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FOREWORD 
 

Research1 and experience have identified that organisational performance is intrinsically linked to the 

performance of both the board and executive. Research undertaken by the Governance Institute within 

Grant Thornton shows that one of the top three characteristics of high-performing boards, is the undertaking 

of an external review of governance and implementation of the recommendations arising from such a 

review. 

It is therefore understandable that the Department for Education (DfE) introduced this pilot of external board 

reviews as part of the process to strengthen governance within the FE sector, as laid out in the Skills for 

Jobs White Paper (DfE, January 2021). 

 

Research2 has shown that collective board behaviour has an 800% greater impact on organisational 

performance than the skills of individual board members.  There is growing acknowledgement that what 

the board does and how it behaves, is as important as its structure and composition. External board reviews 

therefore need to be more than a compliance check and assurance tool.  Just as a car MOT certifies a car 

fit to be driven but does not measure driver capability and so has limited influence over whether a car will 

crash, so an external board review needs to go beyond consideration of governance structures and 

processes, to study boardroom dynamics, collective, and individual board member behaviour, to reduce 

the likelihood of any governance failure.  Anything less could be seen as a dereliction of the board’s duty 

to robustly test the board’s effectiveness and performance and possibly reflects the board’s lack of 

understanding of the reality of their role and their responsibilities towards the organisation they have been 

entrusted to govern. To add real value, each external review must be suitably tailored to the individual 

organisation and be forward focused to determine suitable development actions that are relevant to the 

strategy, and risks and opportunities of that organisation. 

 

To achieve the most benefit, sufficient time and financial resource must be committed to the external review 

process. It is acknowledged that increased time input by the reviewers on this pilot, would have allowed 

greater engagement with the wider senior executive team of each college, both to gain their valuable 

objective insights into board performance and to reflect on their own contributions, and how they can be 

enhanced to deliver more effective governance. Given that it is the board’s impact on the executive’s 

performance that leads to improved organisational performance, an external board review is not truly 

complete without the executive team’s input. 

 

The most common recommendations by reviewers, including implementation of formal training and 

development plans for governors, improved self-reflection and evaluation of the board and individual 

governors, and a greater strategic focus in conversations, closely reflect the new requirements of 

governance as laid out in the Skills for Jobs White Paper, and demonstrates how relevant and needed 

these requirements are to strengthen governance within the sector. 

 

I thank the teams at the Association of Colleges (AoC) and the Education and Training Foundation (ETF) 

for their work in the implementation, oversight, and assessment of this pilot  and look forward to working 

with our stakeholders in supporting the sector to strengthen governance through undertaking this new 

statutory requirement for external board reviews. 

 

Fiona Chalk 

National Head of Governance Development 

The Education and Training Foundation 
1 Mowbray, D (2012) How do Boards influence organizational performance? PhD Thesis, AUT University, Auckland, New Zealand 

2 Charas, (2014) The Impact of Board Dynamics on Shareholder Value Creation. The Conference Board Governance Centre

https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/How-do-Boards-Influence-Organisational-Performance-Mowbray/e3fcffa48f62d56fa069023e34e84010ee625231
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/skills-for-jobs-lifelong-learning-for-opportunity-and-growth
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/skills-for-jobs-lifelong-learning-for-opportunity-and-growth
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EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY 

 
This report should be read in conjunction 

with the College Board Review Outcomes 

and Evaluation Report (ETF, September 

2021). The Board Review Programme 

provided the opportunity for the 

organisations involved in the pilot to 

generate key lessons for the sector by 

designing a robust framework for evaluating 

board effectiveness. This framework was 

used by experts in Further Education (FE) 

governance to review the dynamics and 

effectiveness of 28 college boards. The main 

findings from this process are listed below:  

Board Composition 

This a strength for 93% of the boards 

reviewed.  All boards with detailed data had 

strong representation in the 10 key attributes 

deemed critical to effective governance.   

Board Interaction 

This is a strength or improving area for 96% 

of reviewed boards. With the notable 

exceptions of tailored training and inclusive 

culture, boards were strong in most aspects 

of Board Interaction identified as imperative 

to effective governance.  

Board Structures 

This area represents a challenge for many of 

the college boards reviewed. While there are 

some strengths (e.g., documents and 

compliance), there are gaps in key areas of 

governance arrangements and reviewing 

board performance and impact. 

Board Impact/Effectiveness 

In this context, Board Impact assessed a 

board’s ability to effectively challenge and 

support executives in key areas rather than 

evaluating the college’s outcomes in these 

areas. 72% of the boards reviewed were 

reported as having a positive impact on 

many key areas in their colleges.  

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This overview report synthesises the findings 

of 28 college board reviews commissioned by 

the Department for Education (DfE) and 

conducted using the AoC/ETF Board Review 

Framework.  

 

Between December 2020 and June 2021, the 

28 college board reviews focused on three 

core areas (Board Composition, Board 

Interaction and Board Structures) and on 

board effectiveness as assessed against the 

key principles outlined in the Code of Good 

Governance for English colleges. The 28 

review reports returned to the ETF, alongside 

further evidence provided by the reviewers, 

form the basis for this report.   

 

The aim of this report (discussed in further 

detail in Chapter 4) is to extract key themes 

and lessons from the review process that can 

be of benefit to the FE Sector. Generalised 

claims are not made about all FE college 

boards. Instead, the reflections focus on the 

key findings that emerge from the group of 

boards reviewed.   

 

The key findings from this report indicate that 

there are challenges for the boards reviewed 

around their structures, the need to evaluate 

board and individual governor performance 

and provide tailored training and inclusive 

environments. The reviews also illustrate that 

college boards mostly comprise highly skilled 

and committed governors who are providing 

effective oversight in key areas of college life. 
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1. The Further Education Sector 
 

1.1 Colleges and their Students 
 

Further Education, sixth form and specialist 

colleges in England provide high-quality 

academic, technical and professional 

education and training for young people, adults 

and employers. Tables 1-3 provide information 

about colleges generated from AoC’s College 

Key Facts 2021-22. 

