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Introduction 
 

Progress on problems is the measure of leadership; leaders mobilize 
people to face problems, and communities make progress on 
problems because leaders challenge them and help them to do so. 
—Ronald Heifetz1 

 
The last three years of my consulting practice has been marked by a notable uptick in 
requests for governance-centered work. In some cases, a school needs help navigating 
difficult conversations and decisions, crisis, and conflict within the community, or 
unanticipated high-stakes transitions. Other times, I’m asked to develop 
recommendations for improved board structure and function, or to present on trends 
and issues in education and school governance. While the context varies from school 
to school, each call from a board chair or school leader goes something like this:  
 

“What we’re doing now isn’t working well, and we’re not sure how to change how we 
operate.” 
 
“This is a problem we’ve never seen before — we are divided, and we don’t know where to 
begin.” 

 
Clearly, there is a universal need to rethink how we approach board work so that we 
can address the new problems we face — and, in the process, help boards build 
constructive partnerships with their school leaders. Here’s a sample list of challenges 
that might touch upon issues you’ve encountered in your own school community: 
 

• Questions about pedagogy, curriculum, and assessment for modern learning 
outcomes 

• Questions about the deployment of human resources, physical assets, and time 
• Questions about risk, safety, and the physical well-being of students and school 

communities 
• Questions about how to best define and address challenges related to all 

aspects of diversity, equity, and inclusion 
• Questions about school viability where demographics and conditions are 

changing rapidly 
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• Questions about increasing affordability and access for tuition-driven schools 
 
What’s happening here? In short, our schools are increasingly navigating challenges 
traditionally found in the world “outside” the classroom walls. Thomas Friedman, in 
his excellent 2016 book Thank You for Being Late, synthesizes these vexing challenges 
into three simultaneous “climate disruptions:” the climate of the environment and the 
natural world, the climate of globalization, and the climate of technological and digital 
acceleration.2 The political, economic, and societal implications of these climate 
disruptions stress and fracture communities around the globe, and they show up in 
our schools, too. Strong, centered, values-based leadership is an essential resource as 
schools struggle to respond and adapt to these challenges. This paper captures much 
of what I’ve learned about why governance needs are changing, what works, and how 
boards might begin to proactively reshape themselves for the future. 
 
In Section I, I identify key governance practices and orientations that prevent boards 
from performing to their highest potential. In Section II, I argue that by adapting to 
new ways of operating, boards (in partnership with school leadership) will prepare 
themselves for the deeper, higher value governance work that drives positive impact 
in their communities. In Section III, I propose a new vision for governance that 
models deep learning and exemplary leadership, and in Section IV, I outline 
substantive recommendations for how boards, together with school leaders, can 
reposition themselves to continuously learn, build their capacities, and improve their 
educational institutions.  
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I. On Being a Board Member: 
Why We Need Change 

 
My first school board experience was many years ago. I was young, eager, and naive 
about my role as a board member. I couldn’t wait to make a difference, to serve, to be 
part of a process that made decisions that mattered. When I accepted the invitation to 
serve, I received a limited onboarding in the form of a manual describing the rules of 
the road. But it never occurred to me to seek some mentorship beyond that. So, I 
made my first mistake as a rookie board member: I did no research into the norms of 
the board, its culture, or its expectations of me. I just jumped right in. 
 
I showed up at my first meeting filled with happy anticipation, which was slowly but 
surely deflated by a very long “sit and get” evening of committee reports and school 
presentations. Two and a half hours later, I left the meeting feeling distinctly 
unsatisfied: while I had been updated, I had contributed very little and we had not 
accomplished anything of significant value. But I was looking forward to our next 
meeting, which sounded much more substantial — we were in the middle of a search 
for our new school leader, and we would be getting an update from the search 
committee. It sounded like an opportunity for the board to collaborate and move 
towards an important goal.  
 
Thinking that the first meeting was an outlier, I arrived at the next meeting excited by 
the prospect to ask questions and engage in a meaningful dialogue about leadership. 
After almost two hours of ordinary business and budget discussion, we finally got to 
what was, in my mind, the most important topic: the search for the new head of the 
school. The search committee reported that they had chosen three finalists, 
interviewed each of them, and made their choice. After briefly describing their top 
candidate’s attributes and experience to the board, they urged the board members to 
immediately approve the person in question. According to the committee, the 
recruiters had reported that the talent pool was tight, and since their top choice was 
considering another offer, it was crucial to approve the candidate without delay. The 
board chair thanked the search chair and stated that, unless there were any serious 
objections, he’d like to call for a vote. 
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I was stunned. There had been no advance material. No description of the other 
candidates. There had been no dialogue, no discussion, no questions, no comments. I 
took my voting responsibility seriously: I didn’t feel like I was ready to make such an 
important decision based on so little information and dialogue. I then made my 
second rookie mistake: I impulsively raised my hand and asked, “How can we vote 
like this? Shouldn’t we be having a conversation?” 
 
It was one of those “you could hear a pin drop” moments. Everyone just looked at 
me in wide-eyed silence — perhaps praying that my question would not further 
extend the evening. The board chair very politely and pointedly told me that the 
search committee had done its work and we needed to move this forward quickly, 
because — and to repeat — we might we lose the candidate due to market forces. I 
remember thinking: “What did I miss?” But I apologized, feeling chastened and 
flustered. The salt in the wound came after the meeting, when the nominating chair 
took me aside and gently let me know that speaking up this early in my tenure was 
frowned upon. As a matter of fact, she counseled me that the custom for new 
members was to take about one year before actively offering input. 
 
I left that meeting feeling deflated, embarrassed, and confused. I recognized that I had 
more learning to do, and that I may have lacked essential information. But my 
personal feelings about my own performance were so strong that I lost sight of what 
was, perhaps, most important: that I was deeply uncertain both about the choice that 
had been made for leadership and about how it had happened. 
 
I quickly learned that I was not the only board member who felt uncertain. As time 
went on, many board members shared with me that they had similar questions and 
concerns. But no one had spoken up. Why? Since everyone felt that the decision had 
already been made, the only course of action was to fall into line and vote yes. As a 
new board member, I had not yet learned that making dialogue, discussion, and 
debate a fundamental part of the decision-making process was not the norm for this 
group. Although I wished that I had known about this board’s culture before 
becoming a board member, I was already on the team. I spent the rest of my year on 
the board experiencing much of the same and managing to stay quiet, and then I 
stepped off at the end of the year, feeling that my time and efforts were better spent 
elsewhere. 
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Today, I’d like to initiate a new conversation about governance. It begins with a 
question: 
 

When are you most engaged in the work of being a board member? 
 
You might have a clear sense of why you serve. Perhaps you want to support the 
unique mission of a particular school or district, or maybe you care about children and 
schools more broadly. You may have to serve in your role as the chief executive 
officer of your school. But try to think beyond that. Try to picture yourself in the 
moments when being a board member feels truly compelling, or maybe even fun. 
What’s happening around you? What are you doing? How do you feel? How do these 
moments differ from moments when you feel bored, frustrated, or disengaged? 
 
