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Item 18 
For Discussion and Noting 

 
 

Glasgow Kelvin College 
 

Board of Management Meeting of 09 October 2024 
 

Code of Good Governance – Externally Facilitated Effectiveness Review 
 

Report by Secretary to The Board of Management and Director of Estates and Corporate 
Services 

 
 

1. Introduction 
  
 The purpose of this report is to provide an update on proposals for our Externally 

Facilitated Effectiveness Review (EFER) and approve the associated process to 
complete the review during AY 2024/25. 

 
 
2. Background 

 
The Code of Good Governance (2022) states that: 
 
D24 - The board must keep its effectiveness under annual review and have in place a 
robust self-evaluation process. There should also be an externally facilitated evaluation 
of its effectiveness every three to five years. The board should determine the timing for 
this externally facilitated review as part of the annual effectiveness review. The board 
must send its self-evaluation (including an externally facilitated evaluation) and board 
development plan (including progress on previous year’s plan) to its funding body and 
publish them online  
 
Glasgow Kelvin College’s first EFER was carried out towards the end of the calendar 
year in 2016 with a report to the Board of Management in 2017.  The last EFER was 
carried out towards the end of the calendar year in 2020 with a final report going to the 
Board of Management at its meeting in March 2021.   
 
It should be noted that EFER’s should be carried out between 3 to 5 years after the 
previous review.  The Board of Management of Glasgow Kelvin College previously 
decided that 4 years would be an appropriate timescale. 
 

 
3. Conducting Externally Facilitated Effectiveness Reviews 

 
College Development Network (CDN) have produced a Guidance Note for Conducting 
EFER Reviews.  This is attached as Appendix 1 and provides members with an 
opportunity to review this document in detail. 
 
The EFER reviews are a mechanism to provide assurance to college funding bodies 
that the level of governance in each organisation is appropriate. 
 
As in previous years, any actions resulting from this review will be recorded and 
actioned as appropriate with members kept fully informed. 
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The CDN report entitled Overview of the External Governance Effectiveness Reviews 
for Scotland’s Colleges 2020/21 is attached as at Appendix 2 for reference purposes 
only. 
  
The previous EFER’s were conducted against the 2016 version of the Code of Good 
Governance as the publishing of the updated Code of Good Governance had been 
delayed.  The imminent and planned EFER will be against the 2022 Code of Good 
Governance. 
 
It has been agreed by the Board of Management that David Archibald from MHA 
Henderson Loggie will conduct this EFER and this process will commence towards the 
end of the calendar year.  There have been discussions with David Archibald over 
previous months in this regard. 
 

  
4. Proposals/Timescales 
  

The EFER, as in previous years, will cover all 5 sections of the Code of Good 
Governance i.e. 

 
• Leadership and Strategy 
• Quality of the Student Experience 
• Accountability 
• Effectiveness 
• Relationships and Collaboration 

 
 The process will commence with David Archibald of MHA Henderson Loggie 

undertaking 1 to 1 interviews with all Board members; note that this includes staff and 
Trade Union members who are full members.  

 
 These 1 to 1 interviews can be done either face to face or via MS Teams.  These will 

be arranged over late October and November 2024 and are expected to last 
approximately 1 hour.  Prior to these 1 to 1 interviews, David Archibald will send a few 
questions to members on the above 5 areas for members to consider and respond 
back to David Archibald prior to the interview.  The responses provided will form the 
basis of the discussions. 

 
 Linda Ellison, Secretary to the Board of Management and Lisa Clark, Director of 

Estates and Corporate Services will review the 2022 Code of Good Governance in 
detail and provide David Archibald with examples of compliance in the form of an 
evidence list.  David Archibald will have discussions with Linda Ellison and Lisa Clark 
about these items and may seek additional evidence if necessary. 

 
As part of the EFER, David Archibald will attend the Board of Management meeting on 
11 December 2024 as an observer.   
 
Following the 1 to 1 interviews, attendance at the Board of Management meeting on 
11 December 2024 and a review of the evidence of compliance against the Code of 
Good Governance, David Archibald will draft a report summarising his findings and any 
subsequent action plan he feels necessary. 
 
A final report on the EFER will be delivered by David Archbald at the 12 March 2025 
meeting. 
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The Chair of the Board of Management is required to write to Glasgow Colleges 
Regional Board (GCRB) following the EFER review; as per the requirements of the 
Code of Good Governance.  

 
  It is for each board to agree the terms of the contract with their reviewer but, as a guide, 

this is estimated between 5-9 days of time.  For the last EFER, MHA Henderson Loggie 
required a total of 6 days.  

 
 Timeline 
 

Oct 24 Nov 24 Dec 24 Feb 25 March 25 
Each Board of 
Management 
member has a 
1 to 1 interview 
with David 
Archibald of 
MHA 
Henderson 
Loggie. 

Each Board of 
Management 
member has a 
1 to 1 
interview with 
David 
Archibald of 
MHA 
Henderson 
Loggie. 

David 
Archibald of 
MHA 
Henderson 
Loggie 
attends the 
Board of 
Management 
meeting on 11 
December 
2024 as an 
observer. 
 
David 
Archibald of 
MHA 
Henderson 
Loggie 
conducts a 
review of the 
Code of Good 
Governance 
compliance as 
per the 
paperwork 
provided by 
the Secretary 
to the Board 
of 
Management 
and the 
Director of 
Estates and 
Corporate 
Services. 

