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1. Introduction

1.1 Background and Context for the
External Review of Governance

Cirencester College is a specialist Sixth Form College, serving Swindon, North Wiltshire
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and Gloucestershire, based in the town of Cirencester in the Cotswolds. The College
offers a large range of post 16 courses to over nearly 3500 learners (2024-25),
including Level 3 A Level, Vocational and T Levels for 16-19 students, Adult Education

and Apprenticeships.

The College’s leadership and governance suffered a series of blows between 2023
and 2024, with the death of both the Principal and the Chair of the Corporation.
A new Principal and Chief Executive and Chair took up their roles in early 2023-24,

both as internal appointments with a number of years’ experience at the college.

The change in leadership was followed shortly afterwards by an Ofsted Inspection in
March 2024, which resulted in an overall outcome of Requires Improvement and limited

contribution to meeting local skills needs.

In that inspection, Ofsted acknowledged that governors were fulfilling their legal duties
and responsibilities but did not hold leaders to account sufficiently strongly for the
quality of education in order to drive continuous and sustainable improvement.

A recommendation from the report was: “to improve the focus of curriculum reports so

that governors can more robustly challenge leaders on the progress made by learners...”

The new leadership worked hard to address the recommendations in the report and
this was reflected in the report of the Ofsted monitoring visit in Summer 2025, with
Significant Progress being made across three of the four themes: “Since the previous
inspection, leadership, governors and staff have been relentless in prioritising

and tackling the weaknesses identified”.

Cirencester College had an annual income of £21,435,000 in 2024-25, an increase of
nearly £2m on the previous year. The Financial Health of the College, assessed using
ESFA measures, was judged as Outstanding in 2024/25. The College returned an

operating surplus of 4.3% against a target of 3% and exceeded all other financial targets.

There is a strong sense that the College is now on a stable footing following an intense
period of recovery and is in a strong position to look to the future. A new Strategic Plan
(2025-30) has been published, and the membership of the Corporation has been largely

refreshed. A new Governance Manager position was created in March 2025.
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The Corporation Board last undertook its annual governance self-assessment in 2024-
25. This external governance review, therefore, replaces the 2025-26 self-assessment.

The following were identified as governance priorities in the current year:
+ Review Focus Governor arrangements to ensure a more consistent focus
«  Prioritise governor recruitment

« Consider the data the Corporation needs and in what format to enhance
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challenge and gain an accurate overview of performance
- Consider ways to increase governor visibility on the College

« Support all governors to use questions effectively to ensure accountability.
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1.2 Methodology and Approach

This review was undertaken between 9 February and 30 April, with initial draft outcomes
shared on 18 May with Search and Governance Committee for feedback and the final

draft report presented to the Board on 29 June 2026.
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The scope meets the requirements of the Department for Education Guide on
External Governance Reviews in Further Education and the Post 16 Education and
Skills Act. Through discussion with the Chair, Principal and Chief Executive and
Governance Manager, we also identified the following areas to be examined through

the review process:

+  Whether the current structure and reporting arrangements provide sufficient

oversight of the business of education

«  Whether current reporting arrangements provide sufficient oversight and assurance

of Safeguarding as a key statutory area of Corporation responsibility

Full details of the scope of the review and the activities undertaken are contained in
Appendix 1. The review methodology included ‘Keeping in Touch’ meetings with the
Governance Manager, observation of all Committee and Corporation meetings during
the timeframe, and individual meetings with the Chair, Vice-Chairs, Committee Chairs,
a number of Focus Governors, the Principal and other senior postholders. This approach
enabled us to develop a comprehensive picture of the College and its governance and to

check and triangulate our findings as we proceeded.

The review also considered previous governance self-assessments, compliance with
the sector Code of Governance and other governance improvement activities as part

of its work.

Rockborn would like to thank Governors and Staff at Cirencester College for their time
and cooperation with the review. Particular thanks go to Suzanna Miles for providing
us with the information we requested, coordinating meetings and responding to our

questions promptly to support the smooth running of the review.
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1.3  Survey outcomes

Sixteen respondents (governors and members of the Senior Management Team)
responded to the survey. Outcomes will be referenced in and throughout the report

where relevant.

In general, Cirencester College survey outcomes were on a par with benchmarking data

compiled from the External Governance Reviews (EGRs) that we have undertaken to
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date. Scores were comparable or slightly lower for the 20 ‘indicators of good governance’
questions. We do not read too much into the scores in isolation, however, as lower
scores may well reflect the number of newer governors who have not yet experienced a

full year’s cycle of business.

The lowest scoring question was “governors engage regularly with stakeholders and

understand their needs” which is one of the lowest-scoring areas for many Boards.

There was some variability between governors and members of the Senior
Management Team (SMT), with SMT’s scoring tending to be more positive. In our view,
the disparity is not a concern and may again reflect the short length of service so far of

many of the governors.

A comparison table of Cirencester College survey scores against the benchmark is

given in Appendix 2.

1.4 Governance Structure

The Corporation operates a ‘Carver style model, with a minimal committee structure
of just the Audit, Search and Governance and Remuneration Committees. The full
Corporation meets six times a year, and the Committees meet termly. There is an

annual Strategy Day in April of each year.

The Corporation’s Committees are primarily advisory but with some delegated authority
to approve certain matters as set out in a Scheme of Delegation and the Committee

Terms of Reference.

Committees report to the Corporation via their Minutes, supported by a verbal report by
their Chairs.
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1.5 Composition of the Corporation

The Corporation has a determined membership of 19 governors (13 external governors

plus one parent governor, two staff governors, two student governors, and the Principal).

The Chair of Corporation’s first term as Chair will end in November 2026, although her
term as governor will continue for a further two years. Chair’s succession planningis a

current focus for the Search and Governance Committee.
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The Chair is supported by two Vice Chairs, who currently also respectively chair the
Search and Governance and Audit Committees. The Remuneration Committee is chaired

by another independent governor.

The Corporation has largely refreshed its membership in recent years, with half of
governors serving for less than a year, and only the Chair and one of the Vice Chairs

having been in post for more than three years.
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SECTION 2

THE ROLE AND DUTIES OF CHARITY
TRUSTEES AND FE GOVERNORS
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2. THE ROLE AND DUTIES OF CHARITY
TRUSTEES AND FE GOVERNORS
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2.1 Overall compliance

Survey Questions

94% agree (6% strongly) that Governors understand their roles and responsibilities’.

