Agenda Item 10

Committee: Audit, Best Value and Community Services Scrutiny Committee
Date: 5 November 2013

Title of Report: 2012 Review of Governor Services and progress to date

By: Interim Director of Children’s Services

To update the Committee on the actions that are being
undertaken to strengthen the local authority’s support for
governors

Purpose of Report:

RECOMMENDATION: The Committeeis recommended to consider the progress madeto
date in addressing the recommendations of the joint reference group and decide whether
further updates are necessary.

1. Background

1.1 The Audit Best Value and Community Services Scrutiny Committee established a joint
member reference group with the Children’s Services Scrutiny Committee in 2012. This
reference group looked at the main responsibilities of the Council in relation to schools and
the associated risks. A key area for consideration was the role of school governors and, in
its final report in July 2012, the reference group recommended that the local authority
should:

a) Ensure Governors are kept up to date with changes in legislation and signposted
to relevant advice and guidance on their responsibilities..

b) Use the advisory clerking service to ensure that Governing Bodies’ focus on their
responsibilities and have access to advice

c) Consider the costs and benefits of different levels of support to schools and
governing bodies in order to mitigate the risks identified here

d) Provide more tailored support and training for Local Authority and other categories
of governor.

e) Offer packages of targeted support to governing bodies, for example of small
schools or where there are concerns about governing body decision making in a
school

f) Target that support for governors by risk assessment based on sharing
intelligence collected by officers across different services visiting schools..

1.2 Addressing the issues has required some changes to the way Governor Services is
organised. A key development has been to recruit a senior manager with responsibility for
governor services and planning for the whole of the Standards and Learning Effectiveness
Service (SLES). The aim over the last year has been, firstly, to better integrate support for
governance with the core work of SLES and, secondly, to review and develop the service offer
to Governing Bodies to ensure that the advice, guidance and training being provided is fit for
purpose.

1.3  This work is ongoing and a number of changes have been put in place already, with
further developments planned over the current academic year. Appendix 1 sets out progress to
date.
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1.4 As a result of continued weaknesses in school governance and financial
management, Internal Audit has been working together with Children’s Services and
BSD Finance to develop a range of mechanisms and activities to help improve financial
governance in schools. Details of this work are attached as Appendix 2.

2. Conclusion and Reason for Recommendation

2.1 The Committee is recommended to note the developments to date within Governor
Services.

GED ROWNEY
Interim Director of Children’s services

Contact Officer: Diana Francombe, Senior Manager: Governor Services and Planning 0-19
Tel: 01273 481902

Local Members: All

Background Documents:
None
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Appendix 2
Increased Support for Schools

Introduction

As a result of continued weaknesses in school governance and financial
management, Internal Audit has been working together with Children’s Services and
BSD Finance to develop a range of mechanisms and activities to help improve
financial governance in schools.

Establishing good governance in schools is important to the Council in order to limit
the risk of:

e schools getting into financial difficulty, including where deficit budgets become
too large to allow the school to continue to operate effectively;

e costs associated with disciplinary procedures which fall under the Council’s
normal processes, where the Council would suffer financial loss if an award is
made in favour of a school employee;

e reputational damage, either in relation to an individual school or a general
perception of standards in East Sussex;

e depressed pupil attainment levels and the risk of an Ofsted category of concern.

e costs associated with harm to an employee or pupil with regard to their safety,
e.g. on school premises or trips;

e costs associated with failure to make adequate provision for special educational
needs.

Whilst school budgets are delegated and managed fairly autonomously by the Board
of Governors, Head Teacher and Business Manager/Bursar, the County Council
maintains responsibility for ensuring sound financial management and providing
assurance on this to the Department for Education (DfE). Where schools face
difficulties, there are a range of measures available to the Council, including the
removal of financial delegation, the implementation of an Interim Executive Board
(IEB) or the implementation of a Management Intervention Board (MIB).

During 2012, the Audit, Best Value and Community Services Scrutiny Committee
(ABVCSSC) formed a joint member reference group with the Children’s Services
Scrutiny Committee aimed at reviewing the main responsibilities of the Council in
relation to schools. The work of this group focussed on understanding the risks to
the authority and how it could influence school governors to ensure appropriate
decision-making. A progress report on this work is included elsewhere in the
ABVCSSC papers. The actions outlined below have taken into consideration the
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recommendations from the joint member reference group in order to provide a co-
ordinated approach to improving governance in schools.

Council Activity

Throughout the authority, a number of different teams are involved in providing
support to schools, including, Standards Learning and Effectiveness (SLES), BSD
Finance, Personnel and Training and Internal Audit. In recognition of the need to
ensure that this support is properly co-ordinated and to improve the use of
information and intelligence about individual schools, a new joint liaison group has
been formed.

This group will meet periodically throughout the year with the objective of
strengthening governance across all schools, as well as using a risk based approach
to provide an early warning of potential issues at individual schools, with a view to
providing more targeted support and intervention. One of the key activities of the
group is to review the Council’s financial training offer for schools, incorporating:

e An assessment of who has, and has not, previously undertaken training;
e |dentifying and plugging any gaps in previous training programmes;

e Developing more targeted training based on areas of common weakness, for
example, internal audit findings, Schools Financial Value Standards returns,
budget plans and surpluses/deficits.

In addition to this, Internal Audit will continue to deliver the Schools’ Audit Strategy,
covering:

e Audits of individual schools, selected on a risk basis (the number of these visits
has been increased for 2013/14 in response to a continued pattern of poor
internal control);

e Themed reviews focussing on common areas of weakness;
e Follow-up reviews to assess progress against agreed recommendations;
e Action tracking for all high priority recommendations;

e Issuing regular internal audit bulletins directly to governors, outlining common
weaknesses and prompts for governors when considering financial matters;

e Specific audit training sessions for governors, including an offer to provide
briefings for governing bodies at the conclusion of audit visits;

e Use of the results from school audits to inform the topics for future themed
reviews;

e Continued ad hoc advice and support to schools.
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The effectiveness of these measures will be assessed on an on-going basis through
the joint liaison group.
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