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Mr. Joe Regular
Patent Lawyers, Inc.
Lakeside, Minnesota

Dear Mr. Regular: 

As chair of the board of trustees of Excellence Academy, it is my honor and pleasure to 
invite you to become a member of the board. The board was unanimous in supporting your 
nomination. Although your schedule precluded the opportunity to meet with representatives 
of the board personally, our cordial phone conversation and all we know about you from the 
Lakeside Golf Club assures us that you are exactly the kind of person we want to have as a 
representative of Excellence. 

We understand that your travel schedule may make it difficult for you to attend all of our 
monthly board meetings and appreciate that as chair of the Minnesota Museum of Art there 
are competing demands on your time. Rest assured that it is the quality of your contribution 
that matters, not the amount of time you invest. 

Next year, with the arrival of a new headmaster, should be particularly exciting and I am 
pleased to have been a member of the Search Committee that recruited Dr. Happy to 
Excellence Academy. I regret that my term on the board has expired and that I will not have 
the privilege of working with you and Dr. Happy. 

Incidentally, I have mentioned your interest in building an ice hockey rink to Dr. Happy, and 
personally conveyed your feelings that hockey builds character and leads to academic 
achievement. 

I have enclosed the National Association of Independent School's Trustee Handbook, a copy 
of our bylaws, and the names and addresses of members of the board as well as a schedule of
meetings for the year. These materials should help you fit right in. We have a full agenda for 
the first meeting, but of course we begin by introducing our new members, so try to be there. 

We look forward to your participation and know that your wonderful triplet sons will be 
beneficiaries of your involvement. My daughter tells me that they continue to enliven her 
third grade class. 

Enjoy the summer and best regards to Nancy. 

Sincerely, 

Mark S. Jackson 

This letter of invitation to join an independent school board is a parody, of course, but it 
illustrates practices that may be more common that any of us would like to admit. The 
problems it identifies reflect my personal experience, as well as recent research on 
independent school governance. Over the past three years I have been recruited to join 



four boards. In more than one situation the inducement to join the board came with 
attractive promises that the commitment would be minimal and that I would "have a good
time." "Meetings are held relatively infrequently," I was told, "and attendance at every 
meeting is not mandatory." 
Such recruitment practices, which diminish the responsibility of board membership, are 
not only misleading; they also may result in the creation of dysfunctional boards. In this 
article, I will identify misleading messages--the "red flags" of board recruitment--that need
to be avoided because they elicit trustee behavior that is antithetical to board success. 

"The board will not take up much of your time..." 
People are often lured onto boards with the promise that the job will require minimal 
time. The infrequency with which board meetings are held, usually monthly, is cited as an
indication of time commitment, but it is a misleading index. The real work of the board is 
accomplished between meetings, by committees and individuals who perform functions 
and tasks that are merely reported at the monthly gatherings. Research indicates that the 
investment of time on boards has increased in recent years. [1] 
In The Headmaster the story of Frank Boyden, Deerfield's legendary head of 66 years, 
author John McPhee describes the trustees of yesteryear, who obediently showed up with 
their checkbooks when they were summoned by the headmaster. Deerfield trustees ceded 
their money and their unquestioned authority over school governance to Frank Boyden. 
[2] 
Times have changed and so have the roles of trustees. An economic environment hostile 
to the survival of independent schools coupled with increasing pressures from 
constituencies within the school community makes the job of overseeing schools more 
demanding. Fiscal problems, enrollment concerns, and legal matters require more 
frequent involvement of trustees. Boards need members who have money or access to 
money, but they also need a majority of people who are skilled, intelligent and thoughtful,
who care deeply about the school and its survival, and are willing to devote the necessary 
time and energy to deal with these complex tasks. 
Boards need to be staffed in the same way any other working organization is staffed to 
meet its needs. That requires careful planning to identify the range of professional and 
technical skills needed for the effective governance of a particular school. The need for 
specialized skills provides a compelling reason to look beyond the parent body and 
recruit from the wider community outside the school. 
The old adage--to recruit members who will contribute either work, wisdom, or wealth--
no longer applies. All members must bring some level of expertise and a willingness to 
work, of course, some money or access to money is helpful. Some schools have set up a 
council of advisors or a donor's council for large contributors or potential givers who have
little time or inclination to do the actual work of the board. The councils are honorary 
committees that usually convene annually for a briefing on the school's progress and 
provide a vehicle for acknowledging and encouraging additional support. 
The sheer number of non-profit boards and the availability of trusteeships on boards that 
may offer higher status make recruitment of talented people for independent school 
boards increasingly competitive. Excluding churches, there are approximately 650,000 
non-profit organizations in the United States. Approximately 25,000 new organizations 
file for non-profit status each year. Public service boards such as cultural institutions and 
hospitals offer higher visibility and may be more appealing for career advancement in the 
business world. Membership on the board of Excellence Prep may not offer the same 



cachet as serving on the board of national museum or opera house. Given the demands of 
time and competition for expertise, it is hardly surprising that independent school boards 
are having difficulty recruiting trustees. [3] 