The reason I ask board members to think about how they feel during those 
meaningful moments is that — to borrow a tagline from the Yale Center for 
Emotional Intelligence — emotions matter.4 Just as we know that our students can’t 
engage in deep learning when they’re stressed, scared, or lacking a sense of purpose, 
we should also recognize that board members can’t do their best work unless they feel 
engaged and confident. Moreover, we know that board members are most engaged 
when they feel their efforts have significant benefit, value, and impact. 
 
As board members reflect together on their most powerfully engaging and valuable 
experiences, they begin to identify and examine the conditions that lead to and sustain 
meaningful work. And as they dig deeper into what encourages their best experiences, 
they begin to question many of the most entrenched norms, structures, and practices 
of their boards. They recognize that the conventional ways in which schools approach 
governance may be outdated — and perhaps doing more harm than good. 
 
This insight might be even more important when we consider that board members 
are, in essence, unpaid and essential talent — a powerful resource that must not be 
squandered. Board members may be truly committed to the cause and honored to 
serve, but they are agreeing to a serious responsibility that comes with hard work and 
challenges. 
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The bottom line is that, as board members, we all have other commitments; many of 
us have full-time professional duties and a wide array of personal responsibilities. We 
all have limited time to spend, and our time is precious. It’s impossible for us to build 
and sustain great boards if we don’t also ensure that each board member feels 
engaged, valued, and rewarded — because if we don’t, there are other very fine 
choices that board members might make about how and where to dedicate their time 
and expertise. 
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II. On New Ways of Working: 
What Needs to Change 

 
While my story of being a new board member may be a bit extreme, I wonder how 
many others have encountered similar or related moments or experiences during their 
tenures. We might then consider the inverse of my opening question: 
 

When do you least enjoy the work of being a board member? 
When are you least engaged? 

 
As an experienced board facilitator, I have come to learn that unhappy or frustrating 
experiences in board meetings are not unusual. And as I’ve written about extensively 
for the GLP blog, these circumstances are common in all kinds of meetings — even 
in meetings that are ostensibly designed to facilitate meaningful work.5 
 
This is not a particularly recent phenomenon. In the July 1972 issue of Harvard 
Business Review, George Prince lists a series of grievances that will surely ring true for 
modern readers: 
 

One would think that meetings are an exciting and rewarding component 
of business life. But this is the case far too seldom. Most meetings are 
notable for hidden agendas, lack of candor, and waste of talent. This 
produces a high level of frustration and boredom for participants and a 
low level of accomplishment, both for the company and for those persons 
present.6 

 
In the half-century that elapsed since this article was published, so much has 
transformed the ways in which organizations work. Evidently, though, meetings have 
been immune to these changes, and they remain a constant thorn in the sides of all 
involved. 
 
What’s particularly troubling is that the “frustration and boredom” that Prince 
describes above is only the tip of the iceberg. For example, when boards are caught 
up in divisive and high-stakes issues, emotions and personal agendas begin to triumph 
over rational decision-making. Board members come to meetings armed to defend 
their positions and, rather than engaging in an open-minded exploration of the topic, 
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they dig in. As Prince notes, those involved may also begin to suspect that there are 
“hidden agendas” at play. All of this can make for a very dysfunctional series of 
events, both in and out of the board room. 
 
These times of controversy and crisis are often the moments when I’m called to 
facilitate the work of the board. Over the past two or three years, it seems that these 
moments are occurring more frequently. We’ve recently navigated particularly 
challenging issues with our clients that mirror divisions in our national climate, 
especially those relating to learning outcomes and approaches, discipline, safety, and 
complex questions relating to diversity, equity, and inclusion. Seemingly small issues 
or instances have been sparks that ignite raging infernos, and in some cases the 
controversy spills beyond campus confines and turns into a significant PR challenge. 
Boards are left feeling anxious, confused, and — like their communities — divided 
from within.  
 
Many of these challenges are anchored in and exacerbated by four fundamental 
practices that, despite their wide acceptance by institutions, produce outcomes that 
don’t serve the needs of modern boards. I call these four ways of operating “the four 
ironies” of modern board operations: The Agenda, The Mindset, The Data, and 
The Conversation. 
 

The Agenda 
 

The way that the board spends its time, and the content of the board’s agenda, are 
perhaps the most crucial factors underlying successful governance work. 
 
Boards frequently ask me the following question: “If you could give one piece of 
advice about how to make our work more productive, more valuable, and more 
rewarding — what would it be?” My answer: Spend the majority of your time talking about 
what matters. If you’re not regularly having deep, challenging, and future-focused 
conversations, you’re probably not doing the best work of governance. Additionally, if 
you’re not having these kinds of conversations, board members are less likely to feel 
engaged and valued. Board member motivation and worthwhile work go hand-in-
hand. 
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Many boards have adopted a consent agenda to move routine matters off-line and 
prioritize more substantive and strategic topics. This is a good start, and in theory, 
consent agendas should make board meetings more efficient and effective, particularly 
if board members are diligent in their review of reports outside of meetings. In 
practice, though, the more open format, if not supported by a thoughtfully crafted 
agenda, can lead to unbounded discussions that wander off into inconsequential 
tangents and squander precious time dissecting low-value or inappropriate topics. 
When this happens, feel-good presentations and ordinary updates find their way back 
into the mix and once again crowd out deeper strategic work. Boards are back where 
they started, trying to do too much, in too little time, without realizing optimal value. 
 
What might it look like for boards to eschew routine matters and devote time to other 
topics? Later in this paper, I’ll discuss in detail how to talk about meaty issues, but first, 
here’s a quick summary of what matters in board work — and why it matters. 
 
My most transformational learning experience in graduate school was a course taught 
by Ron Heifetz, a professor of leadership at Harvard. Heifetz popularized the notion 
of “technical challenges” and “adaptive challenges,” a principle that has informed 
much of my work with schools and boards. In a now-classic article in the January-
February 1997 issue of Harvard Business Review, Heifetz and Donald Laurie explain the 
difference between these two challenges through the analogy of somebody suffering 
life-threatening heart problems.7 Technical solutions, the authors explain, would 
involve fixes like surgery and medication — but those go only so far. The patient 
would also need to make major behavioral changes (in areas like diet, exercise, and 
smoking) in order to achieve long-lasting positive outcomes. 
 
