September 2018

HART LEARNING GROUP
Minutes of a meeting of the Hart Learning Group Board, held on Monday 3 September 2018
in the Council Chamber, the old Town Hall, The Broadway, Letchworth.
PRESENT
David Chalk (Chair)
Lynne Ceeney (Vice-chair)
Kit Davies

Peter Johnston
Vernon McClure
Jeremy Newman

IN ATTENDANCE
Lucy Hann (Chief Operating Officer)
Paul Harte (Group Finance Director)

Lindsey Sherring (Director, Hart Learning &
Development Ltd)
Robert Dale (Company Secretary)

INTRODUCTORY


Since the last meeting, two governors had tendered their resignations from the
Board. Paul Holgate, whose son had completed his study programme at the college
and whose term of office is due to come to an end in December 2018, asked to step
down at the end of August. Richard Palmer said that because of a change in
strategic direction at his school, his position on the Board would be conflicted and
asked to step down from 3 September. The Chair would contact both to thank them
for their service. An update on governor recruitment was on the agenda at Item 6.

ITEM 1A: APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE


Apologies for absence had been received from Jack Tomlinson.

ITEM 1B: DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST


In the light of discussions under Items 4 and 5, the Chair reminded members of his
professional role as Group Financial Risk Director for Lloyds Banking Group.
Because the Hart Learning Group’s financial relationship with Lloyds Bank was
handled through an entirely separate team within the Bank, there was no need for
the Chair to leave the meeting while such matters were discussed.

ITEM 1C: MINUTES OF THE PREVIOUS MEETING


Minutes of the Part 1 meeting held on 4 June 2018 were approved and signed as an
accurate record of proceedings.



Minutes of the Part 2 (confidential) meetings held on 9 April, 4 June and 20 July 2018
were approved and signed as an accurate record of proceedings.

ITEM 1D: MATTERS ARISING/ACTIONS


Actions had been addressed as follows:


Circulate appointments for the SAR Panel meetings as soon as dates were
agreed. Action complete. SAR Panel meetings took place on 29 and
30 August with support from several governors and an external, practising
Ofsted HMI, whose assistance was welcomed.

The Hart Learning Group is the trading name for North Hertfordshire College Further Education Corporation



Circulate outline agenda for a forthcoming strategic awayday. Action complete.
The event took place on 20 July and a similar event will take place in June 2019.



Finalise dashboard and create process for circulating it monthly. Action under
way. A further iteration of the dashboard is attached to this agenda as Item 12.
Further comments and feedback are welcome.



Write note of thanks to Mitchell Holloway for his service on the Board. Action
complete. The Chair wrote to thank Mitchell for his service in June.



Issue Outlook appointments for 2018/19 Board meetings. Action complete.
Outlook appointments have been circulated.



Develop and share a more detailed calendar including a range of key internal
and external milestones. Action under way. This will be circulated shortly.



Extend and refresh the governor skills matrix and share with Governors. Action
complete. Circulated via Survey Monkey.



Arrange interviews with the two potential candidates for membership. Action
complete. Interviews took place immediately prior to the Board meeting.



Prepare report on the key decisions taken by the previous Board and the quality
of advice provided in respect of the formation of Hertvec. Action complete.
This issue was explored at the Away Day on 20 July.



Explore whether local authority funds could be used to provide NUS cards for
CLA students. Action complete. Part of the consideration of priorities for
allocating funds.



Prepare analysis of local student population growth to 2023 in support of the
business and financial planning process. Action complete. This issue was
explored at the Away Day on 20 July.



Provide further explanation of the rationale for using sub-contractors. Action
complete. This issue was explored at the Away Day on 20 July.



Circulate appointments for the SAR Panel meetings as soon as dates were
agreed. Action complete. See first bullet point above.

ITEM 2: BOARD MEMBER DECLARATIONS


Requirements governing eligibility to serve as charitable trustees had been tightened
up and new declaration forms had been circulated to members at the end of July. All
members had now returned this and completed a new declaration of interests form
for 2018/19. An updated Privacy Notice explaining what personal data was collected
from governors, the legal basis for doing so and the nature of any processing, had
also been circulated for members’ information.

