Notes on the LGF Conference on Governors’ role in Head Teacher 
Well-being held at Partnership for Learning, South Road L24 9PZ
On Saturday 17th October 2015 at 9:30 am

1  Kathy Desmond, Chair of LGF, welcomed everyone to the Forum’s first conference and explained the reasons for choosing the question of Head Teacher Well-being as the focus.

It was in response to a growing interest in the subject since 2012 and specifically to a request from LPHA.  The stressful nature of headship is reflected in the number of current vacancies around the country.
Kathy introduced Elaine Rees, the new CEO of Liverpool Learning Partnership.

2  Elaine has been head teacher of Kingsley Community Primary School for eleven years, so is well aware of the pressures and demands of the role.  She was pleased to become CEO of LLP and is delighted that 98% of schools in the city have signed up to it.   It has a mandate from all Heads, and learning is at the heart of everything.  She described her passion for headship and for the opportunity it presents for making a difference for children.

LLP currently has three priorities:

Reading:  The ‘City of readers’ programme is well established and many schools have already been awarded the reading quality mark. 
Numeracy: ‘Liverpool Counts’ has recently been launched to support and promote numeracy throughout the city.
Cultural hub:  the appointment of a leader for this programme.

LLP is also concerned about school attendance which has long been problematic in Liverpool.

Elaine has been in post since September.  She thanked governors for their support for LLP, noting that they are always represented at meetings.

  The biggest challenge to head teachers is the way in which each day is unknown.  The Head can approach the day with a clear plan but events and interruptions render the plan useless. 

It may be an unhappy parent, a bereaved member of staff, in fact any unplanned event or problem that requires attention. Nowadays, a further pressure is constantly expecting the phone call from Ofsted, sometimes quite irrationally when an inspection is not due.

  The second biggest challenge is personnel.  Whom does one talk to about this?  Ideally it is the chair of governors if there is a good relationship there.  There is a fine line between being too involved and not being involved enough.

Other challenges are curriculum – because of frequent changes by government; assessment – because there are no longer clear government guidelines a different system may be followed in every school; and time management – there is supposed to be dedicated Head time, but it is often interrupted.  Some Heads prefer this time alone, others with the leadership team.  If the Head is willing, it could be useful for a governor to sit in to see what the Head’s day is like.
Heads don’t need help with operational issues, but do for strategic decisions.  If you don’t have an emotionally healthy Head, you won’t have a healthy school.  Headship can be very lonely.  Counselling can be very helpful, and governors can support Heads in this by being proactive in suggesting it. Agreeing that it is all right for Heads to take time out, and sanctioning payment for counselling.  If we don’t support Heads, there will be even more vacancies.

  On the positive side, head teacher is a good role, and one in which it is possible to make a difference. Elaine concluded by thanking governors for their work, and in particular parent governors for supporting children through their volunteering.
3  Dave Cadwallader, Governance Officer, School Improvement Liverpool, spoke next.

He provided printouts of his presentation.  He began by listing sources of support for head teachers: Head teacher colleagues, the LA, family, and the governing body.  The governing body, however, can be a source of stress if there are no systems or ground rules in place.  Until now, governors seem to have given little thought to head teacher well-being.  Governors have a statutory duty to ensure a Head’s work/life balance having regard to health and welfare. Do governors discuss this?  There is no one solution that will suit everyone.
Moving on to meetings, Dave discussed frequency (three –statutory- or six times a year?) duration (average two hours – if it’s too long concentration drops and there is probably repetition) time of day (consider length of head’s day) and number of committees.  Currently, a few schools are experimenting with having no committees and doing the relevant work in full governors’ meetings.  So far this seems to be working efficiently.
Preparation for meetings was stressed.  Governors are unlikely to make useful contributions if they have not read all material circulated before the meeting.  

Attendance can be a problem, particularly for governors whose employers are unwilling to release them during working hours.  Does the Head need to be at every meeting?

The chair has a key role.  No longer a first among equals, s/he is expected to be a leader.  Is there a shared vision for the school?  Is it obvious?  Is there a close working relationship between Head and Chair?  Is there a schedule of meetings between Head and Chair (certainly expected by Ofsted) Is the Chair someone the Head can confide in? and use as a sounding board for ideas?  Any disagreements between Head and Chair should be resolved outside the full governors’ meeting.

All governors should be aware of roles and boundaries.  Governors are an integral part of the management of the school but some Heads do not see them as professionals.  Governors, for their part, should understand the limits of the governor role and should be aware of what the Head’s working week is like.  Parent governors should consider what is best for whole school, not just their own child; similarly staff governors in relation to teachers. In short, governors should not arrive with their own agenda.  A code of conduct is needed.
Dave concluded with a discussion of the importance of training.  Governors need to be on top of all the changes.  They should seek training independently and not expect the school to do it for them.

4 First discussion period. (see questions for discussion- session 1 ) There was much discussion of the idea of managing without committees.  Some felt they would like to wait for the longer view of those currently piloting it.  Discussion and feedback ranged over a number of points Dave Cadwallader had raised in his presentation.

