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Rick Maloney EdD

▪ In his fourth decade of governance experience, 
having served on boards of directors… 

✓ for a homeowners association (4 yrs) 
✓ for a local school district (24+ yrs)
✓ for a state association (11+ yrs)

▪ A retired Army officer & K-12 educator, he is a 
lecturer at U of Wa Tacoma.

▪ He holds a bachelor of science and engineering from 
West Point and a doctorate in  education from the 
University of Southern California.

▪ Since 2006 he has coached school boards 
on governance.

▪ Author: A Framework for School Governance &

Putting Policy Governance to Work
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❖ To challenge our thinking

• About board purpose

• About board leadership

within the context of our governance role

• About accountability & transparency

My Purpose Today
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How I Propose to Pursue It

❖ To describe my personal learning journey

• To boardsmanship, and governance

• Finding a model that shapes our

board’s mindset and its approach

• 20 years of lessons learned
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Where Did Our Journey Take Us?

 Clarity of Roles (Bd/Mbr, Supt)

 % of Time Spent on Accountability
Superintendent/Board/Bd Member Accountability

 Wait time for evidence of progress
School 1-2 yrs; Supt 2-3 yrs; Board 4-5 yrs

 Specificity:
Board/Board Member Expectations

Criteria for District Success (Results)

Criteria for District Success (the Work)
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Student Outcomes

 Emphasis on Other-than-Academic Outcomes

• Character/Citizenship & Health/Fitness

 Student Test Scores

• At all levels

• Even with demographic changes
  Poverty (24% to 33%)

  Diversity (31% to 52%)
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What We Can Do

❖ READ – Treat this work as a ‘profession’

❖ LEAD, Follow or Get out of the way!

When in a leader’s role…

➢ Connect – To learn from our ‘boss’

➢ Write – ‘Strategic’ vs operational policy

➢ Monitor – What is important

➢ Study – Deliberate, then respond



Board 

Meeting

What could possibly get in our way?
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Problem

Rule #1:

Board 

members 

don’t read!
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There is a Lot to Read & Learn From

▪Board Effectiveness
▫District Effectiveness

▫School Effectiveness
▪Teaching Effectiveness
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Problem 

#2:

Board Members 

that do not 

“work and play well”

with others
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Symptoms

• Debates get very personal

• Meetings are long, unproductive, unfocused

• Agendas are filled with staff business: 

budgets, bids, bonds, buildings

• Seldom about student outcomes

• Members don’t trust their Superintendent; they require 

prior Board approval (Mother may I?) before action

• Members may not know what effective boards look like 
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Problem 

#3:

Boards 

that don’t 

lead!
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School Administrator 

Magazine

Sept 

2023

Eadie &

Houston

Step Up!



15

Problem 

#4:

Our 
Imbalanced 
Leadership

‘Stool’
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Our view of board responsibilities 

can vary…

from Everything to Nothing

Supt

That’s your 

responsibility!

Now you

tell meBoard

We’re in 

charge!
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Problem

#5

When leading others, are you…

Lumberjack? 
or

Gardener?

Each requires a combination of 
disposition, knowledge, skills

Big Strokes

Shaping & Pruning

https://www.youtube.com/watch?reload=9&v=lp0WDolFwKg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?reload=9&v=lp0WDolFwKg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?reload=9&v=lp0WDolFwKg
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Governance is…Complicated

“Boards behave [inconsistently.] On the one hand 

they willingly (indeed eagerly) give power away to the experts… 

On the other hand, they espouse an ideology of lay control.”

L. Harmon Zeigler

The Future of School Board Governance

“Very competent individuals can come together to form a very 

incompetent board.”

