It’s just one long holiday, really!
Some governors are very familiar and comfortable with the school’s processes of strategic and development planning, monitoring and evaluation. But for many others, these things can appear daunting and seem to lie beyond their “amateur” knowledge and capabilities. 

It isn’t easy but it’s less of a challenge than it may seem. Part of the problem, as so often in governorship, is the language. The words imply complex and sophisticated concepts. It sounds as though you have to be a bit of an expert to talk about them, let alone do them!

The reality is different. Most people do these things all the time in their personal lives as well as in any professional context. We just don’t always use the same terms to describe our actions. Most of us manage domestic budgets. We plan family events that can be very complicated, like weddings. We weigh up the pros and cons of sending our children to particular schools. Dealing with crises, doing several things at once, changing our arrangements in the light of circumstances – they’re part and parcel of our daily lives.

Governors bring “the precious light of ordinariness” to schools. The trouble is, they don’t always recognise the skills they have or how they could be applied to the school. The professional jargon gets in the way.

Let’s take the example of a family holiday abroad to see how we might make better use of governors’ everyday skills and knowledge. How does going on holiday relate to planning, monitoring and review?

First, before we go away, we need to find out what each member of the family wants from the holiday and plan to meet everyone’s needs and expectations as far as we can. At school, this relates to consultation with teachers, head and governors about priorities for the year ahead and ensuring that contributions from all members of the school community are included as far as possible. Of course, as a family we need to decide where to go, when to go and how to get there. The corresponding school processes involve agreeing a shared vision, setting a timescale and deciding the main actions in the plan. The family has to decide what it can afford and adjust the plans as necessary. The school equivalent is identifying likely costs and linking actions to the available budget.

We’re still not ready to go, though. There’s still all the practical arrangements, such as checking passports, buying travel guides and maps, arranging for necessary injections and so on. In the school context, we’re putting the detail into the plan and thinking through the resource needs. We have to make sure the house is secure while we’re away (cancelling milk, accommodating pets etc.) Similarly, we have to ensure the maintenance of school-keeping everything going on a daily basis- while we focus on development. 

OK. We’re nearly there! Now there’s just packing and cleaning the house. At school, we’re ensuring we have all we’re likely to need to carry out the fine detail of the plan and establishing a clear baseline before the plan starts.
Once we’re on holiday, we might organise different activities on different days and keep checking that everyone’s happy and doing what they wanted to do. We’ll be keeping an eye on the weather and people’s health, changing plans accordingly, as necessary, and, of course, keeping an eye on the money. We’ll send postcards and take photos or make a video. 

Meanwhile, back at the school, the corresponding activities are taking place. We’re focusing on the different elements of the plan at different times. We’re monitoring activities by different people and checking that all planned actions are going ahead, making adjustments in view of changed circumstances. Budget monitoring continues and people are making brief reports on progress and recording key events and developments.

All good things must come to an end, however. Unpacking and doing the laundry, collecting the pets and reading the mail await us on our return. We get the photos developed and show them (or the video) to friends and family, giving out the presents we bought while we were away. Let’s hope we can pay off our credit cards and change any surplus currency while we plan the next holiday in the light of this one. 

The school process consists of taking stock at the end of the development period, evaluating what went well and what could be improved; reporting on progress and celebrating success.  We review and adjust the budget before starting the next plan, following our evaluation of the last one.

With a little encouragement and a helpful analogy, even the most deferential and self-effacing governors can be helped to see how their everyday experience and knowledge can be brought to bear on a variety of school governance tasks. But that’s not quite the same thing as saying that being a governor really is one long holiday!
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