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THE WORK NOBODY SEES

A Board Chair’s Guide to Preparing for a Better Meeting

Strong Boards. Sustainable International Schools.
www.cdgovernancepartners.com




GOOD MEETINGS DON'T HAPPEN BY ACCIDENT

A good board meeting begins long before the Chair calls it to order.

Effective preparation goes beyond agendas, board papers, and timing. The
Chair must also consider the people around the table, the relationships shaping
the conversation, and the issues trustees may be avoiding.

When this quiet work is done well, the meeting feels focused, balanced,
purposeful, and clear.

The Chair’s role is not simply to run the meeting. It is to prepare the Board to
do its best work.

1. SHAPE THE AGENDA WITH INTENTION

An effective agenda is more than a list of subjects. It directs the Board’s
attention toward the matters that most require its time, judgment, and
collective thinking.

Before finalizing the agenda, ask:

e What does the Board most need to accomplish in
this meeting?

e Which items require the Board to understand,
explore, advise, or decide?

e Are the most important matters receiving enough
time?

e |s operational reporting crowding out strategic or
governance work?

e |s the Board being asked to consider an issue
before it has the information needed to do so well?

e Are any items on the agenda simply because they
have always been there?

A crowded agenda can create the appearance of productivity while preventing
meaningful attention to anything. Good agenda design may require postponing
an item, requesting better preparation, or deciding that it does not belong at
the Board table.
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Look beyond the agenda

Important issues may emerge through committee work, trustee questions,
community concerns, or conversations with the Head. The Chair's role is not to
place every concern on the agenda, but to recognize what warrants attention
and determine how, when, and by whom it should be addressed.

Chair's reflection:

Does this agenda reflect the Board's real priorities, or merely the
information and requests that reached me first?

2. PREPARE THE CONVERSATION—WITHOUT PRE-DETERMINING IT

The Chair and Head of School should discuss how important agenda items will
be introduced and what the Board needs in order to engage with them
productively.

For each significant item, consider:

e What is the real question before the Board?

e What does the Board already understand—and
what may require clarification?

e Where are trustees likely to agree?

e Where might assumptions, values, or
interpretations differ?

e |s the issue ready for a decision, or does it need
further exploration?

e What would a useful outcome from the
conversation look like?

The Chair may also need to consider how the discussion should be framed. A
poorly framed question can push trustees toward premature solutions,
operational detail, or debate about matters that are not actually theirs to
decide.
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Compare:

“What should the administration do about declining enrollment?”
with:

“What does the enrollment trend mean for the school’s long-term strategy,
financial sustainability, and priorities?”

The second question keeps the Board at the appropriate level while still
allowing trustees to engage meaningfully.

Preparation is not orchestration

There is an important difference between preparing people to participate well
and privately arranging the outcome.

The Chair should not use advance conversations to count votes, secure
agreement, suppress disagreement, or create the appearance of consensus
before the Board has deliberated. That shifts the Board’s real work outside the
meeting and weakens collective governance.

Thoughtful preparation protects the quality of the discussion. It does not
decide where the discussion must end.

Chair's reflection:

Am | preparing the Board to have the conversation - or preparing the
conversation to produce the result | prefer?
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3. ADDRESS WHAT COULD DERAIL THE MEETING

Chairs sometimes hope that difficult behavior, unresolved tension, or a
recurring governance problem will correct itself. It rarely does.

Before the meeting, consider whether anything could prevent
the Board from working constructively:

Is a trustee repeatedly moving into operational matters?

Is someone dominating discussions or interrupting others?

Has a trustee failed to prepare for several meetings?

Is a concern circulating privately but not being raised

appropriately?

e |s there unresolved tension between trustees—or between a
trustee and the Head?

e Is someone likely to feel surprised, exposed, or personally
criticized by an agenda item?

e Has a committee exceeded its authority or arrived with a

recommendation that has not been adequately explained?

Some matters should not wait until the meeting.

A timely private conversation allows the Chair to clarify expectations,
understand what is driving the behavior, and prevent a problem from
escalating in front of the full Board. The purpose is not to scold or silence a
trustee. It is to protect the Board's ability to work together.

A Chair might say:

“l value the experience you bring to this discussion. I've also noticed that we
sometimes move quickly into directing how the administration should carry out
the work. At the next meeting, I'd like your help keeping our conversation
focused on the outcomes and oversight that belong to the Board.”

Or:

“You have raised an important concern with me. | don’'t want it to continue

circulating informally. Let's decide how it can be brought into the appropriate
conversation so the Board can address it responsibly.”
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Preventing surprises is not avoiding difficulty

Good chairs do not eliminate difficult conversations. They make it possible to
have them productively.

A trustee may need advance notice that a sensitive matter is coming before the
Board. The Head may need to know that trustees are likely to ask challenging
questions. The Chair may need to help someone distinguish between being
questioned and being attacked.

The goal is not comfort at all costs. It is a Board that can address difficult issues
without being destabilized by them.

Chair's reflection:

What am | hoping will not happen at this meeting - and is there
something | should do about it now?