David 
Archibald of 
MHA 
Henderson 
Loggie 
prepares a 
draft EFER 
report 
including any 
action plan 
required. 

David 
Archibald of 
MHA 
Henderson 
Loggie attends 
the Board of 
Management 
meeting on 12 
March 2025 to 
present the 
final EFER 
report. 
 
Following 
acceptance of 
this report, the 
Chair of the 
Board of 
Management 
advises GCRB 
that this 
process has 
been 
undertaken (in 
compliance 
with the Code 
of Good 
Governance.) 

 
 
5. Resource Implications 
 
 The costs of the Externally Facilitated Effectiveness Review will be circa £2,500. 
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6. Equalities 
 
 No adverse impacts on individuals with protected characteristics have been identified 

as a consequence of this report. 
 
 
7. Impact on Students 
 

There is no expected negative impact on students.   
 
 
8. Risk and Assurance 
 
 Risk to the College is mitigated by ensuring effective control and regular review of our 

governance arrangements.  This external review will provide further assurance with 
respect to our overall governance arrangements identifying any areas for further 
development or improvement. 

 
 
9. Data Protection  
 
 There are no data protection implications arising as a consequence of the report 
 
 
10. Environmental and Sustainability  
 
 There are no environmental and sustainability implications arising as a consequence 

of this report.  
 
 
11. Recommendation 
 
 It is recommended that the Board approve that David Archibald from MHA Henderson 

carries out the EFER as outlined in this paper using the national guidance with a final 
report scheduled to be presented to the Board of Management on 12 March 2025. 
 
 

12. Further Information 
 
Further information can be obtained from Linda Ellison, Secretary to the Board of 
Management at lellison@glasgowkelvin.ac.uk or Lisa Clark, Director of Estates and 
Corporate Services at lisaclark@glasgowkelvin.ac.uk  
 
 
 
Linda Ellison/Lisa Clark 
October 2024 
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GUIDANCE NOTE

CONDUCTING  
EXTERNALLY  
FACILITATED 

EFFECTIVENESS  
REVIEWS

Appendix 1



Guidance Note – Conducting Externally Facilitated Effectiveness Reviews	 2

Scope

1.	 The Code of Good Governance (2022) states 
that: 

	 D 24 The board must keep its effectiveness 
under annual review and have in place a 
robust self-evaluation process. There should 
also be an externally facilitated evaluation of 
its effectiveness every three to five years. The 
board should determine the timing for this 
externally facilitated review as part of the annual 
effectiveness review. The board must send its 
self-evaluation (including an externally facilitated 
evaluation) and board development plan 
(including progress on previous year’s plan) to its 
funding body and publish them online.

2.	 The Board Member Development Framework 
published in November 2015 offered guidance 
to the sector on board training and evaluation 
in general. This Guidance Note builds on 
that and provides more detailed guidance on 
conducting an externally facilitated evaluation 
of board effectiveness.

3.	 Every board will be slightly different and at 
a different stage of its own development. 
It is important therefore that the evaluation 
focuses on the issues of most importance to 
the development of the board, but the review 
is also a mechanism to provide assurance 
to college funding bodies that the level of 
governance in each organisation is appropriate. 
It is suggested therefore that the output from 
an externally facilitated evaluation should be 
both a basic level of assurance relating to core 
governance requirements plus an agreed list of 
actions on areas that board members wish to 
develop their governance further.

4.	 This external evaluation process is not intended 
to duplicate routine work undertaken by 
internal auditors to assess the governance 
processes of the organisation either as part 
of the normal annual audit programme or 

in order to support the Annual Statement of 
Compliance in the annual report. Audit reports 
will however provide helpful background 
material and should be made available to the 
external facilitator if appropriate (see below).

Timeframe

5.	 External Effectiveness Reviews (EERs) should 
be carried between three to five years after  
the previous review.

6.	 The Board should determine the timeframe for 
the next external review as part of their annual 
effectiveness review, considering progress 
against the action plan that resulted from the 
previous review and the outcome of the annual 
effectiveness review.

7.	 The timeframe should meet the governance related 
development needs of the board and should be 
responsive to the dynamic nature of governing 
as a process and may change year on year.

8.	 The CDN report Overview of The External 
Governance Effectiveness Reviews For 
Scotland’s Colleges 2020/21 highlighted 
that many college boards are ‘in transition’, 
and some college boards are in significant 
transition where several elements are in flux, 
including the appointment of a new Chair, new 
Principal, new Board Secretary and / or the 
appointment of significant numbers of new 
Board members. In such circumstances it 
may be advisable for the board to plan for the 
external review within a shorter timeframe, 
possibly at the three-year point.

9.	 For other boards, that might not be facing 
significant governance issues or challenges the 
timeframe might be longer, up to five years.
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10.	 It is important that the funding body is kept 
informed of the board’s plans. The time frame 
agreed by the board should form part of the 
annual self-evaluation and board development 
plan that is submitted to its funding body. This 
should also be published online.

Evaluation Process

11.	 It is suggested that the effectiveness review 
should cover the five sections of the Code of 
Good Governance:

• Leadership and Strategy
• Quality of the Student Experience
• Accountability
• Effectiveness
• Relationships and Collaboration

12.	 A board may choose to add to those topics 
if it so wishes. A summary of the detailed 
requirements covered in each section of the 
Code and two simple questions that a board 
may wish to use to evaluate itself are set out  
in Annex A.

13.	 The process of the review itself should include 
a number of steps:

1 	Board to agree the areas to be covered in the 
review (all sections of the Code as a minimum), 
the process and timescales required.

