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Working with Boards: Burden or Benefit?

Mark Dienhart, Ph.D.



Necessity of Boards of Trustees

•Everyone reports to someone

•Responsibility to the community/citizens

•Democratic way of life

•Special treatment



Boards can be viewed as profoundly 
helpful or as an adversarial drain

•Choose the former; no benefit in latter

•You know how to “manage up” by now

•Wisdom; influence; access to resources

•Filling in the gaps



Board Leadership

•Chair

•Executive Committee

•Board Affairs or Governance Committee

• “Hiring” and “firing” board members

•Creating committees and staffing them to 
perform the work of the board

•Evaluating the performance of the board 
(who, how, when)



Boards of Trustees

• Most have great potential to underperform

• Board members need to be asked

• Thoroughbreds/plough horses

• Become increasingly competent working together 
over time

• No “jerks” rule/bigger ≠ better

• Other rules of engagement
• Must be “bounded” (real)

• Must have a compelling direction

• Must have familiarity

• Must be “happy-enough”

• “Deviant” needed; coaching too



Four Types of Leadership Groups

-- Richard Hackman

Harvard

Alignment &
Information Sharing

Consultative

Coordinating

Producing
& Deciding



Board of Trustees Orientation Worksheet

Board powers and duties:

• Exercise all the powers of the corporation

• Hire and evaluate the president/CEO who will be the administrative 
authority for the operation of the school

• Overall fiduciary oversight of the school

• Promote and fulfill the mission of the school
[Insert Mission]

• Make policy decisions that dictate overall nature and direction of the 
school, e.g.,
• Annual budget approval

• Annual audit approval

• Approval of graduation requirements and school curriculum

• Formalize and communicate policy through school handbooks

• Approve alienation, encumbrance or transfer of any real property in excess of 
$250,000



Effective Board Competencies

Contextual:  The board understands and takes 
into account the culture and norms of the 
organization it governs.

Educational:  The board takes the necessary 
steps to ensure that members are well informed 
about the institution, the profession and the 
board’s roles, responsibilities and performance.

Interpersonal: The board nurtures the 
development of its members as a group, 
attends to the board’s collective welfare, and 
fosters a sense of cohesiveness.



Effective Board Competencies

Analytical:  The board recognizes complexities 
and subtleties in the issues it faces, and draws 
upon multiple perspectives to dissect complex 
problems and to synthesize appropriate 
responses.
Political:  The board accepts as one of its 
primary responsibilities the need to develop 
and manage healthy relationships among key 
constituencies.
Strategic: The board helps envision and shape 
future direction and helps ensure a strategic 
approach to the institution’s future.



Frequently Asked Questions

•Nomination and election process

• How and when is this handled?

• How long is a term?

•Role and structure of board committees

• How are assignments made?

• Use and/or inclusion of non-board members?

•Past, present and future challenges

• Recent important decisions?

• Important decisions on the horizon?



Frequently Asked Questions

•Board meetings and logistics/operations
• If I am unable to attend, should I let someone 

know?

• Whom should I contact if I want to be updated 
on a meeting I missed?

• How often do the board and committees meet?

• Who, besides board members, attends our 
meetings?

• Are our meetings open to the media, parents or 
public?



Frequently Asked Questions

•Board meetings and logistics/operations

• How may I suggest agenda items for committee 
or board meetings?

• Do we meet in the executive session with or 
without the CEO?

• What are the ground rules for the meetings?

• Is there a dress code for the meetings?

• Are there assigned seats?



Frequently Asked Questions

• Inside the Boardroom

• Are there attendance requirements?

• Is it acceptable to arrive late or leave early?

• Is everything confidential?

• How do I raise sensitive issues?

• What should I do if I disagree with a committee or 
management recommendation?

• How do I balance a constructive partnership with a 
culture of accountability?

• What happens if there is a split vote on the board?



Frequently Asked Questions

• Inside the Boardroom
• Should I keep quiet in meetings for the first year or 

two?
• Are there discussion guidelines? (e.g., how often 

can I speak; how to express disagreement; how to 
call for a vote)

• Are there other points of etiquette? (e.g., may I 
check my cell phone, have sidebar conversations)

• How can I best prepare for board and committee 
meetings?

• Do we evaluate the board’s performance? 
Individuals? If so, how often? What do we do with 
the results?



Frequently Asked Questions

• Outside the Boardroom
• May I, as a board member, contact the CEO 

directly?

• May I contact senior management directly for 
information or to offer suggestions?

• What should I do if I am approached by the media 
or other constituent representatives with questions 
or requests for information?

• What do I do with grapevine information or 
gossip?

• Are board members expected to attend functions in 
addition to board and committee meetings?



Frequently Asked Questions

• Other Matters
• Am I expected to contribute and help with 

fundraising?

• Is there an orientation process for new board 
members?

• Is there a conflict of interest policy in place for 
board members?

• Are board members expected to help identify and 
cultivate development prospects?

• What process do we use to evaluate the CEO?

• Do we participate in the evaluation of any other 
senior officers?



Meeting Evaluation Form

Name ____________________    Meeting Date ____________

• What issues or topics would you like to see addressed at future 
meetings?

• Other suggestions or comments to improve board or committee 
meetings.

More than 
satisfactory Satisfactory

Less than 
satisfactory

Degree to which meeting successfully 
addressed its major topics

Quality and significance of discussions

Time allotment for discussions

Information provided in advance

Overall effectiveness of meeting


