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FE Staff Governors Conference, 3 December 2009 Workshops – Group C
Presenters had asked the workshop groups to comment on the LSIS Guide for new staff governors, broken down into themes for the two workshop sessions.

Is the Guide useful?

· Are the FAQS useful for new staff governors (SGs)?
· On the role of the SG both, Middlesborough and Stockton College delegates focused on the issue of the potential role conflict within the staff governor role, pointing out that their principals had (usefully) told new SGs that they had to cultivate some ‘role distance’ from their TU role to fulfil their SG role

· “Most SGs don’t initially understand their role as SGs”, so “communication is crucial”, especially an understanding by SGs that “they can’t legitimately ‘fast track’ TU issues into and through the governing body (GB)”

· As Ron Hill had correctly pointed out, SGs are “governors in their own right, and not representatives of staff and/or TUs”

· ‘Accountability’ to staff/TU constituencies?  How can this be expressed? Again, Ron Hill was referenced: “currently, there can be no formal report back to staff/TU constituencies”, which caused a wide discussion.   There was wide agreement with a delegate who argued that “although you may not legitimately be able to perceive your role as a SG as a mandated one, that doesn’t mean that you can’t listen to your members’ opinions and issues”.   Similarly, “If you need to raise an issue in a board meeting that has been raised with you by staff/TU colleagues you can simply preface your remarks with ‘now I have to wear my staff hat’, which is sufficient ‘role distance’ as long as the issues are not personalised”.

· The delegate from St. Helens also raised the issue of the “the wide cultural barrier between staff and students as staff and student board members”, the student governor(s) often defaulting “to the management view”

· Are any clarifications or further information needed?  
· Delegates wanted guidance on SG elections, and suggested that this was a key role for the clerk to the corporation

· What are the key differences between governors and senior management in their roles on the Board?
· It emerged that amongst the 20 delegates in the workshop, a large minority reported that “SMT members routinely contribute to GB debate, without any special, agreed dispensation from the board to do so”(this is currently outwith the role and function of the board as delineated in the Instrument and Articles (I & As) of College Government)

· “If SGs raise an issue, often the response is that ‘this is a management issue, not a strategic board issue’”

· Other delegates reported very different practices, consonant with the I & As and clearly a more democratic and inclusive practice of ‘stakeholder governance’, e.g. the delegate from Sussex College, who was co-authoring a guide with the Clerk on how to effectively involve the ‘SG Voice’.

· Restrictions on SGs who are TU negotiators?
· A Unison delegate said that this was a real problem engendering real conflict, with conscious attempts to sideline SGs who were also TU negotiators

· Other delegates reported that where contentious items were to be discussed, there was a move to exclude SGs if they also had a TU negotiating role.

· ‘Whistle blowing?’: this followed on from the previous discussion.
· Alan Whittaker (UCU) pointed out that there should be clear guidelines (required by statute) and that the clerk to the corporation should be the ‘keeper’ of the rules about ‘whistle blowing’, and that the college corporation should have a clear, public statement on it.   This led on to a discussion of ‘board confidentiality’...

· The board and confidentiality?”  
· “The LSIS Guide does not sufficiently explore or explain ‘board confidentiality’ and its relationship with and to ‘whistle blowing’”.

· “Again, there is confusion over the role of the SG who is also a TU officer, which is exacerbated by the current ‘fear factor’ of increasing redundancies”.

· “The ELSIS Guide should be clearer on this; board minutes should record all exclusions and all instances of whistle blowing; there should be clear, published board minutes; the board should make clear the criteria that it wants to use on what parts of board discussions can be shared with colleagues and what cannot”.

· Are there any gaps in the ELSIS Guide?
· It could be more detailed in some areas, as above

· There should be references to examples of good practice, e.g. the example of Waltham Forest College, which publishes its minutes 24 hours after board meetings on the college intranet, in seven different languages (example from JO)

· “Will the SG Guide help other governors to understand the SG role?”
· Opinion was divided on this, but most of the delegates agreed that the way SGs are treated is very much related to the ‘organisational character’ of the college.

· “How are governors chosen in your college?”
· “Head hunted via the search committee”

· “Advertisements and the use of (paid) agencies”

· “Depends on the character of the college”

· “Any election process must stress transparency, accountability and legitimacy”

· “Use college Open Days, with a stand staffed by governors, to get people interested”

· “A Code of Conduct for governors: what should it entail?”
· “It should be like IfL membership”

· “There are already all sorts of considerations around this- the Nolan Principles, safeguarding regulations, etcetera – so it should be a simple and direct distillation of these”

· “Should the I @ As become shorter, more enabling?”
· “What does ‘enabling’ mean?: it could ‘enable’ more use of private providers”

· “Should governors and clerks be required to undertake training and development activities?”
· There is already an ‘entry level 4’ qualification for clerks, which can be APEL-ed.

· “A Training programme for governors should be continuous as policy in the sector changes all the time, as do the challenges for governors”

· “Equality and diversity, safeguarding, ’values’ – these are all important”

· “It would be entirely possible to use modules in equality and diversity from the PGCE course taught in my college”  (Excellent idea!)

· “The role of the chair of the corporation, is that well understood?”
· “Is it possible to delineate what the relationship between the chair, the clerk and the principal ought to be?”

Ends.
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