Of course, overcoming a lifetime’s worth of habits poses an enormous challenge, even 
when the stakes are literally life or death. This is what Heifetz and Laurie call an 
adaptive challenge; for the patient, adapting a healthy lifestyle would require learning to 
live by an entirely new set of mindsets and practices. When schools face similar 
existential threats, from external pressures or internal discord, boards must lead the 
way in finding similar radical solutions. “Adaptive work,” the authors write, “is 
required when our deeply held beliefs are challenged, when the values that made us 
successful become less relevant, and when legitimate yet competing perspectives 
emerge… Adaptive problems are often systemic problems with no ready answers.” 
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Despite the importance of tackling adaptive challenges, boards tend to spend most of 
their time reacting to what’s current (and perhaps what ought to be in the domain of 
school leadership) and wading through technical work: the standard checklist of 
things that are necessary, but relatively easy to do, and ultimately fairly perfunctory. 
It’s not that going over the budget or talking about fundraising aren’t important 
aspects of board work. However, the more time that is spent in this work, the less 
time board members will have to engage in the strategic work that will sustain the 
school in the years to come.  The first step is to build agendas that prioritize the right 
content. A few tips for board chairs and school leaders:  
 

• Limit topics and resist agenda overload. We suggest having no more than 
three or four agenda items per meeting. Ensure that at least half of the time for 
the meeting is protected for dialogue on questions of strategy and the support 
of leadership. Actively keep out updates or matters of operation that can be 
disseminated or addressed off-line. 

 
• Use a timer. I’ll outline in more detail below how to productively manage the 

content of conversations, but the first step is to be rigorous about managing 
time. As board members become accustomed to time-bound conversations, 
they will adapt their practices to ensure high-value outcomes. 

 
• Craft an agenda with a clear purpose and guidance about what to 

anticipate or prepare. What information or data need to be reviewed — and 
for what purpose? Are board members expected to explore questions, examine 
options, and/or make choices and decisions? Can you request feedback or 
input ahead of time to direct the dialogue? 

 
• Deliver your agenda and information for review early enough to allow 

members to prepare. A frequent complaint in the board assessments that we 
conduct is that board chairs and school leaders tend to share too much 
information with too little time to read and reflect. While you can’t anticipate 
every agenda item two weeks ahead of time, do your best to prepare a 
thoughtful package well in advance of the meeting. Additionally, board chairs 
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and school leaders who work together on meaningful packages will naturally 
become more aligned. 

 
• Discuss what matters most first. We have often joined board meetings to find 

that the most important and strategic topic is last on the agenda. This is a big 
mistake. Invariably, time runs out and board members are tired and ready to 
transition. Make the most of time, energy, and alert minds by putting what 
matters most first. 

 
• Liberate your agenda from traditional calendar rhythms. Boards often settle 

into timing patterns (e.g. the lower school always presents in February) that end 
up artificially constraining the board’s ability to engage in deeper work. Self-
assess the needs of the board and consider what timing traditions you might 
redesign (or let go of entirely) to free up that time for higher-value 
opportunities. 

 
• Retreat at least once a year. Tackling challenging, long-term, and strategic 

questions deserves a deep dive that isn’t feasible within the time and space 
confines of a typical board meeting. Each year, design a board retreat with an 
agenda that attends to the largest issues and strategic priorities of the school. 
These retreats are also an excellent opportunity to develop and reflect upon the 
board’s and the school’s annual goals. While retreating on an annual basis is a 
minimum requirement for great governance, it would be even better for boards 
to retreat at both the beginning and conclusion of the school year. 

 
The Mindset 

 
While the board knows that it is the school’s ultimate governing body, board 
members sometimes feel inadequate or powerless in both the daily work of the school 
and the decisions that shape it. This mindset is a limiting condition to performance. 
 
I often hear board members make comments in which they doubt their ability to 
contribute to the work of the board. “I’m not really an expert in education,” they 
might say, “so I’m not sure that I should weigh in on this issue.” Another common 
refrain: “I’m not a numbers person, so I probably shouldn’t participate in the decision 
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about the debt facility.” How can board members feel truly engaged in their work if 
they don’t feel knowledgeable enough to make an impact? 
 
It’s clear that we need a new mindset for governance. A few tips:  
 

• Know that your first job is to ask questions and learn. While board members 
may feel that their most important responsibility is to weigh in and make 
decisions, one cannot do this well without the right information and an 
accurate understanding of what’s at stake. The act of questioning may seem 
counterintuitive, especially to veteran board members who feel comfortable in 
their roles. Seasoned and fledgling board members alike can contribute best 
when they ask open-ended questions that drive learning and avoid “advice in 
disguise.” When we ask lots of questions, we reveal new angles, uncover blind 
spots, spur innovative thinking, and shift perspectives. Take time to understand 
your school’s educational philosophy and approach to learning. Question how 
the work of school gets done in order to better understand its systems. Read 
Warren Berger’s vital 2016 book A More Beautiful Question for guidance on how 
to formulate and posit great questions in any context.8 

 
• Feel confident that your professional expertise is valuable, even if it’s not 

in education. You’ve been invited to serve on a board because of your 
experience and skills, and, ideally, your colleagues recognize your potential to 
contribute to the work of an organization at the highest level. When you don’t 
understand something, don’t assume that your question is silly. Rather, your 
line of inquiry may test a long-held assumption that ought to be examined, or 
an area where other board members are also curious. Also important is to make 
sure you communicate your interests and expertise to your colleagues so they 
know how to best engage you. Each board member should feel empowered by 
their ability to use their unique knowledge and insight to help reframe 
problems, identify opportunities, and spur innovation. 

 
• Recognize that, as a board member, you are no longer a volunteer. You 

are, in fact, an unpaid professional who must take an institutional and long-
range perspective in order to steward the organization. For schools that recruit 
board members from the volunteer ranks, it is crucial to communicate this 
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critical role transition to new colleagues. The board role is radically different 
from the role of parent association leader or event chair. The shift from 
volunteer to professional in board service changes how one interacts with 
stakeholders and how one approaches issues both in and out of the board 
room. Additionally, as professionals, board members have a responsibility to 
continually learn and consistently perform to the standards of their role; 
schools should provide ample opportunities for board members to engage in 
ongoing education and reflection. 

 
• Review your norms at every meeting. Norms are agreements between board 

members about how they will engage in their work; they describe the mindsets 
and behaviors that create the best conditions for governance. Norms are often 
informal and unwritten, but as I previously described in my anecdote about a 
challenging board experience, without concrete articulations of group 
expectations, new board members might have a hard time acclimating to team 
dynamics. Furthermore, during moments of challenging debate, a lack of 
formal agreements about procedural matters can lead to unnecessary emotional 
turbulence, which in turn tends to overshadow the substance of the discussion. 
If your board has not established norms, we suggest that they be created, 
adopted, and continually reaffirmed (while recognizing that norms can change 
as you evolve and learn in your work). When board members collectively 
embrace these procedural principles, they feel empowered by a culture that 
supports and invites honest dialogue. 

