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When, where and how?

Being a critical friend (of the school) and asking the right 
questions….
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Big picture –School Key Aim 

School Governors and academy 
trust members and trustees have 
an important role in ensuring 
high standards and achievement 
for children and young people in 
their school.

Governance Handbook (June 
2020)…..



Big picture – Governing Body Key Aim 

How do we as Governors work 
effectively to “ensure high 
standards and achievement for 
children and young people in our 
school?”

My question to you all……



Aims of this session

•To refresh Governors on their role(s)

•To explore each of the roles in some detail

•To explore the interface between the strategic and the 
operational

•To develop the role of Governors as Critical Friends

•To think about what being a critical friend means in practice.

•To explore different questioning techniques that Governors 
can use in their role of challengers/critical friends.



Structure of this session

1. Introductions/aims/structure of session
2. Role(s) of Governors – how we carry these 

out…
3. Making use of good questions.
4. The Critical Friend – what this means and 

why it is necessary…
5. Asking good questions as a critical friend – 

types of questions and how we might use 
them effectively.

6. Using visits strategically – its not just in 
meetings - are we being strategic?

7. Questions, self evaluation and forward 
planning



Role of Governors



Role of Governors

This is the 
document we 
are all probably 
familiar with….

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/925104/Governance_Handbook_FINAL.pdf


Role of Governors

7th March 2024: new guidance replaced the Governors 
Handbook 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/governance-in-maintained-schools
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/-governance-in-academy-trusts


Role of Governors

•Responsibilities of the governing body The Roles, Procedures and 
Allowances 

Regulations set out the key functions of the governing body, which are to: 

❑ensure that the vision, ethos and strategic direction of the school are 
clearly defined; 

❑ensure that the head teacher performs his or her responsibilities for the 
educational performance of the school; and 

❑ensure the sound, proper and effective use of the school’s financial 
resources. 

Maintained Schools Governance Guide: March 2024: Section 1.1

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/governance-in-maintained-schools


Role of Trustees/Governors 
(Academies)

This is the 
important section 

re: the role of 
Trustees/Governors

Section 2.2



Role of Trustees/Governors (Academies)
Section 2.2 says:
In trusts, the purpose of governance is to provide:
•strategic leadership
•accountability and assurance
•strategic engagement

The board has collective accountability and strategic responsibility for the trust. It has a focus on 
ensuring the trust delivers an excellent education to pupils while maintaining effective financial 
management and must ensure compliance with:
•the trust’s charitable objects
•regulatory, contractual and statutory requirements
•their funding agreement

The board also has:
•strategic and statutory responsibility for safeguarding and special educational needs and 
disabilities (SEND) arrangements within (and across) the academy trust ensuring the promotion 
of pupil welfare and for keeping their estates safe and well-maintained
•a role in making sure that it delivers its commitment to other schools and academies, however 
it is done
Refer to your own academy’s articles of association for more information.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/keeping-children-safe-in-education--2
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/send-code-of-practice-0-to-25
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/send-code-of-practice-0-to-25
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/-governance-in-academy-trusts


Role of Trustees/Governors (Academies)
Section 6/1 “Ensuring strategic oversight and accountability” states:

To ensure and embed robust accountability, that improves educational standards and 
financial performance, it is essential for the board, and a committee, where it has 
delegated powers for education or financial data, to:

•agree a range of metrics, including both quantitative and qualitative data, to measure 
progress and impact

•have access to objective, high quality and timely data

•scrutinise pupil progress, attainment and financial information, comparing these with 
local and national benchmarks over time

•monitor and oversee school improvement and financial health

•know the questions that need to be asked of the executive leadership team

•put in place an external audit of finances and strategic priorities

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/-governance-in-academy-trusts


What does Ofsted say….?

“Those responsible for governance understand their role and 
carry this out effectively. Governors/trustees ensure that the 
school has a clear vision and strategy, that resources are 
managed well and that leaders are held to account for the 
quality of education.”