"The board is a social club..." 
As independent schools increasingly diversify their student bodies, there is a mandate on 
the part of many schools to reflect that diversity on the governing board. The number of 
students of color in independent schools has increased steadily over the past two decades,
up from an average of 5 percent to an average of 13.5 percent in 1992. Financial aid has 
also increased dramatically in independent schools, allowing for greater socioeconomic 
diversity. Total financial aid granted by NAIS member schools has increased by 50 percent
over the past decade. Many independent schools have come to understand that the 
responsibility for the diversity of students they recruit does not end at the admission 
office door. It is a schoolwide effort that includes curriculum change and sensitivity to 
difference. [4] 
Simply stated, diversity enriches the school when it is reflected in the education of the 
majority, and the strongest evidences of a commitment to diversity is the diversification of
the governing board. Women and ethnic minorities are slowly changing the composition 
of boards, and with it the comfort level that many members enjoyed. When boards are 
composed of groups of people from the same social strata (the golf club crowd), when 
they have similar ethnic and religious backgrounds and interact in the same social circles, 
they are likely to agree. The independent school practice of self-perpetuation is conducive 
to the recruitment of people who see the world from a similar perspective. [5] 
Diversity provides a higher likelihood of intergroup conflict and makes the management 
of the board more difficult, but it can lead to increased effectiveness. High status boards, 
for example, accustomed to interacting with management, often have limited information 
about an organization. A diverse board with members who interact and communicate 
with various school constituents may be more effective in making decisions than 
homogeneous boards and more likely to explore issues that result in disagreement. There 
is evidence that "noisy boards" that interact honestly and openly are more effective than 
"quiet boards" because they are prepared to act in times of crisis. The diversification of 
independent schools makes the diversification of independent school boards both 
desirable and inevitable, but members unaccustomed to differences who may expect to 
work in the comfort of "their own kind" may find membership on a diverse board 
challenging. [6] 

"Board members are interchangeable parts..." 
There is creative tension inherent in the head/board relationship because the head is 
employed by the board and answerable to it, yet the board looks to the head for 
leadership and direction. The board is responsible for setting policy, but the school head 
usually guides the board in that process. A certain degree of tension is tolerable, and may 
even be helpful, as long as there is a foundation of mutual respect. [7] 
Supporting the head is a major function of the board. This does not mean "rubber 
stamping" all the head's proposals, but the head needs to feel confident that the board 
recognizes that the intentions are to work for the good of the school. Problems can arise 
when the leaders of the board who supported the head, and in some situations the chair of
the board who was directly involved in recruiting the head to the school, depart from the 
board. The qualities that attracted the departing board members may not be important to 



the new trustees. There may be clashes in management style or personality, and the new 
board members may not share their predecessors" objectives for the school. [8] 
A widespread belief that "Saturday night massacres"--the sudden dismissals or forced 
resignations of heads--are occurring with increasing frequency fuels the perception that 
the relationship between heads and boards is breaking down. Empirical evidence on the 
causes of job termination is hard to find, but there does appear to be a correspondence 
between the sudden dismissal of a newly appointed head and a change in board chair. 
The relationship between the head and board chair is pivotal to the head's success. The 
head is more vulnerable to dismissal when the chair of the board involved in recruiting 
the new head rotates out of the position. Important, but not critical, is the unexpected 
departure of a trustee who brings special expertise to the board. The trustee may create a 
void that is not easily filled, particularly if the board is strategically staffed. Board 
members are not interchangeable parts. [9] 

