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What makes a Church of England (C of E) or 
Church in Wales (C in W) school different, 

and so by extension why should a parent want to 
send their child there, or a teacher want to teach 
there? And, of course, why would a governor want 
to be a governor there?

Apart from some organisational, administrative and 
regulatory differences, what makes a church school 
distinctive from a secular one can be surprisingly 

difficult to articulate, but perhaps it is best summed 
up as “vision”. As guardians of the vision, governors 
are keeping alive the vision that was entrusted to that 
small group of men and women of the early Church. 

In this chapter we will take a broader look at what is 
meant by “vision”, how a school’s vision is 
implemented as its mission, and how both vision and 
mission are underpinned by its values and ethos. 
There will be suggestions as to how you can reflect 
on what those terms mean for you as a governor and 
how, whether or not you identify as a practising 
Christian or member of the C of E or C in W, you 
can engage with the vision of the school you serve. 

A continuity of vision

Joshua Watson’s original vision
Joshua Watson’s personal values, and by extension 
those of the movements and projects with which he 
was associated, were above all being true to God’s 
work – whatever was appropriate in the local 
circumstance that would further the work of God 
was seen as a Christian value.
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On Jesus’ arrival in heaven, a vast host of 
angels greeted him. After the formalities, 
they asked whom he had left behind on 
earth to finish the work he had begun.

Jesus replied, “Just a small group of men 
and women who love me.”

“That’s all?” asked the angels, astonished. 
“What if this tiny group should fail?”

Jesus replied, “I have no other plans.”

(Author unknown)
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Watson was also motivated by a concern for the poor 
– not from a paternalistic perspective, but stemming 
from the New Testament teaching on the Christian 
duty to the poor (for example, in Luke 14:12-14 and 
Matthew 19:21). The key part that C of E and  
C in W schools play in areas of profound poverty is a 
tribute to Watson’s perseverance in this.

Watson has often been described as an 
“internationalist”, in that he had a concern for the 
Anglican Communion and people overseas. The 
place of C of E and C in W schools in areas with a 
high ethnic minority population reflects and continues 
Watson’s vision of truly inclusive education.

A further aspect of how Watson lived his life was 
hospitality. He made his Westminster house a place 
of welcome, both to social visitors and to longer-
staying guests. Welcoming, including and valuing the 
contribution of people from all backgrounds and 
traditions should be a key aspect of C of E and  
C in W schools – reinforcing their ethos of being 
community schools, as opposed to admitting only 
those from any particular denomination or religion.

“You shall love the Lord your God with all 
your heart, and with all your soul, and with 
all your mind.” This is the greatest and first 
commandment. And a second is like it: 
“You shall love your neighbour as yourself.” 
On these two commandments hang all the 
law and the prophets.

(Matthew 22:37-40)

You will be blessed, because they cannot 
repay you.

(Luke 14:14)
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The vision today

The National Society’s vision and values

The National Society’s website outlines no fewer 
than fifteen values for schools, which exemplify the 
Christian faith. These are: reverence, wisdom, 
thankfulness, humility, endurance, service, 
compassion, trust, peace, forgiveness, friendship, 
justice, hope, creation and koinonia (from the Greek 
meaning communion or participation).1 Although 
many of these are not exclusively Christian, they can 
all be described and framed in a distinctively 
Christian way.

Author and educationalist Neville Norcross 
suggests five core values: hope, justice, humility, 
service, love. He suggests that vision and values are 
often confused, but in fact are different and distinct 
– that living the values and enabling them to 
permeate every aspect of school life is key, and that 
leaders (in this case governors) should lead by 
example.2

Tim Elbourne, also an author and educationalist, 
takes a step back from the multitude of values and 
characterises them according to the concepts they 
represent. He suggests: belonging, rootedness and 
narrative as core ideas which are given practical 
manifestations in the National Society’s fifteen 
values.

Belonging, rootedness, narrative

• Belonging in this sense refers to community and 
relationship. Schools are communities in which 
relationships are formed, but also part of wider 
communities – the parish, the diocese, the Church 
as a whole, the local and wider secular 
communities.

• Rootedness articulates the idea that C of E and  
C in W schools have their roots in the Gospel. 
Strong roots lead to a flourishing life and enable 
growth for individuals and communities. They 
also help when enduring periods of testing and 
struggle.

• Narrative refers to salvation history – God 
working through his people, as told in the Old and 
New Testaments. This, Elbourne suggests, should 
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Why not make one of these values the 
subject of your collective worship, PSHE 
(personal, social, health and economic) 
activities or personal reflection? You could 
focus on a different one each day, week, 
month or half term.
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be played out in every aspect of school life – 
formal lessons, collective worship, in the way that 
school life as a whole is conducted by children and 
young people, staff, parents, and of course 
governors.3

A project to establish strengths 
and weaknesses in your school’s 
vision

Guardians of the vision
As Joshua Watson realised two hundred and fifty 
years ago, schools are key shapers of society. This 
means that the role of the governor as a guardian of 
the vision has never been more important than it is 
today. So what does being a “guardian of the vision” 
mean for a governor of a church school? And what 
does it mean for you? 