4. PREPARE THE PEOPLE, NOT JUST THE PAPERS

Board participation is rarely as balanced as it appears on the attendance sheet.

Some trustees think aloud and enter every discussion quickly. Others need time
to formulate their views. Some hold back because they are new, uncertain, or
less comfortable challenging a dominant voice. Others may have valuable
knowledge but assume the Chair will invite them if it is needed.

The Chair should enter the meeting with an awareness of these dynamics.

Ask:

Whose voice is heard most often?

Who is contributing less than they could?

Who may need encouragement to enter the conversation?

Who may need a private reminder to leave room for others?

Is expertise being welcomed without allowing one trustee to

take over the issue?

e Are new or quieter trustees being given genuine
opportunities to influence the Board’s thinking?

e |s disagreement treated as a contribution—or as disloyalty?
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Drawing out quieter trustees does not require putting them unexpectedly on
the spot. The Chair might speak with someone beforehand:

“Your experience is particularly relevant to Thursday’s discussion. | hope
you'll help the Board think about the issue when we reach that item.”

During the meeting, the Chair can create space without making the invitation
feel forced:

“We’ve heard several perspectives. I'd like to pause and invite anyone who hasn't
spoken yet to add something we may be missing.”

The Chair also has a responsibility to manage trustees whose participation is
limiting the contributions of others. That intervention is often more effective
when it happens privately and early, rather than after resentment has built.

A well-led meeting is not one in which everyone speaks for the same amount
of time. It is one in which the Board benefits from the thinking around the
whole table.

5. ALIGN WITH THE HEAD—WITHOUT BLURRING THE ROLES

The Chair-Head relationship has an enormous influence on the quality of a
board meeting.

Before the meeting, the Chair and Head should be
aligned on:

e The purpose and desired outcome of each major
agenda item

e What information the Board needs

Which matters belong to the Board and which

remain the Head's responsibility

Where difficult questions or disagreement may arise

How sensitive information will be handled

Who will introduce each item

What support the Head may need from the Chair

What the Chair needs from the Head to lead the

meeting effectively
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Aligning Without Blurring Roles — continued.

Alignment does not require the Chair and Head to agree on every issue. Nor
should the Chair protect the Head from legitimate scrutiny or prevent trustees
from asking difficult questions.

The Chair's responsibility is to help the Board exercise appropriate oversight
while ensuring that questioning remains purposeful, respectful, and connected
to the Board's role.

The Head should not encounter a significant Board concern for the first time in
the meeting if the Chair could reasonably have raised it beforehand. Equally,
the Board should not be presented with a major proposal before the Chair has
confirmed that it is ready for meaningful governance consideration.

A strong working relationship allows the Chair
and Head to say to one another:

e “The Board is going to need more context before
it can decide.”

e “| think trustees are moving into an area that
belongs to the administration.”

e “There is concern here that we should not
dismiss.”

e “This discussion may become difficult, but it still
needs to happen.”

e “We are not yet clear about what we are asking
the Board to do.”

Chair’s reflection:

Are the Head and | prepared to support the Board's work - even if the
conversation does not unfold exactly as either of us expects?
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6. KNOW WHAT CLARITY SHOULD LOOK LIKE

Meetings often lose momentum at the end of a discussion. People sense that
agreement has been reached, the Chair moves to the next item, and everyone
leaves with a slightly different understanding of what just happened.

Before the meeting, identify which agenda items require a clear conclusion.

For each one, be prepared to confirm:

e What did the Board decide?

e What did it not decide?

Was the outcome a formal decision, guidance, a
recommendation, or a request for further work?
Who is responsible for the next step?

When should the Board expect follow-up?

What will be recorded in the minutes?

What may be communicated—and by whom?
Does everyone share the same understanding?

The Chair does not need to know the eventual decision in advance. The Chair
does need to recognize when the Board has reached sufficient clarity—and
when it has not.

Before moving on, pause and state the apparent conclusion:

“Before we leave this item, let me confirm my understanding of where we have
landed.”

That brief intervention can prevent weeks of confusion, duplicated work, and
disagreement about what the Board intended.
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BEFORE YOU CALL THE MEETING TO ORDER

Take one final look at the meeting through the lens of leadership rather than
logistics.

Is the Board’'s most important work receiving sufficient attention?

Does every significant item have a clear purpose?

Are trustees prepared to engage at the right level?

Have avoidable surprises been addressed?

Is there a difficult conversation | am postponing?

Whose voice may need to be invited into the discussion?

Is anyone’s behavior likely to prevent others from contributing?

Are the Head and | aligned on our respective roles?

Do | know which items require a clear decision or next step?

Am | prepared to let the Board’s genuine deliberation shape the outcome?

CDGP INSIGHT:
The Chair's influence is often greatest before the meeting begins.

This quiet work is not about controlling trustees or engineering decisions.
It is about noticing what the Board needs and acting early enough to

create the conditions for good governance.

When the Chair prepares with intention, the Board can focus on what
matters, make room for honest disagreement, use the thinking around
the whole table, and leave with clarity about what comes next.
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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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