In the Leadership and Management judgement for “Good” it says:



Strategic

Governing 
Body

Operational

HT/School 
staff

Role of Governors

What 
happens 

here, when 
and who is 

in here?



Role of Governors

Effective governance is based on six key features: 

1. Strategic leadership that sets and champions vision, ethos and strategy. 
2. Accountability that drives up educational standards and financial 

performance. 
3. People with the right skills, experience, qualities and capacity. 
4. Structures that reinforce clearly defined roles and responsibilities. 
5. Compliance with statutory and contractual requirements. 
6. Evaluation to monitor and improve the quality and impact of governance
“Governance Handbook: 2020” p.13/Governance Guide (2024: Section 1.2)



This is from,
 “What Governing Boards 
and Headteachers should 
expect from one another.” 
NGA (2023)



Here is the whole 
document……

https://www.nga.org.uk/getmedia/e23325cd-5605-488f-8caf-66374acd8d31/What-we-expect-GB-Heads-4pp-(APR2022)-AW.pdf


Q: Are we 
systematically doing 
these things?

Q: Are we being this 
person?



Making use of “good” questions



Role of Governors

1. Ensure that the vision, ethos and strategic direction of the school are clearly 
defined
• How do we as a Governing Body fulfil this role?
• What is important and distinctive about our school?
• How do we go about things in our school that is distinctive?
• How do we as a Governing Body ensure that this vision and ethos is fulfilled in our 

school?
• Possible sources

1. SDP/SIP – how involved are we in the writing, funding and monitoring of this?
2. School Policies – writing these is an operational task, but do we carefully discuss 

them to ensure they reflect vision and ethos?
3. Our role as “monitors.” How do we fulfil specific roles a Governors eg. as “named” 

Governors.
 

Do we ask good questions? 



Role of Governors

2. Ensure that the head teacher performs his or her responsibilities for the 
educational performance of the school
How do we as a Governing Body fulfil this role?

• Statutory responsibilities

• Non statutory responsibilities

• Data? – what data and when?

• Pastoral – wellbeing/mental health

• In times of crisis........how do we judge 

• Training?

• What do we bring to this “critical friend” conversation in terms of support and challenge?

Do we ask good questions?



Role of Governors

3. Ensure the sound, proper and effective use of the school’s financial 
resources. 

How do we as a Governing Body fulfil this role?

• How do we monitor this? What structures have we in place? What does FGB 
do? What (if anything) is delegated to a Committee? 

• What information do we receive?

• How is this information communicated?

• Our expertise v training v who is involved directly?

• Training?

Do we ask good questions? 



The Critical Friend – what this 
means and why it is necessary.



The Critical Friend
• "… a critical friend is someone who is encouraging and 

supportive, but who also provides honest and often 
candid feedback that may be uncomfortable or difficult 
to hear. A critical friend is someone who agrees to speak 
truthfully, but constructively, about weaknesses, 
problems, and emotionally charged issues." 

The Glossary of Education Reform

• “A critical friend can be defined as a trusted person who 
asks provocative questions, provides data to be examined 
through another lens, and offers critiques of a person's 
work as a friend. A critical friend takes the time to fully 
understand the context of the work presented and the 
outcomes that the person or group is working toward. 
The friend is an advocate for the success of that work.” 

Costa, A. and Kallick, B.(1993) "Through the Lens of a 
Critical Friend". Educational Leadership 51(2) 49-51

http://edglossary.org/critical-friend/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/234658747_Through_the_Lens_of_a_Critical_Friend
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/234658747_Through_the_Lens_of_a_Critical_Friend


The Critical Friend

Let’s unpack each of these.

1. "… a critical friend is someone who is 
encouraging and supportive, but who also 
provides honest and often candid feedback that 
may be uncomfortable or difficult to hear. A 
critical friend is someone who agrees to speak 
truthfully, but constructively, about weaknesses, 
problems, and emotionally charged issues." 

