at:
gillian.allcroft@nga.org.uk 

governing body and you had fewer people? All this during a
time and in an area when it was difficult to get governors?
B Absolutely… and it worked well for us.

D Now you are chair of governors of an academy. What, for
you, is the biggest difference?
B It’s in the composition of the governing body. There is greater
freedom and fewer restrictions on categories of governors in an
academy. So you may include key people from the previous body,
but as a whole, you no longer have to worry about regulation on the
numbers or proportions of those roles. We still have parent and
staff representatives and in total we have 14 governors. The result
for us is a very focussed and supportive governing body and board. 

D What was it like before the change to academy status?
B Previously, the governing body had downsized anyway, so there
was not an enormous difference. But our starting point had been a
very high number.   

D What about “chains” of academies? Are you in one of
those? What would it mean if you were?
B Yes we are part of a “chain”. I think the term chain can also mean
we are part of a family. There are other schools with the same
sponsor, rigour and supportive systems as ours. We have an
overarching board of trustees, of which I am a member as
representative of the local board of governors. But that doesn’t
mean we all have the same governing body, nor is the makeup of
our bodies identical. We decide that at local level.

D It is interesting that current policy is on the side of
smaller governing bodies. How might a single school go
about reversing the trend of the enormous governing
body?
B For governing bodies that are on the large side, I would always
advocate constant review of the
membership. It’s not about the
numbers, but about what can be
achieved with the membership.
Smaller governing bodies can be
lighter on their feet and actually help
to lighten the workload, since a smaller
body means fewer committee
meetings and working parties. 

Remember that governors can
occupy several ‘seats’ at once. You
don’t have to have one person per
governor category. This is especially
helpful on a federated governing body. 

D I would always recommend use
of the ‘associate member’ of the governing body, who can
offer expertise and support at critical times as required,
without the body having to be perpetually expanded.
B Yes, if there is a specific gap at any one time, you can use an
associate member – who might not otherwise be able to commit
more time – for a set project or specific period in the life of the
school. For certain statutory committees, governors can always call
on governors from other schools if they are short on numbers too.

D Multiple schools can present challenges to effective
governance. Only recently, I heard about the First
Federation in Devon with an executive head of five primary
schools. This federation is an excellent example of strong,
fit for purpose governance, without a cast of thousands.
Five schools with a single governing body, made up of only
13 governors. How can that happen?
B They started with the idea that they would be a strategic
governing body supported by non-statutory committees called

It’s not about the
numbers, but 
about what can 
be achieved with
the membership

“
”
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