 

In 2020/21 there were 234 colleges that 

educated and trained over 1.7 million people 

from various learner categories. FE students 

follow an array of programmes including higher 

education, apprenticeships or a range of other 

Level 1 to Level 3 qualifications.   

 

1.2 Student Population 
 

Colleges serve young people from the age of 

14 to adults of any age. The student population 

of colleges tends to be incredibly diverse 

comprising of a mix of people from different 

backgrounds. 27% of 16 to 18-year-old 

students and 34% of adult students are from 

ethnic minority backgrounds. 21% of students 

in colleges have a learning difficulty and/or 

disability. 16% of 16 to 18-year-old students in 

colleges claimed free school meals at age 15. 

For maintained and academy sixth forms, 8% 

of students claimed free school meals. 

 

1.3 College Financial Health 
 

34% of all colleges reported an operating deficit 

in 2018 to 2019. The Further Education 

Commissioner (FEC), as an arm of the DfE, 

works to improve quality and financial health of 

colleges. Up to February 2020, the FEC 

indicated that a total of 115 (or 48%) of colleges 

were in early intervention or formal intervention 

because of financial health (NAO, 2020).  

 

 
Table 1: Number of colleges by type 

 

College Type Numbers 

General FE 163 

Sixth Form 47 

Art, Design and Performing Arts 2 

Land-Based 12 

Institutes of Adult Learning 10 

TOTAL 234 

 

 

 

Table 2: Learner Types 

 

Learner Category Numbers 

Adults 1,000,000 

16 to 18 year-olds (study) 652,000 

16-18 year-olds (apprenticeship) 55,000 

14 to 15 year-olds 10,500 

TOTAL 1,717,500 

 
 
 
 

Table 3: Student Diversity 

 

Category 16-18 Adults 

Ethnic Minority 27% 34% 

Female 46% 60% 

Learning 
Difficulty/Disability 

26% 17% 

   

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/AoC%20College%20Key%20Facts%202021-22.pdf
https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/AoC%20College%20Key%20Facts%202021-22.pdf
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1.4 FE College Governance 
 

Every college is under the overall direction of a 

governing body and in the vast majority of 

cases, the governing body is a further 

education corporation or sixth form college 

corporation established under the Further and 

Higher Education Act 1992 (there are a small 

number of ‘specialist designated institutions’ 

which are independently constituted charities 

regulated by their own trust deeds). This Act 

removed colleges from local authority control 

and set them up as freestanding public bodies. 

Further freedoms were granted to corporations 

by the Education Act 2011 (see AoC “The 

National Framework”). 

 

Colleges have charitable status and as such 

are subject to the requirements of the Charities 

Act. FE corporations and sixth form college 

(SFC) corporations are classified as 'exempt' 

charities. This means that they are regulated by 

the DfE directly rather than the Charity 

Commission. 

 

The members of the governing body are 

usually referred to as governors, or collectively 

as the Board.  The board in its instruments and 

articles decides how many members it has and 

how they are appointed. College governing 

bodies normally include:  

✓ Up to two members of staff (staff 

governors) 

✓ Up to two students (student governors) 

✓ In sixth form colleges, up to two parents 

(parent governors) 

✓ The principal of the college (this is not 

usually a requirement but most 

principals elect to join the board) 

✓ A majority of members who are 

independent of the college (often called 

external governors).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The DfE’s governance guide states that the core 

functions of the college board include: 

✓ Setting and communicating the college’s 

educational character, strategy and 

goals. 

✓ Holding executive leaders to account for 

the educational performance and quality 

of the college, and for the performance of 

staff. 

✓ Exercising effective control to ensure that 

funds and assets are protected and legal 

obligations are met.  

 

The DfE also sets out six main duties for 

governors: 

✓ Ensure the corporation carries out its 

purpose for the public benefit. 

✓ Comply with the corporation’s governing 

document and the law. 

✓ Act in the corporation’s best interests. 

✓ Manage the corporation’s resources 

responsibly. 

✓ Act with reasonable care and skill. 

✓ Ensure the corporation is accountable. 

 

Colleges receive public funds and as such are 

obligated to adhere to the expectations for 

corporations outlined in the financial 

memorandum and funding agreement set by the 

principal funding body, the Education and Skills 

Funding Agency (ESFA). College Boards are 

required by their funding agreement to adopt or 

have due regard for a governance Code 

applicable to the sector (AoC Code of Good 

Governance, UK Corporate Code or Charity 

Governance Code).   

 

As providers of education, colleges and their 

boards are subject to further accountability by the 

Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted). 81% 

of colleges were judged Good or Outstanding for 

overall effectiveness at their most recent 

inspection.  

 

https://www.aoc.co.uk/funding-and-corporate-services/governance/governors/induction-governors/the-national-framework
https://www.aoc.co.uk/funding-and-corporate-services/governance/governors/induction-governors/the-national-framework
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2. ETF Board Review Programme 
 
 

2.1 ETF Board Review 
Programme  

 

In August 2020, ETF, supported by AoC, was 

selected to deliver a pilot programme for up to 

30 external board reviews. These were to be 

provided free of charge to FE colleges, sixth 

form colleges and other designated FE 

institutions. Participation in the pilot would be 

determined following referral by the ESFA or 

FEC or following an application by the provider 

to the DfE. 

 

A team of expert reviewers were selected for 

their credibility and credentials in the sector and 

were trained to deliver the bespoke board 

review model. This training was developed and 

facilitated by a partnership between ETF, AoC 

and the College Development Network (CDN) 

who conduct Externally Facilitated Board 

Effectiveness Reviews to FE colleges in 

Scotland. 

 

2.2 AoC/ETF Approach to 
Board Reviews  

 

The AoC/ETF Board Review Framework was 

developed by drawing from academic research 

on board reviews (Klarner 2018; Macus,2008; 

Teece, 2014) and prominent work on board 

effectiveness (Sonnenfeld, 2002; Deloitte, 

2014).  