The Glossary of Education Reform

Q:  Am I/are we this person(s) as a Governor?

Q: Do I contribute or do I leave it to others?

Q: Where can I be that person, do we have the 
structures/opportunities to be that person at our 
school? What are they?

http://edglossary.org/critical-friend/


The Critical Friend

Let’s unpack each of these.

2. “A critical friend can be defined as a trusted person who 
asks provocative questions, provides data to be examined 
through another lens, and offers critiques of a person's 
work as a friend. A critical friend takes the time to fully 
understand the context of the work presented and the 
outcomes that the person or group is working toward. 
The friend is an advocate for the success of that work.” 

Costa, A. and Kallick, B.(1993) "Through the Lens of a 
Critical Friend". Educational Leadership 51(2) 49-51

Q:  Am I/are we this person(s) as a Governor?

Q: Do I contribute or do I leave it to others?

Q: Where can I be that person, do we have the 
structures/opportunities to be that person at our school? 
What are they?



Asking good questions as a 
Critical Friend.

What does this mean? Types of questions and how we might use them 
effectively.



What do we mean by “good questions?”

Used skilfully, a sequence of questions can support: 
• Governors to understand the school’s context, its challenges 
and its potential 
• Governors to keep questions relevant and pertinent to the 
school’s vision
 • Governors to hold the Headteacher to account by 
structuring a purposeful interrogation of data, information 
and plans 
• Headteachers to clarify their leadership decisions and focus 
on priorities
 • Headteachers to expand their thinking and enhance their 
strategic planning. 

“Active Learning Trust: 2016”

https://files.schudio.com/activelearningtrust/files/documents/Governance_Toolkitv1.pdf


What do we mean by “good questions?”

What ways can we ask good questions?
Five types of questions can be used to hold schools to account. They are often used in 
clusters to drill down into the significance of information in relation to the school’s priorities 
and to explore what the school has done, is doing or intends to do in response to 
circumstances.
 1. Information questions request information or data that can then be explored through 
the other types of questions (Gov roles 2,3)
2. Intention questions explore how things relate to the school’s priorities, aims and values. 
(Gov Role 1)
3. Causes questions explore how a situation has arisen; the conditions, events, behaviours 
and triggers. (Gov roles 2,3) 
4. Meanings questions explore the meanings, possible interpretations, consequences and 
significance. (Gov roles 1,2,3)
 5. Implications questions explore what happens next; decisions, actions and possibly 
revised goals (Govs roles 1,2,3)

“Active Learning Trust: 2016”
 



What do we mean by “good questions?”

Good questions as a critical friend
1. Ask yourself what structures have we in place and what information 

we receive in order so that I can fulfil my 3 roles as a Governor? 
Give examples of how this happens in our practice. 

❑ensure that the vision, ethos and strategic direction of the school 
are clearly defined; 
❑ensure that the head teacher performs his or her responsibilities for 
the educational performance of the school; and 
❑ensure the sound, proper and effective use of the school’s financial 
resources

 2. Either in your role on a committee or as a specific lead Governor, 
construct 1 “generic” question of each type you might ask in the future?





Using visits to ask the right 
questions….
It’s not just in meetings….

Are we being strategic?



Monitoring by Governors

School visits guidance 

(nga.org.uk)

https://www.nga.org.uk/media/40llcxuv/nga-school-visits-guide-20210408.pdf
https://www.nga.org.uk/media/40llcxuv/nga-school-visits-guide-20210408.pdf


Monitoring by Governors – be 
strategic in your questions

Visiting school on a planned, regular basis 
allows governors and trustees to:

• better understand their school’s strengths and 
areas for development 

• determine if agreed policies and procedures 
are working in practice 

• identify how resources are being used

• show staff and pupils that they are interested 
in school life, work and achievements 

• experience the culture and ethos of the school 

“A Guide to School visits,” NGA: April 2021, p.3



Monitoring by Governors – be 
strategic in your questions.

