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5 tips to resolve dysfunction
at the board officer level

When a board is dysfunctional at the board officer
level, this creates problems for the entire team. It
can be a board president who can't run an eflective
meeling or a board officer who fights and baclbites.

If your board is trying to worlk through dysfunction,
the full board needs to commit to moving the group
in a positive direction. If this takes place, the board
officer should see he needs to shape up. Here are five
tips that can help resolve hoard officer problems.

1. Avoid a public showdown. In addressing the
issue, the board needs to understand that censur-
ing a board member is a very troubling thing to
the public. The media and stakeholders will begin
to doubt the effectiveness of any boeard that fights
s0 blatantly in public.

2. Select your most trusted board member
to meet with the board efficer. Ask this board
member o meet with the president in a non-
threatening environment to discuss how the board
is performing and to express that the hoard is
not getting as much accomplished as il should.

This conversaltion should eventually focus on the
officer’s behavior and how it sets a negative tone
for board meetings.

3. Arrange a meeting between the superinten-
dent and board president. The administrator can
suggdest that the state association's board training
has been improved and is worth a look for all board
members as a way to improve meeting efficiency
and productivity. If the president is fighting with
other members or has trouble running board meet-
ings, point out that this increases the length of the
board's meetings and decreases board effectiveness.

4, Include positives in the meeting agenda.
Use the agenda-setting process to include good
news to help shape the positive tone of the meeting.

5. Defuse upcoming meeting conflict. The
board can use its work sessions to head off open
confrontation at meetings by working on issues
that will likely create contention at the board
meeting. Get these matters resolved before the
board meets in public. E
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Malke board votes transparent to ensure
public trust

School governance consultant and school board
mermnber Rick Maloney of University Place (Wash.)
School District said his board views dissent as an-
other opportunity to prove the board is franspar-
ent in how it operates.

“We do not use the board spealks with ‘one voice’
norm as a means of silencing those with dissent-
ing views,” Maloney said. "But we do expect that
minority opinions will be accompanied by a caveat
such as, ‘My view was X, but the board decided
Y, and I support the process by which the board
reached its decision.™

Maloney said the board's view on dissent is that
a high level of transparency is healthy because the
public is more trusting of candor than they are of
board members “clamming up and spouting the
company line.” So speak up il you feel differently
as a board member, but then suppert the majori-
ty's decision.

Additional benefit to this approach: "Conten-
tious issues are resolved more realistically when
the board admits its decision-malking is as compli-
cated as the issue the board was facing,” Maloney
said.

“No surprises” has always been the best rule for
boards to live by, That should apply to how board
members request that items be placed on a meet-
ing agenda. This should be done in an organized,
planned fashion, rather than bringing up an item at

Board meetings run smoothly when members request items properly

a meeting when colleagues hiave not had a chance
to prepare.

The board should use an agenda-request form
lilke the one below to get trustees’ items of interest
placed on the board meeting agenda.

Next board meetin'g R Lo

Day: Date Time:

To Board presndent

Ce: Supenntendent

items | would ilke to have placed on the agenda L
ltem

Priority (C|rcle one):

3. Lower prlonty Any future meet[ng would be satlsfactory

Explanation of what the item is and des;red outcome from placmg it on the agenda

1. Very high prlorlty PEace on nextmeet[ngs agencla P SEE
2, High priority. Would like to have on next meelmg S agenda but the fotlowmg one would be sattsfactory

i Signature of board member -

Board calendar keeps meetings on track

A board work calendar is a governance tool
many boards use to identify the issues they will
be working on for each month of the year. But
the board work calendar can also head off a
commmunication problem: the board member who
veers off track at board meetings.

By approving a board work calendar, the
board agrees to focus on certain topics each

month. If a board member springs an unplanned
issue on the board, she will need approval from
the full board to get her issue onto the meeting
agenda.

This way, the board reinforces the principle
that the full board determines what it wants

done, and the individual board member doesn't
have any special authority. E




