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Effective Charter School Governance

National Charter Schools Conference

Monday, June 22, 2009

10:15 – 11:30 am

Presenter: Marci Cornell-Feist

This PowerPoint presentation is available at

www.meetinghousesolutions.com/pages/downloads.html
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Agenda

 Characteristics of highly effective charter school boards

 Roles and responsibilities of a charter school board

 Roles and responsibilities of individual board members

 Transitioning from a founding board to a sustainable governing board

 The ideal charter school board size and composition

 Distinctions between management and governance

 Time to ask your burning questions about charter school governance
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How Important is a Board to a Charter School’s Success?

It can be argued that the ultimate success of a charter school
hinges on the board's ability to govern:

Board selects, supports & terminates when necessary the
school leader

Board ensures that the school is operationally & financially
viable

Partners with School Leader to define & ensure the delivery of
academic excellence
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Intent of a Charter School Governing Board

Not a PTO

Not a collection of well meaning people

Rather……..

A highly effective team, strategically assembled to bring the
skills, expertise, temperament and time to govern a multi-
million public enterprise.
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 The academic success of every student
 Effective oversight of the financial health of the school
 Support, guidance and evaluation of the school leader

Be prepared to
govern for

what matters
most

 Develop clear and consistent ways to measure charter
promises

Understand
what you

promised to
deliver

Be clear what the board is supposed to do
Write a clear job description that details the expectations for

the full board as well as individual trustees
Set the board up to focus on results and govern—rather than

dealing with management issues

Clarity of
Purpose

Key Lessons

Lessons Learned 200+ Charter School Governing Boards
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 Passionate, unwavering belief that every child deserves a
high quality education and can achieve this regardless of their
background or personal circumstances.

 Lack of personal agenda.
 Time to devote to serving on a hands-on, “working” board.
 Patience, a sense of humor, entrepreneurial spirit, strong

people skills.
 Brings a concrete skill to the board—target areas should be

finance, academic oversight, organizational development,
fundraising, community connections, etc.

 Ideally the board should bring skills that the staff of the school
will never have – the board’s skills should be complementary.

Right People
on the Bus:

Selection of
Board

Members

Key Lessons

Lessons Learned 200+ Charter School Governing Boards
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 The most important skill for a chair is group facilitation skills.An exceptional
board chair is key

 Board represents the public as a whole, the taxpayer base,
not the direct consumer’s of the product.Perspective not

Representation

Ability to select board members is essential.Selection / Not
Election

Key Lessons

Lessons Learned 200+ Charter School Governing Boards
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“A good board is a victory not a gift.” Chait et al

Develop a Healthy Respect for Governance vs. Management

Effective Governance Hinges on a Board-Savvy School Leader

Key Lessons

Lessons Learned 200+ Charter School Governing Boards
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Top 10 Mistakes of Charter School Boards

ExampleCategory

 The founding of most charter schools is led by one dynamic individual. Sometimes this person is the chair
of the board, but more often than not they become the Executive Director or School Leader

 The board needs to transition to taking the lead in partnership with this leader and to ensure that they are
not just being led by, or solely reacting to the direction of this leader

Being too
dependent on a

lead founder

 Many boards run into problems because they do not have enough board members with previous
governance experience and because their school leader has no previous governance experience

 In addition, the school leader needs to have the time and the desire to assist in creating effective
governance

Lack of previous
governance
experience

 One of the key transitions that needs to take place as the board moves from a founding board to a
sustainable governing board is having functioning committees

 In the founding phase it is often necessary to do most of the work as a committee of the whole
 By the end of the first year of operations it is imperative that functioning committees emerge to tackle

strategic issues in greater depth, and with specific expertise, than the full board will have time for

Lack of
functioning
committees

 High functioning charter school governing board needs to be 11-15 people; this will allow for public
credibility, the right mix of skills, and enough people to have functioning committees capable of
accomplishing significant work in between meetings

Board Size

 Lack level of objectivity, by being close personal friends and colleagues of the lead founder
 Comprised of board members who were placed on the board to “lend their names and credibility” and

generally are not prepared to carry out the hard work of governing a charter school
 Unclear about the time commitment needed to govern
 Lack  the right mix of skill sets and tangible ties to the community

Original Board
Composition

Typical Charter School Board Mistakes
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Top 10 Mistakes of Charter School Boards  continued

ExampleCategory

 An effective charter school governing board is not comprised primarily of educators; it should
have a few people with broad educational management experience, but needs to primarily
have the skills that the school staff will never have.

 Although most of the board members are non educators, they need to fully understand the
academic plan and partner with the school leader to develop a clear and consistent way to
measure academic performance.