School visits can cover several activities, such as: 
• meeting staff with leadership responsibility for 

specific areas, such as safeguarding or SEND 
• talking to staff and pupils 
• experiencing a lesson being taught (as part of 

getting to know the school, rather than making 
judgements about quality of teaching) 

• seeing examples of pupil work 

In many cases, school visits are carried out by a link 
governor or trustee given responsibility for 
monitoring a strategic priority or area of 
compliance. 
“A Guide to School visits,” NGA: April 2021, p.3



Monitoring by Governors - -be strategic in your 
questions.

Monitoring visits should have a strategic rather 
than operational focus. In practice, this means 
visits should focus on:
• Strategic priorities and key policies agreed by 

the governing board. 
• The evaluation of progress: are the things 

people say are happening actually happening?
• Seeking assurance that the needs of pupils are 

being met (such as safeguarding and SEND). 

There may be opportunities to visit your school on 
an informal basis, such as attending performances 
or events. Whilst these visits are valuable, they 
are not a substitute for scheduled visits with a 
clear focus linked to strategic priorities.
“A Guide to School visits,” NGA: April 2021, p.4



Monitoring by Governors – be 
strategic in your questions.

Governing boards should plan a schedule of visits for 
each academic year ….. When making these plans, 
boards should consider:
•  Strategic milestones (things that the board expects 

to have happened) – these should be outlined in the 
school improvement plan or trust strategy document. 

• How the visits schedule fits with the schedule of 
board and committee meetings, to allow for timely 
feedback and discussion. 

• How to avoid visits clashing with important events 
and/or busy periods in school life.

• The workload implications for staff who are likely to 
be involved in the visits. 

• The board’s own capacity to fulfil the schedule: is it 
manageable? 

The schedule of visits should be agreed between the 
governing board, school leaders and relevant staff. This 
will help ensure that the timing of visits allows 
governors/trustees to see relevant activities
“A Guide to School visits,” NGA: April 2021, p.5



Link Governors

• Important to have “Link” Governors
• Roles should be reviewed from time to time e.g 

linked to SDP priorities
• Remember to be STRATEGIC! (particularly on 

visits)
• Become the “in house expert – report to 

Governing Body
• Safeguarding and SEND must be covered.

“Governing bodies should have an individual 
responsible for specific oversight of the 
school’s arrangements for children 
with SEND.” Section 7.2.2 “Maintained School 
Governance Guide(March 2024) 



Monitoring by Governors

You could  have a suite of 
documentation to support School visits + 
NGA documentation referred to in 
previous slides:
• Governor monitoring – safeguarding
• Template Governor activity report
• Guidance for Governor visits
• Template – Governor visit report

All Governors should be familiar with 
these documents and how to use them.



Monitoring by Governors

2. Continuity – have to 
prepare.

1.Need to “agree” and be 
clear

3. Evaluation – strategic 
not operational?

4. Strategic thinking?

5. Continuity – 
strategic thinking



Questions, self evaluation and 
forward planning



Big picture – Governing Body Key Aim 

How do we as Governors work 
effectively to “ensure high 
standards and achievement for 
children and young people in our 
school?”

My question to you all……



Minutes of meetings 
are a key source of 
evidence for Ofsted 

inspectors to 
evaluate governance

✓ Good attendance & participation

✓ Focus on school improvement

✓ Holding the school to account - 
especially for safeguarding and 
SEND

✓ Challenging questions

✓ Visits to the school

✓ Governor development



Identify your 
next steps as a 
result of this 
session.

What you will 
do and by 
when…

What are you going to do now?





THANK YOU ALL FOR WHAT YOU DO 
AND THE TIME YOU TAKE TO DO IT



Governor Support Service

Based in Hillingdon and

supporting governors and clerks

throughout the borough and 
beyond

Email:  office@governor.support

    Phone: 01895 717321

...

Website:  www.governor.support

mailto:office@governor.support
http://www.governor.support/
http://www.governor.support/
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