100% agree (43% strongly) that governors understand the governance

Highlights

+ The Governance Manager and Search and Governance Committee have updated
and improved all governance policies and procedure in the past 12 months,

and these are readily available to all governors.

« Athorough induction for new governors is now in place which sets out role

and responsibilities within the context of Further Education

- Governors’ questions and contributions at the Corporation we observed

were suitably ‘strategic’

Commentary

Despite a high proportion of governors being new, we found evidence that most
understand their role, responsibilities and accountabilities. These are set outin a role
description and are reinforced in a suite of recently updated constitutional and policy

documents, which are easily accessible through SharePoint.

Our review of governance documentation confirmed that they are fully compliant and
fit for purpose. Any minor housekeeping issues, including inconsistencies between

documents, have been shared with the Governance Manager for action.

An induction is provided which covers the key elements of being a college governor
and the training programme includes regular briefings on national policy and regulatory
changes affecting sector governance. This has been delivered to all new governors,

who provided positive feedback in the survey.
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The Board has adopted the AoC Code of Governance. Actions for governance

improvement resulting through self-assessment or external review of governance are
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set out and regularly monitored by Search and Governance Committee and the Board
in a Governance Action Tracker. The Governance Manager is aligning governance
self-assessment explicitly against the Code to strengthen evidence of compliance
and read across.
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2.2 Key Statutory Duties and Responsibilities
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2.2.1 Determination of the Educational Character,
Mission and Vision of the Institution

Survey questions:
94% agree (23% strongly) that “Governors maintain a strong focus on strategy”

100% agree (19% strongly) that “The balance between strategy and oversight

at meetings is appropriate”

93% agree (7% strongly) that “Governors understand how the college meets

local skills needs”.
Highlights

The Corporation recently approved a new College Strategic Plan (2025-30) and governors
show a clear commitment to the learner first ethos of the College. At their annual
Strategy Day in April 2026, governors participated in a range of activities to test the

strategic priorities in the light of the changing internal and external landscape.

Commentary

The development of the Strategic Plan provides an opportunity to review governance
structures, business and ways of working to ensure that all elements of the strategy have
optimal coverage (the ‘golden thread’), so that governors have the opportunity to fully

scrutinise progress and influence future direction.

The introduction of a ‘golden thread’ approach to agenda setting and reporting, based

on the strategic priorities and associated targets and outcome measures, would help to
ensure that strategic outcomes provide the driver in all discussions. Written reports to
the Corporation and Committees should be linked clearly to the achievement of strategic

aims and objectives.

We also recommend governor involvement into the development of the Key Performance
Indicators (KPIs) that underpin the strategy. Best practice in the sector is for governors
to have clear oversight of the College KPI dashboard at each Corporation meeting,

to provide an ‘at-a-glance’ view of how well the College is achieving its strategic
objectives and annual targets. Where this is done most effectively, colleges use a
balanced scorecard approach - with SMART targets, clear milestones and progress
measures, national benchmarks and previous performance - that provides a cohesive
narrative and integrated overview of the different interdependencies involved in

achieving the College’s strategic objectives.
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Recommendations

- To map governance business against the Strategic Plan to ensure oversight of
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all strategic priorities

- To develop the KPI reporting approach with SMART targets against benchmarks,

links to data, and commentary where targets are not being met

- Tolink Focus Governor roles back to the Strategy as well as statutory

responsibilities

- Toreview the Risk Register and any board assurance frameworks against the
Strategic Plan, to ensure that any risks associated with the achievement of

the strategic priorities are captured
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2.2.2 The Quality of Teaching, Learning
and the Student Experience
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Survey questions:

80% agree, 20% disagree that “Governors understand the strengths and weaknesses of

teaching and learning and student experience.”

100% agree (32% strongly) that “Overall, the balance between the focus on finance and

resources and curriculum, quality and students at meetings is appropriate.”

60% agree, 40% disagree that “Governors engage regularly with stakeholders and

understand their needs.”

Highlights

+ Observation of meetings (specifically the March Board of Corporation meeting)
confirms that learners are at the heart of financial and capital investment

decisions. Governors are engaged and interested in quality and student feedback.

« The Corporation has implemented “themed” meetings, such as the March meeting

focused on Student Experience, to ensure dedicated time for core priorities.
« The Chair models a student-first approach in leadership and decision-making.

« The Corporation has shown proactive engagement with the new Ofsted framework
through training, Strategic Self-Assessment Report (SAR) mapping, and specific

initiatives like “Project Artemis”.

« Student Governors have begun sharing feedback from Student Council meetings,

providing a direct link to the learner voice.

Commentary

The Corporation is aware of the need to ensure sufficient focus on Teaching, Learning
and the Student Experience and a number of steps have been taken to achieve this with
some success. Despite these steps, however, knowledge and confidence in individual

governors’ understanding remains inconsistent.
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Every Corporation meeting places ‘Student Experience’ high up on the agenda, with a

different focus at each meeting. This is good practice, but the weight of other business
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means that it is only possible to allocate 25-30 minutes to this area at each meeting.
This is unlikely to provide the time and space needed for governor scrutiny and
discussion. The Corporation has two options available: to streamline other Corporation
business and reporting through a range of measures suggested below in this report,
or to create a committee. The latter is generally considered to be the most effective

oversight and assurance mechanism.

The Corporation receives a progress report against a set of quality KPIs, but these
would benefit from clear targets and a review to ensure that key areas of risk, aligned
to the Ofsted inspection framework and including student attendance, are covered.
This approach may help to streamline reporting and negate the need for fragmented
reporting, e.g. on attendance and retention. The Quality Improvement plan (QIP) is the
core document for driving and assuring on quality improvement. The QIP was received
and approved at the March Board meeting and an annual update against Courses

of Concern is scheduled. We recommend that reporting to governors on the QIP and

against Courses of Concern should be a collective termly focus.

Significant assurance is taken from the individual Focus Governors, particularly the
Curriculum Focus Governor, and several other individual roles relate to quality and
curriculum. This approach has strengths in terms of utilising governors’ individual
areas of expertise, and the knowledge and assurance that they bring to the Corporation
is commended. The risks are, however, that knowledge is siloed and that there is too
much reliance on individuals on a key area of whole-Corporation responsibility. We
recommend a review across Focus Governor roles and responsibilities to achieve clarity
on differences and synergies, and the development of an integrated approach to link

governor reporting back to the Corporation to provide a holistic source of assurance.

