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Charterhouse is seeking a Chair of Governors to take over from June 2019 on the retirement of the present 
incumbent, Peter Norris.

Background
The School is poised to enter an exciting period of transformation and expansion as it moves to full co-
education from 2021 and pupil numbers will grow from around 800 to around 980. Originally a boys-only 
school, girls have been part of the School’s sixth form since the 1970s. The School has had a long and 
distinguished history of over 400 years; in that context, the project to become fully co-educational is as 
important a milestone as any other since the School was founded.

The ambition of the Governing Body for the School is straightforward: Charterhouse is set to become the 
best co-educational boarding school in the UK. It will be distinguished by its academic standards, quality of 
pastoral care, sound finances, and outstanding governance. Its community, staff, pupils and Governors alike 
will always embrace the core Carthusian values: responsibility, perseverance, kindness, moral courage and 
open-mindedness.

The new Chair will play a key role in realising the transformation and will provide critical leadership at a time of 
exciting change.

Over the last five years, a number of important building blocks have been put in place as the foundations of 
the co-education and expansion projects. A new senior management structure has been adopted, reporting 
through the Head to the Governing Body. The Head now explicitly combines both the traditional duties of 
headship and a role which would be described as “Chief Executive” in a commercial organisation. The Head 
is supported in this by an Executive Committee (“Exco”), comprising, in addition to the Head: the Director of 
Finance and Strategy (an evolution of the traditional Bursar role), the Second Master, the Director of Business 
Development and External Relations (a new role), the Deputy Head (Pastoral) and Deputy Head (Academic).

With the exception of the Second Master, all the members of Exco have been recruited within the last two 
years. The new team has combined very well and has provided excellent leadership through a complex period 
during which multiple new workstreams have started, in addition to “business as usual”. These have included 
the internal reform of management structures, planning for co-education, a completely new plan for the 
development of the School’s Estate, the creation of new sources of commercial income and the strengthening 
of the balance sheet by raising long-term funds.

The appointment in 2017 of the Head, Alex Peterken, has been of critical importance. Alex had previously been 
a housemaster at Charterhouse and left to go to Cheltenham College where he served as Deputy Head for 
two years and a very successful Head for eight years. He returned to Charterhouse to take up post as Head in 
January 2018.

The period leading up to Alex’s appointment was very difficult for the School. His predecessor had served less 
than three years when he resigned; there were also two changes of Bursar and finally, a newly appointed Chair 
of Governors died unexpectedly after only two months in office.



While this was clearly a challenging time, it is also a tribute to the strength of the institution and of its 
governance that it has been possible to develop and to start to execute the far-reaching plans for the future 
which are now in course. Over the last three years, the School has: committed to the move to full co-education; 
developed a new, state-of-the-art Maths and Science centre; adopted plans for the construction of new 
boarding houses and refurbishment of the centre of the original estate; entered into its first contract to extend 
the Charterhouse brand internationally, starting in Asia; raised £35m of unsecured fixed rate financing over 
a term of 40 years at a cost of 3.19% pa; and consistently increased its provision of public benefit. Over the 
same period, the new senior management team has bedded in extremely well and begun a rolling programme 
of reform and improvement in a number of key areas of school management, which has begun to yield better 
performance in all areas of operation as well as efficiencies. 

governance
The Governing Body is the core organ of governance at the School. It is charged with fulfilling the objects 
of the original endowment, while ensuring the highest standards of pastoral and financial performance in a 
complex medium-sized educational enterprise operating in a 250-acre estate, which is one of the finest in the 
schools’ sector. The revenues of the School are around £30m annually and its EBITDA profit this year will be 
around £4.8m. The Governing Body is typically of about 15 members, drawn from both the local community 
(Surrey County Council, the Diocese, the University of Surrey), the academic world (there are representatives 
from both Oxford and Cambridge Universities) and the professions. The aim is to ensure that appropriate 
levels of skill and experience are represented in the key disciplines: academic standards, safeguarding and 
pastoral care, estate management, finance and operations and public benefit.



role of the chair
The role of the Chair requires a combination of the skills associated with successful Board management in 
business with the ability to deliver effective governance by the Governing Body in the very complex world of 
boarding secondary education – a field in which only a few of the Governors at any time will have had direct 
experience. The role is active and engaged, while remaining explicitly non-executive; “eyes on and hands off” 
is one description which has been used. A critical measure of success is to ensure an open and transparent 
relationship between the senior management team and the Governing Body. The Board meets normally only 
three times a year and so the quality of the preparation of material and the framing of GB discussions are of 
the utmost importance in order to ensure effective decision taking.

