Architecting a Unified
Governance Team.




Hyperlocal leaders face unprecedented external pressures

The External Pressure Shield

Students &
District
Outcomes

School boards represent nearly 1 in 5 elected positions nationwide.
You carry immense responsibility as hyperlocal volunteers operating
in a high-stakes, highly visible environment.
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The single most critical factor in effective school governance
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Navigating budget constraints and political e
divisions requires strong, consistent problem- | . &y

solving at the top. The shield must hold. | | \JL \.}
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Where we sit on the alignment spectrum

—1 3.07: National Average Rating

[ | =
Ratings 4-5 - Strained Ratings 1-2 - Aligned
 Deep divisions among members » Established, clear communication
« Fundamental lack of trust - Shared focus on student outcomes
« External actors dominating decisions « Flexible, operational pragmatism
 Consistent dismissal of input » Intentional alignment-building activities
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The geography of decision making dictates our outcomes

le
I~

|
2

L

The Dais

The Retreat ‘%4

Circular and eye-to-eye

Built for deep-dives, exploration,
and continuous improvement

Annual, long-term strategic
visioning

Physical : :

Dochire Linear and forward-facing
Cognitive Built for voting, parliamentary
Mode procedure, and immediate action
Time Immediate, monthly operational
Horizon items

Role : Formal, rigid public oversight
Dynamics '

Collaborative, unified partnership
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A critical blind spot in national board operations

1in5

1in 5

21%

of boards never meet
for professional

development.
of school boards meet with their boards in a recent survey do
superintendent no more than once per not hold an annual retreat
year for professional development. with their superintendent.

Continuous problem-solving requires dedicated time away from the microphone.
Alignment is not an accident; it is engineered.
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The anatomy of a highly effective board retreat

o A fully open public meeting
requiring a quorum and agenda,
but strictly designed for

planning. Absolutely no formal

action or voting is taken.

y

Dedicated solely to
revamping practices, studying
complex issues, and
continuous team
improvement.

Hosted off the dais, often
| in-district. Configured for
0 immediate, circular, and less
formal visibility among all
members.
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Calibrating the balance between

governance and management

- Governance
(The Board)

|

* Focuses on the WHAT
and the WHY

» Setting strategic direction
 Academic oversight
« Aligning community values

The retreat is the ideal
laboratory to safely negotiate

the gray areas between these
two roles before a crisis hits.

Management

(The Superintendent)'

1

* Focuses on the HOW

and the WHEN

* Executing strategy
» Daily operations
« Staff deployment




The compounding return on investment of a single day

1. Build Trust 7 —

Dedicated retreat time away
from the dais establishes
fundamental human
connection and trust.

Success reinforces
fundamental trust.

- The Retreat

i | 2. Clarify Roles o
ROI Flywheel |,

Trust creates a safe environment
to negotiate boundaries and
define clear operational roles.

Successfully navigating pressure
shields the district, resulting in
improved student outcomes.
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L 4. Improve Outcomes
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3.Navigate Pressures

Clear roles allow the unified team \
to swiftly navigate external political N\
and financial pressures. | N
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Structuring an agenda that drives district transformation

G

-‘ Block 1: Board Operations I

Establishing clear communication
protocols, chain of command, and
collaborative behavioral norms

"

Block 3: Academic Foundations I

Setting actionable goals for ongoing
progress monitoring of students and

early reading achievement. I
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Block 2: Evaluation Processes

Designing and aligning on the
superintendent evaluation tool and
constructing board self-evaluations.

Block 4: Community Alignment I

Developing strategies to strengthen
collaborative partnerships and re-build

unified pride among staff and parents. I
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Shifting the cognitive load to an external facilitator

PROCESS LOAD:
Planning content, preparing materials,
watching the clock, mediating conflicts,
and remaining impartial.

} The Outside Facilitator

The Facilitator e
Triangle

The Superintendent

,
The Board \\

CONTENT LOAD: Freed from running the meeting, the
governance team dedicates 100% of their cognitive energy
to deep listening and strategic planning.
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The Don's of facilitating a board retreat
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« o Establish clear behavioral norms and
' communication protocols early.

.  Maintain a relentless focus on
long-term student outcomes.

e Utilize an impartial, external facilitator
to navigate difficult discussions.

e Ensure all board members have an
equal opportunity to contribute.

DON'T:

» Use the time as a grievance session
for past micro-conflicts.

o Attempt to take formal action or hold
binding votes on district policy:.

e Spring surprise topics that aren’t on
the published public agenda.

e Sit behind the dais in a linear, formal
parliamentary configuration.
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The ecosystem of unified district governance

Aol Continuous Impr,
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Student
Outcomes

An annual retreat is not merely an extended meeting; it is the fundamental blueprint for a
governance team's entire year. It transforms individual local leaders into a unified mechanism
capable of deflecting intense external pressures and driving academic growth.
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Translating our blueprint into an actionable timeline

Phase 1: Phase 2: Phase 3:
Secure the Align the Engage the
Foundation Architecture Builder

R

|dentify potential dates Collaboratively finalize 2-3 Connect with ASBA to
during the summer planning primary focus areas (e.g., secure an external facilitator
window and select an off- communication protocols, to map the custom agenda
dais, in-district location. evaluation tools) based on and prepare all materials.
board feedback.
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Our first steps beyond the dais
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What is the single most
Important operational or |
strategic conversation this "
board needs to have that we |
cannot fit into a standard
monthly agenda?
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INGRYGCRUENEINING the present,
Vganseanlle the future?

SR CEVER (a EXe El R o= 1algle M It’s time to build our retreat.

Annual
Retreat  /

J O
Effective

,‘ Clear
. Communication
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QUESTIONS?

Dr. Stacia Wilson
Tempe Union High School District Superintendent

email: swilson@tempeunion.org
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