2 	Recruit the independent facilitator who is 
to provide external validation and agree the 
proforma or questionnaire to be used.

3 	Board members and senior staff who work 
closely with the board, provide their views to  
the facilitator on (a) board performance to 
date (b) areas for future development using a 
proforma/questionnaire. This process can be 
done in a range of ways including:

i.	 A board workshop is held that results in an 
agreed summary of views; or

ii.	 Members and senior staff complete the 
proforma/questionnaire and the facilitator 
summarises the results; or

iii.	 The facilitator undertakes 1 to 1 interviews 
with some or all board members and staff 
based on the proforma/questionnaire.

4 	The facilitator pressure tests the views  
expressed at step 3 by, as a minimum:
•	 Observing at least one board meeting.
•	 Undertaking a desktop review of:
•	 a sample of board and committee remits, 

minutes, agendas and papers.
•	 a sample of corporate documents to examine 

alignment between corporate objectives, the 
objectives of supporting strategies such as 
HR, estates and finance and the performance 
information coming to the board and its 
committees.

•	 the risk register and a sample of recent  
audit reports.

•	 the current board and board member 
development plans, appraisal and induction 
processes and the skills matrix used.

•	 recent staff, student or stakeholder surveys 
and any board responses.

•	 any audit reports on governance that are  
used to underpin the Statement of 
Compliance in the annual report.

•	 If step 3iii above is not chosen, conducting 
1 to 1 interviews with a sample of board 
members and senior staff including a staff 
and student board member.

5 	The facilitator draws up a draft report 
summarising the output for steps 3 and 4.  
The board is given an opportunity to discuss  
and comment on the facilitator’s findings and  
to draw up an action plan for areas of 
development over the next 12 months.

6 	A final report is provided by the facilitator to the 
board and the board chair writes to the relevant 
funding body as required by the Code of Good 
Governance.
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External Facilitator

14.	 It is common across the public and private 
sectors for annual governance self-evaluations 
to be alternated every few years by an external 
review that is independent of the organisation 
and is used as a means of validating/
calibrating the board’s view of itself. A number 
of companies and individuals undertake this 
work. It is for each board to decide who it 
wishes to contract with but the successful 
person should meet the following minimum 
criteria:

• 	 A clear understanding of how to undertake 
an external governance review of the type 
required.

• 	 Independent of the board and the college/
strategic body being evaluated.

• 	 Expertise in board governance with 
knowledge of college sector governance 
issues and the requirements placed on its 
boards.

• 	 An ability to provide rigorous challenge to 
the board while developing a constructive 
relationship with it.

15.	 Each board will agree the terms of the contract 
with their reviewer but, as a rough guide, if the 
reviewer were asked to undertake steps 3-6 
above, this might require 5-9 days of their time 
(step 3iii may require more days if chosen).

June 2022
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Code of Good Governance Criteria Our performance 
in the last 12 

months (including 
evidence)

Development 
required during the 

next year

LEADERSHIP AND STRATEGY

1.	 Board decisions and behaviour reflects the boards Code of Conduct and 
Nine Principles of Public Life.

2.	 We determine the vision, direction, educational character, values and 
ethos of the college.

3.	 Our performance management system is adequate, identifying KPIs and 
we monitor progress.

4.	 Relevant stakeholders are engaged in compiling the outcome agreement.

5.	 We provide leadership on ethics, equalities, diversity and staff welfare.

6.	 We have regard to the social and economic needs of our area.

QUALITY OF THE STUDENT EXPERIENCE

1.	 The voice of students and the quality of their experience is central to our 
decisions including monitoring student surveys and any resulting action 
plans.

2.	 We have open ongoing engagement with students, working in 
partnership and encouraging a strong independent student association 
having regard to the Student Association Framework.

3.	 Our Student Association is adequately resource, operates fairly and in a 
democratic manner, fulfilling its duties; it has a written constitution that 
the board has reviewed in the last five years.

4.	 We are aware of and foster good relationships with partner organisations 
that help us provide coherent learning, including employability.

5.	 Mechanisms ensure effective oversight of quality and inclusiveness of 
learning.
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Code of Good Governance Criteria Our performance 
in the last 12 

months (including 
evidence)

Development 
required during the 

next year

ACCOUNTABILITY

1.	 We fulfil our primary accountability to our funding body by:

a.	 delivering our outcome agreement.

b.	 fulfilling our statutory duty and terms of our grant.

2.	 We fulfil our accountability to students, public, employers and our 
community for provision of education that enhances social and economic 
wellbeing.

3.	 We manage conflicts of interest and disclose our register of interests.

4.	 Our decision making is transparent, informed, rigorous and timely and 
associated documentation is adequate.

5.	 Our scheme of delegation to staff and committees is clear and fit for 
purpose with appropriate two way communication with the board. We 
ensure:

a.	 we have audit, remuneration, finance and nominations/appointments 
committees.

b.	 the staff charged with advising each committee are clear.

c.	 committee minutes go to the next meeting of the board.

6.	 We set the risk appetite, balancing risk and opportunity and this is known 
to senior staff.

7.	 We ensure sound risk management and supporting review systems.

8.	 The Audit Committee:

a.	 Reviews the comprehensiveness, reliability and integrity of all 
our assurances on the governance, risk and control frameworks, 
engaging with internal and external auditors and monitoring any 
actions recommended.

b.	 Members are all non-executive, objective and independent with at 
least one having recent relevant financial or audit experience.

c.	 Can hold all or some of its meetings in private, meeting internal and 
external auditors privately at least once a year.

