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WHY BOARD RETREATS MATTER

Most boards spend the majority of their time responding to the business immediately in
front of them. Agendas are filled with reports, financial approvals, committee updates,
policy decisions, and operational matters requiring attention. These are important
responsibilities, but they often leave little room for the conversations that strengthen
governance over the long term.

A board retreat offers something different.

It creates protected time for trustees and school leaders to step away from routine business
and focus on the bigger picture. Rather than asking, "What decisions do we need to make
today?" a retreat encourages boards to ask deeper questions.

A retreat creates space to ask:
e Are we governing effectively?
e Are we focused on the right priorities?
e What challenges are emerging?
e How well are we working together?
e What should our board become better at?

These conversations rarely fit comfortably into a two-hour board meeting, yet they are often
the conversations that have the greatest impact on the quality of governance.

Aretreat is also an investment in relationships. Strong boards are built not only through
sound governance structures, but through trust, thoughtful dialogue, and a shared
understanding of purpose. Taking time to reflect together helps build the confidence and
cohesion that carry into regular board meetings throughout the year.

Whether your board is newly formed, preparing for accreditation, beginning a
strategic planning process, or strengthening its governance practices, a well-designed
retreat can create momentum that lasts well beyond the day itself.
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SHOULD YOU FACILITATE THE RETREAT YOURSELF?

There is no single right approach to facilitating a board retreat. Many boards successfully
plan and facilitate their own retreats, while others choose to engage an external governance
consultant. The best choice depends on your board's experience, the purpose of the retreat,
and the nature of the conversations you hope to have.

If your retreat is focused on reviewing annual goals, planning the board's work for the year
ahead, or strengthening relationships among trustees, internal facilitation may be entirely
appropriate. If, however, your board is navigating significant change, addressing complex
governance issues, or working through difficult conversations, an external facilitator can
bring valuable experience and objectivity to the process.

The most important question is not Who should facilitate? Rather, it is: What approach will
create the conditions for honest discussion, thoughtful reflection, and meaningful
outcomes?

FACILITATING THE RETREAT INTERNALLY

Many international school boards choose to have the Board Chair, Head of School, or
another trustee facilitate the retreat. This approach can work well when there is a high level
of trust, clear objectives, and confidence that discussions can remain focused and
productive.

Internal facilitation may work well when:

e Familiarity with the school's history, culture, and current priorities.

e Greater flexibility in scheduling and planning.

e Lower cost.

e The opportunity to tailor discussions to the board's immediate needs.

CDGP Insight: The potential challenge
The chair must facilitate the discussion while also contributing fully as a
participant. Chairs and Heads of School may find themselves managing the
agenda rather than engaging deeply in the conversation.
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WORKING WITH AN EXTERNAL FACILITATOR

An experienced governance facilitator brings a different perspective. Because they are not
part of the board's day-to-day work, they can remain neutral, ask challenging questions, and
help trustees explore issues that may otherwise be difficult to address.

M

An external facilitator can also:
e Design an agenda around the board's goals.
e Keep discussions balanced and focused.
e Encourage participation from every trustee.
e Manage difficult conversations constructively.
¢ Allow the Board Chair and Head of School to participate fully.
e Help the board identify practical next steps and priorities.

any boards find external facilitation particularly valuable during periods of transition,

accreditation, strategic planning, leadership change, or when strengthening governance has
become a priority.

Q

Facilitating Internally Working with an External Facilitator
« Familiar with the school's context « Neutral perspective
« Cost-effective « Governance expertise
» Flexible « Chair participates fully
« Facilitator has two roles « Experienced in difficult conversations
« Difficult conversations may be harder « Additional cost
to manage « Requires advance planning
UESTIONS TO CONSIDER

Before deciding who should facilitate, consider:

What do we hope to accomplish during this retreat?

Are there topics that may be difficult to discuss openly?

Does our Chair want to facilitate or fully participate in the conversations?

Do we have the experience to guide strategic discussions while keeping everyone
engaged?

Would an external perspective add value to this particular retreat?

