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INTRODUCTION

The chair of the school committee is "the servant of the assembly." So says the authorita
tive source, Robert's Rules a/Order Newly Revised, the prevailing rules "bible" of choice for
more than 80 percent of America's school committees-or school boards as they are
known outside of Northern New England and Rhode Island. The chair of the school
committee, as is every other presiding officer of deliberative bodies, public and private, is
the servant of the assembly, not the master.

On a school committee, the chair has special responsibilities well beyond those of his or
her colleagues. For example, the chair has the obligation to ensure that every person has
access to the work and actions of the board. This includes not only the members of the
school committee at the meeting table, but also those who are not present. Moreover, it is
up to the chair to ensure that the public, including those in the hall, those watching or lis
tening on cable, or those who cannot be present have full access to what the committee
does. Similarly, the chair must aid the media as it follows and reports actions of the
school committee to the public.

There are parliamentary, legal, and collegial responsibilities for the school committee's
"first among equals," but equal he or she must be. This School Committee Chair's Guide
is designed to help explain these multifarious responsibilities and to offer insights into
effective board leadership.

There is hardly a guide for successful school committee leadership that does not recogniz
ing the effectiveness and leadership of the chair as a primary criterion of productive-and
efficient-board operation and performance.

This handbook includes several sections:
• The Chair as a Leader
• The Chair and the Superintendent
• The Chai r and the Secretary
• The Chair and Legal Counsel
• Meetings and Meeting Management Strategies
• Parliamentary Procedure
• School Committee Self Evaluation and the Role of the Chair
• School Committee-Superintendent Relationship and Evaluation
• Open Meeting Law
• Chair's Guide to Electing the Superintendent

It is the goal of this publication to explain that, while there are many formal, legal and
technical aspects to the role of the chair, and no short supply of facts, rules, and proce
dures inherent in school committee work, strong personal and communications abilities,
coupled with leadership skill are often the most important elements to winning the respect
of colleagues, public, and press and building a strong base for everyone's ultimate goal:
that the board, public, and other stakeholders will focus on educating children in the most
effective way and secure for the community and society the best prepared and successful
students.



THE CHAIR AS A LEADER
The school committee sits in trust for the entire community, and the chair represents the
school committee before the district and its residents. With the expansion of local cable
coverage, the chair is the most visible member of the committee for people watching the
meetings at home.

As the leader of the school committee, the chair ensures that members base their work on
the foundations of effective governance.

Some important guiding principles of effective governance include:

• Selecting a good leader for the district. The school committee employs a superintend
ent, develops a contract of employment and evaluates that chief executive officer annual
ly. One of the most effective and widely recognized strategies for a school committee to
improve student achievement and build public credibility is to recruit and retain a superi
or superintendent.

• Establishing and clarifying the purpose of the school district through its mission and
vision statements, policies, and actions at the meeting table. As it does th is, board mem
bers must focus their attention on several important concerns under the leadership of the
chair. These include:

- focusing specifically on how the board advances student learning as part of its
work.

- identifying strategies to promote organizational effectiveness of the school
district through its pol icies and decisions.

- guiding the work of the school committee in fulfilling its mission as the
guardian of the public treasury by establishing a budget that fulfills the
district's goals and monitoring the financial operation during the year to
ensure the integrity and clarity of fiscal management.

- establishing a strategic planning process or a process of periodic goal setting
and assessment to promote the work of the district and guide the
superintendent as the administrator of district policy.

• Delegating responsibilities and authority. While the chair might delegate authority to
the superintendent, including development of the agenda or authorizing the administrator
to act for the school committee, the thoughtful presiding officer may also delegate respon
sibilities to the other members of the school committee. Some chairs will recommend
creating subcommittees for colleagues to chair or engage in discussion to expedite the
work of the board. Several Massachusetts school committees grant special responsibilities
to the vice chair, board secretary, or treasurer. On other occasions, the chair may request
a colleague to fill in at an important meeting or community event.

• Building a strong relationship with the community. School committee meetings are not
only a place for business, it is a venue for effective discussion and communication with
the entire community. During public comment sessions and deliberations, the school
committee has an invaluable opportunity to hear and understand community concerns
and to base public policy and advocacy upon the interests of the district.
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