
 B
oard members complete their 
work in meetings and, often-
times, those meetings take twists 
and turns that no one could 

have predicted. And people may 
leave frustrated that they did not 
accomplish what they said they 
would accomplish.

Why does this happen? Mostly 
because expectations of how  
meetings are supposed to go are 
unrealistic. We expect everyone is 
following along and has a similar 
understanding of the situation.  
We assume that everyone is satisfied 
with the pace the conversation is 
moving. We think everyone is on 
board with the idea until the 
moment that one board member 
says, “Just a minute. I don’t think  
I agree with…”

Good meeting practices will 
create a climate for your school 
board to engage in more effective 
policy discussions. In reality,  
meetings are messy propositions, 

and meeting group dynamics affect 
our ability to make good decisions. 
Creating a climate for open dialogue 
and developing good decision- 
making processes are key to creating 
effective policy.

 | Group Agreements
One way to create a positive climate 
is for your board to develop group 
agreements. Recognize that it’s not 
unusual for groups to experience 
conflict and frustration. Often, this 
frustration is a result of failed expec-
tations. Group agreements help 
make expectations explicit, and 
when people know what to expect 
from one another, it’s easier to live 
with the ambiguity of the discussion. 
When creating group agreements ask 
the following questions:

b What things would make this 
group work well for you?

b What makes this a safe and 
respectful place for us to work in?

Collect people’s responses to the 
questions — have people call them 
out and write them on a piece of flip 
chart paper, or have them write them 
on sticky notes that you can group 
together on a wall. Another way to 
collect ideas is to have people talk in 
pairs, and then share out the infor-
mation. Then review the ideas, 
making sure everyone understands 
how they would work. For example, 
there might be an idea about side 
conversations. What does it look like 
when people start breaking off into 
side conversations? Be sure it’s clear 
to all members of the group, and 
that there is agreement that this is an 
important point to include in the list.

Write statements in the affirma-
tive. “We listen attentively and let 
others finish their thoughts,” rather 
than “don’t interrupt.” 

When you initially create these 
agreements, it is a good idea to 
review them at the start of your 
meetings, and reaffirm that everyone 
is still in agreement about the agree-
ments. Assign someone to remind 
the group when an agreement has 
been violated. You can rotate this 
task so everyone has a chance to get 
familiar with the agreements. In 
time, the group will internalize the 
agreements and you will not need to 
read them or assign enforcement 
responsibility.

When a new person joins the 
group, take time to bring them up to 
speed on the agreements and ask for 
their endorsement. You may want to 
review them as part of your annual 
review of board operating procedures 
to ensure that the agreements continue 
to reflect the needs of the group.

Group agreements are a tool you 
can use to help your school board 
develop into a well-functioning group. 
This doesn’t mean that you always 
agree with each other. It does mean 
that you are committed to the group’s 
effort - that you are willing to agree to 
a set of ideas that will enable your 
school board to make decisions for 
your school district in a way that will 
impact student achievement.

Some of you may remember 
Vince Lombardi, coach of the  
Green Bay Packers back in the 
1960s. (I know you know who he is. 
I was making a joke.) Lombardi 
said, “Individual commitment to a 
group effort - that is what makes  
a team work, a company work, a 
society work, a civilization work.” 
I’d add it is what makes a school 
board work as well. n
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NotE: This is the last governance Matters 
column.
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