 
• Disregard the “wait one year before you speak” rule. This is an archaic and 

silly norm. Ensure that as you onboard and engage new board members, you 
invite them to contribute their thoughts, questions, and observations. Know 
their biographies so you can engage them and signal your recognition of their 
experience. Fresh eyes are often valuable, and your new board members should 
be actively learning and offering insight. The talent you recruit must not be 
squandered. If you are the new board member, don’t hesitate to ask, learn, and 
contribute — recognizing and acknowledging your desire to understand and 
grow.  
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• Continually learn, assess, and reflect. The mindset of each individual helps 
to shape the collective mindset of the board. When you are rigorous about 
continuous learning, self-assessment, and reflection on your operations (what 
worked well and what did not?), you build the growth mindset that you want to 
model for both your professional staff and your students. Boards that regularly 
and intentionally take time to reflect on their performance with their school 
leaders are more likely to improve and avoid the traps of deep dysfunction. I’ll 
offer more guidance about assessment in Section IV, but boards can reflect 
regularly at the end of every meeting by asking: What have we done well? What 
might we do differently? What have we learned? What might we do next to 
improve?  

 
The Data 

 
Boards love data — and rightly so! They want information and evidence to support 
decision-making. But the quest for data is not always fulfilled productively. I see 
boards demand and grapple with lots of information (heavily taxing school leaders in 
the process), but they often gather the wrong data for their purposes, spend precious 
time on irrelevant information, or fail to use the data at all. In doing so, board 
members sometimes end up causing more problems than they solve. 
 
It’s crucial to seek data that elevate your dialogue, help you explore what you think 
you know, and enable you to identify what you don’t know. Anecdotes are not 
enough; although stories need to be explored, they’re only one piece of the puzzle. 
Worse, relying too heavily on anecdotes can take schools into dangerous territory 
when there is anxiety controversy or crisis. Instead, make sure you gather the data you 
really need so that you don’t rely on anecdotes alone. While this can be a time-
consuming task, it changes the nature of the work in a way that allows you to engage 
with strategic issues more productively. And, once you know what you want to 
measure, your work will allow you to build a dashboard that focuses your dialogue on 
what matters for governance. 
 
Frequently, it helps to have an external facilitator support your work in effective data 
collection and analysis. We often work with schools to ensure that the data they 
gather are actually indicative of what they want to assess (especially in the areas of 
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school culture, strategy, and community experience). Well-designed survey tools 
(avoid generic surveys) are essential to engaging your constituents effectively. 
One way to strengthen your practice of gathering and working with meaningful data is 
to first assess the experience and the performance of both the board and the school 
leadership. By collaboratively designing the tools you’ll use to learn and assess, and 
agreeing on the data that you need to collect, you’ll gain a better understanding of 
how to apply these practices to other areas of the organization. I offer more guidance 
on assessment in Section IV, because if you can rigorously self-assess your leadership 
and school performance, your opportunity to learn, adapt, and develop will be vastly 
improved. A few important tips for collecting and working with data: 
 

• Request data and information through the board chair and school leader. 
Individual board members often go directly to school administrators, or even 
faculty and staff, with their information requests. While there is no need to 
discourage access or transparency, it is essential that the board chair and school 
leadership be included in this process so that they can filter and prioritize 
requests — and uphold healthy boundaries. In doing so, they can ensure that 
board data requests are relevant and the administration’s time is spent 
effectively. 

 
• Provide clear guidance to administration about how to present data and 

information. Administrators are often unsure about what data board members 
want, so they tend to err on the side of information overload. For example, 
surveys to the community are often poorly designed, generating lots of data 
that are relatively inconclusive. Financial and quantitative data are often offered 
without context or synthesis. Board members can be helpful to all parties by 
working with administrators to describe what the board wants to learn, what 
the board needs (and doesn’t need) to know, and how the information can be 
effectively presented. Administrators, on the other hand, need to take 
responsibility for making sense of the data and offering hypotheses and context 
that allow board members to grapple intelligently with what they see. 

 
• Ensure that your sample size is valid. School boards often react to qualitative 

and anecdotal data that arise from a very small pool or source (common 
examples include a cohort of parents who have raised a shared concern or a 
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group of faculty members who have expressed concerns directly to board 
members). Pause, talk with your school leader, and decide if the issue belongs 
with operations or governance so that it can be handled appropriately. If 
leadership and governance agree that the concern is worth understanding 
better, engage in more structured and wisely designed qualitative research 
within the community to ensure that you have real and valid data. We often 
help schools survey the community and create focus groups to better 
understand controversial topics that have taken up time in the boardroom. 
Often, the larger data sets reveal very different realities than the opinions of the 
original cohorts. 

 
• Insist on rigorous dialogues about what outcomes matter and confirm that 

the data you seek offers evidence of those outcomes. The business maxim 
that “if you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it,” often mistakenly attributed 
to Peter Drucker, serves as an enduring point of inspiration for leaders.9 
Unfortunately, board members often fall prey to measuring what is easy (e.g. 
standardized test scores, or college placements) rather than assessing what your 
school values most deeply. Be very clear about your core values and generate a 
wide variety of assessment tools (including both formative and summative 
measures and both qualitative and quantitative data) that tell you how you are 
doing. Boards can’t do this without a robust partnership with school leadership 
— learning for students, and learning for institutions, is a complex, human, and 
developmental process. The identification of measures is ongoing work, and all 
data require context and deeper inquiry to be rendered useful.  

 
The Conversation 

 
Earlier, I mentioned that the way the board spends its time, as described by its agenda, 
is one of the most important factors driving governance performance.  You can get 
the agenda right, and be strict about time-bounding conversations, but the most 
important success factor is the quality and substantive value of the conversation. 
What is the best way to reorient boards away from circular debates and rubber-
stamping reviews towards exploratory dialogue and reasoned decision-making? 
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My philosophy is that dialogue, when it’s carried out effectively, is the single most 
powerful route by which to effect change on your board and advance your school. It 
is the best path to learning, to leveraging the talent in your room, and to uncovering 
insights that truly transform your work as a board — and, in turn, transform your 
school. 
 
It helps to distinguish between dialogue and discussion. We often conflate 
these two closely-related terms, but ultimately they are unique tools that are 
best-suited to different governance needs. While dialogue is an exploratory mode of 
conversation, discussion might best be described as a decision-making mode of 
conversation. The classical roots of both words demonstrate the distinction.10 
Dialogue comes from the Greek dia (through) and legein (to speak), suggesting a 
convergence of ideas through conversation. Discussion, on the other hand, ultimately 
comes from the combination of Latin roots dis- (apart) and quatere (to shake) — in 
other words, tearing something asunder. 
 
When boards engage in dialogue, they are actively making connections between 
different parts, sometimes in creative ways, in order to better understand the whole. 
Dialogue is about “sense-making” — a process of creating shared meaning. And as 
boards explore through their dialogue, they are also learning through a continuous cycle 
of inquiry and reflection. One important piece here is the process of inquiring into 
assumptions that the team holds. This is not a time for attacking assumptions; rather, 
board members should be foregrounding these premises and trying to better 
understand them. 
 