All-governor involvement in the college quality cycle could also be strengthened to
support quality improvement. For example, good practice is for all governors to have
the opportunity to engage both in curriculum performance reviews throughout the year,
and the validation of the SAR before it comes for consideration and approval at the

Corporation meeting.

The Corporation has this year updated its approach to hearing learner voice in
meetings through the Student Governors beginning to share feedback from Student
Council meetings. Focus Governor visits include opportunities to meet students and
hear learner voice, with feedback to the Corporation. In 2024-25 the Board Strategy
Day included an opportunity for governors to walk round College and meet staff and

students, but this was not replicated this year.

To help enhance all governors’ understanding of student needs, there should be
opportunities for all governors to meet and engage with students and consider and hear

Learner Voice for assurance and insight scheduled in the annual calendar.
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Recommendations

- Creation of a Committee to provide detailed and broad oversight of curriculum
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and quality matters, scrutinise data, hold management to account and advise
and provide assurance to the Board through clear reporting. The Committee
should include at least two governors (or co-opted governors) with direct
educational knowledge and expertise. Sample terms of reference and cycles of

business can be provided by the reviewers.

- Streamline and tighten reporting on quality to the Board, using the Quality
Improvement plan (QIP), SMART KPIs and targets, Courses for Concern and

quality-related risks as the basis for an integrated termly report.

- Strengthen opportunities for whole-Board engagement with students and

understanding of Learner Voice, including scheduled walk-arounds.

- Strengthen whole-Board involvement in the college quality cycle and the

self-assessment process.

- Add atermly update to the Board on Learner Voice that brings together student
insight and feedback from Student Council, surveys and governor feedback from

focus and other activities.

- Develop opportunities for Student Governor engagement and contribution
in relation to Learner Voice, (recognising that Student Governors are not
student representatives)

+ Review and consider the role/contribution of Focus Governors to develop an

integrated approach to quality assurance and board oversight and avoid overlap.

- Ensure that induction and ongoing training continue to raise the ‘baseline’
knowledge of all governors of curriculum and quality in further education,

and the use of data.
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2.2.3 Ensuring the efficient and effective use of resources,
the solvency of the institution and safeguarding assets
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i. Finance and Resources

Survey questions:

94% agreed (29% strongly) that “Governors have strong oversight of

finance and resources.

Highlights

« The College maintains a strong financial position, with a financial health grade
of “Outstanding” for 2024-25 and a forecast to maintain this in 2025-26.

« The Finance Focus Governor provides high-level professional expertise from
the financial sector and maintains a strong, productive relationship with the

Finance Director.

« Thereis a high level of trust and confidence between the Corporation and the
Senior Management Team (SMT) regarding the accuracy and transparency of

financial reporting.

- Financial KPIs are regularly reviewed against the recently revised FE Commissioner

benchmarks, ensuring the College is measured against sector standards

Commentary

Under the current model, there is no Finance Committee, and financial oversight and
planning is a whole Board responsibility, with reports to each Corporation meeting. The
Finance Focus Governor has developed a strong relationship with the Vice Principal and

Chief Financial Officer and provides strong assurance to the Corporation.

There is, however, a lack of accredited or relevant finance, accountancy, or audit
qualifications within the Corporation membership. This means there is a risk that
financial oversight is currently too dependent on the Finance Focus Governor, rather

than being a shared competency across the whole Corporation.
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As with quality and curriculum matters, there is also a risk that the time allocated to
finance on a busy Corporation agenda does not allow for sufficient depth of scrutiny; for
example, 15 minutes to collectively approve the annual budget may not be sufficient for
testing underlying assumptions and risks, and ensuring that all governors understand

the link between financial assumptions and curriculum/organisational development.

Finance is reported at a high-level at each Corporation meeting, however this lacks the
detail or oversight provided in management accounts, with full management accounts

currently only received by the Focus Governor and not the whole Board.

Recommendations
» Targeted recruitment of governors with finance/audit qualifications.

e Ensure that the induction and ongoing training plans for all governors raises the

“baseline” financial literacy of the Board within an FE context.

- Creating ‘space’ within the Corporation’s business cycle for governors to stress-
test budget assumptions and risks and explore how the budget supports the
curriculum and strategic objectives, before they reach the final budget approval
stage. Options would be to incorporate this into the April Strategy Day, create a
budget ‘task and finish’ group or a Finance and Resources standing committee

under a full committee structure

- Ensure Management Accounts are provided to each Corporation meeting and
shared on a monthly basis between meetings to ensure continuous oversight.
This might be done electronically when a meeting is not scheduled, with an

invitation to raise questions by email.

« Share the DfE Governor Finance Dashboard with the full Corporation alongside DfE
financial health correspondence to provide external validation of the
College’s standing.
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2.2.3 Ensuring the efficient and effective use of resources,
the solvency of the institution and safeguarding assets

ii. Audit Committee and Risk Management

Survey questions:

100% agree (57% strongly) that “The Audit Committee provides effective oversight

and assurance on internal controls, risk management and corporate governance”.

94% agree (44% strongly) that “The Governing Body has strong and regular

oversight of risk”.

Highlights
« The work of the Audit Committee is one of the highest scoring areas from the survey

+ The College utilises internal and external audit functions effectively to provide

objective assurance on internal control environments.

« The Committee maintains a regular cycle of business that meets mandatory DfE

guidance set out in the Financial Handbook, and wider governance best practice.

+ Risk Management is a strong area of governance practice. The College has an
effective, well developed and established approach to risk management. The
Risk and Assurance Register is well-structured, updated three times per year and
reviewed on a termly basis by both Audit Committee and the Board. Changes in risk
ratings and scores are clearly drawn out. The Risk Management Policy is clear, and

the Audit Committee’s oversight role is well-defined.

Commentary

The Corporation has an effective Audit Committee which complies with all of the
requirements set out within the DfE Financial Handbook (formerly the Post 16 Audit
Code of Practice). The Board is actively recruiting a Board member/s with audit/finance/
accountancy skills which will also serve to increase the Committee’s capacity.

There has been a recent change in the Committee Chair, with the new Chair also being
the Focus Governor for Finance and pro-actively undertaking development in relation to

audit in a college environment and context.
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In the Audit Committee meeting observed on 2 March 2026, only one agenda item

had a cover report, and there were two verbal items. This creates a risk that members’
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understanding, ability to prepare questions in advance, offer scrutiny and challenge at

the meeting, and ultimately to provide assurance to the Corporation, is impacted.