ITEM 3: ANNUAL SAFEGUARDING REPORT


A detailed paper summarising activity undertaken in support of the welfare and safety
of students had been circulated. Members asked:

Question: Was the increase in mental health issues being dealt with particular to the
college? No, this was an issue common across the FE and HE sectors.
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Question: Were there issues where North Hertfordshire College did not seem to be
following the national trend? There was little evidence of gang-related issues, knife crime or
drug use, although student perceptions of the presence of drugs on campus had increased.
Awareness-raising, including the ‘county lines’ picture, was being carried out and more
security had also been put in place. Two referrals to the police had been made last year on
drugs matters. This would be normal practice unless there were clear reasons for not
making a referral, to highlight the zero-tolerance policy and to help students feel safe on site.
Question: Were there particular reasons for the growth in support cases shown in the
report? Real effort had been put into picking up attendance issues early, as part of the
general attempt to raise attendance levels. Similarly, staff had sought to identify students
with financial issues earlier; this had clearly helped with keeping students on programme.
Both areas showed significant increases year-on-year, reflecting a better process for
identifying issues. In some cases – eg ‘fights’ or instances of disruption - different students
might report the same incident more than once, so caution in interpreting data was needed.
Question: Was there any link between student attendance or financial concerns, and the
‘spikes’ for Construction, Motor Vehicle and Creative Arts curriculum areas? More than half
of the need for student support at the Engineering and Construction Campus (ECC) where
Construction and Motor Vehicle programmes were based related to finance, so there was a
correlation. This might also link to the engagement challenges face by ECC, but more
analysis was needed. Staff were working with the ‘achievement gap’ team to explore these
data further. There was also a need to ensure more consistency in staff reporting.
Action: Ask Sarah Robins to investigate the ECC data on attendance and financial support
data to identify possible links.


Governors were pleased to see that fewer students had declined support. This partly
reflected increased effort put into helping students with transition from school to
college – this was particularly relevant for students with higher levels of anxiety as it
helped increase their confidence. An extra emergency contact would be requested
in future (so that the Group held at least two); this was now seen as best practice.



Governor training on Safeguarding had last been undertaken on a group basis in
June 2016. Given the updating of Keeping Children Safe in Education, and the
impending appointment of a number of new governors, it was advisable to consider
when and how training should be delivered. Options – including face-to-face or
online – would be explored and a proposal circulated.

Action: Put forward a plan for ensuring governor training on safeguarding and prevent was
appropriately refreshed during the current academic year.


Paul Holgate, who had tendered his resignation from the Board from the end of
August 2018, had been the nominated Safeguarding governor; a new appointment
should be made as soon as possible. Paul had attended internal safeguarding
meetings – roughly every half term, lasting 90 minutes – so he was able to make his
own assessment of the Group’s approach to safeguarding. Members suggested an
initial approach be made to Jack Tomlinson – who, as a former student, and a
member of the Quality & Innovation Committee would bring a valuable new
perspective. Using video-conferencing might make his participation easier.

Action: Contact Jack Tomlinson to discuss whether he would be willing to take on the role of
Safeguarding governor.


The Board accepted the report and thanked Emma Masters and colleagues for their
excellent work to ensure the safety and welfare of students.
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ITEM 4: CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S OVERVIEW


As the paper set out, 2017/18 had been a particularly challenging year and the
consequences of revenue shortfalls were having to be addressed in 2018/19.



Recruitment to full-time study programmes was ahead of the same point last year,
and there was confidence that the targeted intake of 2,054 students would be met.
Recruiting more students to the college this year would not improve income in 17/18
though it may have an impact on future allocations. There was a shortfall in
recruitment to Creative Studies of c60 places. This needed further exploration.



Higher Education programmes had been seriously affected by the unexpected and
unilateral decision by the University of Hertfordshire – ostensibly a partner with the
other Hertfordshire Colleges in a HE consortium – to lower its entry requirements just
before clearing. Without any consultation with the partner colleges, UH had removed
around 25% of the expected intake into Foundation degree programmes delivered by
the Hertfordshire colleges but accredited to the University.