• Find out whether your Diocesan Board of 
Education (DBE) has its own set of values 
for schools.

• Using one of the frameworks above and/or 
the DBE framework, brainstorm ways in 
which your school is strong and weak in 
each of the values identified. (You could 
organise a governors’ “away day”, to really 
give this the attention it warrants.)

• Provide evidence of the strengths (this will 
be important in any inspection4) and 
consider ways in which areas of weakness 
can be improved.

• Create an action plan to maintain the 
strengths and turn the weaknesses into 
strengths.
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Some examples of vision 
statements in church schools

When you take a close look at these vision 
statements, they are ambitious and may seem 
unachievable in, for example, a school where morale 
is low after a poor inspection, or where differences 
among the governors threatens to undermine 
consensus. At such times, to be the guardian of a 
vision might seem a particularly daunting challenge 
– but nevertheless, that is what governors are 
mandated to do. Moreover, staying true to the vision 
will, guaranteed, ultimately enable you to turn things 
around. 

In reality, there are probably numerous reasons why 
you are a governor, or are considering becoming one. 
Perhaps you volunteered, or were asked, or possibly 
no one else came forward. Whatever your 
circumstances, the reality might not feel much like a 
vision! But that of itself doesn’t mean you can’t share 
in the school’s vision, support its mission, or uphold 

An exercise

The word “vision” implies an affinity with the aims 
and values of the school that goes far beyond 
agreeing with a school’s educational or business 
strategy, or approving its administrative procedures. 
This is about the bigger picture – the real reason why 
any of us bothers with any of it.

Let’s take as our starting point the vision statements 
of a variety of church schools:

“To be a dynamic community of care, built 
on Christian values, in which everyone is 
encouraged, challenged and inspired.”

“As a church school, at the heart of the 
community in partnership with parents, 
XXX CE Primary School is committed to 
enabling all pupils to achieve their full 
potential. We will do this through 
developing a love of learning within a 
creative environment, where everyone 
aspires towards excellence.”

“We aim to provide a quality of education, 
within a safe, stimulating Christian 
environment.”

“We aim to provide and welcome 
opportunities to prepare our children for 
their roles as members of an intercultural 
and multi-faith community.”

Take these and any other vision statements 
you can find and spend some time – either 
as an individual or with other governors, 
staff, or children and young people – 
reflecting on how they apply – or not – to 
your school. For example, is your school “a 
dynamic community of care” and a “safe, 
stimulating Christian environment”? Does 
that articulate what you aspire to, or would 
you want to phrase it differently? How 
does your school’s own vision statement 
reflect reality?
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its Christian ethos and values. Importantly, that 
doesn’t mean you have to “buy into” anything you 
don’t believe, or accept anything as an imposition. 
Your contribution as a governor is hugely important 
and, as with everything in life, it is all the more 
rewarding if you engage fully and actively with it. 
This means becoming a dynamic, active part of the 
vision and mission of the school.

Governors generally agree that they are appointed to 
ensure that their school is the very best it can 
possibly be – in other words, to uphold the vision and 
implement the mission. The challenge comes in how 
this is applied to the daily governance of the school, 
and how governors relate what they do, think and 
decide, to the bigger picture of why the school is 
there in the first place. In some small way every little 
thing that happens in a school – from the teaching 
methods to the toilets – is part and parcel of the 
vision. So an important part of your role is to hold 
everything up to scrutiny, championing anything that 
works towards the vision and challenging anything 
that blurs it.

The mission statement of the 
Church in Wales

A Church School is a witness to the 
mission of Christ in the Gospel:

• where Jesus Christ is our foundation;

• where every person has equal value and 
the chance to grow and develop to their 
full potential;

• where teachers, staff, governors and parents 
are committed to the education and 
development of the whole person;

• where the search for knowledge is 
accompanied by a quest for faith and a 
journey of spiritual experience;

so that…

• every child can learn of the richness of the 
created world, and grasp every opportunity  
to contribute to it in life;

• every member of staff can be nurtured in 
their vocation to teach;

• every achievement can be celebrated and 
every shortcoming forgiven;

• every person in this school can know that they 
are made in the image of God.

Every school should be a special place, a safe 
place, a place of learning, a place of nurture and 
of exploration. A school must demonstrate 
openness and acceptance, tolerance and 
forgiveness. Here, values and attitudes are 
formed and every individual is celebrated as 
unique.