There is no single correct answer. Some of the most successful retreats are facilitated

internally, while others benefit from an independent facilitator. What matters most is

creating an environment where trustees can think strategically, ask difficult questions,
and work toward shared understanding.
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BUILDING THE AGENDA

A successful board retreat begins long before trustees arrive. The quality of the
conversations is often determined by the quality of the planning.

Rather than filling the agenda with updates and presentations, focus on the few
conversations that will have the greatest impact on your board's effectiveness. A retreat is
an opportunity to think differently, not simply to cover more material.

As you build the agenda, begin by asking one simple question:
What do we want trustees to leave thinking, understanding, or committed to that they were

not when they arrived?

The answer to that question should shape every discussion throughout the day.

PLANNING CHECKLIST

Before finalizing your agenda, ask yourself:

v Does every agenda item support the purpose of the
retreat?

v Have we allowed enough time for discussion?

v Are presentations limited?

v Will every trustee have an opportunity to contribute?
v Have we built in breaks and informal conversation?
v Is there time at the end to agree on next steps?

CDGP Insight:
The best retreat agendas don't try to answer every question.
They create space to ask and explore the right ones.
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FOUR PRINCIPLES FOR AN EFFECTIVE RETREAT AGENDA

1. Purpose
Be clear about why you are holding the retreat. Are you strengthening governance,

launching a strategic planning process, welcoming new trustees, or reviewing board
effectiveness?

Clear purpose makes it easier to decide what belongs on the agenda—and what does
not.

2. Meaningful Conversations
Boards sometimes try to accomplish too much. Instead of covering ten topics
superficially, identify three or four priorities and allow time for thoughtful discussion.

Trustees will learn more through active participation than by listening to lengthy
presentations.

3. Less Presentation, More Discussion

Retreats should not become a series of lengthy reports. Distribute background
information in advance so retreat time can be devoted to discussion, reflection, and
decision-making.

Ask: Could this information have been read before the retreat? If so, send it ahead of
time.

4. Action
Every major discussion should conclude with one simple question:

What happens next?

Identify decisions, responsibilities, timelines, and follow-up actions before moving to the
next topic. A retreat should create momentum that continues into future board
meetings.
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CHOOSING THE RIGHT TOPICS

Not every governance issue belongs on a retreat agenda.

The most successful retreats focus on a small number of meaningful topics rather than
attempting to address every challenge facing the board. When trustees have time to explore
important questions in depth, discussions become more thoughtful, participation improves,
and decisions are more likely to lead to lasting change.

As you select topics, ask yourself:

e Which conversations are difficult to have during a
regular board meeting?

e Which issues will have the greatest impact on our
effectiveness as a governing board?

e What discussions will best support the school's long-
term success?

THE FOLLOWING TOPICS ARE COMMON STARTING POINTS FOR MANY INTERNATIONAL
SCHOOL BOARDS:

REFLECTING ON BOARD EFFECTIVENESS

A retreat is an ideal opportunity to step back and consider how the board is functioning as a
governing body, not simply what it has accomplished.

Questions to explore might include:

e What has our board done particularly well over the past year?

e How effectively are we using our meeting time?

¢ Are we focusing on governance or becoming involved in management?
e How could we improve our decision-making?

e What would make our board more effective over the coming year?

The goal is not to evaluate individual trustees, but to strengthen the board'’s collective
effectiveness.
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REVIEWING STRATEGIC PRIORITIES

Board meetings often focus on immediate decisions. A retreat allows trustees to look further
ahead.

Consider discussing:

The school's most significant opportunities and challenges.

Progress toward strategic goals.

Emerging trends that may affect the school.

Areas where the board should devote more attention over the next 12 to 24 months.

This conversation helps ensure that the board’'s work remains aligned with the school's
mission and long-term vision.

STRENGTHENING THE BOARD-HEAD PARTNERSHIP

A strong partnership between the Board and the Head of School is one of the most important
factors in effective governance.

A retreat provides an opportunity to discuss:

Expectations for communication.

Decision-making responsibilities.

How the Board provides support while maintaining accountability.
How disagreements will be handled constructively.

These conversations build trust and help prevent misunderstandings later.

