1.

The board’s role is to govern, NOT co-manage
the school.

In my work with charter school governing boards and leaders spanning the
past 15 years, I’ve observed that most boards co-manage their schools rather
than govern them. This leads to a host of predictable problems, including:
• disintegration of the chain of command (as the board allows stakeholders to
bypass the school leader with their concerns and complaints)
• excessive school leader turnover
• instructional instability (i.e., no consistency from one year to the next)
• inferior nancial performance and reporting
• litigation and authorizer investigation/intervention
Over time, a co-managing board becomes increasingly preoccupied in a sea of
administrivia. As it focuses its attention on managing a myriad of tiny details (to
which there are no end), it loses its focus on the stu of actual governance.
The result?
The school becomes another “train wreck.” Its charter is revoked or not
renewed, children are displaced, huge sums of money are wasted, and all
charter school whaaannies go, “See, we told you so.”
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2.

A board is an individual collective, NOT a
collection of individuals.

In U.S. jurisprudence, a corporation is an artificial person with legal standing to
do many things a real person can do such as buy, hold or sell property, sue or be
sued, etc. A board’s actions constitute “the voice” of that person (which is why
only board actions—not dialogue—should be reflected in board minutes).
The problem is, charter school boards often tend to function as a collection of
INDIVIDUALS, rather than as an individual COLLECTIVE. When it comes to
holding its school leader accountable, a board’s expectations should always
and only be those which the collective has agreed upon. There is no “I” in
board, as in, “I expect,” “I demand,” or “I want.”
How does your board make certain that it directs management with one voice?
Simple.
If your board hasn’t voted, your board hasn’t spoken. Boards that are
serious about observing the one-voice principle even put it into policy. Now,
that’d be governing.
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3.

People will stop circumventing the leader as
soon as the board prohibits them from doing so.

Do a handful of parents, sta members or others frequently complain to your
board or to some of its individual members without having rst gone to the
school leader?
In charter schools, this occurs when the board allows people to bring their
complaints or “concerns” directly to it—or even worse, to individual board
members behind the leader’s back.
In an environment like this, school leaders tend to not last long in the position.
Who would? The message the board is sending to the school community and
the leader is, “We have no con dence in our leader’s ability to resolve issues,
so feel free to circumvent him or her whenever you like.”
Be forewarned though. Boards that do this, subject their schools to constant
leadership turnover which, not surprisingly, usually leads to poor performance.
A better course of action is to adopt what I
call a “No Action Until Policy.” Essentially,
this is a policy which says that the board
won’t take action on any matter until the
person has rst taken the concern to the
school leader (with the IMPORTANT
exceptions of matters pertaining to
student safety and allegations of fraud).
The reality is, most of the time, the leader
can resolve the complaint or address the
concern when individuals are required to
take it directly to him or her.
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4.

High-performing school leaders do not keep
low-performing teachers or staff on the payroll
very long.

A school will never perform any better than the teachers in its classrooms.
E ective leaders know this which is why they make it a priority to continuously
hire, develop, retain and reward e ective teachers. It’s also why highperforming leaders do not keep chronically poor performing faculty and sta on
the payroll very long.
One of the worst mistakes a charter school
board can make is to interfere with individual
personnel decisions (e.g., discipline,
promotion, termination, etc.). The board
should hold the leader accountable for fair
employment practices, (e.g., adhering to some
form of due process in disciplinary issues,
etc.), but it should not blur the line between
the board and the school leader by interfering
with the leader’s personnel management.
When a board crosses this line, some school employees will form alliances with
board members who they perceive will insulate them from the school leader’s
authority. When that happens, the school’s culture turns into a mix of Game of
Thrones and Survivor and the school leader will be rendered ine ective.
As a side note, the high performing faculty and sta in your school know who
the chronic low performers are. As a rule, the high performers in a charter
school expect the leader to get the low performers o the bus. When a leader
fails to do so after a reasonable period of time, he or she will generally lose
credibility with the school’s high performers, who themselves, become more
disposed to leave the school—just the opposite of what students need.
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As discussed in point 2, an e ective board speaks and acts as a COLLECTIVE.
This principle also requires that the board refrain from di using its authority
among its individual directors and o cers AND that individual members refrain
from commandeering the board’s authority as their own.
In charter schools, di usion often occurs because the roles of the board
president and treasurer are misperceived as having responsibility for comanaging the school rather than to assist the board in governing it (usually
because the school's bylaws are worded the same way bylaws were worded
circa 1850).
Properly understood, the role of the board president is to lead the board,
whereas the role of the school leader is to lead the faculty and sta . The board
president is not the school leader’s supervisor, coach, commanding o cer,
mentor or CEO.
Similarly, the treasurer’s role is to assist the board in the oversight of school
nancial management—not to be the CFO or business manager. The WHOLE
board (through its majority votes and policies, etc.) holds the school leader
accountable for accomplishing the outcomes within the parameters.
Over the years, I’ve
encountered some
personality types
that resist this
principle. My
response to them is
always the same: If
your board is ever
sued, you’re going to
want to have acted
as a collective.
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5.

