
 

 

 

 

Strategic Positioning and Local 

Infrastructure 
This guidance note is aimed largely at first-term Governors.   

 

• What is the governors’ role in strategic planning?   

• How do governors assess and monitor the strategic plan?  

• How does the strategic plan reflect local priorities?  

 

Introduction 

 

Under the terms of the Education Act 2011, governors have an overarching 

responsibility for two key areas of college activity; ‘the determination and periodic 

review of the educational character and mission of the institution and oversight of its 

activities’ and ‘the effective and efficient use of resources, the solvency of the institution 

and the safeguarding of their assets’. Colleges are also expected to serve the needs of 

their local community. This requires strategic thinking and a strategic plan. The major 

contribution of the governing body is to determine the strategic objectives the plan is 

designed to achieve and to monitor progress. These activities are being undertaken at a 

time of significant change in the education system and against the backdrop of on-going 

reductions in public spending. The further education environment remains a 

competitive one whilst at the same time rewarding collaborative and partnership 

arrangements. Strategic positioning is therefore of vital importance, both for the 

survival and success of the college and for the community it serves.  

 

Essential components of a strategic plan 

 

The mission or purpose of a college is the reason for its existence. The values or ethos 

of a college determine what it believes in and how people will behave. The vision 

describes what the college wishes to be. Strategy sets out what the specific plan for the 

college will be. The basic elements of any strategy are objectives or ends, scope or the 

range of proposed activities and means, how the ends are to be achieved. 

 

A balanced scorecard describes how the plan is to be implemented and monitored. 

Most colleges will have the same purpose, and many will share the same values. Visions 

will be aspirational and include the ambition of being the best in a particular field. 



 

 

 

 

Strategy will however be unique to the organisation, setting out its competitive 

advantage and how it is different from others.  

 

Governor involvement in strategic planning 

 

It is not the governors’ role to be engaged in detailed planning, that is the job of the 

principal and leadership team. They must however be clear about the overall objectives 

and how they are to be achieved.   

  

The strategic objectives of the organisation will be formed through a consideration of 

the complex wider environment in which it operates. Governors will be expected to take 

into account both national and local priorities as set out in a variety of policy documents 

by various agencies including the Department for Business Innovation and Skills, the 

Department for Education, Ofsted and by local authority and employer organisations, 

including the Local Enterprise Partnership. (Many colleges invite these organisations in 

to support their deliberations) Whilst there are good opportunities for colleges and 

other sector organisations to design individual strategies, the scope for manoeuvre is 

necessarily limited by policy directives, funding regimes and a range of political, social 

and economic imperatives. The emphasis on quality has also ensured that all provision 

must be able to demonstrate high and continuously improving outcomes for learners.   

  

Governors have a particular responsibility for the development and pursuit of medium- 

to long-term objectives and it is the function of the strategic plan to realise these 

objectives. A good strategic plan will:   

 

• bring together objectives and the resources necessary to achieve them;   

• assess the risk of not achieving objectives, given possible variations in resources; 

reflect the relationship between the organisation and its external environment;   

• reflect the relationship between areas of activity within the organisation;   

• incorporate a continuous process for regular review and updating;   

• set out in some detail an annual operating statement and the objectives for 

successive years of the plan; and   

• provide the basis for monitoring performance 

 

In more detail governing bodies should expect the strategic plan to include:   

 

• a statement of the organisation’s mission;  

• an analysis of the needs for further education provision in the area, including 

some assessment of the demographic data and labour market information and an 

analysis of the organisation’s current student population;   

• the key objectives for the organisation over the next three years;   



 

 

 

 

• a broad outline of the education provision the organisation intends to make, 

including the quality strategy and information technology strategy;  

• a human resources strategy;   

• projected student numbers; an accommodation or investment strategy setting out 

the organisation’s plans for estate management and development;   

• a financial forecast for the next three years linked to the key elements of the plan;   

• an operating plan covering the first year of the strategic plan; and  an analysis of 

the main risks to the achievement of the plan 

Governors may have some difficulty in coming to terms with what are sometimes 

lengthy strategic plans and may find it helpful to have an accessible executive summary 

that clearly sets out the key elements. A challenging but worthwhile exercise is to 

discuss and arrive at a 35-word statement of the organisation’s strategy. This will clearly 

state the key defining objectives, the limitations on activity and the means of achieving 

it.  