A programme of internal review has been approved to enable the Audit Committee

to discharge its responsibilities. This includes an internal audit of financial controls,
budgeting and effective financial reporting and a peer review in relation to Individual
Learning Record (ILR) data, to provide assurance given the critical need for accuracy
for the DFE. An Audit Recommendation Tracker has been recently introduced by the
Governance Manager and will add value to Committee oversight, supporting governors
to monitor progress against internal/ external audit recommendations, ensure timely
action and provide assurance on completion. At the time of the review there were six

actions on the Tracker to progress, none of which were yet due for completion.

Recommendations

« Introduce a member/s with formal accountancy or audit qualifications to the

Audit Committee.

e Targeted training for Audit Committee members on the role and responsibilities of

the Committee and statutory framework.

- Ensure that all agenda items are accompanied by a paper with a cover sheet
that draws out the key issues/risks for discussion and the action required

by the Committee.

- Ensure the Committee remains sufficiently independent and provides robust
“challenge” rather than just “review,” particularly given the high levels of trustin

the Senior Management Team.

- Ensure the internal audit plan is explicitly linked to the highest-rated risks on the

Risk Register to ensure audit resources are targeted where they are most needed.

« Further develop the Risk Register by explicitly defining and considering the
risk appetite of the Board and using the Strategic Plan to support focus of the

business cycle.
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2.2.4 Senior Postholder Performance and Pay
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The Remuneration Committee has membership of three independent governors,
including one with professional HR qualification, and complies with the AoC Code in
terms of independent chairing. The Corporation adopted the AoC SPH Remuneration

Code and approved an updated Pay Policy in November 2025.

The Committee will be reviewing its terms of reference, any delegated authority and
processes in the light of the new Code (published May 2026). This includes a review
of any delegated authority to ensure that all decisions on SPH pay are approved by the

Corporation.

The Committee would benefit from increasing its size and skills base further, with
consideration given to the inclusion of governors with FE/Teaching and Learning
expertise who can bring understanding of leadership within a college context to

discussion.

The number of senior postholders (the Principal and CEO, and Governance Manager)

is low compared to other colleges, where the senior leads for Finance and Curriculum/
Quality are often included. The Corporation should be mindful of the FE Commissioner’s
view that it must keep numbers of SPHs under review to avoid a single line of

accountability.

As in many colleges, the Chair undertakes SPH performance reviews. Best practice is
for documents to be shared with members in advance of Remuneration Committee
meetings, so the whole Committee has a chance to consider objectives and subsequent

performance against them.

Recommendations

+ Boost Remuneration Committee membership with a governor with FE/

education skills

e The Corporation should periodically review the number of senior postholders to

ensure robust lines of accountability
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2.2.6 Safeguarding

100% agree (33% strongly) that ‘Governors have strong oversight of safeguarding and

understand their own role’.

Highlights

- The Safeguarding and Prevent Focus Governor brings high-level expertise, with a

senior leadership and teaching background specifically within the FE sector.

- The Safeguarding policy is kept current with Keeping Children Safe in Education
(KCSIE) updates, supported by clear explanatory notes from the Governance

Manager to ensure governors understand legislative changes.

- Mandatory governor training was successfully delivered in December 2025 using
LGfL resources, fulfilling a specific objective set by the Search and Governance
Committee to find more enhanced training which specifically considers the
governance of safeguarding. A decision has been taken to use TES online modules
from September 2026

« The Board receives an Annual Statutory Duties report and has recently integrated
a standing Safeguarding placeholder within the Principal’s Report to ensure

visibility at every meeting.

Recommendations

- Ensure reporting from the Safeguarding and Prevent Focus Governor is shared
on a termly basis to ensure the Corporation is able to track trends over time and

evidence ongoing assurance and oversight.

e Include an assurance statement in the Principal’s report even when there are no

significant incidents to report.

- Further develop the reporting framework to ensure that the Corporation is not just
receiving information, but actively scrutinising safeguarding data throughout the
academic year. We recommend consolidated reporting on Prevent, Safeguarding,
and all related statutory duties in this area into a single, comprehensive report,
authored by the Designated Safeguarding Lead (DSL). This report should be
reviewed by the Focus Governor and be presented either directly to the Corporation
(or via a new quality/teaching Committee if one is introduced) as a standing

agenda termly item, alongside a Focus Governor assurance statement
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2.2.7 Equity, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI)

94% agree, (37% strongly) that Governors lead a positive culture of equality, diversity and inclusion”
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Highlights

« The College has a Single Equality Policy in place that is reviewed and approved annually
by the Corporation, and equality objectives are published on the College website,
fulfilling the core framework for PSED (Public Sector Equality Duty) compliance.

« Inclusion is recognised as a key priority under the new Ofsted framework, and the Board
has proactively introduced a new SEND Focus Governor role to oversee this specific area.

- At theJanuary 2026 meeting, the Board proactively requested a review of the
mechanisms used for PSED assurance, signalling a desire to move beyond “compliance”
toward “impact.”

Commentary

Assurance and data are currently scattered across various reports (Single Equality Report,
Statutory Duties Report, College Performance Reports and HR reports). This makes it
difficult for governors to gain a holistic view ofEDI performance.

While EDI objectives exist within the policy, they are not consistently framed within a
SMART framework, making it harder for governors to measure actualprogress and impact.

Recommendations

« Introduce a single, comprehensive and stand-alone annual EDI report covering both
staff and students. This report should include:

- Analysis of key performance data.
- A review/refresh of the Single Equality Policy.
- Progress updates against EDI objectives against SMART targets

- An action plan with designated leads, milestones and impact measures

- Streamline the reporting cycle to avoid duplication of EDI data across multiple reports,
ensuring that it is a golden thread through “Quality” or “HR,” reports, anchored back to
the primary EDI report.

« Consider appointing a dedicated Lead/Focus Governor for EDI to work alongside the
Focus Governor for SEND. This would provide a “governance lens” that aligns with
Ofsted’s focus on the lived experience of diverse staff and student groups.