9.	 The Remuneration Committee:

a.	 Members understand their role and are trained in it: the chair is not 
board chair.

b.	 Implements a procedure agreed by the board for setting the 
principal’s salary, including consulting staff and students.

10.	We ensure our body’s sustainability, complying with the SFC FM the 
SPFM, ensuring adequate reporting and monitoring and economic, 
efficient and effective use of our funds.

11.	We ensure compliance with charities provisions.

12.	As an employer we:

a.	 promote positive employee relations.

b.	 ensure effective management: union partnerships.

c.	 comply with the Staff Governance Standard.

d.	 comply with any national collective agreements placed on us.

e.	 ensure fair and effective staff management.
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Code of Good Governance Criteria Our performance 
in the last 12 

months (including 
evidence)

Development 
required during the 

next year

EFFECTIVENESS

1.	 The board chair provides leadership and ensures board effectiveness, 
working well with the principal and board secretary.

2.	 Our board and committees have the right balance of skills, experience, 
independence and knowledge of the college to fulfil their role effectively.

3.	 We abide by collective responsibility, taking decisions in the interests of 
the body and managing conflicts of interest appropriately.

4.	 Staff and student members are treated as full board members.

5.	 We have an open and transparent process for recruiting and setting 
the performance measures for our principal; staff and students can 
contribute to it.

6.	 There is a clear understanding of the responsibilities delegated to the 
principal and the respective roles of the chair, board members and 
executive staff.

7.	 The board secretary is:

a.	 appointed by the board with the appropriate skills and experience 
and is not a member of the senior management team in any other 
capacity.

b.	 available to advise all board members and committees and has 
adequate time to fulfil the role.

8.	 We have a formal and open board member recruitment process that 
reflects Ministerial guidance.

9.	 We have appropriate arrangements for student and staff member 
recruitment.

10.	All members undertake training tailored to their needs (including 
committee training), new members receive formal induction tailored to 
their needs and there are records of training.

11.	We review the board’s effectiveness annually using a robust self-
evaluation process, externally facilitated at least every three years.

RELATIONSHIPS AND COLLABORATION

1.	 We work in partnership at a local, regional and national level to:

a.	 secure coherent education provision in our locality.

b.	 achieve commonly agreed outcomes.

c.	 develop agreed priorities.

d.	 address local needs as well as national priorities and specialisms.

www.cdn.ac.uk
Updated June 2022

https://www.facebook.com/collegedevelopmentnetwork/
https://twitter.com/hashtag/collegeawards
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The Code of Good Governance for Scotland’s 
Colleges sets out high expectations for the delivery 
of good governance across colleges in Scotland, 
and it is within this context that this review of the 
Externally Facilitated Effectiveness Reviews has 
been conducted.

	 Boards are expected to innovate, pursue 
new opportunities and take measured 
risks in delivering what is best for their 
stakeholders. In recent times, they have 
gone through major transformational 
change, embracing regionalisation and 
post-16 education reforms. 
 
Against this background, it is right and 
proper that the highest standards of 
governance and propriety are expected 
of our boards and those individuals 
who serve them. This Code of Good 
Governance codifies the principles of 
good governance for learners and learning 
that already exist in our colleges and 
promotes accountability and continuous 
improvement in how colleges and regional 
strategic bodies are governed.’

From the evidence of 20 external governance 
effectiveness reviews of Scotland’s colleges 
conducted during 2020/21 it is clear that Boards are 
working to comply with the requirements of the Code 
of Good Governance for Scotland’s Colleges (2016). 
The reviews present a positive picture of governing 
processes and practices across the 20 colleges. 

It is in the nature of governing that it is a journey 
rather than a destination and so there are 
recommendations and examples of effective 
practice to further develop the governance of 
colleges. As a general point, boards and board 
secretaries are encouraged to think of ways to 
‘stretch’ responses to the Code to a higher level. 

1.	INTRODUCTION

Quotes from the External 
Effectiveness Reviews

‘This is a skilled and confident board 
which has matured and developed since 
the last external review in 2017 when it 
was a relatively young board. The board 
is effectively led by the Chair who is well 
respected and fosters a culture of openness 
and mutual respect. The board provides 
a constructive balance of challenge and 
support to the executive team.’

‘A high level, high calibre Board with breadth 
of different backgrounds that takes its duties 
seriously and with rigour. It has a diversity 
of expertise, experience and thought with 
people on it who have a genuine and real 
commitment to the College.

A very professional and high performing 
Board that is passionately committed 
to the College and its students, with a 
desire to take the College forward. There 
is a willingness to do more, on the right 
things, particularly as the College faces the 
challenges of a post Covid-19 world.’
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The Code of Good Governance for Scotland’s 
Colleges specifies under ‘Board Evaluation’ at D23

The Board must keep its effectiveness under 
annual review and have in place a robust self-
evaluation process. There should also be an 
externally facilitated evaluation of its effectiveness 
at least every three years. The board must send its 
self-evaluation (including an externally facilitated 
evaluation) and board development plan (including 
progress on previous year’s plan) to its funding body 
and publish them on-line. 

This report ‘Summarising the External Governance 
Effectiveness Reviews for Scotland’s Colleges 
2020/21’ was commissioned by the College 
Development Network in May 2021. The report was 
written by Candy Munro and Prof. Ron Hill. 