Redacted s43
There was a potential negative impact on income
arising from this and
very limited options open to the university’s partners. All four college Principals had FOIA
protested vigorously, collectively and individually about UH’s actions and the impact
not only on 2017/18 recruitment targets/budgets but also the fact that this had
fundamentally undermined the purpose and existence of the Hertfordshire HE
consortium. There was also a real risk for the university that students attracted by
very low entry standards would struggle with the way in which degree programmes
were delivered. The Board was willing to write on its own account to the ViceChancellor about this if this would help.

Question: What was break-even for the HE programme? Analysis would be shared.
Action: Share analysis of the cost and revenue of the HE programme with the Board.


Subsequent to the Board discussion on 20 July, extended contacts had been made
with the Education and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA) and with Lloyds Bank. A
request for Exceptional Financial Support (EFS) had submitted to ESFA and
approved by its Funding Committee on 30 August. It would require Treasury
approval, which was anticipated in mid-September. This had reassured the Bank,
which had agreed to maintain the present overdraft arrangement
and be Redacted s43
FOIA
flexible over this during the next few months.



There were consequences of seeking EFS, including a visit from the FE
Commissioner’s office, a Requires Improvement Financial rating and a financial
Notice to Improve. The funding would come in tranches, as required,



Separately, consideration was being given to making an application to the
Restructuring Fund (RF). This was also a repayable loan or grant but unlike EFS
would be interest bearing. The Lloyds Bank adviser supported an application and
suggested that we had a good case.

Question: What was the benefit of taking this up? It would provide more term finance
outwith the Bank’s loan. The RF was meant to come to an end by April 2019 and it was not
quite clear at this point what might succeed it. There would be a cost to taking this up as a
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Redacted s43
FOIA

range of independent reports would be required, with an estimated cost of c£60k.
Depending on the period of the loan, this might not represent good value for money.
Redacted s43
FOIA

Question: Would the request for EFS be in the public domain? Yes, the Requires
Improvement assessment and FE Commissioner’s visit would be reported publicly. This
would generate press interest which would need careful handling. Members felt that EFS in
this case was akin to a bridging loan and could be communicated as such.
Question: What would the FE Commissioner’s visit involve? The Commissioner would want
to see the business plan, financial forecasts and reporting, evidence of Board consideration,
management information, ratios, and so on. Independent advice (such as would be needed
for a RF request) would help and might pre-empt the Commissioner arranging something
separately. The Commissioner’s representatives (senior civil servants) would want to speak
to the Chair and another Board member – possibly Vernon as Chair of the Q&I Committee.
Question: Had Lloyds responded to our challenge over the cost of updating and extending
the current loan agreements? Yes, the business manager had agreed to review the scope
and cost of the work required, to consider whether more could be done in-house and to
check the value for money of the Pinsent Mason proposed charges.


Redacted s43
FOIA

Redacted ss41
and 43 FOIA



Governors welcomed the report.

ITEM 5: TRADING AND BUDGET UPDATE
Redacted s43
FOIA





There were other downside risks – with the recent impact on HE income having
come out of the blue. Once final recruitment numbers for the college were known
and there was a clearer picture of apprentice recruitment – both seeming to be at
least on track at present – the Executive would prepare a detailed reforecast and
keep the Board closely informed of progress.



With the caveat that a major negative variance, should one arise, would need to be
addressed, the Board approved the proposed 2018/19 deficit budget of (£145,000).

ITEM 6: CURRICULUM UPDATE


That progress continued to be made to improve student progress and outcomes.
Presentations at SAR Panel meetings demonstrated that department heads knew
their provision well, could understand and analyse data and use evidence to inform
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planning. Teams were self-aware and self-critical. Paula Heaney (former HMI, but
still-practising Ofsted Inspector) continued to provide independent professional
scrutiny of the reports.


The review process would continue through September and the Quality & Innovation
Committee would consider a detailed paper and draft SAR in October. It was
anticipated that the Group would self-assess as Good with some Outstanding
elements. The Engineering and Construction Centre departments (Construction and
Motor Vehicle) and our Apprenticeship department would self-assess as Requires
Improvement, but there was more confidence in their ability to change this year.