A church school is all of these things and develops 
a distinctive Christian character through learning, 
religious education, prayer, worship and action in 
the name of Christ that makes God’s love and 
presence known to the world.5
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Vision into mission

It’s great to have a big-picture vision, but not much 
good if we never put it into action. A school’s mission 
should be the working-out of its vision – how it is 
implemented in order to bring it into reality. The 
mission of the Church in education is what governors 
have been called and appointed to. Once you come 
together as the people responsible for the governance 
of the school, you are part of a team in mission. 

The harvest is plentiful, but the labourers are 
few; therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to 
send out labourers into his harvest. Go on 
your way.

(“The mission of the seventy”, Luke 10:2-3)

No one with any sense would set out on a highly 
demanding mission without first equipping 
themselves with as much information, knowledge and 
understanding as possible about what they are being 
asked to do – although sadly, many governors are 
asked to do just that. They do their best, but in order 
to stay true to the vision, governors themselves need 
training and formation. In some dioceses this is in 
short supply, owing to a serious lack of resources.

Equipping the governing body for the challenge
The following questions are offered for you to 
answer individually and then pool your responses. 
This will help to highlight both the strengths and 
areas for development concerning the whole 
governing body’s understanding of the mission of the 
Church in education and, by extension, how it 
impacts your school.
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Review My response Support required Who can help?

What training have I received 
so far in the Church’s mission 
in education?

How often does our  
governing body discuss our 
core mission?

How accessible & relevant do 
I find the DBE’s documents?

To what extent does our 
school mission statement 
accurately reflect what the 
school exists for?

Does the mission statement 
need to be revisited by the 
whole community?

All the forms and tables in this book can be downloaded from: www.rpdownloads.co.uk/Church-School-
Governor-Resources_c_27.html, using the code: GOV001

Now pool your answers and agree what needs to be done, when and by whom. Keep this discussion as an 
ongoing item on your governors’ agenda at meetings.
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Taking up the mission
Seeing our children, young people and staff with the 
eyes of Christ is the challenge. When all is going well 
this appears pretty straightforward, but when the 
opposite is the case – when a young person is really 
struggling with disciplinary or mental health 
problems, when squabbles in the staff room or 
disagreements between governors arise, or when one 
of the staff isn’t pulling their weight and it is affecting 
overall morale6 – that is when it’s all the more 
important to keep the vision and mission in mind. 

A vision for the present and future
Just as a school exists to serve the local community it 
is situated in, so too it exists to serve the next 
generation as they go through the education system. 
Just as a teacher understands the importance of 
educating each generation for its time, so a governor 
has the task of translating the vision and mission of 
the Church and school into a new language – one 
that the children, young people, their families and the 
staff can understand and interpret for themselves. 

Many governors have their own children in school, 
but even those who have daily contact with children 
and young people themselves come to realise that 
what applied when they were in school, or even ten 

years ago, will not necessarily be relevant now. The 
world is changing so fast that the issues of today are 
not the same as those of even the recent past. This 
sense of being out of kilter with the children and 
young people whom the governing body exists to 
serve can challenge a governor at a deeply personal 
level. As part of the leadership in a C of E or C in W 
school today, a governor needs to be familiar with the 
issues that young people are concerned with, and not 
too afraid if they are not their own issues. It is often 
in this area that many governors need particular 
guidance and support. 

It can be very difficult, for example, to know how to 
respond to the case of a troubled young person. How 
can I help this pregnant teenager work towards a 
positive future for herself and her baby? What can I 
do for this lad who has been racially abused? What 
hope is there for the girl who is persistently in trouble 
with the police? In Chapter Four we will look at some 
specific challenges in more depth, but the message to 
take away from this is that upholding the vision at all 
times is paramount, especially when you’re involved 
in the nitty-gritty of things.

Questioning minds
Young people have always been full of big questions. 
While we must be faithful to educating in the beliefs 
and values of Christianity in the Anglican tradition, 
so too it is essential, if young people are to develop a 
real aptitude for learning, that schools engage with 
the children’s and young people’s questions of 
purpose and meaning.

Much of what is taught is far broader now than it 
once was, incorporating areas of study that schools 
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rarely if ever ventured into just a decade or so ago. 
The way in which ethical issues are included in the 
curriculum, for example, allows far greater room for 
personal exploration than it once did. In a good 
school these discussions and debates happen in all 
areas of learning, not just in religion, philosophy and 
ethics lessons. So in responding to the challenges of 
the time, governors need to be ready, willing and 
open to adapt to the reality of what is being taught, 
discussed and debated – while all the while keeping 
the vision undimmed before them. 

Before we concern ourselves too much with what 
we are supposed to be doing as governors regarding 
teaching and the formation of children and young 
people, it is important that we listen to the questions 
that children and young people actually ask, rather 
than looking for answers to questions that they are 
not asking. 

So let us begin with the questions that so many 
young people ask in school:

• Who am I really?

• Why was I born?