In contrast, the end goal of a discussion is making a choice, such as: Do we act or not? If 
we act, what is the best course of action? While boards engaged in dialogue are concerned 
with seeing the whole among the parts, boards participating in discussion break down 
issues or problems into their constituent parts and identify the distinctions between 
the pieces. They analyze and debate the options, and they attack and defend 
assumptions in order to decide if they are properly justified. Boards also seek to gain 
agreement on a singular meaning or result through the process of discussion. 
 
It’s tempting for boards to prioritize discussion over dialogue. Wanting to get right to 
the decision-making, board members will often skip over the exploratory work of 
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dialogue that leads to better decisions. While their quest for efficiency may be well-
intentioned, boards may discover that what seemed to be a time-saving move may 
turn out to cost them more time later when they realize that their decision was not 
sufficiently informed or fully considered relative to the options: healthy dialogue reveals 
what information may be missing and surfaces new possibilities. When boards jump right to 
discussion, they may do so without having the right data to make informed decisions. 
The trick is to slow down, explore, and learn more so that you can then move quickly 
towards better decisions. Dialogue is the key to slowing down, and it’s a disciplined 
part of good decision-making. 
 
How do boards strengthen their mental muscles for disciplined dialogue and decision-
making? It’s harder than it sounds, and most boards lack practical structures and 
strategies to develop this capacity. Healthy boards usually have an organic approach to 
dialogue that relies on the culture and climate of the group. This is a great foundation, 
but even the best boards benefit from more intentional work to have conversations 
with impact. Without concrete frameworks for practicing productive dialogue and 
decision-making, boards often end up pursuing tangents that lead them into areas that 
are low value or out of the bounds of governance. Additionally, when boards don’t 
build ways to facilitate disciplined dialogue, the insights of quieter board members 
tend to be overshadowed by others. A few ways to practice and improve dialogue: 
 

• Uphold your board norms. Norms that are clearly stated and actively upheld 
will have a major impact on how board members participate in dialogue. 
Examples of norms to support dialogue might include: Make feedback helpful and 
constructive; challenge ideas rather than people; step in and step back when offering 
(thoughtful and succinct) input. 

 
• Appoint a facilitator. The facilitator upholds norms, helps others stay on topic, 

and enforces time limits. In order to fulfill this role, they remain neutral on 
content and remain on the periphery of the dialogue. While the facilitator role 
often falls to the chair, it can be equally effective to appoint another board 
member to this task. When the facilitator wishes to contribute to the dialogue 
(usually as the conversation winds down), it’s important for them to clearly 
articulate this role shift.  
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• Use protocols. For conversations where learning and exploration are essential 
to good decision-making, we recommend using a protocol structure. A 
protocol is a disciplined, timed process that breaks a conversation into four 
essential and distinctive parts: a presentation of the issue or dilemma, a questioning 
process that clarifies and probes for more information, an exploratory conversation 
to build on new questions and possibilities and synthesize feedback, and a 
concluding discussion to determine how to proceed. Protocols can feel awkward at 
first, but they train boards to move through both dialogue and discussion in a 
logical sequence that minimizes distractions, leverages collective intelligence, 
increases inclusivity, and drives convergence. I provide a useful protocol script 
in my 2018 book, Creating Schools That Thrive: A Blueprint for Strategy.11 

 
• Come prepared with open-ended questions to facilitate dialogue. Earlier 

in this paper, I stated the importance of preparing an information packet well 
in advance of board meetings. Another key piece of preparation: formulating 
questions that spur an exploratory conversation rather than yes-or-no answers. 
“For a good classroom teacher who knows how to engage students, it’s second 
nature to prepare for class by jotting down key questions for discussion,” notes 
Charlie Gofen, former Chair of the Board of Trustees at the Latin School of 
Chicago and current Senior Trustee. “But a typical trustee thinks more in terms 
of issues and topics to cover and less in terms of how to pose thoughtful, 
open-ended questions.” By carefully reviewing materials and considering the 
issues present, board members can come to meetings ready to pose questions 
to advance learning, surface new insights, and inform decision-making. 

 
• Use tools for inclusion. There are a number of strategies that boards can use to 

ensure that all voices are heard at board meetings — even if not everyone 
speaks out loud. Experiment with straw polls, silent written submissions, and 
around-the-room calls for input. Digital tools such as Poll Everywhere may 
facilitate these approaches; consider what would work best for your board. 
“Creating opportunities for meaningful trustee input — from new board 
members as well as the veterans at the table — serves to engage the trustees 
and make them feel that their contributions are valued,” says Gofen. “You get 
more and better ideas in the discussion, and you also get higher attendance at 
future meetings and greater engagement in a lot of other ways ranging from 
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participation in school activities to larger financial contributions. The converse 
is that when a trustee sits through a board meeting and then leaves thinking 
that it made absolutely no difference whether they were there, they tend to 
disengage, and you eventually lose them entirely.” 

 
• Examine options and make decisions through the lens of mission and 

values. I rarely encounter boards that explicitly ask the following question in 
the formal course of their decision-making processes: Does this choice align to our 
core purpose and principles? Many quick-fix decisions may feel right in the short 
term, but if they aren’t clearly aligned with the school’s mission and values, 
these decisions often exacerbate the original problem or create new and 
unforeseen challenges. Avoid this domino effect by proactively reflecting on 
how each major decision relates to the school’s institutional philosophy.  
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III. On Being a Board for Impact: 
A New Vision for Governance 

 
Never has there been a more critical time for school boards to up their game.  As I 
describe in my 2017 white paper From Financial Sustainability to “Thriveability,” the 
shifting landscape for schools requires boards and leaders to grapple with “adaptive 
challenges” as they face new problems without clear solutions.12 
 
Since that writing, the issues and their implications have grown even more acute. We 
have observed school closures and mergers, leadership transitions, teaching shortages, 
cultural and political pressures, funding challenges, emerging post-secondary options, 
changing workplace needs, and new research on learning, student wellbeing, and 
educational practices — all of which raise the stakes and demand that schools evolve 
to meet the needs of learners in a new era. A board practicing with new mindsets, a 
tight agenda, better data, and more productive approaches to conversation is building 
the muscles for new levels of governance performance. But boards and school leaders 
also must lead with a shared vision encompassing how their community defines 
meaningful learning and how to transform their institutions in ways that ensure 
relevance and value. The call to action for governance is to become an “adaptive board.” 
 

What is an “Adaptive Board?” 
 

Many readers may be familiar with Richard Chait’s concept of the generative board.13 
It’s a great place to begin as one thinks about how the various functions and 
responsibilities of a governing body equate to leadership. Chait argues that in addition 
to the fiduciary and strategic responsibilities, boards must take on what he calls the 
“generative” role to lead effectively. His argument is that through generative work, 
boards are able to innovate and form new solutions. While he’s absolutely correct, I 
would take his idea one step further: rather than be merely generative, boards need to 
operate in the “adaptive” mode. Why? Because in order to be generative in ways that 
have impact and value, boards must also learn continuously, think critically, act with 
agility, and reflect on their work in ways that model and advance their mission. 
 
