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BOARDSMANSHIP

TIPS AND TECHNIQUES

It is imperotive thot the school boord members,

themselves, ore oble to work well together. This does

not tronslote into boord members oll being good friends

ond ogreeing on oll issues thot come before them. lt

does meon thot every boord member must be willing to

listen to oll viewpoints ond sometimes support o decision

with which they disogree. lt is heolthy for school boord

to hove

THE EFFECTIVE BOARD

MEMBER MONITORS HIS

OR HER BEHAVIOR

LEADERSHIP

One meosure of
leodership is fhe
caliber of people
who choose fo
follow yott. Peers

leodershl:p is o
potent
comblnolion of
slralegy and
charocter. But lf
you musf be
wilhou] one, be
without the
shalegy.
Schworzkopf

Efreclive
lesdership is
putling firsl fhings
first. Efrecfive
managemenf is

discipline, corrying
il out. Covey

Leodership is
procficed nof so
much in words os in
altlltude ond in
ocfions. Geneen

leodership is on
opportuni$ to
serve. f is nof s
trumpel call to
seff-lmporfonce.
Wolters

members

differing

issues. By

differing

view, it is

opinions on

hoving

points of

more likely

thot oll the pros ond cons will be weighed before o finol

decision is mode. However, it is within this process

where most school boords' effectiveness breoks down.

The two most importont ond obsolutely necessory

chorcrcteristics thot o boord member needs to be

successful ore:
r fi willingness to discuss on opposing point of view

in o respectful monner
. The obility to support o decision on which they

voted in the minority

These chorocteristics con be ochieved if boord

members ogree thot their collective gool is to moke

decisions in the best interest of their students. Thot

requires putting oside ony personol differences in order
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to work together. When boord members ore oble to do thot, often times common

ground is estoblished ond o mutuol respect is fostered in the boord room.

Boord members musl be willing to discuss their views in on open. honesl ond respectful

monner. Different issues will be oddressed by boord members wiih vorying degrees of

open-mindedness. Even ihe boord member who hos o high level of fomiliority with

ond/or strong opinion obout on issue must be willing to lislen to others ond discuss fheir

own view with the oiher boord members. There is o greot deol of volue in discussing

opposing viewpoints even when the eventuol outcome is evident. Boord members ore

nol only leorning obout lhe issue of hond but ore olso leorning obout iheir colleogues.

Perhops lhe more difficult of the iwo troils for o boord member fo demonstrote is to

support o boord decision thot they voted ogoinst. lf nol hondled well, boords con

become split ond dysfunctionol when this occurs. In this cose, on ounce of prevention

is worth o pound of cure. Individuol boord member iroining ond whole boord

development sessions con oddress this issue before it hoppens of o boord meeting.

And it will hoppen of o boord meeling, eventuolly. Depending on the noture of the

lopic, o boord member who votes in the minority moy choose eifher:

o) fully support the decision of the boord, or

b) fully support the process ond respect fhe decision of the boord

An exomple of when o boord member should fully support lhe boord's decision mighl

be o vote to hold o bond election or chonging school boundories. On ihe other hond.

there moy be limes when o boord member chooses to support ihe process ond

respect the decision of the boord. lssues fhoi con become highly emotionol such os

on ottendonce policy or heolth cuniculum moy foll inio this cotegory. ln this scenorio,

o boord member moy hold onto iheir belief but voice support for the process ond the

ultimole decision of o mojorily of the school boord members. As long os the boord

member honestly feels thot they ore octing in the besl interest of lhe studenis, lhey

should vote their conscience but be willing to respect thoi lhey ore only one vole.

Under no circumslonce is it ioleroble to counteroct lhe work of the boord once o

decision hos been reoched.

Boord members olso hove o responsibility to keep the superintendenl informed of their

concerns. However, bringing them up for the firsl lime ol o boord meeling is not on
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oppropriote method. Affer hoving discussed o topic of concern wifh the

superintendent, it moy be oppropriole to bring it up during o public meeting. lt moy

only be o motler of the superintendent or odministrotor being prepored with ihe focls

to onswer the concern in public.

At times, some boord meetings moy sound more like o World Wor ll movie being rerun

in o school seiling. These mqefings moy resemble texlbook ccses of behoviors lhot

school boord members shouldn't disploy. ln these siluqtions. boord members con ,

quickly find lhemselves focusing on nonow inlerests ond becoming involved in virtuolly

everything lhey shouldn'l be involved in.

We should be qble lo see the plobtem in these kinds of siluqlions very eosily. After qll,

when students who qr€ r€presenling fhe school district disptoy ungcceptoble behovior

in full view of the public, ihey ore criticized ond often odminisfered punilive

consequences.

Likewise, we musl consider the woy we behove in public. We musl remember thot we

serye os role models for the young people in our communiiy - ond thot octions speok

louder thqn words. When exomining our own behovior, we moy find if useful io osk

ourselves wheiher we would wonl the boys' ond girls' bosketboll leom - or ony group

of young people - lo observe our boord meetings. To moke it more likely lhot we ovoid

questionoble ond negotive boord meeling behovior, let's reflecl on our octions ond

those of our colleogues ond then grode ourselves ogoinst the following stondords'

Every boord member should refroin from moking comments thot lobel him or her os

o ,,single issue" member who tends to the interests of one oreo of the district or o

single oreo of focus thot is cought o personol foncy.

The boord should develop strotegies to eliminote the need for orguing ond

wrongling over minute detoils ond publicly troding votes to ochieve objectives.

Boord members should wotch their nonverbol longuoge ond ovoid conveying

negotive messoges by meons of fociol expressions or wolking out when dissotisfied

with o discussion or o boord decision.