The purpose of the report was to gain a picture 
of the governing of Scotland’s colleges from the 
collection of the externally facilitated governance 
effectiveness reviews undertaken during 2020/21. 
It should be noted that most of the EERs were 
conducted during the conditions of the Covid 
pandemic, including interviews conducted on-line 
and the observation of on-line governing meetings.

2.	BACKGROUND 
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In addition to our recommendations on board 
practice which emerged from our review of the 
20 external governance effective reviews we have 
included some further recommendations aimed at 
making the process of the reviews more effective 
for future external reviews.

3.1	The External Governance 
Effectiveness Review Process

•	 A model report format and review process should 
be provided to all providers of college external 
governance effectiveness reviews to permit 
easier comparability 

•	 To gauge impact of the review consideration 
should be given to either
–	 An internal review of progress against 

the recommendations in the External 
Effectiveness Review. Ideally the 
recommendations should form part of the 
Board Annual Workplan, with progress 
tracked and reported on

–	 Alternatively, an externally facilitated follow 
up within nine months of the publication of 
the EER to appreciate the degree to which 
college boards take action following external 
governance effectiveness reviews. This 
could be a documentation only process 
(recommendation / action / impact) or could 
also include interviews with the Chair and 
Board Secretary. 

•	 Greater visibility should be made in EERs 
regarding their contribution to governing 
practices and processes by the Board Chair, 
Senior Independent Member, Chair of Audit and 
other Committee Chairs and the Board Secretary. 

•	 All colleges (Board Secretaries, Chairs and 
Principals) should be alerted six months in advance 
of the next round of EERs to complete a self-
assessment pro-forma in relation to compliance 
with the Code of Good Governance. 

3.2	Board Practice 
 
•	 Boards should devise an annual workplan that 

addresses the requirements of the Code of Good 
Governance to ensure compliance is achieved. The 
workplan could include stretch targets and impact 
expectations to permit useful periodic review of 
progress. 

•	 Many college boards, and possibly all boards, are ‘in 
transition’ reflecting the dynamic nature of governing 
as a process and the frequently changing nature of 
governing boards. However, some college boards 
are in significant transition where several elements 
are in flux, including the appointment of a new Chair, 
new Principal, new Board Secretary and / or the 
appointment of significant numbers of new Board 
members. In such circumstances it may be advisable 
for the board to formally recognise this transition 
phase by including it with the college strategic risk 
register and to formulate an action plan to secure 
successful and well-managed transition. 

•	 Drawing upon evidence from governance reviewing 
and also a parallel study into the professional identity 
of college Board Secretaries, more consideration 
needs to be given to recruitment, induction, 
development and professional status of Board 
Secretaries. Boards should regularly review their role 
as both employer of and collective beneficiary of the 
Board Secretary. This process should be much more 
than the annual appraisal event. 

3.	EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: OVERVIEW 
REPORT RECOMMENDATIONS 
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•	 As so much of board practice is dependent 
upon the quality of reporting from senior staff, 
this aspect of governing requires particular 
attention and regular review. Reports should 
be written to support decision making by the 
board (not to ‘raise awareness’ by adding 
additional and potentially distracting material). 
Recommendations should be defined. ‘The board 
is recommended to discuss the report’ (which 
features on a lot of college board reports) is 
obviously not a recommendation which guides 
board members to a decision. Consideration 
should be given to regular training for college 
senior staff in succinct, purposeful report writing 
for college boards. 

•	 Some minutes of college board and committee 
meetings could give greater emphasis to 
challenge, enquiry and contribution by board 
members rather than to repeat content provided 
in written reports. This point should not be 
interpreted as suggesting that minutes should be 
a verbatim account of the meeting. College board 
secretaries should have the expertise to reflect 
board members’ contribution in a succinct and 
useful way in the formal minutes of the meeting. 

4.	EXTERNAL REVIEWERS
Of the 20 board external effectiveness reviews to 
be completed during 2020/21 the CDN provided 
reviewers for 11 reviews. 

Review Provider No. of 
reviews

College Development Network 11 reviews

MHA Henderson Loggie 4 reviews

Wylie & Bisset 1 review

Jackie Howie 1 review

Advance HE 1 review

SMCI Associates 1 review

Azets 1 review

TOTAL 20 
REVIEWS

Criteria for Reviewer Selection 

It is not known by the writers of this report 
why each respective Board decision was taken 
regarding the selection of external effectiveness 
reviewer. Likely criteria influencing choice of 
reviewer would be:- 

•	 Price
•	 Experience 
•	 Expertise
•	 Relationship from previous work undertaken
•	 Confidence
•	 Availability
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Each external effectiveness review was undertaken 
in relation to the Code of Good Governance. The 
Code provides the framework of five principles 

Section A : Leadership and Strategy
Section B : Quality of the Student Experience
Section C : Accountability
Section D : Effectiveness
Section E : Relationships and Collaboration 

EER reports were structured to address these 
principles in college governing practice. 

Each EER report was based on desk reviews of 
relevant documentation, interviews with the Chair, 
Board Secretary, Principal and other relevant 
contributors to the governance of the college, 
questionnaires (optional, and in some cases with 
a low response rate), observation of governing 
meetings. 

This summary of EER reviews has attempted to 
address three themes, 

1.	 High level observations 

•	 We wished to capture the big picture of the 
practice and processes of governing colleges 
in Scotland. As the process of external 
effectiveness reviews is intended to be 
developmental rather than judgemental, there 
is no grading system for EERs and so it is not 
possible to produce a score list of ‘outstanding’, 
‘good’, ‘requires improvement’ etc. 

