
School board members are for the most part community 

volunteers who don’t have extensive time to become governance

experts. These shortcuts can help accelerate board expertise
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for a five-member board easily exceeds
$125 per meeting.

Much of that amount could be saved
by making a small investment in digital
readers, such as the Kindle or iPad. The
Kindle DX will even read the documents
aloud to visually impaired board mem-
bers, and all of the devices have a
“search” function that collectively would
save hours in meetings while all mem-
bers attempt to find the right page of a
report.

Companies such as BoardDocs offer
software systems to help bring this
material online and allow board meet-
ings to become paperless.

New board members should receive
a preloaded device that has the directo-
ries, regulations, laws, and other docu-
ments that they will reference. Public
comment periods, the hallowed tradi-
tion in which facts and opinion are all
given equal voice in a democratic envi-
ronment, could be moved to Facebook,
Twitter, or a simple bulletin board on
the school district’s website. Not every
public thought about education requires
cutting down a tree or consuming air-
time before the board.

Prioritize

Structured decision-making and inter-
active learning are the two most impor-
tant parts of any board meeting. In
structured decision-making, you have a

I n his 2008 book, Outliers, Malcolm
Gladwell contends that 10,000 hours of
deliberate practice are necessary to
build expertise. Is it possible for school
board members, who have full-time jobs
and family responsibilities, to find 10 to
15 hours a week to devote to their civic
duties?

Gladwell’s comment is based on
extensive research by Anders Ericcson
and his colleagues, who explored a
wide variety of professional fields in
The Cambridge Handbook of Expertise

and Expert Performance. If true, at the
rate of 12.5 hours a week, it would take
800 weeks—more than 15 years—for
board members to become experts in
their field.

However, board members can take
deliberate steps to accelerate their
expertise and, as a result, serve their
communities and the nation’s schools
more effectively. The answer is not to
ask board members to spend more
time in meetings or public comment
hearings. Instead, boards must reallo-
cate how they invest their time now.

Digitize

Board notebooks regularly include hun-
dreds of pages of minutes, financial and
student disciplinary hearing reports,
articles, community comments, and
other information. The cost of paper,
binders, and the time to assemble them

detailed consideration of the advan-
tages and disadvantages of several
alternatives, deep inquiry into the alter-
natives’ merits, and a decision based
on the best available evidence.

Board votes that do not meet the cri-
teria for structured decision-making
should be placed on the consent agen-
da—decisions that can be cast in a sin-
gle vote by unanimous consent without
a roll call—allowing the board to
devote more time to its primary role of
making difficult decisions. 

With interactive learning, board
members don’t just receive informa-
tion, but actively contribute to the
learning process with their questions,
challenges, comments, and shared
experiences. This explicitly excludes
briefings, presentations of reports, and
lectures, none of which are interactive.
Those presentations can be sent to the
digital reader and board members can
listen to them on the way to the meet-
ing or as they go about their lives. The
public can have access to the same pre-
sentations on a district website. 

Administrators who admonish teach-
ers on the worthlessness of lectures and
the necessity for interactive learning
should practice what they preach dur-
ing board meetings. Look at your most
recent set of minutes. How would that
meeting have been different if the first
two matters on which the board con-
centrated only involved structured deci-
sion-making and interactive learning?

Perhaps the meeting would have
been shorter. At the very least, the min-
utes at the beginning of the meeting—
when the board was least fatigued and
most focused—would have been
devoted to the most important func-
tions of policymaking.

Up to Speed

Douglas B. Reeves
■LEADERSHIP
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Monitor

Boards, along with teachers and school
administrators, are drowning in data
today. The question is not the availabili-
ty of data, but rather the ability to trans-
form information into effective deci-
sions. The best way to determine if a
board goal is a hollow rhetorical aspira-
tion or a genuine priority is the degree to
which it is monitored. 

For example, if safety and student
achievement are two critical board
goals, then it is not unreasonable that
the board know every month these two
indicators: the percentage of incident-
free days for the district and each
school, and the percentages of students
who are reading and writing proficiently
for the district and each school. These
numbers, presented clearly and simply
on a graph, will let the board know about
the progress toward critical goals and
serve as an alert if schools are failing to
monitor, at least once each month, sys-
tem performance in critical areas. 

According to my research on school
performance, student achievement is
significantly higher in schools where
monitoring is frequent, specific, and
includes observations of both student
performance and the performance of
teachers and administrators. 

Specialize

An individual school board member can-
not possibly become a universal expert in
every aspect of education, including cur-
riculum, assessment, finance, law, tech-
nology, and personnel, just to name a few.
On the other hand, it is possible to devel-
op deeper knowledge in an area of partic-
ular interest to each board member.

Some boards have committee struc-
tures, so that one or two members devote
their time and attention to the details of
union contracts while others spend more
time on disciplinary matters that come
before the board. Specialization does not
absolve board members from casting
informed votes, but this practice

acknowledges that a high-functioning
board will have more collective expertise
when the individuals are strategically
allocated to different areas.

Board members do not have to wait
years to make substantive contributions to
deliberations and policymaking. By accel-
erating their expertise, board members
will have a better opportunity to devote
their public service hours in a way that
best serves their community and focuses
their intellectual energy and time on the
most important issues before them.   ■

Douglas B. Reeves (dreeves@leadand 
learn.com) is an author and founder of The
Leadership and Learning Center, which pro-
vides professional development services,
research, and solutions for educators and
school leaders who serve students from
prekindergarten through college.
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