REVIEWING GOVERNANCE PRACTICES

Retreats are also a good time to examine whether the board's governance framework
continues to support effective leadership.

Topics might include:
e Board meeting agendas.
e Committee structure.
e Annual governance calendar.
e Bylaws and governance policies.
e Board evaluation processes.
e Trustee orientation and ongoing development.

Rather than rewriting documents during the retreat, focus on identifying priorities for future
improvement.
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BOARD CULTURE

Healthy governance depends as much on board culture as it does on policies and procedures.
A retreat provides a safe space to reflect on questions such as:

Do all trustees feel comfortable contributing?

Are difficult questions welcomed?

How well do we listen to one another?

How are disagreements managed?

Are we building trust and respect within the board?

Strong board culture creates the foundation for better governance throughout the year.

CDGP Insight: Choose depth over breadth.

A retreat does not need to solve every governance challenge. It should create

the time and space for trustees to engage in the conversations that matter
most. Three meaningful discussions are far more valuable than ten rushed
agenda items.

RETREAT REFLECTION

1. What is one aspect of our board culture we want
to strengthen this year?

2. What behavior would trustees need to practice
consistently for that change to become possible?

Strong Boards. Sustainable International Schools.

www.cdgovernancepartners.com




DESIGNING CONVERSATIONS THAT MATTER

The value of a board retreat is not measured by the number of topics discussed or
the length of the agenda. It is measured by the quality of the conversations that take
place.

Meaningful governance conversations encourage trustees to think strategically,
challenge assumptions respectfully, and consider perspectives that might not
emerge during a regular board meeting. They create opportunities for learning,
reflection, and shared understanding, not simply decision-making.

Whether your retreat is facilitated internally or by an external facilitator, thoughtful
conversation design can make the difference between an engaging retreat and a long
series of presentations.

1. Create Space for Discussion
The most effective retreats maximize participation rather than presentations.

Provide background information in advance and use retreat time to exchange ideas
and explore different perspectives. Trustees are more likely to engage when invited
into the conversation rather than asked to listen for extended periods.

2. Ask Questions That Encourage Reflection

The questions you ask shape the quality of the discussion. Move beyond
immediate decisions and encourage trustees to think more broadly.

Instead of: “Should we approve this initiative?”
Ask: “How does this initiative advance our
strategic priorities?”

Instead of: “Is this something we need to
address now?”

Ask: “What challenge should the Board prepare
for over the next three to five years?”
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3. Encourage Every Voice
A successful retreat creates opportunities for every trustee to contribute.

Some participants speak readily; others need time to reflect. Use paired
conversations, small groups, or individual reflection to encourage broad
participation and richer perspectives.

4. Embrace Healthy Disagreement

Boards do not become stronger by avoiding difficult conversations. Respectful
disagreement and thoughtful questioning are signs of a healthy governance
culture.

The goal is not to eliminate differing views, but to create an environment where
they can be explored with curiosity and mutual respect.

5. End with Clarity

Every significant discussion should end with a shared understanding of what was
learned and what happens next.

Ask:

What are we taking away?

What decisions have we made?

What requires further work?

Who is responsible for the next step?

A retreat should leave trustees with direction—not simply a collection of
interesting conversations.

CDGP Insight:
The strongest governance conversations rarely begin with “What
should we do?” They begin with “What do we need to understand?”
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TURNING CONVERSATIONS INTO ACTION

A successful board retreat should do more than inspire thoughtful discussion - it
should lead to meaningful action.

The energy generated during a retreat can quickly fade if conversations are not
translated into clear priorities, specific responsibilities, and realistic next steps. One
of the most common reasons retreats fail to have a lasting impact is not the quality
of the discussions, but the absence of a clear plan for what happens afterward.

As your retreat concludes, take time to reflect on what has been learned and agree
on how those insights will shape the board's work in the months ahead.

IDENTIFY YOUR PRIORITIES

Every retreat will generate ideas, observations, and opportunities for improvement.
Resist the temptation to pursue all of them at once.

Instead, identify two or three governance priorities that will make the greatest
difference over the coming year.

Ask yourselves:

e Which actions will have the greatest impact
on the effectiveness of our board?

e What is realistic to accomplish before our
next retreat?

e Where should we focus our time and
attention?

