
THE GOVERNING BODY FOUNDATION
The governance role of staff members on the SGB

Background

For the first time in the history of South African education, the 1996 South African Schools Act made legal provision – and compulsion – for staff members (teaching and non-teaching staff) to be elected onto their schools’ governing bodies.  This development was welcomed with open arms by some and greeted with horror by others.  But, whatever your feelings, it is now a fact and part of life on SGBs.  It has many positives that come with it, but it has also become a source of great friction in a number of schools.  Almost exclusively, we believe, this has been the result of a role misconception on the part of the staff members and governors concerned.  

Whence the misunderstandings?   

One of the reasons can be found in an emerging trend in which staff members on governing bodies are more and more seeing themselves as ‘shop stewards’, there to look after the interests of the staff, and that beyond bringing gripes to the table, they have little role in the governance of the school.  This could hardly be further from the truth:  staff members who sit on the SGB are there as fully-fledged governors who have a prime responsibility to look after the overall interests of the school, not the sectoral interests of the staff.  Any attempt to ‘unionize’ or trivialize their role is a huge misappreciation of their governance position. 

Who may vote in an SGB election for staff members (either as educator members or non-educator members)?
Anybody who is formally employed as a state employee, as well as any SGB employee in whatever post, and who is in possession of a valid employment contract signed by the delegated member of the SGB who is mandated to sign, and who is on the school payroll, is entitled to vote and to stand for election in an SGB poll – with certain conditions:
· To be regarded as an educator for the purposes of an SGB election, the employee concerned must be any person (excluding a person who is appointed exclusively to perform extracurricular duties) who teaches, educates or trains other persons or who provides professional educational services, including professional therapy and education psychological services, at a school (this includes Grade R teachers, librarians, teacher-counsellors, et al, but not Grade 00 or Grade 000 teachers, teacher-aides, after-care workers and the like);
· Any person formally employed at the school who does not qualify as an educator is classified as a non-educator and is eligible to stand for election, nominate a candidate for election to the SGB and vote in an SGB election in respect of the non-educator members of staff (or as certain guidelines put it, the 'member of staff' constituency).  This obviously includes the teacher-aides, after-care workers, admin and grounds staff, sports administrators, non-teaching IT staff, et al, but NOT Grade 00 or Grade 000 staff, as these grades are not viewed as being "employed at the school", seeing that a school is defined as providing education only between Grade R and Grade 12.

Staff members serving on the SGB

Staffers on the governing body are full members of the SGB in their own right.  They do not represent any particular group, and certainly not any group in preference to, or to the exclusion of, the interests of other groups.  In all decisions and actions, all governors, regardless of the constituency that voted them onto the SGB, must ensure that fair consideration is given to the interests of all stakeholders rather than to any sectoral interest.  Governors from any group may not pander to the special interests of their own children or any other group of children, any particular pressure group, or to any other interests beyond the collective interests of the school.  Once appointed to the governing body, all governors are equal, and are required to promote “the best interests of the school”.  For every individual member (staff members included) his or her mandate is to serve the general good of the school, and not the particular interest of anyone at all.
If it is accepted that teachers do not represent teachers’ narrow interests, what is their role?  In short, their role is to present an educational perspective, not the views / issues / interests of the members of staff. They are in a unique position to assist the principal in ensuring that governors, who are not educators themselves and have little experience of schools from any perspective other than that of having been a pupil, understand and appreciate the educational issues which come into play when making decisions.  Admin, grounds or other staff on the SGB should in similar vein be able to give their particular perspective on the issues facing the school as a whole.

Staff members as a group are surely “closest to the ground” where issues affecting the school are concerned – particularly when it comes to the learners.   Matters such as the condition of physical amenities, grounds and sports fields, school safety and uniform issues are other areas where their input can be very useful. They can also play a valuable role when the budget is being generated. 

Many of them also have a unique level of access to parents and parental concerns, not only when it comes to criticism and negative feedback, but also in respect of positive feedback. They can thus present a very different – though complementary – view to that aired by other members of the SGB.

Is there a kind of checklist of duties and expectations for such staff members?