5  Julie Walshe, Counsellor and Consultant Psychotherapist spoke about the value of counselling for head teachers.  She is a governor of a primary school and has spoken on head teacher well-being at a head teachers’ meeting and workshop.  A Head may have a very structured diary about what work they will do on Monday morning which may turn out to have no relation with what actually happens.  It is more than a job: it is a vocation.  It cannot be left behind in the workplace.  There is constant change.  If the school does well, the whole school is praised; if badly, the Head is blamed – fairly, or not. 
Pressure for Heads is not just the work they do but the information they have that they cannot share: this can be very stressful.  Nationally, Heads are retiring earlier and there is a history of broken relationships.

It would be easier for Heads to ask for help if the drive came from governors.

In response to a question, Julie agreed that Heads may find it difficult to admit they need help.  They often don’t want the words ‘therapy’ or ‘counselling’ to appear on an invoice. Accepting help is not a sign that they are failing or struggling.  It should be seen as an opportunity to have an outlet.  Governors can just give the information: encourage Heads to go to have a chat, to see if it works for them.

In response to another question, Julie said that she would be willing to do group work with governors.

There is a current pilot scheme with the Heads of the Dingle, Granby and Toxteth network. All schools, in the network, pay into a central fund for this purpose.  It works well because the Heads are used to working together and know each other well.  Heads outside the group have also begun to be involved.  There is room for more Heads on the pilot, and governors should make sure that their head teacher knows this is available.  There is also a register of Heads who will support other Heads in time of need.   
 
5 Second discussion period. (see attached questions – session 2) There was much discussion of the size of governing bodies.

The question of challenge was raised – how can it be done pleasantly?  A simple answer is just to ask ‘why?’  Do governors know what the Head teacher’s week is like?  Some receive weekly diary, some are invited in.  Some schools have subject champions or link governors.  Training was regarded as important, but there was agreement that there are difficulties in persuading governors to participate.
After the feedback, Dave Cadwallader said that LGF will take away the evaluation and comment sheets and, with Liverpool Heads’ Associations, will produce a good practice document All Heads need to be involved to prepare a combined report: not just primary but secondary and special Heads too.

6  In closing the conference, Kathy thanked all attendees and hoped they had gained from it.
She invited all to attend LGF’s AGM in November.

The conference ended at 12:30 pm, and lunch was served.

Session 1.      CONSIDER MEETINGS AND HOW THEY MAY BE ARRANGED TO REDUCE  STRESS ON YOUR HEADTEACHER.

HOW MANY COMMITTEES?

FREQUENCY

DURATION

TIME OF DAY

PREPARATION BY GOVS BEFORE THE MEETINGS

ATTENDANCE

DISCUSS THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE CHAIR OF GOVS AND THE HEAD
DO THEY/YOU HAVE A SHARED VISION FOR THE SCHOOL?

DO THEY/YOU HAVE A CLOSE WORKING RELATIONSHIP?

IS THE CHAIR A CONFIDANT OF THE HEAD?

IS THE CHAIR A SOUNDING BOARD FOR IDEAS?   This can sometimes be seen as them deciding issues before the whole GB has had time to consider. 

DO THEY/ YOU RESOLVE DIFFERENCES AHEAD OF MEETINGS?

DO THEY/YOU AGREE ON HOW BEST TO WORK TOGETHER?  Sometimes a Chair can’t just pop into school when needed but requires a set schedule.  Is this reasonable or more stress for the Head?

SHOULD CHAIRS OF GOVS BE PAID SO THEY HAVE ENOUGH TIME TO UNDERTAKE THE ROLE TO GIVE HEADS MORE SUPPORT?

Session 2. CONSIDER HOW WE AS GOVERNORS CAN MAKE LIFE EASIER FOR    HEADS
DOES YOUR GB HAVE AN AWARENESS OF ITS ROLE AND ACCEPT THE BOUNDARIES BETWEEN THE GB’S REMIT AND THE HEAD’S?

ARE THERE ENOUGH GOVERNORS ON THE BOARD TO SHARE OUT THE TASKS SO THEY ARE PROPERLY UNDERTAKEN?

DOES YOUR GB CHALLENGE ‘PLEASANTLY’?

DO GOVERNORS KNOW WHAT A HEAD’S WORKING WEEK LOOKS LIKE? Is the Head being efficient in use of time?  How much is s/he out of school?

DO GOVERNORS GO TO ENOUGH TRAINING SO THEY REALLY KNOW WHAT THEY ARE DOING?

PARENT GOVERNORS -  How can they make life difficult/easy for the Head?

DO SOME GOVERNORS COME WITH THEIR OWN AGENDA?  

 CONSIDER THE FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS RE YOUR HEAD’S WELFARE
WHAT SORT OF ADMIN SUPPORT DOES YOUR HEAD NEED?  Do you pay for a PA for your Head?

DOES YOUR HEAD HAVE A NON-TEACHING DEPUTY/ASSISTANT-HEAD   to step in when the Head is not available?

DO YOU FACTOR IN COUNSELLING/SUPPORT SERVICES FOR YOUR HEAD?

WOULD YOU CONSIDER FLEXIBLE WORKING – 4 days in school and 1 off to work from home?

SHOULD YOU UNDERWRITE WELFARE DAYS FOR THE STAFF (possibly a half day shopping before Xmas,  massage etc)  as  happy staff mean less stress on a Head.  How far would you support this idea?

