Governance as an Act of Leadership, Part Two 
Introduction
In recent years Jewish day schools have openly acknowledged that they are close to a crisis point in terms of recruiting and retaining “super-leaders,” that is, extremely capable volunteer presidents.  Many of the best, the most committed and involved school leaders often feel drained and, from time to time, even besieged, by the number of urgent operational matters that require their attention.  There seem to be two fairly different behavioral responses to being called upon so often.  
1. Overwhelmed: volunteer leaders give ever- increasing amounts of their time to attend to daily concerns.  In extreme cases this may go on until the leaders become so immersed in operational detail that they lose sight of all boundaries and form an integral part of the management of the school.  Many ultimately become so entangled and overwhelmed by the daily needs that they burn out.  Burn out is usually only acted on when leaders become totally inappropriate in their interactions with staff or when individuals become so overwhelmed they remove themselves and become inaccessible.
2. Disengaged: volunteer leaders feel so disheartened by what they see as the organization’s incompetent or blundering ways of calling on their time that they become totally disengaged. They lose the motivation to offer their expertise and to serve in a significant way. 
The net result is the same: removal of the leader’s presence and an ever growing dearth of super-leaders for our Jewish day schools.  

Another, and closely related dynamic, is that many of today’s potential school leaders are part of a generation best known for structuring their work experiences to be professional, creative problems solvers.  They seek the same experiences in their volunteer life.  Their mantra is “At the end of the day I want to know that I am making a tangible contribution.”  The received wisdom of that generation is that membership on a Jewish day school executive board requires a tremendous investment of time and is not, in most cases, a satisfying experience.  
Good Governance Requires Shifting Leadership Lenses
It is commonly accepted that schools depend on their board of directors, a voluntary senior leadership body, to create their organization’s mission; set its overarching goals; oversee the effective allocation of its resources; and monitor the achievement of potential. 
Realizing potential requires that a significant amount of the school’s governance processes, time and energy be focused on the long-term future: it is a core element of board work.  Yet, it is the norm for even the most dedicated school boards to become immersed in on-going operational issues and defer longer-term, big-picture, strategic work.   

This short-term operational perspective indicates that volunteer leaders rarely understand the importance of shifting their leadership lenses to address the board’s macro role.  
Sadly, it has been my observation that Jewish day school boards who under- address the big picture questions and issues also often deter their heads of school from doing so as well.  While this is clearly a provocative statement, it is worth keeping in mind while exploring the issue of how the two leadership roles – professional and volunteer– interact in the context of an organization’s life cycle.
Linking Organizational Stages and Leadership Requirements

Research has demonstrated that it is possible to chart the stages of an organization’s development, much like the stages of human development.  Schools typically pass through six stages. They do not have any fixed length.  Each developmental stage can be as short as one year and as long as fifteen.
And, in the same way that human beings transition from one stage to another, organizations also transition from stage to stage.  While most school transitions unfold over a period of six to 18 months, others extend for several years.  In fact, in many schools these transitions turn out to be very turbulent mini-stages.  
Since organizations develop and evolve with time, there is no one way of governance that is the right way or the wrong way for all stages.   Different governance models may be particularly applicable and valuable as an organization’s leadership requirements change according to its stage of development and changing factors in the external environment.  
Far too few school leaders realize that in the same way that schools must develop projections of changing fiscal or professional or site requirements, they must also develop projections of anticipated governance requirements. For the very volunteer leadership skills, work values and time frames that were used to lead the school to its current level of success, will probably prove to be insufficient to lead the school to its next level.  
Stage One: Inception

Envision and Court

Often, organizations are formed when a founder (or a group of founders) recognizes an unmet need and decides to do something about it.  Energized by a vision of a better world, the founder imagines what could be.  The founder courts followers by articulating her values and ideas.  If the founder perceives sufficient support, she then undertakes the move from inspiration to conceiving a new organization.  
If a formal board is convened at this stage, it is often referred to as a “follower board” in that the board is committed to realizing the vision of the founder and generally works hard to support the realization of that dream.
Stage Two: Start-up and Launch

Organizational Infancy 

Now the organization moves from visioning to planning and implementing the dream.  Locations are chosen, buildings outfitted and the first teaching staff are hired.  Infant schools require constant, 7/24 care from their founders: there is intense activity to get the school up and running and many near-disasters to clean up.  There is a constant cry for “Cash!” as start-up funding is quickly exhausted.  