« More formally monitor the Board’s own composition against EDI characteristics to
ensure leadership reflects the college community. Use the annual EDI report to review
Board and Committee composition. Align this with the DfE’s mandatory Governor
Workforce Data return to inform future recruitment through an EDI lens.
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2.2.8 Environmental Sustainability

¢ NOILI3S

100% agreed (33% strongly) that “The governing body is committed to environmental

sustainability”

We noted that the Strategic Plan 2025-30 includes a commitment to sustainability
supported by performance metrics around ‘Social Responsibility’. The AoC Climate
Change Roadmap has been adopted and a report on progress against this is brought

to the June meeting of each year.
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SECTION &

MEMBERSHIP, RECRUITMENT
AND SUCCESSION PLANNING
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5. MEMBERSHIP, RECRUITMENT
AND SUCCESSION PLANNING

Survey questions

94% agree, (18% strongly) that “The Corporation ensures timely succession planning for

retiring governors”

100% agree, (29% strongly) that “Governor recruitment processes are open, fair and

effective and are led by the skills and diversity needs of the Corporation”

Highlights

« There has been significant work to refresh the membership of the Corporation,
with all but two governors serving fewer than three years to date. Maximum
tenures of eight years are set and observed, in line with the FE and Charity Codes of

Governance.

+ Governors cite the professional diversity of the Corporation as a key strength and
are assured that decision-making is enhanced by having a broad church of opinions

around the table.

+ New governors gave consistently stronger feedback on recruitment and induction
reflecting the work undertaken recently by the Governance Manager and Search and

Governance Committee to strengthen these areas.

« Acomprehensive skills audit has been undertaken providing a clear, aggregated
overview of the mix of expertise on the Corporation, as well as a detailed
spreadsheet of individual governors’ areas of expertise, that provides an ‘at a
glance’ overview to support skills-based succession planning and enable easy

analysis of the impact of governors leaving/joining.

+ The Focus Governor framework has been well systematised, and there is an
expectation for all governors to have at least one additional role beyond Corporation

membership.
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Recommendations

- Address, through future recruitment, the need for one or more financially qualified

¢ NOILI3S

governors, and a broader base of governors with professional understanding of FE/

education as mentioned in the previous sections on finance, audit and quality.

- The overall Corporation size is fairly large, but there are still vacancies on some
committees. Consider enlarging the membership of the Remuneration Committee

and filling any remaining committee vacancies from the existing membership.

- Roll together the governors’ skills audit and diversity audit.
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SECTION 4

GOVERNANCE PROCESSES
AND PRACTICES
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4. GOVERNANCE PROCESSES
AND PRACTICES

76% agree (17% strongly) and 24% disagree that “meetings run smoothly and are productive”.

94% agree (41% strongly) that ‘Papers for meetings are of a good quality and enable governors

to do their job’.

Highlights

- The Governance Manager has focussed in her first year on modernising, digitising
and streamlining Corporation policies, procedures and processes, and is thorough

and confident in her advice to governors on further work to be done.

« There are regular meetings between the ‘quad’ of Governance Manager, Chair,
Principal and CEO, and the two Vice Chairs (in rotation) to plan Corporation and

Committee business and discuss any governance issues that have arisen.
« Agendas are well structured and informative, with timings against each item.
+ Minutes are comprehensive and identify decisions and actions clearly.

« Adetailed Matters Arising report is provided which supports governors to track

progress on actions, however, does not include a target date for actions to be closed.

« SMT provide reports in a timely fashion and most papers show evidence that care

has been taken in their preparation.

« SharePoint is used effectively to distribute papers for meetings, and other

governance information.

- In preparing for meetings, governors are encouraged to submit questions in

advance, which they proactively engage in.

+ The Search and Governance Committee and Governance Manager are proactively
committed to governance improvement. The Corporation self-assessment was
rigorous and led to the creation of a governance action plan which is updated and

reviewed at each Search and Governance Committee.

+ The Website is up to date and includes the governance information required to

demonstrate public accountability.
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Commentary

We found considerable evidence that governance processes are rigorous and robust.

% NOILI3S

The work undertaken in the past year to review underlying policies and procedures
has been necessary but has also meant that meetings can be procedural rather

than strategic.

Whilst agendas are guided by a very comprehensive business planner, this is very
detailed leading to full Corporation and Committee agendas that are sometimes

fragmented or which duplicate business.

Consistent feedback was received that meetings routinely over-run, and discussion can
drift into operational detail. Looking forward, there is an opportunity to review agendas
to streamline business to free up space for scrutiny and strategic oversight and to

support efficient time management.

Whilst paperwork was generally of a high standard, we found inconsistencies in the use
of the cover sheet, and would recommend that time is factored in to ensure that these
are completed to provide governors with an ‘at a glance’ overview of the key issues,

risks, and actions required.

We suggest a number of further ways in which governance processes might be

streamlined, based on good practice elsewhere in the recommendations below.

Recommendations

« Combine ‘quad’ and ‘cabal’ (the Quad plus Committee chairs) agenda setting into
one meeting. (This is notwithstanding that the ‘cabal’ meetings allow governor-only

meetings for other purposes)

« Translate the ‘action tracker into a single report/action log, which includes target
dates for actions to be closed and is separate rather than embedded into agendas

for focus.

+ (Asrecommended in Section 2.1) review structures and business against the

Strategic Plan to streamline and focus Corporation and Committee business.

+ Review the policy framework to delegate approval of all policies and procedures,
other than those where there is a statutory requirement, to the lowest possible
level, and the Senior Management Team where possible, to support focussed and

efficient agendas.
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« Structure agendas to allocate greatest time to key strategic or high-risk items.

+ Employ an ‘outcomes’ led approach to routine monitoring reports, to ensure that

% NOILI3S

governors receive sufficient assurance relating to performance in the area in

question without straying into operational detail.

- Review the frequency of reports that are ‘to note’ and consider sharing these

outside meetings.

+ Adopt a‘consent agenda’ approach to any items where discussion is not required

(we can provide examples).

+ Employ a consistent approach to providing written Committee reports to the

Corporation, using the 3 A’s approach:

https://www.good-governance.org.uk/publications/insights

making-meetings-matter-the-3as-report

+ Now that the main period of governor recruitment and the review of policies and
processes is nearly completed, we suggest that a new governance improvement
plan is produced following this review, with actions grouped under themes/ priority
areas, which are removed when completed. The plan should cross-refer or provide
assurance or compliance with the AoC Code of Governance, given this has been

adopted by the Corporation.
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SECTION 5

GOVERNANCE CULTURE, WORKING
RELATIONSHIPS AND DYNAMICS
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5. GOVERNANCE CULTURE, WORKING
RELATIONSHIPS AND DYNAMICS

5.1. Governance culture, working relationships and dynamics

100% agree (25% strongly) that “Governors and senior managers understand

each other’s role and work effectively together”.