 

It also relied on engagement with past and 

current board review practice in England and 

beyond including the Scottish Colleges 

Externally Facilitated Board Effectiveness 

Reviews (2016-17 and currently); UK 

Government Civil Service Capability Reviews; 

and State Government of Victoria Capability 

Reviews, Australia.  

 

 

 

 

In addition, there has been considerable 

consultation with colleges, chairs and leading 

governance professionals in the UK FE sector. 

Finally, the framework and approach are 

underpinned by the combined experience, 

knowledge and resources of AoC and ETF. 

 

There is no common format for an external board 

review which is universally acceptable and 

applicable to all organisations. The process is 

usually tailored to the requirement of the 

organisation, the specific situation it is in, the 

corporate structure, board culture and embedded 

processes. As noted by Deloitte, whether an 

evaluation is conducted internally (e.g., self-

assessment) or externally by an independent 

expert, the methodology remains broadly the 

same (Deloitte, 2014).  

 

The AoC/ETF process was developed to 

maximise the advantages that an external review 

process can confer to the sector. These include: 

✓ Greater objectivity than an internal 

process. 

✓ Fresh insights from a governance expert. 

✓ Reassurance to regulatory and funding 

agencies. 

✓ Reassurance to students, staff, 

community and other stakeholders. 

✓ Demonstrating a commitment to 

continuous improvement. 

✓ Consistent framework and common 

language for the sector. 

✓ Comparability and benchmarking.  

 

Table 4 outlines how some of these 

considerations were embedded in the AoC/ETF 

Framework. 
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Despite appointing an independent reviewer, 

responsibility for the improvement in 

performance of the board or the college still 

rests, exclusively, with the college board (CGI, 

2021). Reviewers were tasked to engage 

collaboratively with each board to identify 

strengths, diagnose areas for development and 

co-create an action plan that will allow the 

board to improve both its own performance and 

the performance of the college.  

 

The review process for each college included 

the following (see Table 5):  

✓ Desk-based research by the reviewer. 

✓ Introductory conversation with the chair 

to understand governance issues and 

priorities and define the parameters 

and terms of the review.  

✓ Self-assessment questionnaire for the 

entire board. 

✓ Review of college governing 

documents, policies, board minutes 

and a selection of board papers. 

✓ Observation of at least one board 

meeting.   

✓ Interviews with Chair, governance 

professional and other key governors. 

✓ Optional board workshop to develop 

the action plan. 

✓ Optional post-report engagement with 

ETF and AoC to support the college.  

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Table 4: Benefits of external reviews and 

AoC/ETF approach 

 

Benefit AoC/ETF approach 

Objectivity Matching process that 
identifies conflicts 

Fresh insights Reviewers recruited for 
expertise and evidence of 
contribution to FE 

Reassurance to 
funders & 
regulators 

Experts recruited; tailored 
training; framework 
focused on key 
governance areas 

Reassurance to 
stakeholders 

Framework includes 
board impact on students, 
staff and community  

Commitment to 
improvement 

Process designed with 
development pathways 
embedded 

Consistent 
framework 

Use of the AoC Code and 
existing sector language   

Benchmarking Overview report produced 
comparing anonymised 
outcomes  

  

 

 

Table 5: Collection methods by board review 

area 

 

Area Data Collection 

Board Composition Self-assessment 
questionnaire 

Interviews 

Desk-based research 

Board Interaction Meeting observation 

Minutes & papers 

Board Structures Interviews 

Meeting observation 

Minutes & papers 

Board Impact Meeting observation 

Self-assessment 
questionnaire 

Interviews 
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3. The AoC/ETF Board Review Framework 
 
 

3.1 A Board Review Framework 
 

A review framework is an accessible reference 

material that provides a common approach for 

an analysis. A framework can never fully 

capture all the complex dynamics of an 

individual (or group) that determine success in 

governance or any other activity. However, a 

framework can be a helpful common language 

for individuals, groups or industries, and they 

can be an excellent point of departure for a 

constructive discussion. A framework is not a 

blueprint for success. As such, it is essential 

that it is carefully constructed and that it is 

accompanied by a collaborative ethos and 

tools that will facilitate deep engagement and 

growth. 

 

3.2 The AoC/ETF Board 
Review Framework 

 
A board’s capability to be effective relates to its 

ability to successfully coordinate, develop, and 

use the entirety of a board’s resources (skills, 

governance arrangements, relationships, etc.) 

to act competently in steering the corporation 

(Macus, 2008). Because a board is responsible 

and accountable for the entire organisation and 

its resources (AoC Code, 2019), the dynamic 

between its composition, its structures, and its 

interactions, occupies the strategic leadership 

space. This dynamic is the enabling factor that 

coordinates all other resources (Macus, 2008).  

In short, the design approach for the framework 

has been to evaluate the specifics of how a 

board organises itself to make best use of its 

resources in line with its defined aims and in 

accordance with the principles of good 

governance enshrined in the AoC Code. 

 

The Board Review process used was not 

designed to be entirely diagnostic or a singular 

intervention exercise. Rather, it was founded on 

the belief that effective boards continually 

develop and maintain the specific capabilities that 

allow them to meet their critical strategic goals 

(Klarner, 2021). Alongside intended access to 

different support services, AoC and ETF have 

sought to ensure genuine collaboration between 

reviewers and the boards they interact with. 

 

3.3 The Features of the AoC/ETF 
Board Review Framework 

 

The framework identifies three core areas for 

evaluation: Board Composition, Board 

Interaction and Board Structures. It asks an 

overarching question in each area to ascertain an 

understanding of a board’s effectiveness: 

1. What attributes (skills, knowledge, 

mindset/attitude) does the board possess 

currently and what additional attributes 

would it need to meet its objectives? 

2. Are interactions between board members 

organised to allow for the most effective 

deployment of individual and collective skills 

to meet the college’s goals? 
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3. Do the current board structures equip 

members to optimally engage with each 

other to deliver the objectives effectively, 

with transparency and in compliance with 

regulations? 

