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How to prepare your school board for
stormy seas

Policy & Governance

By: Dr. Dana Godek and Dr. Adrienne Simmons May 15, 2026

A school board without intentional reset is like a ship that never returns to port. It may
continue moving, but over time, its navigation drifts, its crew loses alignment, and small
course corrections go unmade until they become major problems.

Summer is that port. It is a rare opportunity while schools are paused to reflect on the
past year and glean lessons learned in planning for the upcoming academic year.

The research is clear: governance culture does not sustain itself. It requires deliberate
reinforcement.

As your own work highlights, culture functions
as “operational infrastructure for governance,” shaping whether systems are implemented
consistently, whether leadership remains stable, and whether strategic priorities endure
beyond moments of pressure.

The question for boards is not whether to reset, but how to do so in practical, disciplined
ways that translate into better governance next year.

Here are five concrete actions boards can take this summer to reset effectively:

1. Reaffirm governance roles
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the fundamental role of a superintendent is to operationalize the policy.

Boards must commit to maintaining focus on the big picture: vision, policy, budget, and
strategic planning. A board that operates with clear understanding that it directs only one
district employee (the superintendent) is primed for success.

All other staff should be managed by the superintendent’s team. When board members
bypass the superintendent to give direction to other personnel, messaging becomes
muddled, leading to stagnant or misguided action.

DA’

Introducing DA+, a next-generation digital leadership platform combining powerful Al-

driven insights, peer-to-peer collaboration, and real-time resources into one seamless
platform—accessible anytime, anywhere. Superintendents and cabinet-level leaders can
sign up for a free 14-day trial now.

The superintendent should be the sole person navigating between the board and district
staff in executing the work of the school system. The board, in return, holds the
superintendent accountable for outcomes. Using tools like a governance framework or
even a simple visual model can help anchor this conversation.

Reaffirming governance roles is not theoretical work. It prevents the everyday
breakdowns that occur when board members respond directly to complaints, intervene in
personnel matters, or drift into operational decisions. A shared reset on roles creates
consistency before pressure returns.

2. Consult the handbook

Culture becomes durable when it is written, not assumed. Many boards operate with
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When all members of a governance team are informed of expectations and agree to
follow them, interactions become more productive. Less time is spent discussing the
actions of individuals on the governance team, and more time is spent discussing the
outcomes and achievements of students in the system.

A valid question is not ‘if’ governance team members will disagree with one another, but
rather “when.” How the disagreement is resolved will very well determine whether the
team is perceived by the public as functional or dysfunctional.

Governance handbooks should be designed to remove the guesswork that comes with
leading a school system. The key is not the document itself but the discipline of using it.

Boards should commit to reviewing it annually and incorporating it into new member
orientation. When tension arises during the year, the handbook is a reference point,
allowing boards to return to expectations rather than improvising in the moment.

3. Build a strategic calendar

One of the clearest predictors of effective boards is whether their time aligns with their
priorities. Too often, board agendas are dominated by compliance items and reactive
issues, while strategic monitoring receives inconsistent attention.

Summer planning should include building a full-year governance calendar aligned to
district goals outlined in the strategic plan. This means scheduling when the board will
review student outcomes, workforce data, financial health, and culture indicators.

Consideration of when to update existing policies or to approve new policies is also vital
as there may be substantial implications across financial, human, and capital resources.

Within the SCIP framework, construction of an annual governance calendar ensures that
systems, culture, instruction, and people are monitored intentionally rather than
episodically. When boards follow a predictable cadence, they reduce the likelihood that
controversy will derail long-term priorities.

4. Let the school board self-assess
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Boards should select or develop a self-assessment tool and schedule at least one formal
evaluation during the year, with shorter check-ins built into the calendar. The tool should
align with standards for effective governance, such as strategic planning, board and
community relations, policy development, board meetings, personnel, financial
governance, and ethics.

The assessment should furthermore focus on observable behaviors: agenda discipline,
use of evidence, respect in dialogue, and adherence to governance roles. Results of the
self-assessment should drive action plans and inform future governance team training.

This practice does two things. It reinforces accountability within the board and models
continuous improvement for the entire district.

5. Conduct a retreat focused on culture

Many board retreats default to presentations or updates. The most effective retreats,
however, focus on how the board works together.

A strong summer retreat should include three elements: reaffirming norms, stress-testing
governance scenarios, and aligning on strategic priorities. Boards can walk through real-
world situations such as handling public controversy, responding to budget cuts, or
navigating political pressure.

These exercises make culture tangible. They allow members to practice how they will
respond under pressure rather than assuming alignment will hold.

Importantly, retreats should also create space for team building and candid conversation.
Trust is not built through formal meetings alone. It is built when board members learn
more about each other as people: what brings them to the work, what are their
values/hobbies/passions are, how they work best, etc.

Consider implementing a personality assessment to gain insight into how board
members can enhance working relationships. Moreover, be deliberate about structuring
time to discuss expectations openly and reset relationships before conflict emerges.
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The stake ) ,
superintendent stability, strategic continuity, and public trust.

When culture is strong, boards function at high levels and districts maintain direction
even during conflict. When it weakens, even well-designed strategies begin to drift.
Summer offers a rare opportunity to intervene before that drift occurs.

A board that uses this time well does more than prepare for the next school year. It
strengthens the conditions under which every future decision will be made.

Because in the end, governance is not defined by the moments when everything runs
smoothly. It is defined by how a board behaves when pressure rises.

And like any well-run ship, the difference is rarely the strength of the storm. It is the
discipline of the crew before they ever leave the harbor.
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