The board president and board treasurer are
NOT in the school leader’s chain of command.
Only THE board as a WHOLE is.

6.

Board members are not conduits for faculty
and staff, reconnaissance Marines, or selfappointed special investigators. A board
should prohibit its members from acting like it.

There are few practices by board members that are more harmful to the school
leader’s legitimacy than routinely walking around campus, interacting with
individuals (i.e., faculty, sta , students and parents) as a board member. It
creates confusion about who is in charge, invites gossip and backstabbing and
invariably leads to the formation of dysfunctional alliances.
In order to prohibit board members from taking on the role of conduit for
faculty and sta , reconnaissance Marines or self-appointed special
investigators, the board should adopt an ENFORCEABLE code of conduct that
prohibits such behavior UNLESS the board has speci cally authorized it
through a majority vote for a time-limited purpose such as evaluating the
school leader’s performance.
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7.

A school leader can only be as effective as his/
her board allows him/her to be.

Being a charter school leader is one tough gig. For one thing, unlike their
district counterparts, charter school leaders have to produce academic results
—the charter depends on it! For another thing, since most charters have no
central o ce, a charter school leader has to develop skills in multiple domains
—most of which they’ve received no formal instruction in, thanks to typical
masters/doctoral programs in education. (Examples include school nancial
management and reporting, facilities, campus safety and security, strategic
planning, HR, risk management, stakeholder communications, marketing,
transportation and so on).
Even in larger schools which can a ord additional
support personnel, a charter school leader has to
simultaneously please multiple stakeholders while
making the school perform. This is often more di cult
than it seems because stakeholder groups don’t
always agree with each other’s priorities (e.g., what
the PTO wants v. what the teachers want, etc.).
On top of all this, the leader has to manage his/her
relationship with a board. This can be di cult beyond
that which words can adequately describe, depending
on the board’s commitment to learning how to govern
with excellence. If you’ve lived this challenge as have I,
then you know. Working for a board is one of the hardest
jobs around.
If you’re a board member take this truth to heart. Even better,
take this publication to your board and use it to ask some
potentially di cult self-evaluation questions. It will be worth
the discomfort if your board understands that your school
leader can only be as e ective as your board allows him/her to be.
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I’ve worn lots of
hats in my life
which have
enriched me. The
most gratifying
have been dad and
grandad, but I also
derive immense
Brian L Carpenter
satisfaction from
teaching and
coaching boards and school leaders
on how to be more e ective. I do this
through customized training
seminars, books, conferences,
podcasts, videos, and technical
assistance (e.g., risk management,
developing nancial policies,
strategic planning, etc.).
Being a former school leader myself
(both private and charter), I fully
appreciate the challenges of school
management and governance from
rsthand experience. There is no
substitute for real life experience to
inform one’s views.

If you’d like to connect with me for a
no-obligation phone/Zoom session
about helping you ful ll your purpose,
you can do so simply by scheduling a
call using my online calendar located
here: https://calendly.com/brian-52/
client-coaching-session. I’m also
happy to connect with you on
LinkedIn where you’ll nd my bio:
https://www.linkedin.com/in/brian-lcarpenter/. I also have video and
audio resources on my website,
some of which are free, others I sell.
Just go to my URL which is at the
bottom of each page in this brochure.
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let me know how I can help