A small number of well-executed priorities is far more valuable than an
ambitious list that is never completed.
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ASSIGN RESPONSIBILITY

Every agreed action should have a clear owner. Whether responsibility rests with the
Board Chair, a committee, the Head of School, or the board as a whole, everyone
should understand who will move the work forward.

Where appropriate, also establish:
e arealistic timeline,
e milestones for measuring progress, and
e opportunities to report back to the board.

Clear ownership is fundamental to effective governance.

BUILD YOUR PRIORITIES INTO THE BOARD'S WORK

A retreat should not become a stand-alone event.

The outcomes of the retreat should influence future board agendas, committee
work, and the board's annual calendar. Revisit retreat priorities regularly throughout
the year and celebrate progress as milestones are achieved.

When retreat outcomes become part of the board's ongoing work, the retreat
becomes a starting point rather than a conclusion.

REVIEW YOUR PROGRESS

Consider scheduling a brief check-in six months after the retreat to ask:
e What progress have we made?
e Which commitments have we fulfilled?
e What challenges have emerged?
e Do our priorities still reflect the board's greatest needs?

Reflection and adjustment are part of continuous governance improvement. Boards
that regularly review their progress are better positioned to build on successes and
respond to changing circumstances.

CDGP Insight:
Board goals should align with the strategic plan so that governance work
supports the school’s direction and priorities.
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The most successful boards revisit retreat commitments throughout the year, using them
to guide agendas, shape priorities, and strengthen governance over time.

PRACTICAL TOOL: RETREAT ACTION SUMMARY

PRIORITY OWNER TARGET DATE HOW WILL WE KNOW WE'VE SUCCEEDED?

Before We Leave Today...

What are our top three governance priorities?
Who will champion each priority?

When will we review progress?

What support or resources will we need?

TAKING IT BACKTO YOUR BOARD

Every board is unique. The structure of your governance, your strategic priorities, and the
challenges you face will shape the design of your retreat.

There is no perfect agenda or universal formula. The most successful retreats are those
that create space for honest reflection, thoughtful dialogue, and a shared commitment to
strengthening governance.

As you begin planning your next retreat, consider discussing the following questions with
your Board Chair, Head of School, or Governance Committee.
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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

Purpose
e Why are we holding a board retreat?
e What do we hope will be different when the retreat concludes?
e What conversations have we been postponing because there hasn't been enough
time?

Governance
e Are we spending enough time discussing governance rather than management?
e What aspect of our governance is working particularly well?
e Where do we see opportunities for improvement?

Strategic Focus
e What issues will have the greatest impact on our school over the next three to five
years?
e Are our current board priorities aligned with our strategic plan?
e What deserves more of the board's attention?

Board Culture
e Do all trustees feel comfortable contributing their perspectives?
e How effectively do we handle differing opinions?
e What kind of board culture are we trying to build?

Looking Ahead
e |If our retreat were completely successful, what would change in the way our board
works?
e What are the two or three governance priorities that should guide us over the
coming year?
e How will we know whether our retreat made a lasting difference?

FINAL THOUGHT

A board retreat is not an event—it is an opportunity to pause, reflect, strengthen
relationships, and recommit to governing well.

The most successful retreats share one characteristic: they create the time and
space for boards to have the conversations that matter most.
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ABOUT CD GOVERNANCE PARTNERS

CD Governance Partners works with international school boards and school leaders to
strengthen governance, build effective board practices, and support the partnerships
that enable schools to thrive.

Our services include governance reviews, board retreats and facilitation, policy and
bylaw development, governance training, and strategic governance support tailored to
the international school context.

CONTINUE THE CONVERSATION

Every Board's governance journey is different. If this guide has
prompted questions or highlighted opportunities for your Board,
we would be pleased to discuss how CD Governance Partners
can support your work.

To learn more:
www.cdgovernancepartners.com
cdecker@cdgovernancepartners.com
linkedin.com CDGovernancePartners

CD GOVERNANCE PARTNERS RESOURCE LIBRARY
Practical guidance for stronger boards and sustainable international schools.
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