94% agree (44% strongly) that “There is an appropriate level of challenge

and scrutiny at meetings”.

100% agree (56% strongly) that “The Chair conducts meetings effectively
and shows robust leadership™.

Highlights

e Thereis aclear move toward a “one team” approach to governance, where the

Board and SMT work toward shared goals rather than in silos.

- Therelationship between the Chair and the Principal is described as a “strong
relationship of respect and challenge.” It is characterised as “supportive but not

cosy,” providing a healthy balance of oversight and encouragement.

e Thereis high trust, openness, and transparency between management and the
Board. Crucially, the SMT genuinely welcomes governor challenge as a tool for

improvement.

+ Under the Chair’s leadership, the Board has adopted a clear ethos of “learner first”

governance, ensuring that educational outcomes drive every conversation.

Commentary

There is a risk that the positive culture relies heavily on the specific personalities
currently in post and could be fragile in the light of future change. In particular,

a significant amount of the cultural momentum rests on the Chair's commitment
to setting the tone and expectations for what good governance looks like.
Upcoming changes in Board membership could also be a potential risk.

New members must be carefully onboarded to ensure the current culture of

“trust and transparency” isn’t eroded.
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The Principal is fully committed to college governance, however there is still work

to be done in building a consistent understanding across the entire SMT regarding
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the role and value of governance. We noted that SMT members left the Corporation
meeting we observed before the ‘effective governance items’ which would have

provided an opportunity to enhance their understanding.

Recommendations

«  We recommend that the Corporation formally documents its governance values

to provide a safeguard to preserve improvements in culture.

- We recommend that the induction process for new governors includes a focus
on the behavioural expectations of the Corporation, emphasising the “One Team”

philosophy and the importance of constructive challenge.

- Opportunities for governors and the SMT to meet outside of formal meetings

should be encouraged to build the team.

«  Werecommend a brief development session for the wider SMT to deepen their
understanding of governance at Cirencester College. We also recommend that SMT

members remain in the room for all items, to enhance the ‘one team ‘ethos.
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ROLE AND INFLUENCE OF THE
GOVERNANCE PROFESSIONAL
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6. ROLE AND INFLUENCE OF THE
GOVERNANCE PROFESSIONAL

9 NOILI3S

100% agreed (65% strongly) that “the Governing Body is effectively supported

by the Governance Manager”.

Highlights

« Following the departure of the long-standing Clerk, the Corporation created a
Governance Manager position which has enabled specialist, high level, independent

support and guidance to the Chair, Principal and wider Corporation.

- The Governance Manager has, in a short space of time, made a significant impact

on governance operations.

« The Governance Manager has been supported in studying for a Level 6 qualification

in Corporate Governance with the Chartered Governance Institute UK and Ireland

Recommendations

The 15 hour per week contract is below the average for the sector (at least 0.6 - 0.8 FTE)
and it is testament to the Governance Manager that she has managed to maintain

and develop the Corporation within her current contracted hours. During the course of
the review, the Governance Manager was offered a similar position at a different college,
and recruitment is underway to the role. The Corporation is strongly advised to commit
more time and resource to the Governance Manager position to support it in the next

stage of its journey of improvement, including:

« Supporting and advising new governors to gain necessary experience and

confidence in role.
« Succession planning for the influential and committed Chair.

« Taking on and applying new governance challenges/ policy changes including the

enhanced focus on risk and board assurance expected by the FE Commissioner.
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SECTION 7

GOVERNOR INDUCTION, TRAINING AND
DEVELOPMENT AND ENGAGEMENT
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7 GOVERNOR INDUCTION, TRAINING
AND DEVELOPMENT AND ENGAGEMENT

LNOILI3S

Survey outcomes

75% agreed and 25% disagreed that “New governors are provided with a full induction that

provides the information needed to enable them to do the job™.

NB scores were significantly more positive for new governors, all of whom agreed with
the statement, which reflects the hard work undertaken to design and implement an
effective induction.

100% agreed (13% strongly) that “Governors are provided with ongoing training and

development opportunities relevant to their role”.

100% agreed, 33% strongly that “Processes are in place to encourage and support governors to

take on lead governor roles.

Highlights

« The Governance Manager has developed a thorough programme of induction for new
governors, with a spreadsheet that allows this to be tracked. The induction includes
presentations from the Governance Manager, Principal and Chair and sets the roles
and responsibilities of FE governors, and expectations of them in terms of scrutiny
and challenge in meetings. All new governors are paired with a mentor, and this

arrangement is underpinned by a set of protocols.

- Governors have an annual 1-2-1 meeting with the Chair or one of the Vice-Chairs. A

reflection form is used that ensures consistency of focus.

« Governors receive regular briefings on key topics, and the college is venturing into
podcasts to impart new information, e.g. on the Post 16 White Paper. The podcast

approach has been well received by governors.

« The Focus Governor scheme is valued by governors as a means to learn more about
the college, develop closer relationships with relevant managers, and bring their

learning back to meetings to enable them to ask more insightful questions.
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Recommendations

« Afurther enhancement to the induction scheme would be to involve other
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members of SMT in the induction to hear directly about their area of work, and forge

relationships from an early stage.

- Reporting and collaborative mechanisms for Focus Governors could be further

refined, for example:

- acombined termly update report with an executive summary which identifies

common themes, and ‘exceptions’ for further attention

- joint reporting between SMT lead/s and the Focus Governor/s on key assurance

reports (e.g. Health and Safety, Staff Experience, Careers, Safeguarding)
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8. THE IMPACT OF GOVERNANCE
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There is significant evidence of the impact of governance at Cirencester College,
observed through the relationship between the Corporation Board and the SMT, robust
challenge and informed decision-making.

Corporation Meeting agendas include a review of meeting effectiveness which is good
practice. In the survey, respondents were able to identify several clear examples of
the positive impact of governance, such as the bid for the Technical Defence College,

discussions on academisation, and Project Artemis.

The recommendations from our review aim to further strengthen the demonstrable
impact of governance in the college across all of its strategic priorities and statutory

responsibilities.

