
James’ story 

I started at Durham University in November 2018 as an Executive Assistant to the Pro-Vice-

Chancellor in the Faculty of Social Sciences and Health, after a career that encompassed 

working at a number of local authorities and a higher education institution. 

How and why I became a Governor 

I have been a Governor since my son 

started Aycliffe Village Primary School 

in 2010 and Chair of Governors since 

2015. Not long after my son started 

school, there was a vacancy to be a 

Parent Governor, so I filled in an 

interest form, provided a brief summary 

about myself, and was elected 

unopposed. 

I wanted to become a Governor 

because I wanted to help support the 

school and utilise my skills, particularly 

as I had a background working in 

scrutiny. I believed I could bring those 

attributes of being a ‘critical friend’ to 

the role. Increasingly over the years, 

Ofsted has placed extra responsibility 

on the role of the School Governor, and 

I know it has been difficult for some to 

respond to those changes.  

From ‘Requires Improvement’ to 

‘Good’ 

Since I’ve been at Durham University, it’s been great to have the support of the staff 

volunteering scheme and in particular the Staff Governor Network. It has been really 

beneficial for me to be allowed time off to regularly meet with the Headteacher in school, to 

help shape the strategic direction of the school and provide support to her and the school. 

When I joined the University, Aycliffe Village Primary School was rated ‘Requires 

Improvement’ by Ofsted and it has been really important to dedicate time to improving 

governance and ensuring that everything was in place to improve that. 

In April 2019, Ofsted came back to re-inspect the school and I could take time off work to 

meet with the inspector on the first day and then meet with them to receive the feedback on 

the second day. We were collectively delighted that Ofsted rated the school ‘Good’ in all 

categories. 

Grateful for the University’s support 

I think the real value from the University’s volunteering scheme is that it allows me the 

opportunity to physically be in school so that I can enhance my understanding of what is 

going on and gives me the triangulation of evidence to support/challenge what the 

Headteacher and senior leadership team inform us as Governors about in our termly 

meetings. Without the support of the University, I could not effectively support the school and 

would not be able to meet one of the requirements that underpins good governance.  



My message to anyone considering becoming a Governor 

I’d highly recommend becoming a Governor to other staff. When things go well in school, 

you get a real sense of achievement. I’ve had plenty of moments when it’s been challenging, 

but it builds your resilience skills to come through those experiences. It also allows you to 

gather demonstrable evidence of skills that you might not have the opportunity to gather 

through your day-to-day job.  

It’s also great to see the children – I love nothing more than talking to them about what 

they’re doing, and they’re so proud to show off their written and artistic pieces of work.  

I think sometimes we think of voluntary work as additional to work. But all those experiences 

that you have through volunteering make up who you are, and can be really useful in 

furthering your career and making your positive impact on society. 


