HUDDLE, SCRUM, OR TEAMWORK

ed during meetings causing distractions?
Here is how trustees can contribute
to better board meetings:
■

Well in advance, every meeting must have a well-designed,
thoughtful agenda with a list of
related materials needed for the
meeting. Impromptu items at the
meeting cannot be entertained.

■

It can be helpful to “set the table”
on important issues before entering a meeting. Danny Meyer’s
book, Setting the Table, eloquently
describes how to plant the seeds
to a difficult topic prior to presenting it at a meeting.

■

Along with individual meeting
binders that contain the board’s
annual agenda, bylaws, board policy manual, and board rosters, have
a pad and pen for members at the
table and ask them to use them to
write points that are on their
minds.

■

Before each meeting, ask attendees to silence cell phones and
other electronic equipment. Ask
that any device kept on vibrate be
stored on the person’s lap—not on
the table—so that when an important call comes in, the individual
can discretely stand up and walk
away from the table.

■

Have the chair make a point of
reminding everyone at the meeting that they should not speak
until recognized by the chair.
When people who are patient and
willing to wait their turn know that
they will eventually be acknowledged, they will wait their turn.

■

Trustees should be mindful of making remarks that are on topic, and
there should be someone bold
enough to keep the discussion on
track, even if that means interrupting a long-winded discourse.

■

The board chair and executive
director can channel ideas to
appropriate committees so that, by
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Unlike a huddle in football
where the quarterback is the
only one who speaks, a board
meeting needs participation
from everyone to benefit from
the collective strength of individual trustees and maximize
the power of a board.
After being involved with over 12 nonprofits from one side of the table or the
other—as director, board president,
head of school, trustee, consultant, and
observer—I have come to understand
that at board meetings, members bring
their own participation skills and style
of communication to the table. The
aggregation of disparate styles affects
the tenor, progress, and process of
good governance.
Are the board meetings you currently
experience (either as head or trustee)
a free for all—a scrum? Dominated by
one or two people? Boring with no one
saying anything? Emotionally charged?
Orderly? Do some trustees address the
meeting with a demeaning air? Do others arrive with their own multiple agendas under the meeting’s published
agenda?

intrusive interjections because
another trustee must make her/his
point immediately?
■

Do some people seem to talk on
earnestly and endlessly without
seeming to be aware that the people around the table aren’t listening? In other words, are people
talking without an awareness of
whether the people they are talking to are receiving their message
—they just talk?

■

Do you see people speak out on a
point and have no materials in front
of them, indicating that they really
have not prepared for the meeting?

■

Do people enter a meeting late and
jump into a conversation without
having the full context of the discussion?

■

Have you experienced a clash
between for-profit-minded and
not-for-profit-minded participants,
gnawing at a topic from their own
perspective, often forgetting about
the mission of the organization?

■

When one trustee disagrees with
another trustee, can you see the
noticeable grimace, rolling of the
eyes, or the look that says, “That is
so stupid,” thus shutting down the
speaker while also intimidating others who don’t want to incur that
same look?

I think I have a bead on where meetings often go awry. If you can answer
“yes” to at least two of the following
questions, read the suggestions that
follow.
■

When someone has the floor and
is trying to make a point, are there
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the time they get to a board agenda (if they do), momentum has
been established and discussion
can be thoughtful, informative, and
productive.
■

The chair should prompt those
less vocal members to participate
at opportune moments in the
meeting.

■

When one individual—whether
right or wrong—seems to be
“ganged up on,” the chair of the
Committee on Trustees (COT) or
board chair should step in and
moderate or redirect the discussion. This will give the less vocal
members the confidence to know
that there is a moderator who is
fair and in charge.

■

The board chair might have to
speak “off line” to those more
vocal members and encourage
them to help facilitate the discussion, rather then bulldoze their
point.

■

Have a one-page meeting survey
filled out by all trustees/directors
as the last item on the agenda
before everyone leaves the room.
Pass completed sheets to the
chair of the COT (aka Trustees
Committee
or
Governance
Committee) and have the results
tabulated and returned at the
beginning of the next meeting.

To gain yet another perspective on
board meetings, get a copy of the
Winter 2010 issue of Independent
School magazine; there you will find
“Making the Most of Your Board
Meetings: 10 Lessons” by Gary
Campbell. Or, you can click over to the
National Association of Independent
Schools (NAIS) website and navigate to
the article.

■

Meetings must end on time,
demonstrating respect for volunteers’ and staffs’ families and personal lives.

■

Finally, as a board development
exercise, have all members read
Patrick Lencioni’s book, Death by
Meeting. His easy-to-read, parable-style approach to leadership
activities will give the board a rallying point and will bring a good
perspective on where meetings
break down and how you can
have good, constructive meetings.

Finally, Governance as Leadership:
Reframing the Works of Nonprofit
Boards, by Richard P. Chait, William P.
Ryan, and Barbara E. Taylor (Wiley/
BoardSource, 2005), is an excellent
governance bible to begin understanding board functionality. More specifically, Chapter 2 entitled “Problem Boards
or Board Problems?” on disorderly
trustees is clear about how recalcitrant,
non-productive trustees operate and
how disruptive they can be when an
organization is trying to follow its mission.
Not always easy to do, but a good best
practice and necessary objective is to
have all meeting volunteers and staff
walk away feeling that they have spent
their time wisely and productively
when the meeting is adjourned . . . like
the feeling players get when teamwork
is responsible for a well-executed
play.
Dane L. Peters is Head of Brooklyn Heights
Montessori School in Brooklyn, NY. You can reach
him at dpeters@bhmsny.org. Visit his blog at
http://danesedblog.blogspot.com/
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