Incorporation and legal tax status is achieved and by-laws require the implementation of basic governance and accountability systems.  Basic governance is generally interpreted as fulfilling five functions:

1. establishing the school’s mission and overall educational philosophy 
2. selecting and evaluating a principal/head of school 
3. acquiring resources – fiscal, facility and staff

4. monitoring performance and holding management accountable

5. representing the school in the community.
At this stage, most boards are “working boards.”  The directors are often intensely involved both because they are inspired by the start-up activities and sometimes because the school does not have the financial means to hire all the required functional and support staff.    
It is rare for consultants to hear board members at this stage asking,” Why am I here?  What difference do I make?”  Typically, there is a great deal of on-going positive social interaction with their fellows as mission is repeatedly discussed and strategy evolves in an organic manner, through ongoing informal discussion.  
There is a constant buzz and energy about what is happening and organizational performance is intensely considered in an ongoing rather than summative, analytic way.  There is both excitement and anxiety about the future.  
If the founder does not become president of the school board, typically the first presidents chosen are major funders of the school.  If the founder is not the senior professional, the president and board now engage a principal or head of school.  Typically, founding principals are highly accomplished educators.  Many school board presidents base their choice of head of school on the traditional assumption that a talented educator can grow into the senior professional role.  Typically, they assume that leadership of a school is either an inbred quality or that it can be learned on the job. They rarely consider how to help their talented educator-in-chief undertake a series of leadership passages as the school matures and the leadership role becomes more complex.
At this stage boards often fail to take their first critically important long-term view of their school’s leadership requirements.  They do not recognize that as the school grows their senior leadership’s perspective must both widen and narrow.  
The larger the school, the more its head must be able to work through others and focus attention toward strategic or large picture issues and the more the president needs to be focused on strategy and measurement outcome.  Both senior leaders must focus on developing a leaderful environment. 

Creating a leaderful environment requires giving up the practice of the very functional expertise that helped the head become a leader in the first place and the president a founder or early organizer. This is not an easy adaptive change to undertake as most heads of schools have formed their primary professional identity based on their functional expertise as educator and most founders are concerned with the organizing philosophy or principles that inspired them to take concrete action. 
Moving to each new level of leadership involves a major change in job requirements, demands new skills (new capabilities to execute new responsibilities), new time applications (working within new time frames) and new work values (in the sense of understanding what is important to attend to or focus on.)  
Far too few school boards understand that they must invest in their head of school and president so that the successful leader at stage one can grow into the required leader for stage two. There is far too much head shaking, complaining about perceived inadequacies, and callous feedback. The idea that investing in the head of school and the president is investing in the wellbeing of the school’s students is not understood by far too many board leaders.  Instead, blame games are played and that leads to disastrous relationships, not generative partnerships. 

Stage Three: Go-Go

Grounding and Delivery

As more paid staff comes on board, the school begins to need centralized and unified direction. The senior leader transitions from an educator-in-chief into a functional manger and often some of her first direct reports transition from managing themselves to managing staff.  
Usually, board structure by now has become formalized and often boards are enlarged as a means of providing activism opportunities to supporters.  
The primary governance challenge is often perceived as developing a systematic, effective way for the board to support and work with the head of school and her growing staff.  If the school has relied on a working board to date, the professionals now need to distance themselves somewhat from the board in order to become the school’s managers.  Boards are often reluctant to provide professionals the room needed to grow into their jobs. 
It is at this stage that early signs of trouble sometimes appear in relation to board member satisfaction.  As the early excitement and intensity of the building work slows down and a routine settle in, trustees find the “episodic” nature of their work less attractive.  Often it feels as though there are no longer any urgent strategic matters to consider: board meetings become a series of routine committee meetings.  This is often the point at which board presidents must seriously reconsider the skill requirements of the next cohort of board members: the skills and enthusiasm that helped to found the school may not be enough to sustain it at this point.  It is usually at this point that boards must prioritize fiscal resource development, trend watches and ambassadorship.
Few board presidents grasp that the most important board work at this stage is establishing the basis for ongoing fundraising and that this requires a heavy investment in building a funding relationship network with their community.  Failure to consider this matter and plan a long-term investment process will come back to haunt the school throughout the following stages, because fundraising at this stage is more about friend-raising than it is about cash-raising.
Stage Four: Maturing
Delegate and Evaluate
By this point in the life cycle the school is firmly established.  Basic resources are in place, and, typically, the growth of the school continues at a steady pace.  Continuous growth creates demands for more resources. 
If all is well, fundraising is evolving into a cultural norm, a deeply valued and well executed board role.  Since the “asks” are often for fairly large gifts, investors will want proof of value. 
Financial and program growth requires hiring additional staff and increasing the specialization of staff roles.  The time has come to decentralize some of the work.  
For these reasons, evaluation and measurement become key themes during this period.