"Personal agendas are welcome..." [10] 
The preponderance of current school parents who serve as trustees distinguishes 
independent school boards from other boards. Since self interest is a powerful motivator, 
and often the reason an individual is attracted to the board, trustees must be reminded of 
their corporate responsibility. The first obligation of a trustee is to represent the best 
interests of the school as a whole and particularly the school in the future. It is acceptable 
for parents to be motivated to join a board because they wish to make the school stronger 
for their own child. They should not be permitted to champion a cause or a single issue 
that is of personal importance. 
Some parents have a passion for one aspect of school life, a "single issue" that may cloud 
their judgment on other issues. Programs for learning disabled youngsters or the 
introduction of a special sports team, hockey for example, may crop up at every meeting 
in a way that diverts and disrupts board proceedings. In one school the football team was 
strong but the overall physical education program that served most youngsters in the 
school received little attention. When the faculty decided to foment interest in team sports 
by introducing a volleyball team, several board members who were parents of football 
players were upset. They were convinced that the new volleyball team would attract 
prospective football players and ultimately destroy the school's winning football record. 
Single-issue trustees are typical of baby-boomer parents who are accustomed to getting 
their way. They may persist in imposing their agenda on the board, even when resources 
are limited and the new objectives are short sighted. A similar problem may occur when 
individuals are selected because they represent a specific group. When a member of a 
group is recruited to the board it is important to clarify that the role of the individual is to 
be a representative of the constituency, but not to represent the constituency in every 
decision that is made. Similar to every other member of the board, that trustee's first 
responsibility is to the school as a whole and not to a personal issue or a specific group. 

"Board work comes naturally..." 
There appears to be a widespread assumption that, like parenting, board participation is 
something that comes naturally. Few boards provide any substantive orientation or 
training. For me, parenting did not come naturally. I recall being struck by the realization 
that parenting was full-time and around the clock. My orientation to the first board I 
joined was not as sudden or as shocking-- but I felt similarly unprepared. I was handed a 
copy of The Trustee Handbook, a pithy publication that I never felt compelled to read, 



and the book was never discussed. I showed up at board meetings, but was never certain 
of my role. Not until a year after I joined, when the board faced a casts, did I get involved 
or get to know the other members of the board. [11] 
It may take a crisis to force boards to get their houses in order, one school head in the 
south claims that the recession hit his school hard with positive outcomes for the board: 
"We had to work together to become a better school. You get sloppy when you don't have 
to win people over, sloppy in financial management and wasteful in opportunity, our 
board emerged stronger." 
Not all boards will be able to rise collectively to the occasion and confront a crisis, nor is 
waiting for a crisis the best way to tap or increase the skills and knowledge of individual 
members. A systematic approach is needed to maximize the contributions of individuals 
and their collective strength as a team. This can be accomplished by a combination of in-
house development and the use of outside sources. 
Of the approximately 15,000 trustees whose schools are members of NAIS, some 3,000 to 
4,000 are new each year. New members have to be oriented to their responsibilities and to 
the organizations they hold in trust. Boards as whole need educational plans for their own
development as they need strategic plans for their organization. The educational plan may
include team building, fund raising, and evaluation and recruitment skills, as well as an 
understanding of various aspects of school life and education in the broader context. 
Board chairs require special training in conducting and tinting meetings, board design, 
monitoring performance of committee chairs, and working in tandem with the head of 
school. 
Independent school boards are unlike other non-profit boards. They are composed largely
of parents who have daily contact with the school and play overlapping roles as trustees 
and constituents. The administrative structure of independent schools is more collegial 
than it is hierarchical. Since administrators teach and teachers often serve in 
administrative capacities, the context in which a head operates is different from that of 
most organizations. Even trustees who have experience on other non-profit boards may 
find independent school governance more demanding. 
There are barriers that will stand in the way of giving trustees the kind of education they 
need. The most significant will be getting people to the gate. The unwritten contract that 
trustees agree to when they commit themselves to boards usually does not include 
spending time on self-development or investing in the social skills of team building. The 
challenge is to educate trustees to the need for training and to convince them that it is 
worthwhile. 

Conclusion 
Am I having fun yet? Early promises of enjoyment and limited time commitment are not 
only misleading, they are the root of the problem of trustee commitment. My fellow 
trustees are affable, generous people and I enjoy their company. But pleasure derived 
from board work has to stem from the work itself -- from ensuring that a school is fiscally 
sound, living its mission, adeptly administered, and focused on the important educational
issues that will allow it to move forward. We need to convey the essence of trusteeship to 
prospective members, and be straight-forward about the fact that the board oversees a 
complex organization and is often confronted with tough issues that have direct 
implications for students and their families, and for the staff and professionals who have 
chosen to devote their working lives to the school. 
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