
ACCOUNTABILITY 
The Nature of Accountability 
The Guide to the Law for School Governors provides a two-part definition of 
the “Powers and duties of the Governing Body” 
• The governing body has a general responsibility for the conduct of the

school with a view to promoting high standards of educational
achievement section 21, Education Act 2002)

• Governors should act at all times with honesty and integrity and be
ready to explain their actions and decisions to staff, pupils. Parents and
anyone with a legitimate interest in the school

The first bullet point puts the purpose of school governance in a nutshell. It is 
followed by the second bullet point that states that accountability is at the 
heart of school governance. 

Governors don’t run schools but they are responsible for determining the 
overall direction of their schools and for monitoring the effects of their 
decisions. They call those who run the school to account for how they do it, 
and themselves are accountable for the progress of the school to those who 
have appointed them and to the public. Therefore accountability is not a 
governance concept that stands alone. It is an identified key governance role 
as well as being the founding principle that embraces all three key roles of 
governance: 

Three key roles of governance: 
• to provide strategic direction and planning
• to support, monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of the school
• to hold the school to account for the standards achieved and the quality

of provision.

The purpose of accountability can be summarised in four points: 
• assuring high standards of education
• ensuring value for public money by demonstrating efficient and

appropriate allocation of resources
• ensuring effective school management, leadership and organisation
• ensuring that everything is done and everyone is operating to common

agreed aims and objectives
(The Toolkit of Effective Governance 2004) 

How does the Governing Body demonstrate its accountability? – 
Business and working Practices 
The business of governing bodies provides the starting point as to how a 
governing body demonstrates its accountability. This is where the governing 
body discusses and debates school based information and data to inform its 
collective decisions and actions, for example: 
• governing body and Committee meetings
• school policies and procedures



 

 

•  seeking views of stakeholders – staff, pupils, parents and the wider 
community 

•  school and Governing Body self-review. 
 
The working practices of governing bodies provides the next point as to how 
a governing body demonstrates its accountability, for example: 
•  Governing body and Committee meeting agendas 
•  Governing body minutes 
•  Committee meetings minutes 
•  Open and honest communications with stakeholders 
•  Confidence in role 
•  Ability to question, challenge and support in a balance way. 
 
How do governors demonstrate their individual accountability? 
Individual governors demonstrate their accountability by: 
•  willingness to learn 
•  regular attendance at meetings 
•  being prepared for meetings 
•  active participation in meetings 
•  visiting the school 
•  being visible 
•  being pro-active 
•  willingness to take a share in the workload 
•  attending training and development opportunities. 
 
Questions to ask about how our governing body demonstrates 
its accountability. 
•  Do we individually and collectively know our roles and responsibilities? 
•  Do we work as a team and ensure that the workload is shared equally, 

beyond the chair? 
•  Do we listen to the voice of our stakeholders and hear what they say to 

our governing body? 
•  Do we evaluate our governing body business and working practices? 
•  Do we have an effective Clerk? 
•  Do we collective make sure that we elect our chair of governors and 

chairs of committees in an effective way? 
•  Do all new members of our governing body know what is expected of 

them? 
•  Do we have systems in place to ensure the effective development of 

members into role and into governing body leadership roles? 
 
The challenge for all governing bodies is in finding ways of discharging 
accountability when so little is prescribed, and in keeping a balance amid 
measures designed to increase parental involvement. If governing bodies, do 
not do this, then they will find that they come to see accountability solely in 
terms of Ofsted, or that the concept only hits them when something goes 
wrong and they suddenly find themselves taken to task. The current 



 

 

stakeholder model of governance is a good one, as it demonstrates local 
democracy, in action. 
 
Fortunately for those governing bodies who think like this it is a valuable 
principle.  There is a simple way of remaining accountable. That is to think it, 
if, as a governing body you are aware that you are accountable to staff, 
pupils, parents and the wider community, then in your actions and decisions 
you will be. 
 