I’ve adapted Chait’s model and Heifetz’s thinking to newly define three domains of 
board impact: Stewardship, Strategy, and Adaptive Leadership. Ideally, boards 
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work intentionally within and across the three domains, recognizing that they are 
naturally related and intersectional. Some of the more technical or foundation-
building functions of each domain can be delegated to committees, with questions of 
systemic impact presented to the full board for dialogue and discussion. 
 

 
 

Stewardship 
 

Stewardship is the overarching domain for board work. Stewardship ensures that core 
values are adhered to, assets are managed responsibly and in alignment with values, 
and risk to the institution is appropriately addressed. Technical committee work to 
audit and manage finances, budget, and physical assets are all aspects of stewardship. 
Decisions are informed by, or in response to, strategic and adaptive work and filtered 
through the lens of values and mission.  The entire board addresses the global 
questions: 
 

● Are we fulfilling our duties of care, loyalty, and obedience? 
● Are we aligning resources and providing fiscal oversight? 
● Are we protecting our core values in policy and practice? 

 
Strategy 

 
Strategy is the domain of the board that determines how the school systems advance 
mission, drive performance, and assess progress. While boards do not execute 
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strategy, they engage in its formulation, approve its plan for execution, support and 
sponsor its implementation, and oversee its progress in partnership with school 
leadership. Technical work in committees relates to oversight and assessment. Many 
schools develop clear metrics for strategy and work in partnership with school 
leadership to collect and analyze data. The entire board addresses the global questions: 
 

● Are we reviewing mission for relevance and guarding against “mission 
creep?” 

● Are we working with management to design and endorse the strategy? 
● Are we supporting the vision and ensuring the fuel to execute? 
● Do we have the information we need to assess progress on institutional 

strategy? 
 

Adaptive Leadership 
 

Adaptive leadership is the domain of the board that engages in future-focused 
learning, innovation, and vision building. In this domain, the board identifies, defines, 
and reframes future possibilities; it anticipates macro-level problems, opportunities, 
and risks facing the institution; and it hypothesizes and rigorously examines how to 
innovate, adapt and build new capacities. Adaptive leadership leverages the board’s 
collective talent to look outward, identifying intersections, trends, and questions about 
what is or will be relevant for stewarding the institution. Committees might scan the 
local, national, and global environments, tap into the diverse perspectives, talents, and 
experiences of its membership (as well as the wider community), and identify areas for 
inquiry and learning that propel the board forward in this work. In other words: 
returning to the beginning of this paper, a board engaged in adaptive leadership is 
examining Friedman’s three shifts in climate and their implications for both the 
education sector and their individual school. 
 
While this exploratory mode of leadership is a necessity, a board clearly cannot spend 
all of its time engaging in inquiry. Rather, a board must harness the questions and 
answers revealed through this future-focused work to generate a more concrete set of 
long-term goals for the institution. In turn, board members must identify the 
institutional preconditions that must be in place in order to achieve these goals — a 
process that is collectively described as a “theory of change.”14 In formulating a theory 
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of change, the board outlines what the school must anticipate about the future, why it 
matters, how the school will respond, why this course of action is the best choice for 
the institution, and how the school will know if they are successful. In doing so, the 
board links the Adaptive Leadership domain back to the domain of Strategy, which in 
turn allows the board to engage in its overarching domain of Stewardship. Thus, in 
this critical domain, the entire board addresses the global questions: 
 

● Are we exploring and identifying both the “known unknowns” and the 
“unknown unknowns?”  

● Are we conducting or facilitating research and development in the areas of 
greatest challenge and opportunity? 

● Are we actively engaging with the outside world for expertise, exemplars, 
and our own learning? 

● Are we formulating our theory of change, and do we understand how it 
informs our strategy?  
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IV. On Becoming an Adaptive Board: 
How Boards Learn 

 
Philosophically, the three domains of board work may seem fairly straightforward and 
sensible — but it can be challenging to put these ideas into practice and ensure 
coherence both across and within the domains. My argument is that this work needs 
to be grounded in learning. We often talk about wanting our students to be lifelong 
learners; this stance should apply equally to faculty, staff, administration, and board 
members. There are three vital ways in which learning serves as a linchpin for 
connecting the dots between the domains of governance: 

● Learning through meaningful work: Design board work and structuring board 
committees to ensure that board members spend most of their time on 
challenging and strategic work. 

● Learning through leadership development: Create more intentional 
structures and practices for board member recruitment, succession planning, 
and continual education. 

● Learning through reflection: Facilitate consistent practices of goal-setting, 
assessment, and reflection for both school leadership and board members. 

Learning Through Meaningful Work 
 

Boards that learn by prioritizing deep, challenging, and strategic work increase their 
effectiveness and keep members feeling involved and fulfilled. As a matter of fact, it’s 
not so different from what happens in a great classroom. A considerable body of 
research demonstrates that student engagement (or disengagement) is one of the most 
important predictors of student learning; teachers who design learning experiences 
that spark motivation and purpose are much more likely to see higher levels of 
student growth.15 Similarly, boards that create opportunities for meaningful work 
build the conditions for improved performance. I’ve described a number of strategies 
to facilitate board member engagement, but boards should also lean heavily on one 
additional and important resource: committee work. 
 
Because of their mandate for focused work, committees are intended to be the 
“engine room” of the board, driving forward the processes of all three domains. But 
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more often than not, the ways in which schools structure their committees do not 
allow for alignment between the work of committees and the institution’s most 
important needs. Instead of serving as dynamic contributors to the strategic and 
operational responsibilities of governance, board committees tend to focus on 
perfunctory and technical work - necessary but insufficient to great governance. 
 
I urge boards to streamline their committee structures to provide each committee 
with a more strategic and interdisciplinary focus. Rather than relying on the typical 
committee structure, in which many individual committees work in isolation, boards 
should instead set up a smaller number of committees that work in partnership, with 
the Executive Committee coordinating all of their efforts (I outline my 
recommendations for this kind of structure below). Equally important, committees 
should have clearly articulated missions and goals that are well understood by both the 
board and school leadership. Finally, in order to maximize the potential of this leaner 
committee structure, boards can empower agile working teams that form and collapse 
as needed to address areas of research or specific action items. These “agile teams” 
will often be cross-functional, and composed of members of the committees and 
school professionals.  
 
While each school has unique governance needs, I’ve found that most boards benefit 
from streamlining their current committee structures to align with strategic areas of 
need. Below, I offer five focused strategic areas for consideration (typical “source” 
committees are noted as well): 

1. Executive: Populated by the committee chairs, this committee evolves in its 
leadership role for the board by providing direct support to school leadership, 
setting board agendas, and facilitating dialogue. A high-functioning executive 
committee with a clear and appropriate mission facilitates productive and 
transparent dialogue within the board, integrates the work of each committee 
more effectively, and builds a healthy partnership with school leadership. With 
these guidelines in place, an executive committee can be a powerful agent for 
productive committee work and effective governance. 

