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The school where I am a governor is
situated in an inner urban area

dominated by small terraced housing. The
birth-rate is rising and the population of
Asian origin makes up over 50% of the
Parliamentary Ward in which the locality is
situated. For many years the school buildings
have been a collection of temporary lilac-
coloured portacabins situated on a steeply
sloping site half the recommended size for a
school of its type. The school is subject to a
great deal of vandalism and damage – for
instance, in one half-term week forty-two
windows were broken. Despite this, I found a
warm welcome as a prospective parent
visiting the school, and have been impressed
ever since by the quality and dedication of
the school’s staff. In this challenging
environment, education standards have
improved – for example, the 1998/9 SATS
results demonstrated an improvement of
between 7% and 37% on the year before.

As a governor, I have many difficult issues to
consider but four issues in particular have come to
dominate my reflections over the last two years. I
would like to share these four issues, raising some
of the difficult questions that they pose.

1. Local white parents do not
send their children to this CE
primary school.

The school is 96% Muslim and, for the
majority of these children, English is not

their first language.

It has been acknowledged within Bradford
that, in some parts of the city, there exists a
virtual racial segregation of schools. Some
schools have an overwhelming population of
children of Asian origin, whereas other
schools are predominantly or wholly white in
their intake. Thus, in this multicultural city,
we have monocultural schools where one
language, culture or religion dominates. This
is surely not a healthy situation for our
children, for the communities they live in,
and for Bradford as a whole. The question is:
what can be done about it?

I personally tried to buck the trend, and we
sent our eldest child to the local nursery, 3–5

minutes’ walk away, rather than to the
nursery school where most of our white
neighbours sent their children, 15–20
minutes’ walk away (crossing busy roads).
With a new baby, I valued a local school, I
wanted a church school, and I liked the staff.
As a parent, I was interested in the welfare of
the school and became a parent governor.
However, after three terms and following
much soul-searching and extensive
consultations – particularly with those who
held similar principles and had faced similar
dilemmas – I withdrew my child from school.
I considered home education, but eventually
ditched all my principles and paid (through
the voucher scheme) for my child to go to an
independent school outside the area entirely.

Why did I ditch my principles in this way?
Because, when push came to shove, my
daughter’s wellbeing came first. In my
observation my daughter was not thriving
socially nor, I suspected, educationally, in an
environment where she was the only girl of
her religion, culture, and first language. At her
previous nursery (a university day nursery) my
daughter had lots of friends – most of them
girls; at this school nursery she played with
only one other child – a boy much younger
than herself. Although I made my decision
with a heavy heart, it was the right one for her
because she blossomed in every way in her
new school. My daughter has now settled
into a local Roman Catholic school.

So, local white parents do not send their
children to our local CE primary school, but
to other schools further away. And it is not
because these other schools are better – in
many cases they are not – but because other
white parents send their children there. I
have no doubt that the racist attitudes of
some parents contribute to this situation but,
as my experience demonstrates, with the
best will in the world it is difficult for a
conscientious parent to do otherwise. I do
not know what, if anything, can be done to
change the situation or whether it could be
considered possible or even desirable, but
the lack of good multicultural education in
my part of Bradford is something that
troubles me greatly.
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Being a school governor is a highly challenging and responsible, if fulfilling,
role. Here Ruth Sharples Weston, a school governor at a Bradford CE primary
school, reflects on her experience and raises some difficult questions.
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2. How can we be a Church of
England school when 96% of
parents and pupils are Muslim?

As an avid reader of The Church Times for
many years, I have been aware that

there has been a continuing debate over the
policy of church schools, particularly in multi-
cultural areas where the majority of pupils are
of other faiths. Now I am dealing with the
reality of such a church school, the question
has become an acute and urgent one.

What is the Church of England wanting to do
with a school such as ours in an area such as
ours? What policies, or lack of them, have led
to a school with a Christian foundation to
which Christian parents do not send their
children? On the other hand, what is the
Church of England’s Board of Education
about when, because of its Christian
Foundation, our school cannot access the
excellent service provided by Bradford’s
Interfaith Centre for Muslim assemblies to
our Muslim pupils?

I ask these questions in exasperation because,
as a Governing Body, as staff and as a local
church, we are being constantly confronted
by the ironies and contradictions of our
position. And yet, speaking as a member of
the Governing Body, I do not think we have
any idea why the Anglican Church wants us
to be a church school at all, nor how we
should act with integrity in the difficult and
sensitive position in which we are placed.
Sometimes I dare to wonder whether church
schools should follow church membership
and clergy out of the inner city, and leave
schooling here to the state and Muslim
organisations. In any case, I really do think
that this issue should be discussed with
Governing Bodies such as ours. We need to
know the Church of England’s policy
regarding schools such as ours. Furthermore,
if these church schools are felt by the Church
to have a role in the inner city, we as
governors need support and training to deal
with the situation sensitively and
appropriately. It astounds me how little some
of our Governing Body know about Islam for
instance.

3. The vast majority of
children and parents at our
school are of Asian origin – the
great majority of staff and
governors are not.

This issue once again raises the challenges
and difficulties of becoming effectively

multicultural in a multicultural environment –
especially as a church school.