 

Aspects of the local infrastructure 

 

Colleges operate in a variety of different contexts and with different cultures and 

backgrounds. They may be urban or rural, vocationally focused or with a mix of 

academic and vocational programmes. Some will be exclusively involved with land-

based activity. Students may be primarily 14-19 or include a significant number of 

parttime learners. They may have directly funded higher education provision or none at 

all and range in annual budget size from £4m to over £200m. With the major focus on 

skills and employability, many colleges will be directly involved with local employers, 

either through apprenticeship schemes or other work-based learning. Some colleges 

operate their own training companies, offering bespoke training and development 

programmes to employers. Others have significant numbers of full cost international 

students from across the globe. Adult and community provision will continue to be 

important in many colleges, including provision for learners with specific learning 

difficulties.   

  

Local education provision will take many forms. It may be highly competitive with 

numbers of schools and academies operating sixth forms, or less so with 11-16 schools 

working closely alongside their local FE college. A small number of counties still operate 

grammar schools with selection at 11+. A diversity of partnership arrangements has 

developed, including federations organised as trusts. The Education Act 2011 set out to 

encourage colleges to consider a range of different models of delivery designed to suit 

local circumstances. Governors will need to take a strategic view on how they wish to 

work alongside other providers, including schools, academies and local colleges. This 

may lead to consideration of a merger or federated model.   

  

The local authority will continue to have influence, particularly with regard to 14-19 

provision and to an extent where community-based activity is concerned. The Skills 



 

 

 

 

Funding Agency and Education Funding Agency are the main funders of post 16 

provision.   

  

Local Enterprise Partnerships have been given a central role in identifying local skills 

needs and becoming an engine for local economic growth, to which end significant 

funds are being allocated. Their mission is to:   

 

• Articulate a clear long-term strategy for enterprise growth based on a realistic 

appraisal of the area's strengths and opportunities;   

• Identify existing barriers to business growth, e.g. in terms of land-use planning, 

infrastructure (in the broadest sense), skills/labour market—and the actions 

required to remove them;   

• Gain buy in from all sides to a small number of objectives and outcomes that can 

survive institutional/political changes over the long run—not least because the 

financing mechanisms used will likely pitch short-term risk against long-term gain;   

• 'Sell the area' by taking responsibility for bids for central government funding (e.g. 

the Regional Growth Fund), levering private investment capital and influencing 

local funding streams (such as the Community Infrastructure Levy and retained 

business rates) and ensuring these deliver against locally-agreed priorities, 

without necessarily being the direct budget holders; and   

• Focus on improving the local business environment—strategic planning, transport 

networks, matching training offer to labour market needs.  

 

Colleges will want to be close to directly involved in their LEP as it will help them identify 

a core aspect of the local infrastructure, thereby informing strategy.  

 

Activities for governors 

 

In determining the strategic direction of the college, governors need to reflect as closely 

as they can the communities they serve. The skills analysis for board membership 

should take careful note of the local environment to make sure that essential partners 

and interests are accurately represented. This external ambassadorial role of the 

governor is often underestimated. Governors need to be actively involved in their local 

community and bring their associated knowledge and understanding together to inform 

strategic priorities.   

Governors need to keep up to date with national as well as local initiatives and 

priorities. Much of this information can be provided through timely reports from the 

principal. Networking through regional or national conferences is an important and 

useful way to share knowledge and understanding of the national and local landscape. 

The Association of Colleges provides regular policy updates. The governor training and 

development plan should include opportunities to discuss important policy 

developments including central decisions on funding.   

  



 

 

 

 

Governor away days or weekends provide an ideal opportunity for strategic scenario 

planning, allowing time to be given to vital medium and long-term decision making. 

Decisions need to be well informed by hard data as well as local knowledge of 

developments. Sometimes, external facilitation of such events can help with identifying 

the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats the college faces. Strategic drift is 

dangerous, particularly so in a fast-moving climate of change. The most successful 

colleges place a considerable emphasis on well informed strategic positioning which 

incorporates a detailed knowledge and understanding of the local infrastructure. 