Not having a
clear plan to

conduct
oversight of the

academic
program

 Too often the charter is the vision of one lead founder and the rest of the board understands
only the biggest brush strokes of the charter application

 Every board member needs to understand the charter promises, the methods proposed to
deliver the promises, and have a clear sense of how these promises will be measured

Not
understanding

the charter,

 It takes a tremendous effort to create a new school from scratch
 Many founding board members put in an incredible amount of time to make the launch

happen and in the process create an expectation of such a significant time commitment that it
becomes impossible to find non-founders willing to join the board

 Sometimes the founding board is such a tight knit group that it is hard for new board
members to fit in and find ways to contribute

Having difficulty
adding non-

founders to the
board

Typical Charter School Board Mistakes
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Top 10 Mistakes of Charter School Boards  continued

ExampleCategory

 It is important for charter school boards to know that experience tells us if a
new school is not excelling by its third year, it probably won’t get there

You only have one chance to form a strong culture of accountability and
academic success

 It is important to be relentless from the get go! Learn from the most successful
schools that have gone before you

Lack of urgency

Most urban charter schools need to raise a significant amount of private funds
to augment the school’s per pupil funds

Fundraising supports facility acquisition and renovation, after school
programming, tutorials, and summer programs –all the “value-added” services
needed to take students performing significantly below grade level to a point
where they are at or above grade level

Underestimating
the amount of

fundraising that
needs to happen
and the board’s

role in fundraising

Typical Charter School Board Mistakes
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Expectations of a board member

 Governor
Fulfilling governance functions

 Ambassador
Reaching out to the community

 Sponsor
Giving time and money

 Consultant
Using skills and expertise on behalf of the organization
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Roles & Responsibilities

Job Description for the Full Board

Individual Performance Expectations

Board Member Agreement

See sample www.meetinghousesolutions.com
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Board  Structure
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Board Structure

Board Size

Officers
         Term Limits

Committees
          Which committees?

See sample www.meetinghousesolutions.com
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An understanding of the required record
keeping and the laws of the jurisdiction (city,

state) in which the school operates.
A capacity for attention to detail.

Provides direction for the keeping of
legal documents including minutes of all

meetings of the board of the schoolSecretary

An understanding of the record keeping,
accounting systems, and financial reports.

An ability to focus on both the short-term and
long-term financial health of the organization.

Provides direction for the financial
management of the school and facilitates

the board in meeting its financial
oversight responsibilities

Treasurer

Strong group facilitation skillsThe Vice Chair is the secondary
volunteer leader of the school assists the

Chair in carrying out essential duties
Vice Chair

Strong group facilitation skills

Works well with the School Leader

The chair is the senior volunteer leader
of the school who presides at all

meetings of the Board of Trustees
Chair

CharacteristicsRoleOfficer

Board Officers
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Board Committees

As few standing committees as possible

Academic Excellence

Finance

Governance

Development (Fundraising)
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Board  Composition
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Prioritized Skills

Finance

Facilities—acquisition, build out, financing

Legal

HR, Personnel

Fundraising

Education – but not too narrow a focus

Previous governance experience
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Entrepreneurial

Sense of humor

Passion for the mission

TIME

Group process

Board Member Qualities

Ethnicity

Gender

Age

Geography

Religion

Socio-economic

Diversity Considerations

Start with Balanced Skill Sets but Don’t Stop There
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11-15 board members who are selected because they bring
critical skills to the organization

Prioritized skills: legal, financial, academic oversight, fundraising,
real estate, human resources

Ideally ½ or more of the trustees have previous governance
experience

Ideally several of the board members will have tangible ties to the
community (in the broadest sense) you plan to serve

All board members have demonstrated mission and culture fit

All board members have the time to give to this type of
entrepreneurial endeavor

Desired Outcomes
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CAUTION!!!!!

Key to effective governance

is a level of objectivity

Role of Stakeholders on the Board
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Parents

Teachers

Students

Community Members

Proceed with Caution!
Role of Stakeholders on the Board
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Work of the Board
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Work of the Board

 Oversight of the here & now

 Creating the future

 Support, evaluate, hire & fire School Leader
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Work of the Board continued

 Understand & measure key charter promises

 Shared definition of academic excellence

 Oversight of academic program

 Financial oversight
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Resources



!"##$%&'()*#+,(-)$(%*+.//01+2--+34&'5*+3#*#67#81+3#964%5#8+:45'+9#6;4**4(%1
:::1;##$%&'()*#*(-)$(%*1<(;+=0>?@+>>.AB?C>+;D6<4<EF<'D65#61%#5

Resources

www.help4nonprofits.comExcellent nonprofit library with very
user-friendly articles.Help4NonProfits

www.boardsource.orgFormerly the National Center for
Nonprofit Boards. The best source for
national standards of effective
governance.

Board Source

www.boardcafe.orgA free, monthly electronic newsletter,
short enough to read over a cup of
coffee, the Board Café offers a menu of
ideas, opinions, news, and resources
to help board members give and get
the most out of board service.

The Board Café

www.meetinghousesolutions.comA guidebook designed specifically for
charter school board members in a
Q&A format, contains tools, and
sample documents. Only the tools are
available on-line, the guidebook itself is
available in hard copy.

Charter Schools
Trustees Guide, by
Marci Cornell-Feist

WebsiteDescriptionResource