John Carver

Boards That Make A Difference
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We Have Other Challenges

▪ Part-Time Body

• Legal Mandates

• Adult Interests



20

Challenge: Time

The Board is a part-time body. If we 

try to be & know & do everything…

▪ We focus on staff work 

(teaching and school administration)

▪ Not enough time in meetings for board work

(setting policy & monitoring student outcomes)

▪ When everything is #1, nothing is important
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Challenge: Legal Mandates
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Challenge: Adult Interests

• Football, basketball, soccer coaches

• Books in the curriculum & libraries

• Use of school facilities on weekends

• Religious expression by students

• Politics, race and gender

• Posters on walls in hallways and classrooms

• School closures, mask mandates

• Vaccination requirements
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Some Seeds for our

School Board ‘Garden’

1. A Leadership Framework for Growth

2. Governance Models to Shape our Practice

3. Quest for  Board Effectiveness

4. Lessons Learned



Framework

Organizing all that we can learn about governance

1

1.Framework

2.Quest

3.Models

4.Lessons Learned
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In the Beginning - 1995

Becoming a 

Better Board 

Member - 1982
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Framework Contents
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Governance as a Profession

▪ Specialized knowledge

▪ Practical and theoretical

▪ Service to society

▪ Authority in the role

▪ Ethical codes

▪ Hold selves accountable

▪ Intense preparation before 

entry

Feb 2010

“Our nation’s schools deserve
professional leadership at the policy-
making level, just as they deserve
professionals in the classroom and in the
superintendent’s office.”
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Literature – Including Research

▪Board Effectiveness
▫District Effectiveness

▫School Effectiveness
▪Teaching Effectiveness
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Best Practices

Key Work of School Boards

• Vision

• Accountability

• Policy

• Community Leadership

• Relationships

CPE Report,

Becoming a Better Board Member,
Vision – Structure – Accountability – Advocacy
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State Standards
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Research

“In high-achievement districts, the board/ superintendent 

team…expressed an ‘elevating’ view of students…could give 

specific examples of how district goals were 

being carried out by [staff]”

“Publicly adopting broad five year goals for achievement and 

instruction and consistently supporting these goals...” 

“Superintendent tenure is significantly related to 

student achievement.”
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Leadership

▪ BE

Leaders are motivated to do the right 

things and do them well 

(disposition, values, attitudes)

▪ KNOW

Leaders must have a high level of 

knowledge – for informed practice

▪ DO

Leaders must act to apply their knowledge 

toward their mission
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Center for Public Education
(2011)

Though the research on school board effectiveness is in the beginning

stages, the studies included in this report make it clear that school boards

in high-achieving districts have attitudes, knowledge and approaches that

separate them from their counterparts in lower-achieving districts…”

Eight Characteristics of Effective School Boards (2011)
BE KNOW DO
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Framework Structure
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Evaluating the 

Superintendent

Lumberjack? 

or

Gardener?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?reload=9&v=lp0WDolFwKg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?reload=9&v=lp0WDolFwKg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?reload=9&v=lp0WDolFwKg
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End-of-Year Binary Checklist
sat/unsat – lumberjack?
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Unsatisfactory Basic Proficient Distinguished

Establishing 

instructional 

outcomes

…identifying exactly 

what students will be 

expected to learn; the 

outcomes describe 

not what students will 

do, but what they will 

learn. …should reflect 

important learning and 

must lend themselves 

to various forms of 

assessment through 

which all students will 

be able to 

demonstrate their 

understanding of the 

content. 

…they hold a central 

place in domain 1. 

The outcomes 

represent low 

expectations for 

students and lack of 

rigor, and not all of 

these outcomes 

reflect important 

learning in the 

discipline. They are 

stated as student 

activities, rather than 

as outcomes for 

learning. Outcomes 

reflect only one type 

of learning and only 

one discipline or 

strand and are 

suitable for only some 

students.

Outcomes represent 

moderately high 

expectations and 

rigor. Some reflect 

important learning in 

the discipline and 

consist of a 

combination of 

outcomes and 

activities. Outcomes 

reflect several types 

of learning, but the 

teacher has made no 

effort at coordination 

or integration. 

Outcomes, based on 

global assessments of 

student learning, are 

suitable for most of 

the students in the 

class.

Most outcomes 

represent rigorous

and important

learning in the 

discipline and are 

clear, are written in 

the form of student 

learning, and suggest 

viable methods of 

assessment. 

Outcomes reflect 

several different types 

of learning and 

opportunities for 

coordination, and they 

are differentiated, in 

whatever way is 

needed, for different 

groups of students.

All outcomes 

represent high-level 

learning in the 

discipline. They are 

clear, are written in 

the form of student 

learning, and permit 

viable methods of 

assessment. 