All boord members should be coreful not to leok informotion from executive

sessions. lf there is o question os to whether or not on item is public informotion the

superintendent or legol counsel should be consulted.



Every boord member must moke sure presentotions receive the full ottention they

deserve ond must refroin from working or visiting with others during discussions or

presentotions.

Every boord member must treot eoch other ond the superintendent, ond

odministrotors with dignity ond respect - refroining from publicly belittling - or

purposely osking questions to emborross other members or the odministrotive stoff.

Disrespectful behovior ond the misuse of questions will quickly be togged by ostute

oudiences os "ploying the crowd."

Boord members must refroin from publicly moking individuol requests of

odministrotive teom members.

Boord members must be coreful not to osk questions for which onswers ore

ovoiloble in the pocket of moteriols distributed with the ogendo. Furthermore,

when boord members distribute, through the pocket, ony moleriols they hove

obtoined from some other source, lhey should toke core to identify eoch source.

Boord members with school-oge children should ovoid frequent references to how

o porticulor issue is likely to offect their own children. Rother, boord members must

remember thot they represent oll children.

Unfortunolely, the negotive side of these behoviors moy surfoce during boord

meetings. When thot hoppens, ii's essentiol ihot the situotion be conected

immediotely. In oddition to undermining lhe boord's productivity, such behoviors

lornish lhe imoge of lhe boord, the superiniendent, ond the district. Public meelings

should reflecl the teomwork ond colloborotion thot exist omong boqrd members ond

between the boord ond the superintendent.

Effective boord members know thot it is importonf to roulinely ond regulorly ossess

their public behovior. They know thot o good tool for such on ossessmenl is this

question: would we wonl on othletic leom, the debote teom, the bond, or ony olher

student group thot represents our schools to observe the boord's behovior? They

reolize thot young people will probobly follow the behoviors they observe. In essence,

lhot's why it is doubly imporlont for boord members lo behove in on occeploble

monner.
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Effeciive boord members underslond thot olthough inesponsible, unprofessionol

behovior is not chorocteristic of the mojority of school boords in North Americo, the

seeds for it exisf in virtuolly every school disirict. Unfortunolely when the seeds sprout,

boord leodership breqks down ond the inferests of sludenfs toke o bock seol.

Remember, whot we soy in boord meetings ond how we conducl business ond solve

problems becomes o model - for good or ill - for sludents, teochers, porents ond stoff

lhroughoul the district.

Do not surprise the boord or the superintendent of o boord meeting.

Sudden surprises should be the exception, not the rule. First, tolk with the

boord choir or the superintendent. Ask to ploce on item on the ogendo

insteod of bringing it up unexpectedly of the meeting.

Remember thot individuol boord members do not hove outhority. Only

the boord os o whole hos outhority. An individuol boord member should

not toke uniloterol oction.

How you conduct yourself of o meeting is very importont. Avoid words

ond octions thot creote o "bod show", especiolly when they could moke

the boord look bod. Don't be ofroid to moke your point, but do itwith o

corefulness thot won't escolote negotive impressions or incidents.

Follow your policies, procedures, rules ond regulotions. Follow the choin of

commond ond insist thot others do so. Listen to your constituents ond stoff,

but refer them to the person who con properly oddress their issue (the

teocher, principol, superintendent). The lost stop, not the first, should be

the boord.

Do not reoct to threots. Neither "cove in" nor "dig in." Deol with the issue,

not the threot.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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6. Do not be q "boll cqrriei'for olhers. Lei ofhers present their own issues,

problems or proposols.

7. Do not moke ossumptions. Get the focts ond the informotion. Ask

quesfions fo obtoin more knowledge.

8. Do nol ploy to the oudiences. Your oudience should be your fellow boord

members. Address fhem. Speok lo lhe issues on the toble'

g. Moke motions so lhol lhe focus is on the octions. Avoid siluotions in which

everyone is tolking obouf o subject wilhout o cleor focus on the molion or

finol oction.

10. "Move lhe quesfion" (lef us vole) when the discussion is repetilive. The

boord meeting is o ploce for octions, i.e., decisions ond votes, nof for

endless discussion.

I l. Police yourself. The boord should ioke cqre of its own problems by o

yeorly self-evoluotion ond by oddressing itself lo ony individuol problems,

such os poor ottendonce or leoks of confidentiol informotion.

12. Be sensilive to hidden ogendos or molives. Be deliberote (you ore o

deliberolive body) ond coreful so you do not do onylhing ihot creofes on

unwonted precedent or is the firsl slep toword undesired policies.

13. Keep it short ond simple. Moke your point in os few words os possible.

There should be very few speeches ol o boord meeting.

14. Follow policy. lf lhe policy is old ond outdoled, then chonge it. Do not

regulorly loke qctions thol violole your own policies'
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15.

16.

r8.

19.

17.

Avoid long meetings. lf lengthy meetings ore the rule, osk thot the boord

oddress this problem ond toke oction to correct its proctices.

Do your homework. Reod ond study your ogendo ond bockup

informotion. Coll the superintendent or boord president with ony questions

you hove. lf you don't hove enough informotion, osk for more.

Avoid overuse of "closed" or "executive" sessions. While these sessions

hove o purpose, they should be held only when necessory. Open, public

meetings should not hove regulor "closed" sessions.

Support ond help your boord president in his/her role os leoder ond

presiding officer. S/he hos o very tough job.

Ask for the superintendent's recommendotions before you oct. The

superintendent is your chief executive officer ond should

recommend/propose/suggest on most motters. The superintendent

proposes; the boord disposes.

Keep cool. "Loose connons" do not help o boord function well . How you

conduct yourself is os importont os whof you do ond soy.

20.

rat!
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