About Board Assessment

By Ruth Flicker 

Notes from the Solomon Schecter Day School Association Call of Feb. 8, 2007

Why Undertake School Board Assessment?

Board assessment at its best serves as the opening for deep conversation about the relationship between the organization’s purpose and the board’s role in forwarding that mission.  

When the school president and officers are unsure about their board’s capacity to provide the leadership support required by a school or when a school’s president is frustrated with the way the board is performing, school leaders may decide to undertake a board assessment process.  Given that a board assessment is an opportunity to examine the leadership requirements of the school and to evaluate the effectiveness of the current relationships between the professional and volunteer leaders, the seven most common reasons offered for undertaking a board assessment are:

· To check whether the board doing what it needs to do.

· To consider whether the right composition of leadership skills and talents is available to the school

· To assess whether the board’s valuable time is being well used

· To measure director satisfaction with the work of the board

· To evaluate whether some board practices may no longer be working or apt 

· To investigate how effectively board members are kept informed

· To verify that fiduciary responsibilities and legal requirements are being met.

While initiating and preparing the board for an assessment is usually the joint responsibility of the school board’s president and secretary, typically the board’s secretary chairs the process.   

No Single Best Assessment Format

There is no single, standard format for board assessment and as such assessments are as widely or as narrowly defined as circumstances require or organizations desire.  A thorough assessment will often employ several data collection techniques such as interviews, focus groups, and questionnaires as well as a review of written documentation, e.g., by-laws.  

A thorough assessment process will touch all or most of the following 10 topics:

· Satisfaction with board work – examining what the board actually does to contribute to the organization’s effectiveness

· Extent to which board members are understand and are satisfied with their role

· Board member knowledge of critical issues

· Effectiveness of board practice: committees, procedures, decisions, quality assurance

· Board performance: meeting attendance, quality of discussion,  participation, quality of advance materials, use of time, climate, decision making ability

· Relationship with the head of school

· Validity of the board’s by-laws

· Board composition, recruitment, retention, leadership pipeline, succession, nomination and orientation practices

· Understanding of financial, legal and public responsibilities and compliance standards

· Outreach to the public by the board.

The Danger of Pseudo Assessments

Far too many boards undertake a board evaluation because it is considered the ‘best practice’ or a ‘good thing that everybody is doing nowadays’.  In such circumstances it is not uncommon for assessments become a pseudo or cosmetic process.  Much time, effort and money is spent and in the end the directors perceive little impact other than cosmetic, such as the format of the meeting agenda has been tweaked.  The minimal change leaves board members skeptical of “fad” management techniques and deprives the school of leadership changes that may be urgently required.

To gain maximum profit from the resource investment that board assessments require, diligent planning and disciplined execution efforts are required.

There are two key motivation factors that can be called on to fuel effective board evaluation.   

1. Most people who volunteer as board members want their work to have impact and to positively influence the organization’s mission achievement. 

2. Most directors who exercise leadership want to have their contribution assessed so that it can be recognized. 

Smart board assessment taps into these desires.  Smart board leaders use their assessment findings to increase director role knowledge and satisfaction and consequently to improve governance effectiveness and organizational performance.  

Preparation Is All That It Is cracked Up To Be!

Achieving serious impact through board assessment is hard work.  The first step is to prepare to assess.  And yet this first step is often undertaken very casually and delegated in an inappropriate way. The board president and board secretary often fail to do sufficient groundwork.  Failure to ask and consider the following questions leaves them unprepared to lead their board into a profitable assessment.  

· Why are we doing an assessment now?

· What do we want to know?

· Is there a specific focus of assessment?

· What resources can we afford to apply to this endeavor?

· How will we know if we have succeeded?

· How will we use the results of the assessment?

· Who will receive the results – board members, management, parents, community leaders?

· Who will lead this review – a committee? a committee with the help of a consultant?

Only when the president and secretary agree on these basic issues is it time to schedule a detailed discussion at the executive committee, often followed by a similarly extensive discussion at a meeting of the full board to further consider these questions.  

When the executive and board have agreed on all of the above matters and if there is a decision to engage a consultant, now is the time to do so.  The consultant should be in place before the secretary convenes a governance committee or task force.  Ideally, that body should comprise between 7 and 11 board members and staff.  