•	 These observations are obviously limited by 
several factors such as the expertise of the 
reviewer, the self-awareness of those involved 
with governing at the college, and the insight 
by the writers of this report. Also, these 
observations require some caution as what 
works in one setting may not easily transfer  
to another. 

•	 However, we considered there were some 
interesting examples of positive and engaging 
ways to supporting governing and Board decision 
making and these learning points are listed in  
the report.

2.	 Examples of effective practice 
highlighted in the reports

•	 This summary may be of use to all colleges, 
particularly the Board Secretary, in their ongoing 
reviews of governing practice at college. 

3.	 The incidence of the most 
common recommendations  
in the reports

•	 This summary (Annex 1) provides a weighting 
for the recommendations in the 20 reports, 
highlighting the most common. 

5.	PREPARING THE OVERVIEW  
OF EER REPORTS
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To support the preparation of this report, we worked 
with a panel of board secretaries to consider a draft 
version of the report on 20 July 2021. We wanted 
to test the proposed format of the report and its 
contents, especially our recommendations and the 
identified examples of effective practice. We would 
like to thank everyone who participated in this 
important stage towards the development of the 
final report. 

We also wanted to make sure that points recently 
being made by the Chartered Governance Institute 
were embedded in our overview report. The 
‘Review of the effectiveness of independent 
board evaluation in the UK listed sector’ from 
the Chartered Governance Institute (ICSA) 
noted in January 2021, 

	 The primary purpose of regular board 
performance reviews is to help the 
board continuously improve both its own 
performance and the performance of 
the company. Engaging an independent 
reviewer can bring greater objectivity and 
fresh insights into the process.... (2021; 6)

	 ....the role of the reviewer is to identify any 
issues the board should consider; the role 
of the board is to take appropriate action 
to address them 

	 N.B. The Chartered Governance Institute 
wished to see the adoption of the term 
‘board performance review’ in place of 
‘board evaluation’ for the corporate 
sector. (2021;7).

6.	SENSEMAKING 
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This section is organised on the basis of the five 
principles of the Code of Good Governance (2016). 

These are the high-level observations from the EERs 
highlighting effective governance practice.

7.1	 Leadership and Strategy

•	 The sector benefits from highly experienced 
and skilled board members who demonstrate 
leadership, commitment and dedication to their 
colleges

•	 Boards are addressing board diversity (expertise, 
experience, culture) through open recruitment 
campaigns

•	 The gender balance on Boards is generally 
positive

•	 College Strategic Plans demonstrate ambitious 
vision and strategies for the sector

•	 Board Members feel fully engaged in the 
strategic planning process

•	 In some colleges the development and effective 
use of a high-level dashboard of KPIs (with 
both qualitative and quantitative measures, and 
impact indicators) has allowed Boards to track 
progress against strategic objectives. The further 
use of a RAG rating helps identify areas that 
need attention

•	 The appointment of Board Leads / Champions 
on key issues or initiatives, e.g., Equality and 
Diversity has been effective

•	 All boards are dealing with financial challenges

7.2	Quality of the Student 
Experience

•	 Regular meetings between the student members 
and the Principal / Chair provide opportunity 
for constructive dialogue between the student 
member, senior management and the Board. 
This also allows agenda items of particular 
interest to the student body to be highlighted in 
advance of the meeting

•	 The investment in building the capacity of the 
student members and strengthening the student 
voice has had a positive impact and enabled 
student members to effectively contribute to 
board business beyond ‘student matters’

•	 There is a recognition of the need to achieve 
a balance between the quality of the student 
experience and financial / other governance 
matters on the Board agenda 

7.3	Accountability

•	 There is effective use of Board Committees to 
undertake scrutiny, assurance and monitoring  
in relation to strategic priorities 

•	 The Audit Committees play a significant role  
in the oversight of risk management

•	 Risk is managed through the use of regular 
workshops to consider the Board’s risk appetite. 
The monitoring of risk involves the use of 
relevant committees as well as the Board  
and Audit Committee

7.	THE FIVE PRINCIPLES IN THE CODE
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•	 Some Boards make effective use of Board 
Workplans, which are approved annually and 
sets out their business for the year ahead. This 
informs each Board and Committee agenda and 
reporting schedule, and is particularly helpful for 
new members to understand the cyclical nature 
of board business and when key decisions are 
required to be made

•	 In some colleges the rotation of committee 
members is planned and organised annually 
to meet the respective needs of the Board, 
committee structure and individual board 
member. Committee membership can be 
enhanced by appropriate co-opted membership

•	 There is effective student involvement in all 
committees (possibly with the exception of 
Audit and Risk Assurance Committee) which 
is accompanied by appropriate support and 
development

•	 The principle of protecting the independence 
of the Chair of the Audit and Risk Committee 
by not holding other office on the Board or by 
membership of another committee was clear

•	 Generally, the Audit Committee and the Finance 
Committee meet jointly on an annual basis for 
consideration of the financial statements and 
members’ report. 

7.4	Effectiveness 

•	 The effective working relationship between 
the Chair, Principal, and Board Secretary plays 
an important role in designing and using the 
governance space for rigorous oversight and 
timely decision making 

•	 The Principal has a key role in driving good 
governance and linking the work of the Board 
and Committees to the delivery activities of the 
college as a whole. 

•	 The Board Secretary / Governance Professional 
plays a critical role in the delivery of good 
governance but understanding of the role is 
limited. This has implications for the recruitment 
and subsequent induction and support for new 
Board Secretaries.