 

The framework comprises a fourth element: 

Board Effectiveness. The Financial Reporting 

Council (FRC) defines a board’s effectiveness 

against the UK Corporate Code of Governance 

(UK Corporate Governance Code, 2018).  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Similarly, the approach here has been to apply 

the key principles of the AoC Code as the basis 

for reflecting on whether the board’s capabilities 

translate into successful outcomes for the board 

and the college. 

 

The main elements of the AoC/ETF Framework 

are captured in Figure 1 below. 
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Figure 1: AoC/ETF Board Review Framework 
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4. The Overview Report  
 
 
 

4.1 The Dynamics of the 
College Boards Reviewed 

 

The FE landscape comprises a wide range of 

institutions of various types and sizes. The 

board review programme engaged with 

colleges that were a good representation of the 

diversity of the sector.   

 

Table 6 provides a profile of the colleges 

reviewed:  

✓ In terms of types, 20 colleges are 

classified as general further education 

(GFE), 6 were sixth form (SFC) and 2 

are land-based (AHC) colleges. 

✓ College income is a good proxy for 

understanding the size of a college: 

Three of the colleges reviewed had 

annual income of over £60 million in 

2019; four had incomes of between 

£40 to £60 million; 12 had incomes 

between £20 and £40 million; and nine 

had incomes up to £20 million.  

✓ The colleges reviewed also had varied 

outcomes from their Ofsted 

inspections: 2 colleges were rated as 

Outstanding; 13 were rated Good; 9 

were rated as Requires Improvement; 

and 2 were rated Inadequate.   

 

There was not a deliberate attempt to create a 

representative sample for the purposes of this 

report as the colleges were selected based on 

an assessment of need conducted by the DfE. 

However, it is beneficial for this overview that 

the boards reviewed represent a rich mix of the 

sector.  

 

 

 

 
 

 
This diversity allows the development of a 

compelling descriptive picture, however the 

sample is insufficient for making generalisations 

about the FE sector as a whole. 

4.2 The Nature and Scope of this 
Report  

 

This report was commissioned as part of the 

board review programme. The key partners (DfE, 

ETF and AoC) recognised the opportunity to 

harness lessons of benefit to the sector from high-

quality information that was systematically 

collected on a group of college boards.  

 

The main aim of this overview report has been to 

produce a reliable picture of how the reviewed 

colleges performed in key areas of the 

framework. It does not rank colleges or provide a 

multi-factor analysis of how different types of 

colleges performed. Nor does it focus on any 

single college to provide a qualitative view of 

governance.  

 

The focus here is on synthesising the reviewers’ 

findings on the key dynamics of boards 

(composition, interaction, structures) to illustrate 

the key themes and lessons for this group. This 

analytical approach was deemed the most 

effective means of using the information 

gathered. 
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j  

It must be reiterated that the conclusions 

contained in this report are not intended to be a 

reflection on the state of governance in the FE 

sector generally. It does, however, aim to 

provide insights into the intricacies and 

effectiveness of a subset of college boards. 

 

The consistency of the model and the fact that 

reports were generated by some of the most 

experienced and skilled FE governance 

experts, adds a high level of reliability to the 

findings that were made.         

 

4.3 The Review Reports and 
Evidence Forms 

 

The reviewers involved in the Board Review 

Programme were selected for their skills and 

experience in the sector. They were trained 

over two days and provided with additional 

tailored support by CDN.  

 

The reviewers were tasked with conducting the 

reviews and submitting a Board Review Report 

and a Reviewer Views and Evidence Form to 

the ETF on their findings. They were provided 

with a report template for both submissions 

which was structured to allow reflection on 

each area of the framework.   

 

A matching process was undertaken to enable 

the reviewers to be independent and objective 

about the college they reviewed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The objectivity sought was complemented by 

processes to allow for reviewers to work 

collaboratively with college boards to generate 

the conclusions and recommendations. 

 

As a result, while there was an inherent level of 

consistency in the areas reported on, there was 

notable deviation in the way in which each report 

reflected on the core areas of the framework. This 

was a deliberate feature of the design of the 

programme but meant added complexity for the 

analytical work that was to follow.   
 

The reviewers returned 28 Board Review Reports 

and (up to the time of analysis) 15 Reviewer 

Views and Evidence Forms.  

 

The analysis contained in this overview is based 

on the two documents referenced above as well 

as information from the governments’ Further 

Education and Skills statistics available at the 

point of writing (2019/20 data) as well as 

information provided by the FEC. 

4.4 Limitations  
 

This overview report aims to provide a useful 

resource for the sector to think through the main 

governance themes that emerged from the review 

programme. Therefore, it is important that 

readers are armed with the limitations in the 

approach that has been used:    

✓ Of a possible 234 colleges, only 28 

participated in the review programme. 

This means that the sample of colleges is 

too small to make generalisations about 

governance in the sector more broadly. 
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✓ The programme was designed to 

prioritise collaborative engagement 

between the reviewer and the college 

rather than facilitate research. As such, 

the various tools were not designed for 

data harnessing.  

✓ While there were reports for all 28 

college boards, there were only 15 

reviewer evidence forms. This 

prevented a uniform analysis of all the 

boards reviewed. 

✓ In some cases, the reviewers did not 

make a conclusive determination on 

the core areas of the board in their 

reports. For these situations, a 

judgement was arrived at from a 

reading of the section, or where 

possible, there was triangulation 

between the relevant reports and 

evidence forms. 

✓ While there has been some limited 

feedback from the reviewers, there has 

not been the opportunity to collect 

detailed reflections from the boards and 

reviewers on the processes and how it 

could have been improved. 
 

✓ To protect the anonymity of the boards 

reviewed, the information presented on 

college income and student numbers, 

was presented in ranges. Also, some 

categories were excluded which limited 

the contextualisation of the colleges and 

their boards.    
 

It should be noted that some of the limitations 

outlined (such as the design of the programme 

and the inconsistency in reports) result from the 

flexibility provided to the reviewers which led to 

more incisive and rigorous review reports. 