To satisfy investors and parents, schools need increasingly sophisticated measurements that report outcomes.  To achieve the ever increasing requests for outcome and impact data, schools must implement or upgrade mechanisms for evaluating their systems and programs and educational outcomes.  Far too few schools have integrated a quality measurement process into their operations and very few school boards have a quality committee that works closely with staff on assessment protocols. 
Since evaluation processes depend on a flow of accurate information, it is critical that the school’s head and senior volunteer leaders partner in researching the school’s information needs and, where necessary, implement new information gathering and reporting systems.  If it is truly a leaderful school, information will be flowing to and from various circles and innovation will be possible for any part of the school’s community.
Up to this point, much of the head of school’s energy and focus has been on developing the educational product and managing the professional staff.  The head has been accessible to all in the school community and immersed in most daily matters.  Now the head of school and board are challenged to develop effective systems that delegate appropriate authority to other staff so that the head can turn some of her attention outward.  Unfortunately, most boards and heads of school find it very difficult to move away from solving day-to-day problems and to attend to community outreach (other than for recruitment) and long-range planning.  

Far too few boards understand that one of their most important leadership contributions at this stage is to assist their head of school in her delegation process.  Both the head and the board treasure the head’s functional expertise and want her to remain “close to the children and parents” and very much in touch with the teaching staff.  This can be a very short-sighted strategy.  
As the school grows, the school needs to release the head to undertake serious strategic work and learn about unfamiliar functions.  The head must move away from a functional mindset that asks questions such as “What can we do to improve the math curriculum to how should schools math education be changing in keeping with society’s norm for constant technological connectivity; how can we create classrooms that are providing learning experiences that are relevant today and tomorrow; and what can we do to grow the school’s long term influence on our students?”
The head’s challenge is to build and rely on a multidisciplinary team, not on the individuals on that team.  This is a steep learning curve and to a degree counter-cultural for schools where evaluation is generally based on individual performance of both students and staff.  Boards can best support the head’s evolution as a leader by establishing formal team management outcome measurements.  When these performance measurements and indicators are in place, the board and the head can hold their newly delegated staff leaders appropriately accountable for performance.    

I have found that very few school board presidents and heads are able to easily transition into this new form of both broadened and specialized leadership.

One effective way to transition into this strategic role is by investing in intensive board education about the state of the industry of Jewish education, in learning about trends and opportunities.  This changes the mindset of the board into that of a strategic partner, who, together with the professional, is looking to increase stakeholder value.  The questions that they will have to ask themselves are, “To what extent is the investment we are making in our school yielding the desired results?  How do we define dividends in Jewish education?” 
Stage Five: Specialize and Control

Prime


In the best scenarios, healthy schools at this stage are systematic enough to understand the reason for their successes and able to replicate them.  They are nimble and adaptive enough to evolve.  They address and solve problems caused by change – and this keeps them young and vital.  

The role of the board at this stage is to be trend watchers and interpreters of information.  Unfortunately, as noted earlier, far too few members of most school boards are educated on or informed about trends in the world of education.  They cannot serve as the eyes and ears of the school because rarely are they equipped to ask the right questions or discover new resources, and, if they do, there is no forum at which to address them.  They are often perceived as troublesome fore raising irksome questions that their fellows are unprepared and unwilling to address.  This phenomenon is especially true when boards do not have a culture of on-going issue education.
As time passes, the school’s organizational structure steadily becomes more complex.  If all is going well, more staff members become ready to take leadership roles and mid-level managers should be ready to take ownership of their area’s outcomes.   