Planning To Assess

The first meeting of the governance committee is a “planning to assess” meeting.  It is critically important to begin that meeting by clearly stating and defining the mandate and reasons for the undertaking a governance assessment, even if all the committee members did attend the board meeting at which the mandate was decided on.   

The entire agenda of that first meeting should be dedicated to confirming and understanding the mandate of the governance committee, deciding on the big questions that will be posed and establishing committee protocol.  This is also the time to carefully consider what research techniques will be applied to data collection; for example,

· individual interviews 

· questionnaires 

· focus groups

· document reviews

· committee deliberation.

A common failure of assessment processes is the lack of recognition that assessment requires research.  Few committees fully understand that a tremendous amount of raw data will be collected and that this raw data must be translated into usable information.  Very few committees realize how much data will be acquired and how difficult it is to translate raw data into usable information and findings.  Planning committees must consider how this will be accomplished to avoid the trap of pseudo evaluation.

Only when the questions have been set, the research process designed and the resources to support the evaluation process have been set in place, is it time to establish a work plan and timeline.  Usually, at least two “planning to assess” meetings are needed to complete all the steps. 

To ensure clarity of assessment purpose and design and to make it easier to stick to the timetable agreed on at the “planning to assess” sessions, I recommend that after the first committee meeting the chair prepare a working document.  That document, which I call the Governance Committee Charter, outlines - in point form - the committee’s reason for existence, including

· the committee’s mandate

· anticipated outcomes

· reporting mechanisms

· a list of who will receive the information

· a process chart

· a timetable.  

While the charter may be amended after the second or third planning meeting, once it is completed it becomes the roadmap for the committee to follow.  For ready reference, I recommend printing it on the back of each meeting’s agenda.

Order of Assessment Agenda

A board assessment process works best if the committee addresses the strategic issues of board role and functions prior to structural ones such as board size. 

Unfortunately, sooner or later most governance committees feel the urgency of daily affairs and are tempted to change their working timetable to accommodate pressing structural matters.  For example, the governance committee is urged to address the matter of board size immediately or draw up a list of needed skills because the nomination committee is about to be convened to decide the composition of next year’s board.  It falls on the committee’s chair to protect the integrity and strategic value of the assessment process.  The chair must be strong about first sticking to the timetable of first addressing the bigger picture, such as board role and functions.  

If it is agreed that a key reason for board assessment is to examine the board’s role as opposed to merely adjusting technical aspects of its functioning, then it is extremely valuable to schedule early on a meeting where the committee learns about various models of board functioning.   Working from a conceptual framework allows committee members to challenge long standing assumptions and beliefs and for new ideas to rise.  Undertaking a learning process moves the initial discussion away from gap analysis and sets the stage for deep conversation about opposite and complementary models of board management and how each might be applied.  When board assessment is framed as a learning experience everyone is open to exploring new ideas and considering the “what if” questions that so often lead to innovation.  Examining various models in the context of a particular school’s needs and environment often stimulates a board to create a customized hybrid. 

It is important to remember that all hybrids have a shelf life since they are based on data related to the organization’s current environment and need to be re-examined from time to time.  In this day and age the shelf life of a governance assessment is probably not longer than five years.

The “planning to assess” phase is over when the committee is clear on the questions that need answering, which stakeholders will be included in the information gathering stage, and a comprehensive overall agenda and process timetable have been drawn up.

Data Collection and Analyses

The committee then enters into the heart of the research phase by designing the data collection process.

In those situations where surveys, questionnaires and/or focus group work are desired, the committee and/or consultant now attend to the matter of drawing up questionnaires and survey group questions.  This work is made easier by all the preliminary work accomplished in the planning to assess phase.  Nonetheless drawing up the precise questions always requires more meetings than anticipated.  

When the data collection instruments have been agreed it is time to schedule their administration. It is important that someone is clearly in charge of data collection and that everyone knows who central control is during this phase. 

The step of transforming the incoming data into meaningful information is called “analysis.”  This can be a particularly time consuming step.  If surveys are utilized, someone has to be responsible for collecting and scoring them.  If interviews or focus groups are conducted, they require transcription and then thematic analysis.  It is difficult not to jump to conclusions as the data is collated, but data should remain just that until the committee can review it and determine what the data means.  No one should draw final conclusions until all the data is gathered and translated, by a pre agreed upon method, into useful information.

Once the data has been recorded, analyzed and useful information extracted, it is time to develop a series of recommendations and write a report of findings.