Despite the limitations mentioned, meticulous 

attention has been paid to providing an 

informative and insightful overview of the 

outcomes. The credit for this largely goes to the 

excellent reviewers and the college boards that 

participated in the Board Review Programme.        
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Table 6: Characteristics of the Colleges of the Reviewed Boards 
*FHNI = Financial Health Notice to Improve 
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5. Review Outcomes: Board 

Composition 
 

5.1 Board Composition 
 

 

The evidence for the composition of boards 

reviewed was mainly derived from skills audits 

(where available), the baseline questionnaire 

completed by board members, interviews and 

observations of meetings. Depending on the 

context and documents made available, 

reviewers supplemented their information with 

college websites, the register of interests, and 

governance self-assessment reports (SAR).  

 

In their reports, reviewers reflected on whether, 

and the extent to which, the various attributes 

(such as experience and expertise) of 

members contributed to the effective 

governance of colleges (as evidenced in 

Report Extracts 1 and 2). This approach 

provided a rich understanding of how each 

board’s composition contributed to 

effectiveness. 

 

Based on the report and evidence forms, the 

reviewers’ findings were distilled into a 

conclusion on whether Board Composition was 

an Area of Strength, an Improving Area or an 

Area for Development.  

 

 

    

Report Extract 1: Board Composition 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

    

    

Report Extract 2: Board Composition 

 

 

 

 

“It needs more members from the 

private sector and would benefit from 

the addition of governors who own or 

run private companies. Their insight 

into challenges facing local employees, 

their networks into local communities 

and the prospect of them helping place 

college apprentices would all add to the 

board’s wider experience.” 

 

 

College 1 

“Some governors shared their 

knowledge, succinctly, with the board 

eg [one member] explained the longer-

term impact of the pension liability 

and flagged future implications 

(analysis of information). Others 

drew on their knowledge of the local 

economy and community, and applied 

this to their review of the college’s 

operation.” 
 

College 4 
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5.2 Findings on Board 
Composition  

 

The outcomes outlined in Figure 2 demonstrate 

that 50% of the 28 college boards reviewed had 

composition as an Area of Strength, 43% 

were currently improving in this area and for 

7% of boards, this was an Area for 

Development.      

 

Some of the common factors around Board 

Composition from the reports, were:    

✓ Chairs are generally highly competent 

with extensive leadership experience. 

✓ An adequate number of members with 

financial skills, at advanced or 

intermediate levels were available to 

most boards. 

✓ Colleges with multiple new governors 

needed more deliberate strategies to 

integrate new members (this was 

exacerbated by the fact that meetings 

were remote during the review period).     

 

Reviewers also collected information on the 

experience and areas of expertise of board 

members as part of a factual exercise in 

determining whether a board contained the 

right mix of knowledge, skills and expertise to 

effectively govern a college. This was mainly 

presented in the reviewer evidence forms.  

 

From the 15 boards for which evidence forms 

were collected, the data gathered reflected 

whether a college had four or more governors 

that were skilled or highly adept in particular 

areas of expertise (see Figure 3).   

 

From the more quantitative findings that 

captured some of the key factors that 

contributed to Board Composition, most 

boards, met the minimum threshold (four or 

more governors), in almost all the identifiers 

used.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 2: Board Composition: Overall Findings 

 

Figure 3: Board Composition: Detailed 

Findings 

 

50%
43%

7%

Area of Strength

Improving Area

Area for Development
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This results in an interesting question for 

analysis: why is the general data more 

pessimistic about Board Composition than the 

more granular results? Explanations could be: 

✓ The general data not only looks at the 

facts gathered about the attributes of 

governors but relies on the expertise of 

the reviewers to evaluate how these 

attributes contribute to governance and 

fit relative to other members. 

✓ The detailed findings in this core area 

are based on a set threshold (4 

governors adept or intermediate) as 

self-reported by governors.  

 

When triangulated, the general and detailed 

data provide a useful vantage point from which 

to view Board Composition. As evidenced in 

Extract 3, some reviewers recorded instances 

where colleges clearly identified a gap (e.g., in 

diversity) but are finding it difficult to fill roles.    

 

It may be concluded that Board Composition is 

a strength for the boards reviewed. When going 

beyond the attributes of the members that 

comprise the boards, in addition to the 50% of 

boards with Composition as a strength, a 

further 43% are actively in the process of 

making improvements in this area. 

Furthermore, with only a few exceptions, the 15 

college boards that provided this data had 

strong representation in all the key attributes 

(knowledge, skill and attitudes) deemed critical 

to effective governance.   

 

 

 

 
 

 

Report Extract 3: Board Composition 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The recent retirement of two governors 

has created an opportunity to achieve 

greater diversity on the board and seek 

those with educational experience. The 

need for greater diversity on the board 

was recognised by governors in the 

survey responses. This was also 

evidenced by a discussion at the recent 

Search and Governance Committee.” 
 

College 15 
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Figure 5: Board Composition Dashboard 
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6. Review Outcomes: Board 

Interaction 
 
 
 

6.1 Board Interaction  
 

Inclusive Team Building, Productive 

Relationships and Collective Responsibility are 

the three sub-areas of Board Interaction that 

were explored in the 28 reviews conducted.  

 

All reviewers noted that they collected the 

evidence for their report mainly from interviews 

with chairs, governance professionals, and/or 

other governors, observations of meetings, and 

from the ETF baseline survey that was 

completed by board members. Some reviewers 

indicated that they also used governance 

documents provided by the board (such as 

minutes of board meetings) as a useful source 

for determining the nature and impact of 

interaction.   

 

The reports indicated that evaluation of Board 

Interaction was not simply an examination of 

the content, or even the quality of the 

engagement between board members in 

meetings. Rather, quite significantly, reviewers 

also captured whether there was an inclusive 

and collaborative culture underpinned by 

effective challenge and evidence-based 

decision-making.  In addition, evidence was 

collected on whether opportunities for governor 

contribution represented effective deployment 

of skills (partly based on knowledge of governor 

attributes). Beyond meetings, reviewers also 

considered the extent to which boards tailored 

training opportunities to the skills and 

experience gaps of the members and boards. 

Extracts 4, 5 and 6 demonstrate how the 

reviewers articulated their evaluations of the 

sub-areas.      