Collectively we have put together the following (non-exhaustive) list:  we believe that it is the role of the employee members of the governing body to be aware of certain philosophical concepts, but also fulfil a role, and then on occasion to be prepared to carry out certain tasks.  Expanding on this concept:

1	Staff governors should be mindful of the following philosophical/behavioural issues, and ensure that they:
1.1 Utilize the great opportunity for growth that they have been given:  this should lead to greater insight into the overall working of the school and increase the staff members’ own personal growth opportunities. (It doesn’t mean, though, that a staff member elected to the SGB may use this position to further his/her personal aims.)
1.2 Maintain confidentiality as required.  (There should be an understanding of confidentiality weighed together with the privileged position they hold, vis-a-vis information in the school:  with many matters they will hear the story well before the principal informs the rest of the staff.)
1.3 Are impartial and objective, and do not take sides as a result of prejudice or collusion with other members of staff or SGB members.
1.4 Avoid “co-opting” governors in an effort to score points against the principal, break down the principal’s standing or otherwise “gang-up” against the principal.   The converse also needs to be avoided – that staff members allow governors or the principal to co-opt them in order to support a “cause”.  Both approaches are equally unacceptable.

2 It is part of the role of staff members on the governing body to:
2.1 Become familiar with, and adhere to, the Constitution of the SGB.
2.2 Acquaint themselves with the provincial regulations with regard to the SGB.
2.3 Give the SGB balanced perspectives on the general views of the staff when necessary, in order to assist the SGB with decision-making.
2.4 Place matters and/or concerns on the agenda that are of such a nature that they would either enhance or protect the activities and name of the school.  Such matters should be discussed with, or at least mentioned to, the principal prior to any SGB meeting.  It is important not to undermine the relationship between the staff and the principal, but to enhance it.  They may then be vigorously supported (or opposed) when it comes to debating them.  Staff could naturally be part of the implementation phase when it comes to matters falling within their domain.
2.5 Report back information to staff as requested by the SGB. (Discretion should be exercised in the dissemination of this information and at no time should any confidentiality be breached, nor should the prerogative of the principal to inform the staff on school matters be usurped.)
2.6 Attend meetings regularly.

3 Tasks that staff-member governors may legitimately be asked to fill include the following – to:
3.1 Serve as treasurer or secretary (though, serving as treasurer will be excluded if the latest proposed amendments to the South African Schools Act are passed).
3.2 Serve on, or even be elected as, chair of one of the subcommittees (with the exception of a Disciplinary Committee, which must be chaired by a parent member of the SGB).
3.3 Give advice and collect information on the pricing and selection of suitable teaching material and other equipment.
3.4 Be involved in setting goals in the academic arena, together with results-improvement strategies.

One of the sensitive questions which arises is whether the staff members on the SGB can be “mandated” (i.e. instructed by the constituency that elected them) to vote in a particular way on a particular issue.  The answer is “no” – they are required to weigh up the possibilities and then vote in accordance with their own judgement or professional discretion, not on or according to the instructions of others.

Does that mean that a staff member can vote against the employer or the principal in this sort of situation?  The answer is “yes”, if one is convinced that that is the right thing to do in the interests of the school.

And finally, some hardy annuals

· May those holding SGB posts (as distinct from state posts) be voted onto the SGB in one of the statutory positions reserved for staff?  
· The answer – a definite YES.

· What if the educators deliberately choose NOT to elect the school’s 2-I-C onto the SGB?
· This they are fully entitled to do, though it can make things difficult if the 2-I-C is called on to act as principal at any stage.  For this reason many SGBs co-opt the 2-I-C onto the SGB if s/he is not elected.  This they are also fully entitled to do.  The position needs to be handled sensitively, though, and the 2-I-C, as co-opted member, has no vote.  S/he must also be careful not to sideline or overshadow the elected staff member in any way. 

· Are the following Management, Union or Governance issues?  (Management and Union issues are NOT appropriate topics for raising at SGB meetings: Governance issues are.)
· The SGB staff are dissatisfied with their remuneration packages and conditions of service:  
· Management/Union issue at first call, but changes will have to be enacted by SGB:  In the first place, then, the matter should be taken up with management:  if no progress is made, call on the assistance of a union official.  Management (that normally means the principal) should be the one to take it to SGB at the appropriate time, not the staff member.

· The staff are unhappy with the term programme and the number of major events on the calendar: 
· This is a Management issue:  take it up with the principal, not the governing body.

· The staff would like the length of the school day lengthened, as they find it almost impossible to get through the curriculum (or shortened, because they believe it is too long for the learners to concentrate):  
· Combined Management/Governance issue: may be brought to the SGB after advising the principal accordingly. 

· The staff feel that in the light of the changing nature of the children enrolled at the school, the subject choice should be expanded to include, for example, Xhosa Home Language, CATS and Hospitality Studies:  
· Combined Management/SGB issue, with final authority resting with the SGB:  raise it first at management level, and then feel free to debate it vigorously when it comes up at SGB level.

Clearly the issues are not straightforward and the role is complex.  It is, though, a fascinating one and a great learning experience. Staff members should use it correctly and constructively, and enjoy the opportunity and experience!