As an active parent governor, I was
constantly aware that as a white Christian I
could not be representative of the
overwhelming majority of parents and their
concerns. On certain issues my position
could feel extremely uncomfortable. For
instance, I have pressed for a new school
building on a better site even if this means
travelling further; however, I know that the
parents I represent want to have a school
close to their homes – even if this means
having an inferior building on an inferior site.

In recent months, we have had the largest
proportion of Asian governors on the
Governing Body and attending meetings that
we have ever known (four out of thirteen) –
until recently we had two Asian parent
governors, one of whom turned up regularly
to meetings. So, in the context of a school
with a 96% Asian Muslim attendance, set in
a locality where over 50% of the population
is of Asian origin, the people making the key
decisions at our school do not share the
culture, religion or first language of those on
whose behalf these decisions are made. One
recent example was the unsympathetic
attitude of some governors to children and
staff taking time off for the Muslim festival of
Eid. This, despite the fact that, as a Church of
England school, we should recognise and
respect the importance of religious
observance. As a Governing Body, I feel we
need to be acutely aware that we are making
decisions in the interests of children whose
culture and perspectives we may not
understand. Therefore, we need to be
proactive not only in recruiting more Asian
Muslim governors, but in building a dialogue
of understanding with the parents and
community we seek to represent.

I recognise that the issue is more complex
than this. For example, the Governing Body
is not entirely responsible for its own make-
up – the Church, the DfEE, and the Asian
community itself all have their part to play
(indeed, Asian parents voted me in as a
parent governor). There are issues to do with
deprivation and disadvantage, of culture and
language, but also of confidence. This is a
difficult and sensitive issue but it needs to be
tackled.

4. Governing Bodies are being
given more powers and
responsibilities which I feel the
Governing Body of our school
is not capable of fulfilling.

There are several points which make me
say this, and with them come wider

issues around the expectations being made
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of people and local communities, and what
they are capable of.

Firstly, we are not a school overwhelmed by
offers from those wishing to be school
governors. In common with many deprived
urban communities of all kinds, we are short
of people willing and able to take on
responsibilities such as being a school
governor. I became an LEA governor because
the political party I approached said, ‘We
won’t get anyone else to fill our turn’.

Secondly, we do not have some of the useful
skills, expertise and experience available to us
that some schools do. On our Governing
Body we have many ordinary working
people, and we know little about finance,
buildings, staffing, curriculum, interviewing
techniques, target-setting etc. Our school
does not have access to doctors, lawyers,
architects and other professionals living
locally or with children at the school. Nor are
there people in general who can read and
make sense of the kind of documents the LEA
and DfEE send us. We are volunteers, there
simply because we care about the welfare of
the school and want to do our best for it.
Usually, we muddle through with the support
of our excellent clerk to governors and
headteacher, but I often feel this is not the
best way to run a school.

Thirdly, those of us who are willing and able
to take on the role of school governor are
often already overcommitted in the locality.
Many of us have other responsibilities in the
community plus work and personal
commitments – and there really is only so
much one can do. Ultimately, we are
volunteers, and for some of us our spare time
is limited. One Chair of Governors, working
for a government department, found it
difficult to take time off to fulfil duties such as
interviewing a deputy head or attending the
parents’ AGM. Many governors have to take
holidays to attend important daytime
meetings and interviews. I have young
children and have sometimes found it
difficult to get child care for evening
meetings. What we would like to achieve in
regard to our new statutory responsibilities,
and what we are capable of, can be two
different things.

Thus, while in principle understanding and
applauding the idea that schools take on
more responsibility and autonomy, I am not
sure that in practice it is the best thing for all
schools and all our children’s education.
There are localities and schools where
governor vacancies are difficult to fill, where
governors may not possess adequate skills
and expertise, nor have the spare time to give
to fulfilling these responsibilities. Working, as
we are, in a place where children already face
many disadvantages, it weighs on my
conscience that, in trying to do our best, we
may be adding to this burden. We should not
have to shoulder more responsibility and
work than we want or are capable of. If we
must, then we need the training and support
that will enable us to do the job properly.
Statutory responsibility needs statutory
rights: for instance, a right to paid leave to
perform essential training and duties; a right
to have expenses paid – particularly child
care. Finally, recruitment of governors in our
area does not just require attractive posters
and leaflets. There need to be support and
empowerment schemes to encourage people
to be governors who would otherwise feel
unable or unwilling to take on the role. These
could include: basic skills training, such as
how a formal meeting is run; mentoring and
advocacy to build confidence and
competence; and, where necessary, language
support for those who do not speak English
fluently.

Only in this way can Governing Bodies such
as ours, in disadvantaged areas such as ours,
do justice to the children, staff and schools
we seek to serve.

Food for thought

Ienjoy my responsibility as a school
governor, I enjoy the challenges and

stimulation it offers, I get a lot from doing
something worthwhile which may have a
positive effect on the lives of others. But
being a governor in a deprived multicultural
setting has also given me much food for
thought, and raised some difficult questions,
four of which I have shared with you –
something to chew over perhaps?
Ruth Sharples Weston
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