
Board Development Project Curriculum, June 2015 
 

 

NESA Governance Initiative by David Chojnacki and Rick Detwiler 
is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial- 

NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. 

1 

 
 
 

 
 

Board Development Project Curriculum 
June 2015 

 

 
Essential Question: How does the Board perform the roles and fulfill the responsibilities of both 
governance and leadership? 
 
A. The full spectrum of "governance"  

Board members will understand the nature and value of the fiduciary, strategic, and generative 

modes of governance, and will identify mechanisms to distinguish among and promote each of 

these modes.  

B. Affirmation of "Principles of Good Practice" for effective governance  

Board members will understand the meaning and value of the NAIS Principles of Good Practice 

as well as guidelines established by BoardSource and the accreditation agencies, and ensure their 

own Board's policies and practices are so aligned.  

C. Governance and Leadership - Policy-level vs. Operational-level  

Board members will recognize the difference between policy (their responsibility) and operations 

(administration's responsibility) and appropriately identify "whose decision it is" when confronted 

with scenarios.  

 

Module 1: Roles & Responsibilities 
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D. Policy development  

Board members will explore the process of policy review/development and establish procedures 

to ensure a current and aligned Policy Manual.  

E. Oversight 

Board members will distinguish "micro-management" and "rubber-stamping" behaviors; cite the 

drawbacks of each; identify effective means of preventing and, if necessary, confronting each; 

and affirm guidelines for effectively maintaining board oversight without becoming “managerial” 

or operational.  

F. Board Leadership 

Board members will examine the role of the officers of the Board with particular attention to the 

effective performance of the responsibilities of the chair.  
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Essential Question: How does the Board meet its fiduciary obligations? 

 

A. Risk management  

Board members will explore the impact of the 10 areas of risk as identified by NAIS Guidelines; 

understand how to analyze risks on the Likelihood of Occurrence/Magnitude of Impact Matrix; 

define an acceptable level of risk tolerance; and practice using the 5-Step Risk Management Model 

on typical risks faced by international schools.  

B. Financial audits  

Board members will gain familiarity with guiding principles regarding conducting, interpreting, 

and acting on the annual financial audit; and fulfilling their role in accordance with the "Prudent 

Person Rule."  

C. Conflict of interest policy  

Board members will understand what is meant by "conflict of interest" as described by NAIS and 

elaborate on how that applies to international schools. Sample policies and statements will be 

critiqued, tips for exercising vigilance will be shared, and ways of resolving conflict of interest 

disputes will be examined.  

D. Tax and legal (including contract law) considerations in your host country  

Board members will recognize the breadth of ramifications that compliance with host country 

and, for schools incorporated in the USA, American laws has on international schools, and 

generate a bank of questions to ask counsel regarding their own situation.  

E. Crisis response  

Module 2: The Basics - Fiduciary Responsibilities 
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Board members will recognize the critical attributes of effective crisis preparedness and response; 

articulate the board's role and responsibilities in various crisis situations and explore through 

role-plays examples of international schools responding to crises.  

F. Relationship with community  

Board members will recognize the challenges and rewards of effective community relationships 

and examine practices that promote good, purposeful communications, generate loyalty and 

commitment to the school; and keep board members out of the hot-seat in relationships with 

parents, faculty and staff, students and the outside community.  

G. Confidentiality  

Board members will explore the vulnerable situations that may lead to a breach of confidentiality 

and practice ways to prevent and, if necessary, resolve such breaches.  

H. Effective fiduciary practices  

Board members will explore a variety of additional practices that can help them fulfill their 

fiduciary responsibilities: employing an annual calendar of board reports; identifying areas of 

high risk and conducting periodic, independent audits of those areas; articulating the board's 

own operational protocols in a board protocol handbook; maintaining a comprehensive board 

orientation manual, etc.  
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Essential Question: How does the Board build and sustain its own membership? 
 

A. Models of international school boards  

Board members will explore the benefits, limitations, challenges and opportunities inherent in 

different board structures for international schools (large, small, elected, appointed, self-

perpetuating, hybrid, proprietary, etc.), relating them to their own situation.  

B. Recruiting and orienting replacements  

Board members will explore the role of the "Governance Committee," and develop strategies for 

identifying, recruiting, selecting, and inducting the right board members when vacancies occur.  

C. Self evaluation tools  

Board members will affirm the importance of periodic (at least annual) appraisal of the Board as a 

whole and of individual members, both ongoing and summative, recognize the rationale for and 

merits of different approaches to self-appraisal; and review a variety of instruments/resources as 

they apply to their setting. The NESA Board of Trustees Evaluation Instrument will be examined as 

an example of a comprehensive, useful tool.  

D. Board professional development  

Board members will recognize the need for ongoing development, both team-building and task-

focused, of the Board; explore the realm of "boardsmanship" (e.g. the topics in the NESA Board 

Development Curriculum); identify resources available and ways of enhancing their effectiveness 

as a board.  

Module 3: Sustaining the Board 
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E. Ensuring good member behavior  

Board members will develop operational norms of behavior and commit to “essential 

agreements” to model these norms in all school settings.  

F. Addressing board member "misbehavior"  

Board members will develop strategies for preventing, intervening in, remediating and learning 

from incidents of "misbehavior," including recognizing the importance of reviewing the board's 

policies on ethics and conflict of interest and refreshing their commitment to "essential 

agreements" regarding operational norms each year.  
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Essential Question: How does the Board build and sustain the school’s leadership? 