Think accountability:  
• work as a team; governors attend meetings regularly and make a 

commitment to the school 
• support and challenge relationship with the headteacher  
• effective time management and delegation  
• knowing the school – its strengths and weaknesses  
• have an agreed training and development programme and has agreed to 

review and evaluate its own performance – see Governing Body Skills 
Audit and Governing Body Self Evaluation  

• ask questions and take decisions  
• remember to be visible  
 
This section provides governors with some examples of how the governing 
body can ensure it thinks – accountability. 
 
HOW WELL ARE WE DOING AS A GOVERNING BODY? 
 
The governing body is responsible for making sure that it evaluates the 
effectiveness of its role in supporting the school and the headteacher in 
carrying out the leadership and management of the school. 
 

It is vital that the governing body is fully involved in setting a clear 
direction for the school leading to improvements and the promotion 

of high quality education and care provision 
 
How can we judge how well we are doing? 
Self evaluation is an important process for schools and governing body’s to 
undertake as an on-going activity. The purpose of self-evaluation is to 
identify effectiveness of practice and to identify areas for improvement. 
 
There are currently a number of self evaluation tools available to schools and 
governing bodies, for example 
 
For schools 
•  Self Evaluation Form (SEF) 
•  Pupil surveys 
•  Parent surveys 
•  School Staff surveys 



 

 

 
For governing bodies 
•  Governor Skills Audit 
•  Framework and Index of Governance - The Framework and Index of 

Governance self evaluation toolkit is for a whole governing body to action.  
toolkit consists of four activities that relate to a governing body’s Three 
Key roles of Governance. The four activities in the Framework and Index 
of Governance are: 

o Strategic Planning 
o Ensuring Progress 

 o Effective Partnerships 
 o Sound Practice 

• A self audit questionnaire which is completed as a group activity by the 
whole governing body. The completed questionnaire is analysed and the 
information gathered provides the governing body with the appropriate 
information to create its own action plan. 

• Individual audit completed by governors.  The self evaluation tool 
provides individual governors with the opportunity to complete the 
questionnaire as a reflection of their own views and comments about the 
way the governing body is working.  It also provides individual governors 
to reflect on their role as a member of the governing body team.  

 
These self evaluation tools enable the governing body to: 
•  measure its effectiveness against its three key roles of governance 
•  determine its future improvement issues 
•  determine its future training and development needs 
•  celebrate its current successes 
•  measure its impact on the wider community/stakeholders. 
•  develop effective integration of governing body information into its 

school’s self evaluation systems – SEF 
•  develop the partnership between the school and the governing body. 
 
Where can I find out more? – Governing Body Self evaluation tools: 

• From the Headteacher 
• From Wolverhampton Governors Support 
• From visits and events  
• From the results of parent/student surveys 

 
Proposed additional governing body self-evaluation tools 
•  Governing body business planning 
•  Stronger Governance 
•  Positive Working relationships 
•  Effective Governance 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
HOW WELL AM I DOING AS A GOVERNOR? 
 
Questions to consider:  
Once you have become well settled in your role as a governor, there are 
some questions you may wish to consider: 
• Do I understand my duties and responsibilities?  If not do I know where 

I can go for support? 
• Have I undergone a school based induction programme? 
• Have I been allocated a new governor buddy or mentor? 
• Does our governing body ask all governors to complete a governor skills 

audit? 
• Am I attending all meetings? 
• Am I arriving on time and well prepared (have I read the information 

issued prior to the meeting?) 
• Am I accessing training opportunities?  
• Am I using my personal experiences and skills for the benefit of the 

school? 
• Am I prepared to engage in discussions? 
 
Remember to ask questions and raise issues which you believe are in the 
best interest of your school based on sound factual knowledge and 
understanding of local conditions.  
 
 
 
Where can I find out more? 

• Walsall Governors newsletter 
• Wolverhampton Governors newsletter 
• Headteacher  
• Website  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