Outcomes reflect 

several different types 

of learning and, where 

appropriate, represent 

both coordination and 

integration. Outcomes 

are differentiated, in 

whatever way is 

needed, for individual 

students.

Framework ➔ Growth
Maps out a career-long growth trajectory

For 

teachers,… 

principals… 

superinten-

dents

How about 

school 

boards?
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2-Level Rubric – Avoid Harm

Unsatisfactory Basic

Board attributes (attitudes, 

knowledge, and behavior) 

that have a harmful impact 

on student outcomes

Change attitudes, 

knowledge, and behavior to 

reduce or eliminate harmful 

student outcomes

Step 1
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3-Level Rubric – Do Good

Unsatisfactory Basic Proficient

Board attributes 

(attitudes, knowledge, 

and behavior) that 

have a harmful

impact on student 

outcomes

Change attitudes, 

knowledge, and 

behavior to reduce or 

eliminate harmful 

impact on  student 

outcomes

+ Add attitudes, 

knowledge, and 

behavior that has a 

positive impact on 

student outcomes

Step 2
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4-Level Rubric – Institutionalize

Unsatisfactory Basic Proficient Distinguished

Board attributes 

(attitudes, 

knowledge, and 

behavior) that 

have a harmful

impact on student 

outcomes

Change attitudes, 

knowledge, and 

behavior to reduce 

or eliminate 

harmful impact

on  student 

outcomes

+ Add attitudes, 

knowledge, and 

behavior that has 

a positive impact 

on student 

outcomes

+ Ensure

continuity of 

positive impact

for the next 

board/super-

intendent team

Step 3
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Responsibility Areas

Imagine you are captain of a 17th

century ship, responsible for all cargo 

and crew. What do you do?

4 ‘big’ responsibilities:

1. Get ready (mindset, approach)

2. Set a course

3. Give instructions to the crew

4. Check on progress

2

3

4

1
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How About a

21st Century School Board?

▪ Responsible for staff 

and students

▪ You need to…
1. Get ready

2. Set a course

3. Give instructions

4. Check on progress
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4 Domains & 10 Components

1. Mindset

2. Approach

3. Values

4. Vision

5. District Guidance

6. Board Guidance

7. Board Member Guidance

8. District Accountability

9. Board* Accountability

10. Board Member* Acct

Board 

Readiness

Strategic 

Voice

Accountability

Operational 

Guidance
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Rubric – 4 Domains

4 Domains
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Governance Attributes
Be, Know, Do

In low-achieving districts, board members frequently

referred to external pressures as the main reasons for

lack of student success (Lighthouse I)

Commit to continuous education and training

on issues related to achievement (BBBM/KWSB)

The board focuses on achievement rather

than administrative issues. (Lighthouse II)
The board is committed to

policy and accountability.

(Togneri and Anderson)

Literature

Readiness
▪ Mindset & Approach
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Governance Attributes
Be, Know, Do

The board was focused on staff work

The board had a strong sense of duty

The board

…was guided by the superintendent.

…relied on the superintendent

…exercised little control of its meetings.

Readiness
▪ Mindset & Approach

Self-Assessed 

2003
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Governance Attributes
Be, Know, Do

The board understands its responsibilities [but]

occasionally it fails to aggressively practice that authority

The board exercises leadership by

directing the superintendent

The board has productive routines

(surveys, board packet preparation,

agenda setting in advance… meeting

preparation (yearly schedule)

The board focuses on board work

during meetings

Readiness
▪ Mindset & Approach

Self-Assessed 

2018
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Attributes 2003➔2018

Components                           1                   2                  3                  4

Mindset

Approach

Values

Vision

Board Member Guidance

Board Guidance

District Guidance

District Accountability

Board Accountability

Board Member Accountability

Ineffective Basic Proficient Distinguished

2.1 3.4
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Emphasis: Growth
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More on

Board Rubrics

www.governance101.com



Governance Models

Guiding our Practice

2

1.Framework

2.Models

3.Quest

4.Lessons Learned
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References

Policy Governance Coherent Governance
Student Outcomes 

Focused Governance
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Why a Model?