2. Governance and Talent: This committee might combine the functions of a 
nominating committee and a committee focused on faculty and staff or human 
resources. This committee recognizes leadership and talent as a critical success 
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factor, and drives work to identify, recruit, develop, and retain talent within the 
board - as well as to support that work inside the school.  This committee 
might also address succession planning and leadership/board assessment. 

3. Strategy and Learning: This committee evolves out of committees such as 
long-range planning, academics, programs, student life, and technology and 
drives learning, inquiry, strategy development, and oversight for the institution. 
A committee such as this might be responsible for supporting and assessing 
strategic execution, research and development, and future-focused learning for 
leadership. 

4. Financial Sustainability: This committee might include all the work related to 
the long-term financial health of the school, including the management of both 
the endowment and physical assets. This committee is likely to be organized 
around smaller teams or sub-committees that work collaboratively:  finance, 
investment, buildings and grounds, and development. Because the scope of this 
committee is so large and complex, it will likely depend on numerous working 
teams to support its efforts. 

5. Risk: While boards frequently incorporate risk management into the work of 
the finance committee, I recommend creating a standalone committee on risk. 
In doing so, this new committee can perform a baseline assessment of the 
school’s risk and risk management processes, define and update all domains of 
risk to the institution to identify gaps, and guide work to assess and mitigate 
risks — working in partnership with the other standing committees outlined 
above. 

 
Learning through Leadership Development 

 
A second way for boards to foster learning is through more intentional and strategic 
work to harness and develop talent. Boards often boast a deep bench of individuals 
with unique skills, experience, and insight. Since each person brings so much to the 
table, it’s easy for boards to assume that they will be well-equipped to perform the 
work of governance. However, because serving on a board is such a unique position 
within an organization, prior experience should be seen as a necessary foundation for 
further growth rather than a sufficient condition for effective governance. 
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Additionally, even boards that do recognize this issue still tend to make board 
education an afterthought rather than a strategic priority. The continual development 
of the board’s talent should be a central feature of governance instead of an activity 
that’s located on the margins of the board’s work. 
 
If learning is to be a foundational aspect of each board member’s experience, it 
needs to be baked into every moment of board operations. For example, we 
might reframe the recruitment process for board members as a learning opportunity 
for the incumbent members. The work described earlier of clarifying committee 
structures and roles is a key first step in helping the board ensure ideal member 
composition. If the board is actively reflecting on how it structures its committees and 
teams — in other words, engaging in meta-learning about its own composition — the 
board will be able to more effectively identify and inventory the skills and expertise 
needs that will guide their recruitment efforts. This notion should be extended to 
every talent pipeline for board service, including pathways for leadership within the 
board and succession planning. 
 
Ongoing board member education, and transparency into school operations, are 
essential to this approach to governance. One obvious goal for continual development 
is to provide each board member with the knowledge they need to support the 
school: board members should have a solid understanding of the internal systems that 
guide the school’s work and the larger issues and trends that impact the school’s 
success. Boards that actively engage in work that develops their appreciation of “how 
school works” are better equipped to support school leaders without crossing 
boundaries into school operations. As a matter of fact, the more boards know, the 
less anxious they become — even if they discover deficits. Knowledge increases 
confidence, and boards can thus be effective in supporting, rather than supplanting, 
administrators.  Starting with the onboarding process for new members and 
continuing throughout each member’s tenure, board members should be exposed to a 
wide range of issues and provided with relevant contexts for developing expertise and 
experience. 
 
The other goal for ongoing learning is less about information and more about 
(echoing an earlier section of this paper) the notion of mindset. Each board member 
should feel confident in their ability to contribute, at the highest level, to the success 
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of the institution and, at the same time, recognize that there is always room for 
growth in their work.  By encouraging this learning mindset in each individual 
member, the board builds the DNA for collective long-term sustainability: if each 
board member is empowered in this fashion, leadership is developed and distributed 
across the board’s roster. Succession planning for formal leadership positions 
becomes a much more efficient and effective process when everybody, regardless of 
title, is intellectually and emotionally ready to serve. 
 

Learning through Reflection 
 

The final learning opportunity for adaptive boards involves reflection through formal 
and informal goal setting and performance assessment processes. While many boards 
will engage in some form of goal-setting and end-of-year review, these opportunities 
are rarely leveraged to their full potential (and don’t happen often enough). Doing this 
work in a perfunctory manner is ineffective because it doesn’t ask board members to 
think critically about how they’re doing or about how to guide and support the 
institution’s path forward. A quick and superficial performance review, in other 
words, prevents board members from maximizing their learning. 
 
In order to reflect purposefully, the board must establish clear and measurable annual 
goals for both the board and the school leadership. Developing three to five 
overarching and synergistic goals for both parties will help guide the work ahead, and 
require you to look backward to determine where and how you hope to grow. Ideally, 
the board and leadership make direct links between their goals and institutional vision 
and strategy — this forces assessment that links the school experience to the work of 
leadership. Working with coherent goals, the board and school leadership clarify 
expectations for performance and for the indicators of progress that describe them. 
These measures can combine qualitative and quantitative assessments, they should be 
supported by specific examples or evidence, and they must be a means to foster 
growth in processes as well as outcomes. In this work, the board and leadership build 
the foundation for meaningful data collection and dialogue about performance and 
progress that link leadership, the system, and stakeholders’ experience.  
 
Learning through reflection is more powerful when there are regular opportunities for 
assessment and feedback. Each quarter, the board chair (working with the executive 
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leadership committee and school leadership) might facilitate a quarterly dialogue that 
focuses on their goals and solicits feedback for improvement. Regular check-ins 
naturally flow into the formal annual assessment of both governance and leadership  -
- and the cycle can then repeat as the board and the leadership team recalibrate for the 
next year. Making reflection a regular and consistent process fosters development of 
both parties, strengthens the partnership, and brings strategy to life in the everyday 
work of boards and school leaders.  Board chairs can provide the direction to ensure 
the feedback loops between the board and school leadership both support and guide 
ongoing performance on these high-level aims. When done effectively, this work will 
advance vision, drive strategy, cultivate a strong working partnership, and ensure 
nimble and focused work between school leadership and the board. 
 
In order to take full advantage of these opportunities, the board should develop 
specific processes to assess progress made by both the board and school leadership. 
One crucial (but underutilized) tool are annual surveys for both boards and leaders 
that incorporate a self-assessment together with an assessment from peers, 
supervisors, and direct reports or administrators. The survey should be carefully 
designed to provide specific information and concrete evidence for ongoing 
dimensions of general performance as well as specific goals. Generally, these surveys 
are either commissioned by the executive leadership committee or the committee on 
governance and talent. While it may seem somewhat straightforward to create a 
survey tools, I strongly recommend using an outside resource to facilitate this process; 
doing so can ensure effective design, data integrity, and clearly defined objectives in 
both the collection and analysis of the data. GLP has created and administered 
surveys in partnership with several schools and can speak to the efficacy and benefits 
of a consistent, transparent and thoughtfully designed approach to gathering the 
information boards and leaders need to understand their progress. 
 
