
Board committees are the best way to make sure you are 
continuously improving your governance practices, but only
if the committees have a process and plan in place
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al planning process and calendar.
The Decision: To recommend two

important changes to the Planning and
Development Committee at its next
meeting. The first would add a daylong,
committee-hosted, strategic work ses-
sion early in the planning process. The
second would be to kick off budget
preparation later in the year with a
half-day operational issues work ses-
sion that the committee also would
host.

The Immediate Outcome: A
great discussion at the Planning
and Development Committee
meeting, resulting in unanimous
agreement to hold the two work
sessions and review the staff’s
recommended detailed agendas
the next month.

The Long-term Impact:
These two work sessions resulted
in substantive board input early in
the planning process, when it
could make a difference, and as a
result, strengthened board mem-
bers’ commitment to and owner-
ship of their planning role.

Defying conventional wisdom

This scenario draws on plenty of
real-life experience, but it will
certainly jangle some readers’
nerves. Why? 

Simply put, the above sce-

The Place: Superintendent
Harry Angstrom’s conference room at
the district administrative office.

The Cast: Angstrom and his top six
district executives, who make up the
Executive Cabinet.

The Agenda: Presentation by Susan
Koerner, associate superintendent of
curriculum and instruction and chief
staff liaison to the board’s Planning and
Development Committee, on recom-
mended changes in the district’s annu-

nario challenges conventional wisdom
in the field of school governance. 

On more than one occasion, you’ve
probably heard people say school
boards should focus on the “what”
while your superintendent and senior
administrators determine the “how.”
Indeed, you wouldn’t want your
school board to micromanage and
meddle in matters such as detailed
curriculum development or building
management. But it makes no sense to
say the board shouldn’t map out its
time for important governing func-
tions such as strategic planning, bud-
get development, and educational and
financial performance monitoring. 

School boards around the country,
such as Teton in Jackson Hole, Wyo.,
have found that working closely with
the superintendent and senior admin-
istrators is critical in updating the
processes for board involvement in
key governing areas. This is how con-
tinuous governing improvement hap-
pens.

Two key elements make it possible.
First is a forum in which board mem-
bers and senior administrators can
discuss process enhancements aimed
at strengthening the board’s involve-
ment. The second is strong executive
support.

The forum

No vehicle, in my experience, equals
well-designed board standing commit-
tees. These groups help keep the
board’s governing processes up-to-
date and ensure that the investment of
time and energy results in effective
decision-making. Committee meetings
are posted and the public is welcome,
but the informal setting is much more

Excellence by Design

Doug Eadie
■GOVERNANCE
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comfortable than your monthly busi-
ness meeting. Committee members,
the superintendent, and senior execu-
tives can discuss in detail how to
involve the board in key governing
processes.

This column opens with an exam-
ple of a board’s planning and develop-
ment committee reaching an agree-
ment with the superintendent on two
important enhancements to the dis-
trict’s annual planning process.
Recently I sat with a board’s perfor-
mance monitoring committee, which
discussed at some length how to
strengthen financial reporting to the
full board, including a more creative
use of graphics and more incisive
analysis.

Committees are incomparable con-
tinuous governing improvement vehi-
cles, but only if they are well-
designed. That basically means that
each committee corresponds to a
broad board governing function, such
as planning and performance monitor-
ing, rather than to a narrowly focused
programmatic or administrative silo
such as curriculum and instruction,
buildings and grounds, or personnel. 

Narrowly focused or siloed com-
mittees make high-level board deci-
sion making well-nigh impossible
while inviting micromanagement.
Even with well-designed standing
committees, board members must
agree—formally and explicitly—that
this process design role is part of their
committee’s job description.
Otherwise, continuous governing
improvement tends to drop by the
wayside.

Executive support

It’s not reasonable to expect that the
board members on standing commit-
tees can take the lead on the process
design front. The most we can expect
is that they’ll consciously commit to
participating in process design and
follow through by making time avail-
able at committee meetings. 

The superintendent and senior
administrators must take the lead role,
fashioning recommendations on the
process design for committee review
and discussion. This executive sup-
port function consists of two key com-
ponents:

■ Each board standing committee
is provided with a chief staff liaison—
a senior administrator assigned by the
superintendent to take the lead in pro-
viding executive support. Of course,
this person doesn’t do all the staff
work to get material ready for com-
mittee meetings, but is responsible for
making sure that it’s done in a full and
timely fashion. A key facet is thinking
through possible process improve-
ments in planning and performance
monitoring that can be reviewed with
the superintendent and his or her
executive team and ultimately recom-
mended to the committee.

■ The superintendent and execu-
tive team members meet, probably
once a month, in a session wholly ded-
icated to committee staffing, including
the review of possible process
improvements that the staff liaisons
have developed. This dedicated execu-
tive team meeting is the essential qual-
ity control point in the process design
process, involving a detailed examina-
tion of the pros and cons of particular
improvements under consideration.

Contrary to conventional wisdom,
involving board members in mapping
out the “how” of board involvement in
key governing processes—through
well-designed and strongly supported
committees—is the most effective
way to upgrade board participation
over time and prevent micromanage-
ment from occurring. ■

Doug Eadie (doug@dougeadie.com), an
ASBJ contributing editor, is founder and
CEO of Doug Eadie & Company. He is the
author of 18 books on board and CEO lead-
ership, including Five Habits of High-Impact
School Boards (Scarecrow Education and
National School Boards Association, 2005). 

Effective communication may not
prevent a tragedy, but a poor response
clearly can make a bad situation even
worse.

Stop the blame game

It’s human nature to find fault when
tragedies occur. When someone dies,
particularly children or young people,
tough questions should be asked.
Responsible parties should be held
accountable. 

Answers are elusive when it comes
to something as inscrutable as teen sui-
cide. Bullying often plays a role, as do
underlying mental health conditions,
family dynamics, and other issues that
defy easy categorizing.

The difficult truth is that we likely
won’t ever know the real answer about
Phoebe’s suicide, or how pervasive bul-
lying is in the rural community the beau-
tiful Irish immigrant briefly called home. 

Were popular students given a free
pass to terrorize classmates? Did teach-
ers knowingly ignore bullying that
occurred right in front of them? Did
staff dismiss concerns expressed by
Phoebe’s parents and others? Has the
school had a toxic culture for years? 

Better awareness, training, proce-
dures, intervention, discipline, and com-
munication are all positive steps to take.
Expecting educators to prevent every
tragedy and intervene successfully in
every student’s life simply isn’t realistic. 

South Hadley could be any school.
Let’s stop the blame game. While we’re
at it, let’s stop dismissing bullying and
mean-spirited attacks—by children,
teens, and adults on others they per-
ceive as being different from them—as
normal, acceptable, or inevitable
behavior. It’s not. ■

Nora Carr (ncarr@carolina.rr.com) is chief
of staff for North Carolina’s Guilford
County Schools and a contributing editor
to ASBJ.
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