A model can offer:

▪ A common governance mindset 

➢ We must be prepared as a ‘body of one’

➢ Clarity about roles & goals

▪ An evidence-based approach to the job

➢ Systemic – Unintended consequences

➢ Systematic – Plan our work, step by step
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A Common Mindset

➢ Clarity of Board & Superintendent roles

1. Board - Focus on policy and monitoring for 
accountability

2. Superintendent (District) - Focus on achieving desired 
student outcomes & aligning with values defined in 
policy guidance

➢ Focus on goals:

1. Primary - Outcomes for students

2. Secondary - How they are pursued
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Challenge: 

Role Clarity
Board Governs

Decides what 

Receives recommendations

• Approves policy*

• Approves hiring of staff*

• Approves contracts*

• Approves curriculum*

• Approves budget*

• Approves strategic plan*

Superintendent Manages

Decides how 

Provides recommendations

• Prepares/executes policy

• Recommends hiring of staff

• Prepares/executes contracts

• Recommends curriculum

• Prepares/executes budget

• Prepares/executes plan

InitiatesApprovesReacts ActsFollows Leads

Who’s in charge?

Who is responsible for the results?

* Who really ‘owns’ these?
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A Similar Approach

1. Listen to the community to learn its values

2. Set policy expectations in writing

➢ Expectations of the Superintendent
(what is to be achieved, & how the work is done)

➢ Expectations of the Board
(how it operates, & its relationship with the Superintendent)

3. Delegate authority to act and give freedom to make 
decisions

4. Monitor district performance against policy expectations

5. Self-Assess board performance
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10 Principles of Policy Governance

1. Ownership

2. Position

3. Holism

4. Ends

5. Board Means

6. Executive Limitations

7. Policy Size

8. Delegation to Management

9. Any Reasonable Interpretation

10.Monitoring
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12 Principles of Coherent Governance

1. Trusteeship

2. Board Purpose

3. Board Autonomy

4. Board Self-Discipline

5. Board Voice

6. Monitoring

7. Governing via Policy

8. Board Vision

9. Decision-Making Accountability

10.CEO Performance

11.Limited Delegation

12.CEO Accountability
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5 Themes of Student Outcomes 

Focused Governance

1. Focus Mindset 

2. Clarify Priorities

3. Monitor Progress

4. Align Resources

5. Communicate Results
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Policies – Before and After

Combined

Board & Supt/Staff Board

Supt/Staff100s of pages - Mostly 

Operational

30 pages 

- Strategic

100s of pages 

Operational
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Monitoring Cycle

Set 
Policy

Let Supt 
Lead 
the

Work

Monitor
Judge
Results

Review 
the 

Policy

Dec

One Policy 

at a Time

All 

Year 

Long

Guide

Hold Accountable

One policy 

area at a time
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Cycle of Cycles

Jan

Feb

Mar

Apr

May

Jun

Jul

Aug

Sep

Oct

Nov

Dec

62

8,11,12

13,14

18

9,10

1,3,4,7

2,6

15

5,16

17

2

3

1

Throughout the Year

Goals/Results

(blue)

Staff 

means

(white)
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Tip: Self-Assessment
Quarterly self-assessment using 

Student Outcomes Focused Governance manual
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Tip: Assess use of Board Time

Monthly Time Use Evaluation
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Tip: Agenda (Board Work)

❖ Opening Sequence

1. Board Professional 

Development

2. Monitoring

3. Policy Review

❖ Closing Sequence
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Tip: End-of-Meeting Assessment
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Tip: Board Handbook

• Candidate Information

• New Board Member Orientation

• Board Member 
Reference



Our Board’s Quest
For Board Effectiveness

3

1.Framework

2.Models

3.Quest

4.Lessons Learned
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Tilting at 

Windmills?