What Will Change?

The final step in the assessment process and the one that is often poorly executed is determining what will change as an outcome of the assessment.  This stage is about considering: What did we learn and what do we want to do with our findings?

Who receives the report will have been decided on before any of the work was undertaken.  Still as the process unfolds often political minefields appear.  It is always important to think carefully about how to deliver any findings in a manner that allows for change as opposed to camouflaging or massaging unpleasant news. 

An Old World-New World Model of Assessment

Recently, I led a governance assessment process based on the governance as leadership model we discussed in our earlier sessions.  The ad hoc governance assessment committee was composed of the organization’s most influential and accomplished leaders, both professional and lay.  We met eight times over four months for two and a half hours each time to consider the function and structure of the board and then wrote up our findings. The committee was then disbanded and the Executive Committee undertook to implement the findings and conduct follow-up.

After much consideration and reconsideration, it was agreed that three professionals would be invited to fully participate on the committee of nine.  The professionals were not there to service the committee or for political reasons: they were there to add leadership!  In doing this we applied one of the fundamental tenets of the governance as leadership model: governance is a complex process that requires the input of all the organization’s leaders who are able to think and work effectively in multiple modes.

To help us work in a generative mode – concerned with culture and values, effective at making judgments about board role issues that need to be determined, and developing insights into problems – the committee received a chart that outlined the four key generic functions of a Board: Create, Monitor, Donate and Outreach (see the attached document).  We assessed the Board’s efficacy using the four functions as a guide.  We took a full session to analyze each function.  The following questions were used to guide the evaluation of each function:

· How successful has the Board been in this function?

· How much effort is it expending now on this function?

· What is the level of importance of this function at this time?

· What do these findings mean for governance structure, for Board recruitment?

· What, if anything, should we recommend to fulfill that need now?

The discussion of each function considered both the past needs and performance as well as identifying the specific needs of the organization at its current stage in its life cycle.  After each function was discussed, the committee considered where effort and resources should be spent in the near- and long-term future to support the board’s fulfillment of that function.  Careful notes were kept as the committee prepared to spend its last session formulating recommendations for a final report to the board.

I would like to share some examples of the key learnings that emerged from the analysis.  The following excerpts are drawn from the final report’s discussion of the Create function:

· The board had been 100% reactive in setting our organization’s activity agenda for the past three years. 

· The board has not been attentive to long-range strategic planning because its focus has been on managing day-to-day affairs.  

· Annual objectives, while they are being drawn up, are mostly decided according to “what has come up” and are often established in somewhat of a vacuum since there is a lack of clarity about the organization’s vision and mission. 

Reviewing those “what” or function factors naturally led the committee to consider the “how” factors; that is, the board’s size, composition and structure.  After evaluating all four functions, the committee realized that the board’s role must shift from being managing directors to providing generative leadership.  The committee concluded that since the board had been operating in a reactive, defensive mode for so long, it had not focused sufficiently on the Create function and therefore had not developed the next generation of vision and strategy or structure.  As an outcome of this assessment, the board agreed to shift its focus for the next three years away from mostly oversight to undertaking significant strategic planning, in particular on two aspects of strategy (vision and mission) and on resource development. 

The by-laws formed the basis for examining structure at our final session. The by-laws provided an avenue for remedying many of the issues identified in earlier sessions.  For example, we found that there was provision for a Planning Committee to undertake ongoing strategic planning and to recommend “changes in the Mission Statement as warranted, in response to changing needs and conditions in the community.”

At the conclusion of the assessment process three key questions were answered: 

· What are the key functions that the board needs to attend to in the next two years?

· What board structure would best serve the organization for the next two years?

· How should the recommended changes be implemented?

The process was somewhat insular, as only the committee pondered the issues, but it was also very avant garde as professional and volunteer leaders joined together to solve issues that deeply affect organizational capacity and performance. 

In Summary

A well conceived and executed board assessment is an opportunity to build n engaged community of creative, committed problem solvers.  It is a very alluring process when well structured, as the group’s intellect is repeatedly challenged to produce effective, realistic and innovative solutions.  

Planning to plan and extracting findings from raw data take time and patience. The pay-offs can be huge: revitalization, engagement and passion.  The risk of not conducting board assessment is that, even when things are going well, the school is leaving opportunities undiscovered and talent unfulfilled. 
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