ROCKBORN MANAGEMENT CONSULTANTS page 40 JUNE 2026 - info@rockborn.co.uk



SECTION §

SUMMARY OF KEY STRENGTHS OF
CIRENCESTER COLLEGE GOVERNANCE
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9. SUMMARY OF KEY STRENGTHS OF
CIRENCESTER COLLEGE GOVERNANCE

Under the stewardship of the Chair and Principal, and supported in the past year by the
Governance Manager, governance at Cirencester College has developed

and strengthened in many ways:

« Open, transparent culture underpinned by positive relationships between governors

and SLT, that facilitate scrutiny and challenge.

« Successful recruitment to enhance the skills mix of the Corporation and to increase
the diversity of backgrounds and perspectives around the table, enhancing scrutiny

and decision making.

- New governors are provided with a comprehensive induction to familiarise them

with the FE Sector, the role of governor and the College.

« Awell-functioning ‘governance team’ comprising a ‘quad’ of Chair, Vice Chairs,

Principal and CEO and the Governance Manager.
« Astrong ‘learner first’ ethos, shared across governance and leadership.
« Governorinput and oversight of a new Strategic Plan.

« Arecognition of the need to ensure robust oversight of quality and curriculum
matters, through reporting and Focus Governance activities, and proactive

engagement with student voice through the student governors.

« Awell organised and highly regarded Focus Governor scheme, to ensure all

governors have an opportunity to engage with the business of the College.

« High confidence among governors regarding the accuracy and transparency of

financial reporting, with the Finance Focus Governor playing a key role.
- Effective Audit Committee and risk oversight arrangements.

« Strengthened and compliant oversight of statutory duties, including Safeguarding

and Prevent.

- Aconcerted focus, in the past year, on the review, modernisation, and digitalisation
of governance policies, procedures and processes, providing a robust foundation for

strong and effective governance.
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10. SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS
FOR DEVELOPMENT AND ENHANCEMENT

1. Safeguard the positive governance culture and relationships through documenting

a set a governance values, governor induction and SMT development.

2. Introduce a ‘golden thread’ approach to aligning governance with the College’s

strategic priorities, by:

— Mapping governance business against the strategic plan to ensure coverage

of all strategic priorities, and any gaps are addressed.

— Developing the KPI reporting approach with SMART targets against
benchmarks, links to data, and commentary where targets are not being
met. We recommend a ‘balanced scorecard’ approach, that shows the inter-

relationship between different strategic KPIs (examples can be provided).

— To link Focus Governor roles back to the strategy as well as statutory

responsibilities.

— Toreview the Risk Register and any board assurance frameworks against the
Strategic Plan, to ensure that all risks associated with the achievement of the
strategic priorities are captured and that the Corporation’s risk appetite is set

against each risk.

3. Increase all-governor understanding and oversight of curriculum, quality and the

learner experience by:

— Ensuring dedicated time for detailed scrutiny, either through the creation
of a committee with appropriate membership as recommended, or by

rationalising Corporation agendas further.

— Integrated reporting to the Corporation based on the Quality Improvement
Plan, SMART KPIs and targets, and key risks.

— Termly reporting to the Corporation on Learner Voice.

— Induction and ongoing training to raise the ‘baseline’ knowledge of all

governors of curriculum and quality in FE.

— Strengthening all-governor involvement in key activities in the quality cycle,
including the SAR, and opportunities for engagement with the curriculum and

students.

— Collaboration between Focus Governors in curriculum/student related areas

with joint reporting to develop an integrated approach and avoid overlap.
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4. Develop the professional skills-base of the Corporation membership, particularly

in relation to accredited finance and audit qualifications, but also to strengthen

OL NOILI3S

knowledge of teaching, learning and curriculum.
5. Enhance financial oversight by:

— Ensuring time in the business cycle for scrutiny of budgeting and forecasting

assumptions and figures.

— Bringing full Management Accounts to each Corporation meeting and making

them available to governors online between meetings.

— Induction and training to ensure as ‘baseline’ financial literacy within

an FE context.

6. Review the Terms of Reference and underlying processes of the Remuneration
Committee against the updated AoC Senior Postholder Remuneration Code

and other DfE guidance on performance review of senior postholders.

7. Develop integrated, streamlined in-year reporting to enable governors to have a
clear and holistic view of key progress, issues and risks relating to other
statutory responsibilities, including Safeguarding and Prevent; Equality, Diversity
and Inclusion, and Staffing/Employees. Integrate Focus Governor feedback into the

reporting cycle in these areas.

8. Further refine and streamline governance processes and schemes of delegation
to ensure consistency in reporting, develop shorter more focused agendas, reduce
meeting length, avoid ‘operational drift’ in discussions, and strengthen assurance

from Committees.

9. Ensure sufficient time and resource is allocated to the Governance Professional role

in line with FE sector norms.
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SCOPE OF AND METHODOLOGY OF
THE EXTERNAL GOVERNANCE REVIEW

L XION3ddV

The following scope was agreed upon with the Corporation Board. It takes full
account of the DfE guidance on External Reviews of Further Education Governance,
published in May 2022.

Scope

« Discharge of roles and duties as charity trustees and FE Governors
« Board culture

+ Impact of governance

- Strategy

- Equality and Diversity

+ Governor membership, recruitment and induction

« Governance professional experience, and interaction between Board

and Executive Team

+ Review the Corporation’s interaction with students and other stakeholders

The Chair, Governors, and Principal and Chief Executive expressed a particular interest
in whether the current governance arrangements provide adequate oversight of the

quality of teaching and learning, and safeguarding.
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Methodology and timeline

The review comprised the following activities:

Month / 2025

January-March 2026

February - March 2026

February 2026
March 2026
March 2026

March and April 2026

April 2026

18 May 2026

29 June 2026
End July 2026

ROCKBORN MANAGEMENT CONSULTANTS

Task

Initial scoping meeting

Document Review

Governor and SMT Survey issued and analysed

Observation of Search and Governance Committee

Observation of Board of Corporation and Audit Committee

1st review meeting with Governance Manager

Meetings with Corporation Chair, Audit Committee Chair,
Remuneration Committee Chair, Corporation Vice Chairs, Focus

Governors and Senior Management Team (SMT)

2nd review meeting with Governance Manager

Summary report shared with Search and Governance Committee

and the Governance Manager for feedback

Draft full report reviewed with the Board of Corporation

Final report issued
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EGR SURVEY - CIRENCESTER

Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statements

¢ XION3ddv

Number of respondents: 16

SA(4) | A(3) D (2) SD (1) Mean Diff
Score

Governors understand their roles 16% 0 0 1 3.07 3.54 -0.47
and responsibilities 88% 6%

2 Governors maintain a strong focus 4 1 1 0 3.19 3.51 -0.32
on strategy 25% A41% 6%

3 Governors have strong oversight 5 10 1 0 3.25 3.56 -0.31
of finance and resources 31% 63% 6%

4 Governors understand the 1 10 3 0 2 2.86 3.22 -0.36
strengths and weaknesses 6% 63% 19% 13%

of teaching and learning
and student experience

5 Governors engage regularly with 1 7 6 0 2 2.64 3.03 -0.39
stakeholders and understand 6% 44% 37% 13%
their needs

6 Governors understand how the 1 12 1 0 2 3.00 3.30 -0.30
college meets local skills needs 6% 75% 6% 13%

7 Governors have strong oversight 5 9 0 0 2 3.36 3.58 -0.22
of safeguarding and understand 31% 56% 13%

their own role

8 Governors lead a positive culture 6 8 1 0 1 3.33 3.48 -0.15
of equality, diversity and inclusion 38% 50% 6% 6%

9 The Audit Committee 8 5 0 0 3 362 3.56 +0.06
provides effective oversight 50% 31% 19%

and assurance on internal
controls, risk management
and corporate governance

10 The Governing Body is 4 7 0 0 3 3.62 3.56 +0.06
committed to sustainability 25% 44% 19%

1 The Governing Body has strong 7 7 1 0 1 34 3.37 +0.09
and regular oversight of risk. 44% 44% 6% 6%

12 The governance/ management 6 7 0 0 3 3.46 3.53 -0.26
divide is closely observed by all 38% 44% 19%
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Governors and senior managers 0 0 1 3.27 3.53 -0.26
understand each others’ role 25% 69% 6%
and work effectively together
14 The Governing Body and Senior 1 5 0 0 3.70 3.69 +0.01
Team are effectively supported by 69% 31%
the Director of Governance
15 Papers for meetings are of a good 7 8 1 0 3.38 8I5] -0.13
quality and enable governors to do 44% 50% 6%
their job
16 Meetings run smoothly and are 3 10 3 0 3.00 3.54 -0.54
productive 19% 63% 19%
17 The Chair conducts meetings 9 6 0 0 1 37 3.6 +0.01
effectively and shows robust 56% 38% 6%
leadership between meetings
18 There is an appropriate level 7 7 1 0 1 34 348 -0.08
of challenge and scrutiny at 44% 44% 6% 6%
meetings
19 The balance between strategy 3 12 0 0 1 3.2 3.40 -0.20
and oversight at meetings is 19% 75% 6%
appropriate
20 Overall, the balance between the 5 10 0 0 1 3.33 344 -0.11

focus on finance and resources 31% 63% 6%
and curriculum, quality and

students at meetings is

appropriate.
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ABOUT ROCKBORN

Rockborn Management Consultants are experienced education consultants who tailor-

make services to your organisation’s needs.

We offer specialist, professional and pragmatic management solutions that range from
helping you develop your strategic options, to providing expert advice and guidance on

a wide range of organisational HR and change issues.

We have extensive experience of the sector and have an exceptional track record with

regard to supporting boards and senior teams.

We take a personal approach to working with you and undertaking governance reviews.
We do not have a ‘one size fits all’ approach and offer a bespoke review that meets your

requirements and ensures sustainable improvement. This involves:

Getting to know the organisation so we understand your values and culture to

§ensure proposed solutions will work in your context.

Building relationships and providing a high-quality, personal, and reliable

service
Being available when you need us.

Ensuring we use our extensive expertise and knowledge, and those of our
associates,

to provide you with the very best advice and guidance.

Ensuring we add value - we will not replicate your existing governance self-
assessment

activities but will aim to complement them.

Ensuring that qualified and personable experts work alongside you, not

‘inspecting’ you.

And a real belief that, if you get the fundamentals right, the rest will follow.
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Melissa is a seasoned governance professional with a strong sense of what a good
board looks like. Her governance experience has been gained primarily within the

FE and Sixth Form sector, where she has supported ten different college boards of
governors over 20 years. She also has a working knowledge of academy, charity, and
corporate governance. She has supported three separate FE colleges through merger

and has undertaken several board reviews in her capacity as clerk.

As a consultant and trainer, Melissa has advised a range of educational institutions on
their governance, from primary schools to universities. She currently works with the AoC
delivering induction training and mentoring to new governance professionals as part of

the ETF Governance Professionals Development Programme.

Melissa holds the ICSA (Chartered Governance Institute) Professional Diploma in

Corporate Governance and is a part-qualified Chartered Company Secretary.

For 11 years, Melissa ran the induction training service for new governors in Sussex
colleges. She also runs courses in minute writing and other committee skills for public

sector workers.

In her spare time, Melissa is the Chair of the Trustee Board of an established charity in

her hometown of Brighton.
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A highly respected and successful former college Principal (Leeds College of Technology
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and Tameside College) and previous Chair and then Chief Executive of the Greater
Manchester Colleges Group (a partnership of 10 Further Education colleges covering all
boroughs across Greater Manchester), Chair of West Yorkshire Consortium of Colleges

and member of the AoC’s Board, representing all colleges in the North West of England.

Now an independent FE consultant, Peter has been supporting and advising colleges

since the announcement of the Area Based Review process in 2015.

Peter has extensive expertise in many areas including strategic reviews/option
appraisals, working with boards, merger project management, college turnarounds

and change management.

Peter has experience across a broad range of strategic assignments including the
support of five colleges with strategic option appraisals, advising boards on their
options, holding workshops with governors to evaluate future strategy, directly involved
in two college mergers in an executive role, project-managed a further six college
merger processes, and most recently provided post-merger project management
support to a college which merged with a college group, doubling the size of the

organisation overnight and making it the third largest college in England.
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Working with education providers to improve
strategic and operational performance

rokborn

Rockborn
Mynshull House
78 Churchgate
Stockport SK11YJ

SN 1IVINOID

Peter Ryder
Company Director
pryder@rockborn.co.uk

Nicola Tomlinson
Company Director
ntomlinson@rockborn.co.uk

General Enquiries
support@rockborn.co.uk

ROCKBORN MANAGEMENT CONSULTANTS page 54 JUNE 2026 - info@rockborn.co.uk