So why is it that just at a time when boards should be insisting on decentralizing decision making and holding their mid-level managers accountable, many school board presidents become nervous about losing control and demand that their head of school create tighter “reporting” mechanisms in the name of accountability?  Worse still, boards compound that thinking by requiring their head of school to be intimately cognizant of or involved in daily educational matters.  
For the school to be fully healthy heads of schools must broaden their leadership horizons – they must learn about many functions that they have little familiarity with and cope with the ever-increasing complexity of managing a wide range of activities.  The senior professional leader must be ready to evolve from being an educational expert – from being a functional manager – to taking on the wider role of leading the school as an enterprise.  Solving the puzzle of Jewish continuity should be on the agenda of every head of school and every school board president at this stage in their lifecycle.
I have observed that many school presidents and heads of school do not understand that notion or support it.  Boards and heads keep the senior professional leader tied to the educational functions as opposed to the business of education.  The result is that the school lacks a vital leadership component. 
Heads of schools hired at earlier stages are valued for their ability to ask: How many teachers do we need?; What will the Hebrew curriculum deliver?;  What can we do to get all our teachers performance reviews completed?;  How can our students score better on standardized tests?  If they have not delegated the tasks, and implemented appropriate systems and procedures to manage on-going operations, they are consumed by and do not move past micro-educational concerns.  

Presidents need to support and help their heads of school move away from valuing their output most as educator-in-chief to valuing their ability to build organizational strategy and integrate the various levels of functional work.

As schools mature and grow, for the head of school to continue to ask functional questions is simply not enough.  It is time for a much broader scope of leadership and strategic thinking, and addressing such questions as: How are we going to grow?; How will we develop a leadership pipeline for our school – professional and volunteer?; How will we increase our revenues and minimize our reliance on tuition?; How is our school going to be viewed as contributing to Jewish renewal and community sustainability?  

Ironically, during this stage many schools often make the mistake of equating growing enrollment with success and financial sustainability.  The contemporary Jewish day school can rarely exist without funding other than tuition.  Heads of school and their boards must continually grapple with issues related to long-term financial viability.

Since little is known about how to engage boards in generative governance work, it is not unusual for boards at this stage to take one of two turns: either they become micro-managers or they become unengaged and turn into absentee landlords.  The challenge at this stage is to build a highly engaged board that  has the discipline to focus on strategy issues, not on day-to-day operations. 
Stage Six: Renew and Rebuild

Typically, changing external forces or an implosion of internal forces or unprecedented opportunities, or a combination of these three dynamics propel the organization into a large-scale review of its identity, values, vision and mission.  Generally, most of the original founders have left or moved on and a new generation of leaders takes on the responsibility of reinventing the organization.  
This stage is often filled with sturm, trauma and angst.  Long-term inappropriate board leadership is often a major contributing factor to this upheaval.  It is rare that one cataclysmic event or a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity really disrupts a school’s progress.  Very few crises in schools are technical ones: most are the outcome of outlived attitudes or bad habits.  Most likely, the board has failed to face up to adaptive changes when they were required.  Very often teachers and parents have been complaining for a long time about the gap between the school’s stated purpose (mission) and how it has been managed. 
And, even when this stage happens for the best of reasons, it can be filled with upheaval.  In the best scenarios, a retrospective internal evaluation is undertaken, research is conducted into the external trends, and ultimately a new vision and strategies are created in a collaborative fashion by including all members of the school’s community.  
The most proactive presidents lead the way by mobilizing their boards to travel the very bumpy road of adaptive change.  They partner with the school’s head and manage this stage of the school’s life with the wellbeing of the school as their first goal. They avoid the trap of personalizing issues. They have to challenge all key stakeholders about “the way we do business” and help board members and staff distinguish between immutable values and historical practice.  Often, there is large -scale board and staff turnover at this time.  In extreme, though no longer so rare, cases a board is “fired” and a new one assembled so that the work of shaping the future can take place for the benefit of the next generation. 
It is indeed a time of renewal. 
Ruth Flicker, M.Ed.

President, RRF Human Development Consultants Inc.
     March 2007
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