•	 The Board Secretary has a key role in facilitating 
good governance and providing advice to the 
Board and Committees. However, in some EERs 
this lacked emphasis. 

•	 Overall, the response to the COVID Pandemic 
demonstrated agility, commitment and resilience 
on behalf of college Boards

•	 High quality chairing of boards and committees 
was reported, especially during COVID, which 
was a period of unprecedented, uncertain 
and fast-moving circumstances. Board and 
Committee Chairs supported the effective 
transition to virtual meetings 

•	 All Boards are aware of the need to plan for 
the ’post virtual’ environment and consider the 
best approach for their circumstances, most are 
considering a blended approach where Board 
meetings are face to face but committee meeting 
may be virtual
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•	 There has been effective use of the’ Chairs 
Committee’, bringing together the Chairs of the 
various Committees to provide strategic oversight 
during a time of crisis

•	 Boards have taken an innovative approach to the 
use of the wider governance space, e.g. 
–	 Informal drop-in session which are open to staff 

and students, set in the understanding that any 
operational issues raised are the responsibility of 
the Executive Team to deal with

–	 Establishing Board WhatsApp groups to 
enable swift communications

–	 Strategic discussion before the main board 
meeting to consider key issues or meet with 
key stakeholders. These contribute to board 
members’ knowledge and understanding

–	 Refresher sessions on roles and 
responsibilities of college board members

•	 Training and development priorities for Board 
members are considered on an annual basis, 
and are connected to strategic priorities and 
individual needs

•	 In some colleges regular policy briefings are 
produced and circulated to inform members 
about the wider policy context within which 
colleges must operate 

7.5	Relationships and Collaboration

•	 Colleges are well connected to local and regional 
and national initiatives but this is not necessarily 
understood by the board, stakeholder mapping 
exercises have been used effectively to address this

•	 One report highlighted an employers’ skills 
survey which was innovative and enabled the 
college to engage with a wide range  
of businesses
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As stated above it is clear from the EERs that all College Boards in Scotland are working to comply with the 
Code, and in the previous section this report has highlighted areas of effective governance under each Principle 
contained in the Code. 

In this section we report on the most common issues and challenges faced by Boards and Board Secretaries. 
Against each we have highlighted specific examples of effective practice that have been deployed to address 
these issues. However, it must be noted that what works well in one setting might not easily transfer to another.

These examples of effective practice have been made to support Boards on their journey of continuous improvement.

Issue  Examples if Effective Practice

1.	 Quality of 
Reports to 
Board and 
Committees 
to support 
effective 
decision 
making

•	 Board members are be provided with high quality / low density reporting that 
provide professional analysis / insight and supports effective decision making

•	 Whilst reports might be of excellent construction, they may be too long. Reports should 
be concise and have an executive summary to support better decision making. 

•	 The volume of information provided to Board Members is regularly reviewed
•	 A Strategic Business Report is provided which reports on progress against 

strategic objectives, variance against targets, management interventions and 
anticipated impact.

•	 All Board and Committee reports include a short front cover which includes the 
key recommendations, link to strategic objectives, risk, learner and learning 
implications, financial implications and a summary

•	 Action Trackers are used effectively to help members track progress against 
decisions made, these include a RAG rating 

•	 Boards and Board Secretaries ensure that reporting and decision making is 
strategic i.e., associated with the achievement of the strategic plan, rather than 
operational. If a paper cannot demonstrate relevance to a strategic KPI, its 
inclusion should be reviewed 

2.	 Strategic 
Planning 

•	  Practices are introduced that help all Board members to understand and evaluate 
strategic options

•	 Strategic planning processes are robust and result in the Board fully owning the 
outcome

•	  An annual workplan is produced for the Board based on requirements of the 
Code of Good Governance and the necessities of strategic planning, monitoring 
and review

•	 The annual self-review of board performance is scheduled to take place in 
accordance with the Code of Good Governance

8.	SPECIFIC EXAMPLES OF EFFECTIVE 
GOVERNING PRACTICE
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Issue  Examples if Effective Practice

3.	 KPIs •	 To monitor progress against strategic objectives the Board agrees on a 
‘dashboard’ of strategic KPIs to be tracked

4.	 Training for 
senior staff 
in strategic 
report writing

•	 Training in strategic report writing is provided for staff 
•	 Reports provide professional analysis rather than a description 
•	 Reports are succinct with clear recommendations towards a clear outcome for the 

report. N.B. ‘The Board is recommended to discuss the report’ is not a focussed 
recommendation towards a defined outcome. 

5.	 Wider use of 
the governance 
space

•	 Boards have made imaginative use of the wider governance space, out with board 
meetings, to develop skills and knowledge, support decision making and engage 
with key stakeholders. 

•	 This has been particularly evident during COVID with the introduction of Board 
drop-in sessions for staff and students and pre-Board discussions on current ‘hot 
topics’.

6.	 Committee 
Membership

•	 Committee membership is kept under review to ensure the best balance of skills 
and experience

•	 Especially for board with a high proportion of ‘new’ members, the skills and 
experience of new and established members are considered when reviewing 
committee membership

•	 The use of co-opted members provides additional independent expertise to 
Committees

•	 Committee chairs provide a written cover to minutes of committees bringing key 
items to the Board’s attention.