In short, boards cannot continue to engage in informal or infrequent practices of 
goal-setting and review. The private “here’s how I think you are doing” annual 
conversation between a board chair and school leader is insufficient. Instead, we must 
provide for both board members and board leadership the kind of feedback that 
educators strive to provide for their students. As Grant Wiggins writes in a 2012 
article in Educational Leadership, effective feedback requires seven key principles: it 
must be “goal-referenced; tangible and transparent; actionable; user-friendly (specific 
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and personalized); timely; ongoing; and consistent.”16 Creating contexts for this 
feedback, and the learning that the feedback generates, should be a high priority for a 
board that wants to be as effective as possible. 
 

Closing the Loop: Learning as Partnership 
 

Although each individual board member must participate in learning practices as an 
individual — i.e., each member should engage in meaningful work, develop 
knowledge and skills, set goals, seek feedback, and reflect on their performance — I 
have consistently emphasized the notion that all of these processes are performed in 
an interlocking network with other community members. The tools and practices that 
I’ve described throughout this paper are designed not only to build operational 
capacity but also to foster a culture of trust and transparency, both within the board 
and between the board and school leadership. Ultimately, all of these parties are 
interdependent pieces comprising the foundation for the school’s success. 
 
I’ve found that the partnership between a school’s administration and board is often 
described in one of two ways: it is either pleasant, congenial, and without controversy, 
or tense, uneasy, and frustrating, with little middle ground or greater nuance. This 
bifurcation is — on either end — indicative of a relationship where productive 
problem-solving, creative conflict, and strategic dialogue are minimal if not absent in 
the relationship, and when big challenges present themselves, the board-leader 
partnership can suddenly snap — like a rope under heavy load. Boards and leaders 
who sailed along with what they accepted as a harmonious dynamic are caught off 
guard and dismayed by fissures or crisis; boards and leaders who kept each other at 
bay quickly unleash their doubts and suspicions. 
 
We’ve all seen examples of how this happens: perhaps the school leader acts 
unilaterally on strategic issues rather than consulting the board, or the board tries to 
work in isolation from the school leader, or the administration works with the board 
chair and excludes others from the conversation. Worse, board members begin to 
work around the administration with faculty, staff or parents.  None of these setups 
are optimal or sustainable, but they occur far more frequently than we might assume. 
And when crisis or serious challenges present, the fault lines in the partnership erupt. 
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In other cases, crisis is not the catalyst. Some schools end up in difficult board-
leadership relationships because of a phenomenon that might be described as 
leadership entropy. For example, during moments of leadership transition, boards will 
devote lots of time and effort to the search, but once the candidate is hired and 
onboarded, they return to business as usual, often with expectations grounded in how 
board-school leader operations happened previously. Boards forget that a new leader 
brings new expectations and a different leadership style to the relationship. Moreover, 
new leadership naturally sees the organization anew, and will likely introduce new 
priorities and questions about how the institution or system operates.   
 
On the other hand, in the case of a long tenured leader, operations have a tendency to 
become static over time — but context for schools changes continuously, and 
effective leaders and boards need to stay ahead of the curve. The partnership between 
school leadership and the board therefore needs to evolve and adapt as it navigates 
change — it cannot settle into patterns that inhibit learning and awareness. Thus, 
boards must be as intentional in crafting and nurturing their relationships with a new leader as they 
are with a longstanding leader. Deliberate work to build a constructive partnership, in any 
context, is essential and ongoing. It is the responsibility of the board to create 
conditions for success for school leadership.  
 

The Path to Partnership: Harnessing Dialogue 
 

One key to building a healthy board-school leadership partnership involves building 
and sustaining trust between the two parties. Trust builds by working successfully 
through real problems, and is a process that involves a robust exploration of divergent 
perspectives. It means there ought to be disagreement at times; and as I mentioned 
above, avoiding conflict can often lead to its own set of problems. Boards and school 
leadership can develop trust by using the tools described earlier in this paper to have 
regular and productive dialogue and discussions. In doing so, disagreements can be 
reframed as what Liane Davey in Harvard Business Review describes as “productive 
conflict:” 
 

To get productive conflict, you need to create an expectation that there will be (and should be) 
tensions on your team. If you can articulate what desirable, healthy, productive tensions look 
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like, you can prevent people from interpreting diversity of thought as a dysfunctional 
dynamic.17 

 
If a clear set of norms are established, protocols are followed for both dialogue and 
discussion, and conversations are happening on a regular basis, then trust between the 
administration and the board naturally builds. By working successfully through 
“productive conflict”, boards and leaders develop resilience and confidence. Frank, 
intentional, and respectful dialogues to examine problems from multiple perspectives 
encourage learning and support better decision-making — and strengthen the value of 
the board-leadership partnership.  
 
Another essential tool for building trust involves the feedback processes described 
earlier in this section. In the context of strengthening the relationship between the 
board and school leadership, the importance of delivering regular and honest feedback is 
even more clear. How can these parties cultivate a sense of mutual trust if neither side 
offers pathways to the other for learning and growth? Additionally, since the board’s 
performance is inextricably linked to the head’s performance (and vice versa), both 
parties are naturally incentivized to engage in practices of goal-setting, assessment, 
feedback, and reflection. 
 
Finally, the school that implements the approaches to governance that I’ve described 
in this paper should be well on their way to building a partnership between the board 
and school leadership that is healthy, productive, and sustainable. The work of setting 
meaningful agendas, making sense of good data, engaging in productive dialogue, and 
organizing to learn, team effectively, and reflect powerfully are the means to a healthy 
leadership culture.   If something still isn’t working, it’s the board’s responsibility to 
figure out what’s going wrong — and it might be time to call an outside facilitator to 
provide a more neutral perspective on the situation. 
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Conclusion 
 

The recommendations I’ve outlined in this paper may strike the reader as a lot of hard 
work for a board and board members. Great governance is hard work, but when 
boards are deeply intentional about creating a culture of learning and embracing 
adaptive leadership, the rewards are great. Because of the board’s role as a leadership 
body, your adaptive orientation has a profound impact on your students, your 
educators, and the broader community that you serve. Your greatest call to action is 
to model the way for your learners and your communities by actively learning, by 
engaging in constructive and rich dialogue about topics that matter, by daring to 
innovate and improve, and by continuously reflecting on your learning. In other 
words: The skills, capacities, and mindsets at the heart of a great board are no 
different than the skills, capacities, and mindsets we wish to encourage in 
students. Boards that rise to this call to action will create the conditions necessary for 
learning, innovation, and stronger school performance, and equally important, set the 
tone for leadership, for students, and for everyone in your community to do the same.  
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