 

A. Supporting the Head of School (HoS) 

Board members will understand the role and perspective of the Head of School, recognize the 

singular capacity and responsibility of the board to nurture and support the HoS, and identify 

specific ways to do just that from the moment he/she is selected until he/she says farewell.  

B. Head of School evaluation tools  

Board members will recognize the importance of a well designed, policy-based HoS evaluation 

process; identify the elements of an effective appraisal process that is linked to the HoS's job 

description, annual goals, and professional development plan; and review a variety of 

instruments and protocols for HoS evaluation.  

C. Relationship between Chair/Board and Head of School  

Board members will explore the interdependent relationship among the board chair, the board, 

and the head, identifying the perspectives and practices that make this relationship serve the 

best interests of the board, the head and school.  

D. Head of School Search  

Board members will review sample policies on succession (re-affirming the need for such policies) 

as well as practical guidance on the head search process; and collectively generate a "Guidelines 

for Hiring a New International School Head," invaluable to a board about to launch a head search 

before it contracts a search agent.  

Module 4: Sustaining the Head of School 
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Essential Question: How does the Board conduct its business? 

 

A. Life cycle of a Board  

Board members will identify what stage in the "life cycle" of non-profit boards their own board is 

currently in and the relevance to their board’s structure and operating procedures.  

B. Agendas/Meetings/Minutes  

Board members will discuss and articulate the purpose of board meetings and then review 

various protocols for these meetings, including: development and structure of agendas, "rules" 

for the meeting itself, frequency and duration of meetings, use of “working” (or “executive”) 

session, and recording of minutes.  

C. Structure and function of committees and task forces  

Board members will understand the difference between committees and task forces; draw up 

criteria and rationale for standing committees; and establish terms of reference indicating how 

they will function, identifying the merits and drawbacks of committee-based board operations. 

The "ideal" committee structure (how many; what role) will be discussed.  

D. Between-meeting behavior  

Board members will craft guidelines for board members to follow when they are not at a board 

meeting and awkward/calculated encounters occur, including identifying strategies board 

members can employ when in such a situation or when a board colleague strays.  

 

 

Module 5: Business as Usual 
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E. Decision making  

Board members will identify criteria for when a decision is truly the board's responsibility and 

then practice making decisions based on the Decision-Making Template, a check sheet that 

ensures thoroughness and due diligence in board decision-making and follow-up.  

F. Code of ethics  

Board members will review samples of boards' Codes of Ethics, interpreting and analyzing the 

elements therein, and construct their own Code, consistent with their school’s stated mission, 

vision and values.  

G. Essential Agreements  

Board members will explore norms for board operations through case studies portraying boards 

gone astray and review sample "essential agreements" that other boards have come up with; and 

then draft their own priority list of norms they would like embedded into their own board culture.  
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Essential Question: How does the Board establish and sustain a strategic direction for the 
school? 
 

A. Clarifying and affirming mission, vision, values, and objectives 

Board members will define "mission," "vision," "values," and "objectives," clarify the purpose 

served by these guiding documents; participate in exercises reviewing and revising these 

underpinnings of a school's existence; and reflect on the appropriateness, incisiveness and clarity 

of their own school’s guiding documents.  

B. Aligning school practice to the vision  

Board members will explore ways of ensuring that policies, procedures, and practices are aligned 

with the precepts established by the school's guiding documents (By-Laws, Mission, Vision, 

Objectives, etc.)  

C. Financial Planning  

Board members will understand the importance of financial planning and 

fundraising/development its relationship to the school's overall strategic intent, what a financial 

plan should look like, and how to develop and sustain a useful financial plan.  

D. Facilities Planning  

Board members will become familiar with a basic facilities master plan, understand its purpose 

and scope, and then investigate more deeply the stages of a facilities project.  

 

 

Module 6: Boards as Strategists and Visionaries 
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E. “Strategic Thinking” vis-a-vis “Action/Strategic Planning"  

Board members will explore strategic thinking as an ongoing board practice and articulate how it 

relates to meaningful and practical strategic planning.  

F. Change Management 

Board members and administrators will understand the nature of change in a school community 

and explore strategies that facilitate successful implementation of changes in school structure 

and operations. 

G. Generative mode of governance  

Board members will recognize the benefits of generative governance and identify specific 

mechanisms to stimulate and promote it as a regular part of their work. Towards that end, board 

members will understand the kinds of issues that are, in fact, “generative”; that it is in the 

strategic and generative modes that boards add the most value; and that in a generative mode, 

they, working with the administration, function like a think-tank.  
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Essential Question: How does the Board monitor progress and success in regards to fulfilling the 
school’s mission, vision, values, educational objectives, and strategic intent? 
 

A. Measuring board as well as school goal attainment  

Board members and the Head, recognizing the unique nature of international school governance 

compared to the corporate or public school environment, will identify what the board should be 

monitoring and evaluating regarding their own and the school's performance over time, and 

agree on how that will be done.  

 B. Using information to inform action  

Board members will understand the distinction among data, anecdotes and information and, 

based on that, take appropriate board action.  

C. Celebrating and communicating success  

Board members will affirm the importance of acknowledging progress/success, recognizing 

those responsible, and communicating the good news to stakeholders and the community in 

general.  

 
 

           
 

Module 7: Boards are Accountable 
 