7.	 Audit 
Committee

•	 The Audit Committee develops more learner and learning focussed systems and 
controls

•	 The induction training for new Audit Committee members includes a meeting with 
the Head of Internal Audit

•	  C-opting additional, relevant skills and expertise to the Audit Committee provides 
valuable independent insight

8.	 Stakeholder 
Mapping

•	 Colleges are well connected to local, regional and national stakeholders and 
initiatives, but this is not always clear to the Board

•	 Stakeholder mapping exercises enable members to better understand the wider 
operating environment and support effective decision making

•	 Stakeholder mapping supports the development of an external engagement 
strategy, which should be aligned to the strategic plan and KPIs

•	 This links to the role of Board members as ambassadors and helps to clarify the 
role of ambassadors including expectations, impact and training requirements

•	 Informal Board sessions are built into the annual calendar to which key speakers 
on local, regional and national economic development are invited to contribute 
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Issue  Examples if Effective Practice

9.	 Board 
Diversity

•	 To attract a more diverse range of applicants, that reflect the communities served 
by the college, colleges are taking more creative approaches and tap into other 
networks to advertise vacancies, including Changing the Chemistry, Scottish 
Government Public Appointments, local business networks etc

•	  Board Chairs and Board Secretaries build in succession planning of Board and 
Committee membership

•	 The skills matrix for board membership is updated to consider how to embed 
aspects of diversity

10.	 Role of 
the Board 
Secretary

•	 The Board Secretary / Governance Professional plays a critical role in the delivery 
of good governance and it is important that this is understood. 

•	 Induction training for new Board members includes the role of the Board 
Secretary and the support and advice that members can expect from their Board 
Secretary

•	 Recruitment, induction and support for new Board Secretaries ensures that the 
Board Secretary has the skills, knowledge, time and resources to undertake the 
role effectively

•	 NOTE: ‘The Role of the Governance Professional’ is a further report to be 
published by CDN

11.	 Induction 
Training

•	 College based induction and participation in CDN national induction workshops 
are recognised as essential in supporting new members become confident and 
effective in their role

•	 Boards undertake a regular review and assessment of the induction programme 
for Board members aiming for the development of a blend of useful documents 
and experiences for new Board members

•	 When more than one new member is appointed the college based induction is 
delivered on a group basis

12.	 Ongoing 
Training and 
Development

•	 A board development plan is in place which details member training and 
development needs identified in the appraisal meetings including induction 
training and team building activity

•	 The development plan takes account of all key roles on the Board, including 
Chairs, the SIM and any ‘champion’ or ‘ambassador’ roles. This should be linked 
to the strategic plan and its achievement

•	 Mentoring support for student members and staff members is available

13.	 Transition to 
new Board 
membership 
(Chair, BS, 
Principal, 
members)

•	 When Boards are going through a transition which might include a combination 
of a new Chair, Principal, Board Secretary and / or new members consideration is 
given to building the ‘new’ Board Team and how to effectively build that team

•	 Succession planning of key roles forms part of the planning process

14.	 Code of Good 
Governance 

•	 In preparation for the next round of External Effectiveness Reviews Boards would 
benefit from an internal review of compliance with the Code of Good Governance
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The Code of Good Governance (2016) provides 
a statement of expectations against which the 
governance of colleges should be considered. 
Ownership of and engagement with the Code should 
be a matter of importance for all involved with 
the governance of colleges at local, regional and 
national level. The Code has naturally guided the 
structure of this Overview Report. 

In summary, this Overview Report of the 20 individual 
College Effectiveness Reviews presents a positive 
picture of governance across Scotland’s colleges.

9.	CONCLUSION
Through the high-level recommendations, the 
common issues and challenges and the effective 
practice examples this report can be used by 
Chairs, Board Members, Board Secretaries, 
Principals, college senior staff, auditors and 
governance advisers

•	 to appreciate the effective practices and 
processes of governing Scotland’s colleges 

•	 to consider any specific practices that might be 
usefully introduced to their own college

•	 to develop focused development plans to further 
develop a consistent and high standard of 
governing for all of Scotland’s colleges



14    Overview of the External Governance Effectiveness Reviews for Scotland’s Colleges 2020/21

ANNEX 1 – WEIGHTING: THE INCIDENCE OF 
THE MOST COMMON RECOMMENDATIONS
This table highlights the number of recommendations made under each heading to highlight 
the most common recommendations

Area Weighting

Reporting to the Board to support decision making, including report writing 24

Training and development & creative use of the governance space 16

Strategic planning and KPIs 14

Supporting the student voice 11

Committee membership and structures 11

Audit and Risk Committee operations 11

Supporting transition including succession planning and diversity 11

Induction training for board members and board secretaries 11

Stakeholder mapping 11

Accountability 8

Monitoring the Student Experience 5

Use of the Ambassador Role 1
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ANNEX 2 – LIST OF 20 EFFECTIVE REVIEWS 
INCLUDED IN THIS OVERVIEW

College Reviewer

Ayrshire CDN 

Borders Wylie & Bisset

City of Glasgow CDN 

Dumfries & Galloway CDN 

Dundee and Angus Jackie Howie

Edinburgh AdvanceHE

Fife CDN 

Forth Valley MHA Henderson Loggie

GCRB CDN 

Glasgow Clyde CDN 

Glasgow Kelvin MHA Henderson Loggie

Inverness UHI CDN 

Lews Castle UHI CDN 

NESCOL MHA Henderson Loggie

North Highland UHI CDN

Perth UHI CDN 

South Lanarkshire CDN 

West College Scotland CM Associates

West Highland UHI MHA Henderson Loggie

West Lothian Azets
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