This Stuff Is 

Not Easy
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2001 – 2002 – 2003 – 2004 

• Reading

• Training

• Policymaking

• Launching

• Monitoring

 
Strategic 

Policies

Monitoring
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We Narrowed Our Board’s Focus

Circle of Control 

(Student Needs)

Circle of Interest 

(Adult Interests)

- -

Stephen Covey
7 Habits of Highly Effective People
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Narrowing Even Further

Things 

you can 

Control

Things 

that 

Matter

The Intersection

Buildings

Busses

Books

Budgets

Superintendent 

Leadership

Principal 

Leadership

Teaching

Student

Outcomes

Focused Board

Work

Bonds

“Killer B’s”

- P.Houston

(Exec Dir, AASA)
Board

Work

Our Approach
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Our Approach to Governance

1. Listen to the community to learn its values

2. Set policy expectations in writing
• Expectations of the Superintendent

(what is to be achieved, & how the work is done)
• Expectations of the Board

(how it operates, & its relationship with the Superintendent)
3. Delegate authority to act and freedom to make decisions

4. Monitor district performance against policy expectations

5. Self-Assess board performance
Life Cycle
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1. Exposure to 
New Idea

2. New 
Learning

3. Change

4. Commit to 
Long-haul

4. Do the 
Work

4. Measure 
Results

Life Cycle of Our “New Thing”

2001, NSBA Conf 

2001-02 Discuss

2002 

Training

2003

WSSDA, 

NSBA, ASBJ

 

Niche
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Average

UPSD

UPSD

Average

NICHE.COM

7th of 295 Districts

36.28% F/R Lunch

Avg of Top 6 

Districts is 11.3%

SCHOOLDIGGER.COM

12th of 295 Districts

36.28% F/R Lunch

Avg of Top 11 

Districts is 16.1%

Our Story
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Our District’s Story

Self-help guide for

Implementing 

Policy Governance®

or 

Coherent Governance®



Lessons Learned

Since 2003

4

1.Quest

2.Framework

3.Models

4.Lessons Learned



78

Delegation

Method Used by Richard Elmore

We used to think…

• PG allows us to ‘hand over’ management 
and focus only on governance

Now we think…

• PG shows us how to

✓ Oversee management as ‘owner’ rather 
than as hands-on manager

✓ Hand over the ‘doing’ – but maintain the ‘seeing that it is done’
Innovation
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Innovation

We used to think…

▪ Innovation = Good

▪ New things inspire enthusiasm

Now we think…

▪ New thing + New thing + New thing = ‘Churn’

▪ We need persistence to make it ‘stick’

Mindset
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Board Mindset

➢ Not just a different approach 

➢ Also mindset about:

• Board work

• Time in meetings

• Strategic planning

• Supt job

• Supt evaluation

Shift Focus
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Mindset:

Shift in Focus

Ends 
(what)

Means
(how)

Ends
Results
Goals Means

Board-Staff Board-Community

What’s going on? Are we meeting expectations?

Conversation

Policy

Reports

Time

Tells staff
what to do 
& how to 

do it

Directs only the Supt & Board

Strategic Planning
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Strategic Planning 

(Means)

We used to…

▪ Consider strategic plan entirely a board product, 

with its goals, objectives, strategies & action plans 

We learned…

▪ It is a strategic process by which the board decides ENDS 

& guides MEANS

✓ Strategies (MEANS) belong to Supt

✓ Action plans (MEANS) belong to the Supt

Self-Discipline
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Board Self-Discipline

We used to think…

▪ The board president enforces

Now we think…

▪ Everyone’s responsibility

Long Term Results
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Short-term Innovation…

or Long-term Results? 

Effective innovation for our board is only as 

good as our:

• ability to transform our practice & 

• adherence to principles

Mindset & Approch
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Mindset & Approach

▪ A board can go from this…

▫ “Very competent individuals can come together 
to form a very incompetent board.”

▪ To this…

▫ “With the right mindset and approach 5 normal, 

less-than-perfect individuals can come together 

to form a very competent board.”

ME to WE
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What do we need?

Starting with ME

➢ Need to DO the right thing

➢ Need to KNOW what to do

➢ Need to BE (Values, attitudes, 

dispositions that motivate)

❖ As a board member

(Good Boadsmanship)

Moving to WE

➢ Beyond Boardsmanship

➢ On to Governance

❖ As a board

(Good Governance)

Download
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Available for Download

1. PowerPoint Slides

2. Governance as a Profession

3. Who’s in Charge? (Policy Governance)

4. Governance – Art or Science? (Coherent Governance)

5. Goals & Guardrails (Student Outcomes Focused Governance)

6. Sample Rubrics (Framework for School Governance)

7. 20 Years of Lessons Learned

Rick_Maloney@hotmail.com         www.governance101.com 
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