It is difficult to be prescriptive, but the role would normally take one or two days a month in aggregate time 
but, at certain times, a greater commitment may be required. The Chair currently also chairs the Finance and 
General Purposes Committee but a decision on this will fall to the next Chair. The F & GP Committee also 
meets three times a year and, while always subject to the oversight of the full Board, can stand in for it in terms 
of decision taking between (full) Governing Body meetings. 

The main relationship of the Chair is with the Head, followed by the Director of Finance & Strategy. A good 
working relationship with the Head is vital and requires an active and open dialogue throughout the year. 
It is essential that both parties have the confidence that all relevant matters can, and indeed are, raised (in 
confidence, if necessary) and that the objectives and performance of the senior management team can be 
regularly assessed with appropriate feedback.

The Chair will also work with the Chair of the Nominations Committee to ensure that the composition of the 
Governing Body is fit for purpose and appropriately refreshed. This means overseeing an effective Nominations 
process and, where necessary, giving guidance and advice to individual governors. Ensuring that each of the 
main committees of the Governing Body are run by the right governors is an important success factor. The main 
committees are: Finance and General Purposes, Pastoral, Academic, Planning and Projects, Audit and Risk, 
and Investment. Charterhouse also has a sub-committee which oversees international development activities. 
In the recent past, the Governing Body has adopted fixed terms for governors of five years, with one renewal 
by mutual agreement. This has been adopted in a way to ensure rolling succession while preserving a balance 
of the key skill sets. As the regulatory requirements of governing bodies are continually increasing, as are core 
elements of school inspections, ensuring a high standard of compliance by governors is also an important 
element of the role although of course there is assistance from the School in this. 

Regular visits to the School are important, as is a willingness for regular communication with the Head. 

Charterhouse also has a sister charity, endowed by the same benefactor which operates the Old Charterhouse 
in Smithfield. Some financial resources are shared with the Old Charterhouse and there is mutual 
representation on the two Governing Bodies. The Chair is responsible for maintaining good relations and for 
making sure that any opportunities to co-operate for mutual benefit are taken.



Person sPecification
The new Chair will:

• Have a knowledge of and genuine interest in schools and the education of young people
• Have the pupils’ best interests at heart
• Have an understanding of the role of governance within a school
• Have an understanding of the importance of compliance
• Be an effective leader, able to harness the strengths and skills of a varied Governing Body, all of whom are 

also acting pro bono
• Be able to support the Head and Director of Finance & Strategy, whilst also challenging them and holding 

them to account
• Be able to understand the business and financial side of the School
• Be a strategic thinker who is strong, open-minded, consultative and able to make decisions
• Be reflective about best governance and willing to review governance to ensure that the School is always 

moving forward

aPPlication Process
Interested candidates are invited to contact RSAcademics by email or telephone, to arrange a confidential 
discussion with Claire Oulton or Michael Stephens who are leading the search:

Claire Oulton
07738 737482 / claireoulton@rsacademics.co.uk

Michael Stephens
07834 520995 / michaelstephens@rsacademics.co.uk

The School is committed to safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children and young people and expects 
all staff and volunteers to share this commitment. The successful candidate will be asked to apply to the 
Disclosure and Barring Service for an Enhanced Disclosure.

Founded in 2002 by Russell Speirs, RSAcademics specialises in schools, in the UK and internationally, 
advising on marketing strategy and research, leadership consultancy and the search and selection of Heads 
and senior staff. Comprising a team of the best schools’ marketing professionals and respected former school 
leaders, RSAcademics provides a high-quality service to schools with rigour, experience and warmth. Please 
visit www.rsacademics.co.uk for more information.