 

 

Report Extract 4: Board Interaction 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Report Extract 5: Board Interaction 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

“There is a strong sense of purpose 

shown by members who also display 

the necessary responsibility and 

ownership with regard to the current 

challenges facing the college, together 

with an acknowledgement of the team 

approach required for working together 

to meet these challenges. Governors 

should be more mindful not to allow the 

interaction to become more comfortable 

in order to maintain the critical 

challenge.” 

College 16 

“There is a strong sense of ownership 

and shared responsibility for meeting 

the challenges facing the college. 

Governors are vocal on behalf of the 

various communities the college serves. 

Induction processes for new board 

members have improved and despite the 

challenges of remote working, a sense 

of belonging to ‘one team’ is being 

further developed.” 

 

College 7  
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6.2 Findings on Board 
Interaction  

 
In this core area, the sub-area evaluations 

recorded in the reports relied on engagement 

with the detailed identifiers that reviewers 

presented in their evidence forms. For example, 

in the sub-area, Inclusive Team Building, 

illustrated in Table 7, the reviewer of College 14 

reflected on each subcategory in the evidence 

form which directly fed into the 

recommendations in the report. 

  

Figure 6 captures the reviewers’ general 

findings on Board Interaction as presented in 

reports. The review reports indicate that 64% of 

boards were deemed to have strong Board 

Interaction and 32% were viewed as in the 

process of improving.  

 

The detailed findings captured in Figure 7 

indicate some interesting trends for 

consideration: 

✓ While about 40% (6 of 15) of the boards 

had strong arrangements for diverse 

recruitment, only 20% (3 of 15) had 

strong inclusive practices. Boards 

recognised the need for a significant 

improvement in both recruitment and 

inclusion. 

✓ The provision of training, tailored for 

individual and/or board needs was an 

area for development for 53% of the 

colleges and only a single college had 

this as an Area of Strength. 

✓ Providing effective challenge to 

executives and making evidence-

based decisions were areas of strength 

for most colleges (both at 67%). Even 

where this was viewed as an overall 

strength, reviewers often recognised 

the need for further development of 

governors in this area.   

 
 

 

 

Report Extract 6: Board Interaction 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 7: Extract from Reviewer Evidence Form 

(College 14) 

 

Inclusive Team 

Building Identifiers 

Reviewer Views 

The board has strategies to 

recruit, and is composed 

of, diverse membership 

which represents all 

sections of the community 

it serves 

Diverse board, though 

recommendation that 

they check it truly 

represents the student 

body. 

The board has identified 

members’ skills and 

expertise and meetings are 

organised to maximise 

their strengths 

Meetings observed 

were well Chaired, with 

governors encouraged 

to contribute 

The board has facilitated 

training & development 

based on the board’s 

strategic needs and is also 

focused on inclusivity and 

effective board culture  

Training is available, 

but more structured 

approach could help 

further. 

  

 
 
 
 

“Although clear about their own 

specialisms, governors at [College 27] 

are less inclined to excuse or dismiss 

their lack of knowledge of either 

finance or teaching quality, which 

suggests that collective responsibility 

for decision-making will be strong.” 

 

 

College 27  
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✓ However, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic, having productive 

working relationships (a strength for 

47%) and effective deployment of 

governors (a strength for only 27%) 

were significantly limited by the 

inability to have face-to-face 

meetings and integrate new board 

members in the usual way. 

 

The key conclusion to be drawn from the 

evidence on Board Interaction is that boards 

mainly understand what is required to be able 

to work in a collaborative way to effectively 

challenge and support their executives. In 

general, the key factors contributing to 

successful Board Interaction are strength 

areas for boards, or they are currently 

improving in these areas. The two key 

exceptions are providing tailored training 

opportunities and an inclusive board 

environment.          

 
 

Figure 6: Board Interaction: General Findings 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 7: Board Interaction: Detailed Findings 

            
 

 

64%

32%

4%

Area of Strength

Improving Area

Area for Development
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 Figure 8: Board Interaction Dashboard 
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7. Review Outcomes: Board 

Structures 
 
 

7.1 Board Structures 

 

The Board Structures core area of the AoC/ETF 

review framework is centred on the question of 

whether the resources (such as governance 

documents, agendas, schedules, etc.) and 

infrastructure (such as governance model 

and/or other arrangements) enable members to 

engage with each other optimally to meet 

college objectives and operate in compliance 

with regulations and adopted principles.  

 

The reviewers reported collating their evidence 

in this core area mainly from observations of 

meetings, searching the college websites for 

published documents, examination of 

governance documents (such as agendas, 

meeting minutes, committee standing orders) 

and from interviews with the chair, governance 

professional and/or other governors. 

  

The sub-areas of focus for reviewers were 

Governing Documents and Arrangements, 

Transparency and Evaluation. As illustrated in 

Extracts 7 and 8, the reviewers not only 

identified the structures but attempted to 

uncover the extent that existing documents, 

processes and arrangements allowed the board 

to fulfill its function and act in compliance with 

regulations.  Certain structures are prevalent in 

the sector, the reviewers attempted to unearth 

how application of chosen formats and 

processes, in the context of that specific board 

with its unique mix of attributes, enable or 

constrain the business of governance.     

 

 

  

    

 

Report Extract 7: Board Interaction 

 
 

  

“As the use of SharePoint for 

governors develops and is embedded, it 

is recommended that there is regular 

reflection with governors about 

how the system is working for them 

and dedicated portals should be kept 

under review. A dedicated portal can 

allow easy access to other background 

documentation and can enable papers 

to be handled in the same way as 

physical papers with the ability to add 

notes, highlight, and navigate 

quickly.” 

 

 

College 24 
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7.2 Findings on Board 
Structures 

 
53% of college boards reviewed were reported 

as having strong Board Structures and 36% 

were currently improving. This represents 

overall 89% of boards that are strong or moving 

toward a position of strength in this area. 

However, for 11% of colleges, Board Structures 

is recorded as an Area for Development. When 

looking at the general findings from the 28 

reports (and comparing them to the evidence 

forms), Board Structures is the core area with 

the largest contingent of colleges in need of 

development (see Figure 9). 