• What’s the point of my life?

Equally interesting for many is the big question asked 
by Jesus himself:

• Who do you say that I am? (Mark 8:29)

Without realising it, these questioning young people, 
who appear in every class, are asking the key 
questions about why the Church is so committed to 
its mission in education.

So often our children and young people do not 
believe they are special, unique or worthy. 
Psychologists tell us that the human mind deals with 
up to 50,000 thoughts each day, of which 70 per cent 
are negative! The world of advertising has become so 
skilled in getting exposure to the human mind that it 
now works on the fact that it picks up at least 16,000 
messages a day. And what are these messages? “You 
need this product, or that gadget, because you are 
clearly deficient without it.” Sadly, it works. Our 
mission is to teach the children to discern what is real 
and of value – to show another way that brings 
lasting joy and fulfilment in communities of learning 
and formation. Our schools must be places where 
young people develop a passion for truth and justice, 
as stewards committed to equality and respect for 
all. Our challenge is to continue to make this world 
fit for our children.

• How do you feel personally about what 
you have taken on?

• How does the vision of the school 
chime with your own personal vision?

• How do you feel about undertaking a 
“mission” and how can you turn the 
school’s vision into a mission – both as 
an individual and with your fellow 
governors? 

Reflection



A vision of God
Above and beyond all the vision and mission 
statements and talk of ethos and values there exists 
something intangible that defies description. To 
Christians, this is the mystery of God. St Paul put it 
most eloquently when he wrote to the Corinthians:

Among Jesus’ friends and followers were tax 
collectors, despised by the rest of society (Luke 
19:1-10), disgraced women (Luke 7:36-50), disabled 
people (Mark 10:46-52) and those who were sick 
(Mark 1:40-45). The parable of the Good Samaritan 
(Luke 10:25-37) was radical and provocative, because 
in it Jesus recognised and valued the humanity of a 
foreigner, who would normally have been considered 
alien and shunned. 

The examples above are just a few of many instances 
of Jesus’ radical inclusivity and uncompromising 
compassion. In Jewish society, people who were 
ritually “unclean” in some way were perceived as 
damaging to the relationship with God – not only for 
themselves, but also for their community and by 
extension wider society. In including those who were 
considered unclean, Christ was turning around 
people’s concepts of who could relate to God and 
how. It must have taken real courage to teach these 
things – a lone voice speaking out for justice in a 
culture where prejudice and exclusion were 
considered not only necessary, but virtuous. It 
culminated in Peter’s vision in Acts (10:9-16), which 
made it clear that everyone could and should have a 
relationship with God. So while Christ was including 
and humanising people who were suffering, he was 
also making it possible for them to get their 
relationship with God right. 

As we have seen, Christianity has inclusiveness at its 
foundation, based on the ability of all to relate to 
God, which is why the Church has a vocation to be 
there for everyone in the community, no matter who, 
and why all governors from all walks of life and faith 
backgrounds or none, should share the vision of 
inclusivity and compassion. 

What St Paul is articulating here is not God, but the 
human limitation and yearning to see God “face to 
face”. Christians come close to it in following the 
example of Jesus Christ in everything they say, think 
and do. Even for those who are not practising 
Christians, the example of Christ can – and indeed 
should – be a guiding inspiration when we are 
thinking about the ethos and values of a Christian 
school.

So how can this work in real life? Well, in Chapter 
One we saw how a church school should strive for real 
inclusivity – welcoming and valuing children and young 
people from all backgrounds, faith groups and walks of 
life and respecting all members of staff, governors and 
parents as equals. In the three years of his ministry, 
Christ was nothing if not inclusive. Indeed, he 
frequently exasperated and enraged the elitist and 
discriminatory authorities by consorting with people 
who, for one reason or another, were despised, cast 
out, considered inferior or not to be touched. 
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For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then 
we will see face to face. Now I know only 
in part; then I will know fully, even as I 
have been fully known.

(1 Corinthians 13:12)
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All who saw it began to grumble and said, 
“He has gone to be the guest of one who is 
a sinner.” Zacchaeus stood there and said 
to the Lord, “Look, half of my possessions, 
Lord, I will give to the poor; and if I have 
defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay 
back four times as much.” Then Jesus said 
to him, “Today salvation has come to this 
house… For the Son of Man came to seek 
out and to save the lost.”

(Luke 19:7-10)

Therefore, I tell you, her sins, which were 
many, have been forgiven; hence she has 
shown great love.

(Luke 7:47)

Take a little time out and find a quiet space to 
reflect on the Bible verses you have read in this 
section. Then ask yourself:

• What do they mean to you and how might 
they apply to your life and your work as a 
governor? Are there any stumbling blocks?

• Do you have a personal vision for your life? 
Is it consistent with your work as a 
governor? Does it chime with the vision of 
the school? If not, why not?

Reflection