Maths and English outcomes were in line with sector average results; although also
in line with internal targets, the team was aware that this is still not good enough, but
it was appreciated that this was an extremely tough challenge.



Governors confirmed that their impression of the SAR process was that it was robust
and rigorous and had improved during the three years it had been in operation. Staff
welcomed the opportunity to demonstrate their understanding of the challenges
facing their teams. The sessions demonstrated a good sense of teamwork, and
helped to build relationships between governors, the executive and curriculum
teams. There was still work to do with the ECC and Hart L&D, particularly in helping
staff there feel part of the wider Group community.

Action: Circulate note from the Chair to the department heads thanking them for their
commitment to this process.


The Board welcomed the report

ITEM 7: SEARCH COMMITTEE REPORT


The result of the staff governor election was announced; Liz Calver, Head of Sport
and Public Services had been successful with 73% of the votes cast. She would join
the Board for its next meeting, and would attend her first meeting as a member of the
Quality & Innovation Committee on 2 October.



An election for a student governor would take place shortly and it was expected that
a successful candidate would join the Board at the next meeting.



Staff and student governors would also join the Quality & Innovation Committee.



Interviews of two potential candidates had been conducted prior to the Board
meeting by Lynne Ceeney, Peter Johnston and Vernon McClure. Both candidates
came from the North Hertfordshire area and worked for major local employers
(Sainsbury and GSK). The former had significant experience at Board level in
commercial businesses Both candidates were appointable and the interview panel
recommended them to the Board, with the caveat that the second candidate (from
GSK) be offered a mentor as this was her first Board level appointment.



Both candidates could be considered for appointment to the Audit Committee, which
was in need of additional support at present.



Further contact would be made with Notum, and other potential sources of
prospective candidates such as the AoC as there was a need to bring in the
education skills which had been lost on the resignation of Richard Palmer, to improve
diversity and to consider succession planning issues. The Search Committee would
consider these points at its next meeting.

Action: Make contact with successful candidates to confirm appointments and make
arrangements for compliance documentation to be completed.
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Action: Contact potential sources of further Board candidates.
Action: Prepare Search Committee agenda.


The Board welcomed the report.

ITEM 8: POLICY REVIEW – ANTI-BRIBERY


The Board approved the Anti-bribery Policy, which would be added to the website.

Action: Arrange for the Anti-bribery Policy to be published and communicated to staff.
ITEM 9: RISK REGISTER


The recent concerns over the University of Hertfordshire’s approach to its partners in
the HE consortium had been added to the register. Further updates to the
mitigations in respect of financial issues could be added following feedback from the
ESFA and the bank. This would take place through the weekly review by the SMT.

ITEM 10: ANY OTHER BUSINESS
Governor Dashboard


This was attached as Item 12, but remained ‘work in progress’. Comments and
advice from members would be welcomed to ensure that it provided the right kind of
information to support members in monitoring the Group’s work; questions and
feedback should be directed to the Chief Executive.



Members asked if a ‘target’ line could be added where relevant so that they could
compare progress and performance against target as well as last year’s outturn.

Action: Update the dashboard in line with members’ feedback.
Leaving the EU – March 2019


The Chair asked for an assessment of the potential impact on the Group of a
disorderly or ‘no deal’ outcome to the current discussions with the EU 27 about the
UK’s departure from the union. Consideration of the impact on EU nationals who
might be staff, or on service providers reliant on products or services from the EU, or
on students, would be undertaken. There would be challenges in identifying students
who were EU nationals resident on the UK or abroad as there had been no historic
need to gather this data.

Action: Provide assessment to the Board of the impact of a disorderly or ‘no deal’ outcome
to the current negotiations over the UK’s departure from the EU.
ITEM 11: DATE OF NEXT MEETING


Monday 15 October 2018, at the old Town Hall, Letchworth, starting at 18.30.

………………………………………………………
Signed – Chair of Governors
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…………………
Date