 

There may be several reasons for this, however, 

the reviewers’ reports illustrate an inherent need 

to frequently recalibrate various adjustments to 

Board Structures to allow for adaptations to 

changes in policy, technology, board 

membership and regulations (for example, see 

Extract 7). 

 

The governance model was frequently 

highlighted by reviewers for reflection on 

whether the board’s adopted model facilitated 

the opportunity for effective scrutiny (see 

Extract 9).    

 

Noteworthy findings also emerged from the 

detailed indicators as captured in the 15 

reviewer evidence forms (see Figure 10). Some 

of the main factors raised are: 

✓ 60% of boards set behavioural 

expectations and then monitor and 

address breaches effectively by either 

formal or informal means. 

 

               

 

 

 

Report Extract 8: Board Interaction 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Report Extract 9: Board Interaction 

 
 
 
 

“Board members have timely access to 

relevant information sent out ahead of 

meetings and minutes show a clear 

audit trail of decisions taken.  

However, the general effectiveness of 

board and committee meetings appears 

to be hampered by some sets of papers 

that are very lengthy and with 

difficulties in navigating around 

them when sent out as one PDF.file. 

One governor suggested he was “over-

swamped with information”.  

 

 

College 8 

“The current governance structure does 

not provide an adequate level of 

scrutiny and challenge in the priority 

areas of finance, estates and FE. The 

college faces significant financial 

challenges and while improvements in 

the quality of provision is clear in 

minutes and reports, further 

development is needed. At the same 

time, the college has adopted a new and 

ambitious estates strategy. Each of 

these areas need appropriate scrutiny. 

 

 

 

College 11 
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✓ On the other hand, while 46% of 

boards were identified as being strong 

on evaluating performance, a 

proportion of these did not have a 

formal process. 27% had identified the 

need to improve and were addressing 

this and, in addition, 27% had no 

formal or informal facility for evaluating 

individual governor or whole board 

performance. 

✓ Related to the above, is the fact that 

only 20% of boards reviewed had 

effective systems in place for 

evaluating the impact that the board 

has on college outcomes. 

✓ Colleges were reviewed as being 

particularly strong in being compliant 

with regulations (87%); having the 

appropriate governance documents – 

with minor improvements noted for 

many boards (80%).  

 

Based on the evidence provided by the 

reviewers, Board Structures represents a 

significant challenge for many of the college 

boards reviewed. It is an area that is subject to 

frequent adjustment or major changes when 

leadership at the executive and board levels 

change. In addition, boards regularly need to 

update governance processes to adapt to 

organisational obstacles and sector-wide 

challenges.  

 

The reports clearly lead to the conclusion that 

while there are strengths (such as 

documentation and compliance), more focus 

needs to be placed on governance 

arrangements and on regularly reviewing board 

performance and impact.   

 

   

 

 

Figure 9: Board Structures: Overall 

Findings 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: Board Structures: Detailed 

Findings 
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 Figure 11: Board Structures Dashboard 
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8. Review Outcomes: Board 

Impact 
 

 

8.1 Board Impact 
 

The AoC/ETF Framework used to review 

colleges, as part of the Board Review Pilot 

Programme, comprises three core areas: 

Board Composition, Board Interaction and 

Board Structures. However, there is a fourth 

element of evaluation, Board Impact and 

Effectiveness.  

 

Reviewers evidence on Board Impact reflect on 

whether the functioning of the board (i.e., the 

results of the operation of the three core areas) 

translates into a board fulfilling its core purpose 

of strategically directing the college and 

influencing the operation of the college to meet 

corporate aims.  

 

The relationship between the board’s impact on 

the college and the outcomes experienced by 

the college is not linear. For example, in many 

cases poor financial health can occur despite 

careful financial oversight due to complex 

externalities (see Extract 10). Therefore, the 

question is whether the board’s work (using its 

attributes to collaborate and challenge as 

facilitated by its resources and processes) 

through strategic direction setting, monitoring 

of quality, management of risk, application of 

scrutiny and provision of support are effectively 

impacting on the operations of the college. 

Academic research has been unable to 

conclusively demonstrate a causal link 

between ideal board dynamics and corporate 

performance (Hermalin and Weisbach, 2003; 

Shaukat and Trojanowski, 2018; Adams et al; 

2010).  

 

 

Report Extract 10: Board Impact 

“It is important to recognise the huge 

task that the college is undertaking 

whilst experiencing the very 

challenging circumstances caused by 

the Covid pandemic and compounded 

by the challenge of being a college in 

recovery both from a quality and a 

financial perspective. This means that 

the governors are clearly working very 

hard with the Principal and Executive 

team not only to recover and run the 

business but also to maintain the best 

possible experience for the students to 

enable them to complete their learner 

journey successfully. This is a tough 

ask of any organisation even in 

normal circumstances but, despite 

this, the governors and Principal are 

demonstrating their commitment to 

meeting or exceeding these challenges.” 

 

College 16 
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Nevertheless, boards which operate in close 

compliance with established governance 

principles (such as a code of governance) are 

more likely to reduce the pitfalls of dangerous 

decision-making and increase the opportunity 

for ‘superior operating performance and firm 

value’ (Shaukat and Trojanowski, 2018). 

 

8.2 Findings on Board Impact 
 

It is in this context that reviewers were asked to 

determine the extent to which each board 

reviewed has had a positive impact on the 

college’s operations and whether there is 

evidence that it is proficient in the key 

effectiveness features aligned with the AoC 

Code (see Figure 1 or 13). 

 

As illustrated in Figure 12, 72% of the 28 

boards reviewed were deemed to have a strong 

positive impact on their college performance. 

21% had some positive impact and were 

working to improve their impact in other areas 

while only 7% were deemed to have little or no 

impact.  

 

In the 15 evidence forms, the reviewers 

provided detailed breakdown of each area of 

effectiveness linked to the AoC Code (see 

Figure 13). The main outcomes were: 

✓ With the key exception of Student 

Experience (47% positive), boards 

were having a positive impact on the 

other areas core to strong college 

performance: Finance (80%) and 

Quality (73%).  

 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 12: Board Impact: Overall Findings 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13: Board Impact: Detailed 

Findings 
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✓ In a range of factors there was 

relatively strong impact from those 

reviewed: Integrity (73% positive); 

Responsive to the community (67% 

positive); Strategic Leadership (67% 

positive); and Collectively Accountable 

(67% positive).  
✓ As it relates to Inclusion and Diversity, 

the boards reviewed generally had little 

impact in this area of the college (67% 

negative) and there was a similar 

outcome for whether the Board was 

Reflective on its own performance 

(60% negative).  

 

Before concluding it is important to reiterate that 

Board Impact is not an immediate indicator of 

college performance but rather a reflection on 

whether the three core aspects of governance 

are working together to influence the college in 

key areas of performance and delivery. 

     

 

 

 

For instance, a strong impact rating in an area 

does not necessarily mean that the college is 

performing well in that area but that governors 

understand the issues and are effectively 

supporting and challenging executives in taking 

appropriate steps toward improvement (see 

Extract 10).  

 

With that in mind, the reviews indicate that 

college boards on the whole are providing 

effective and impactful oversight of college 

affairs. Finance and Quality stand out as 

strengths although these are the areas that 

attract most external scrutiny from funders and 

regulators. On the other hand, there needs to be 

a focus on boards impacting the student 

experience as well as on the areas of reflecting 

on board performance and Inclusion and 

Diversity. 
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    Figure 14: Board Impact Dashboard 
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9. Review Outcomes: Reviewer 

Recommendations 
 

 

9.1 About Recommendations in 
the Reviewers’ Reports  

 
Independent reviewers can provide objectivity 

and fresh insight to the review process. 

However, it is the board that must take 

responsibility for continuous improvement and 

take the appropriate actions to address issues 

that emerge (CGI, 2020). 

 

This was a key principle underpinning the 

design of the AoC/ETF framework. In particular, 

it was deemed that if the board was to truly take 

ownership of the recommendations, the 

members needed to be part of the conversation 

in their development and the driver of the 

associated action plan. 

 

The key features of the approach to 

recommendations in the reports are outlined 

below: 

✓ The reviewers were free to consider 

recommendations holistically rather 

than make recommendations directly 

linked to the core areas. 

✓ Despite the fact that each of the 

recommendations could be classified 

into one or more core areas, reviewers 

and boards were free to generate as 

many or as few deemed necessary 

(including multiple recommendations 

on a specific issue). 

✓ The boards and reviewers created the 

recommendations with the college 

context in mind. In some cases, there 

were three recommendations allowing 

the board to be focused on core 

priorities. In other cases, there were 12 

recommendations. 

    

 

 

9.2 Reviewer Recommendations  
 

Due to the approach taken, it was deemed best 

to analyse the data in two ways:  

✓ Firstly, the specific issue (whether linked 

to a core area or not) associated with 

each recommendation was identified and 

recommendations linked to the same 

issue were amalgamated across the 

reports. 

✓ Secondly, as review reports often made 

multiple recommendations on a single 

issue, there was a tabulation of the 

frequency with which a recommendation 

was made on any single issue identified. 
 

The analysis conducted resulted in 19 distinct 

categories for recommendations (as can be seen 

in Figure 15). Key factors pointed out are: 

✓ The highest number of proposals (37) 

were made on the issue of meeting 

papers (agendas, minutes, reports, etc) 

and reporting processes. However, this 

issue also had the biggest gap (22) 

between the number of recommendations 

associated and the number of review 

reports which identified it as an issue (15). 

For example, one report contained six 

separate recommendations, and another 

contained five.  

It should be noted that papers and 

reporting have several distinct aspects 

that can be commented on such as the 

structure of agendas, KPI dashboards, 

and reports from executives, etc.  
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✓ Most review reports commented on the 

provision for governor training and 

development. This issue was raised in 

20 of the 28 reviews which put forward 

23 distinct recommendations. 

✓ 19 review reports commented on 

Governance Arrangements and 

proposed 28 separate 

recommendations. 

✓ Instituting formal and/or informal 

evaluations of governor and chair 

performance and impact was an issue 

that was raised by many review reports 

(18) with 24 different recommendations 

noted.     

 

While the recommendations cannot be viewed 

as a separate category for data triangulation 

(since they were based on the work of the 

review itself), the way in which the process of 

making recommendations was approached 

provides a useful means for reflection on the 

previous findings emerging from the review.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Numerical analysis of the recommendations when 

looked at from the two analytical methods outlined 

above, reveal priorities for the reviewers and the 

boards. For instance, the prevalence of 

recommendations around board strategy 

indicates that despite it being considered a strong 

area for boards, more needs to be done.  

 

The recommendations reinforce many of the other 

key findings of this report. For example, 

evaluations of governor impact and performance, 

governance arrangements (such as governance 

model and committee structures) and meeting 

papers and reporting (which would fall under the 

core area of Board Structures), were revealed 

previously as being an area for concern in Chapter 

7. Similarly, in Chapter 6, Training and 

Development was identified as a significant area 

for development for most boards. 
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 Figure 15: Chart Illustrating Recommendations from the Reviews 
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10. Conclusion 
 
 
 
 

This overview is the work product of the skilled 

reviewers and the dedicated volunteers serving 

on college boards who have invested their time 

and effort to contributing to the ETF Board 

Review Programme. It captures only a small 

subset of the FE sector and therefore lacks the 

data to make assertions about the state of 

college boards in general. Nevertheless, key 

insights have emerged from the process that 

might be of benefit to the sector.  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Such benefits include the clear need for 

improvement in providing tailored training 

opportunities, in improving governance structures 

and developing board cultures that allow for 

inclusive governance. 

 

It is also evident that boards comprise highly 

skilled governors who are collaborating to 

challenge boards. Additionally, the reviewers 

found that, in general, governors are providing 

effective strategic oversight of most key areas in 

their colleges.
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