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A ny coach will tell you that an athlete must 

develop and maintain his or her core in order 

to have strength and perseverance when com-

peting. A strong core improves an athlete’s performance 

in the areas of agility, power, speed, and endurance. At 

the core of your school’s organization is its governance 

body, which is responsible for the ministry’s direction 

and oversight of its outcomes. Whether it is called a 

school board, school committee, or board of governors, 

it is the reservoir for the school’s core strength. So why 

do many schools function without stability, strength, and 

stamina? Why are we so often weak at our core?

The number one vulnerability in a Christian school 

community is the relationship between the head of 

school and the school board. Period. Nothing else comes 

close, not finances or effective teaching or lack of a clear 

philosophy of Christian educa-

tion. I base this statement on 

30 years of personal experi-

ence, numerous interviews 

with school leaders around  

the country, broad reading 

on the topic, and a nationwide 

survey about current practice. 

One of the giants in the Chris-

tian school movement, Roy 

Lowrie, Jr., wrote this warn-

ing: “The relationship between the administrator and 

the board bears the heaviest brunt of satanic opposition 

against the school. It must be carefully nurtured, and it 

requires a continuous and spiritually mature applica-

tion of biblical principles by each party. Strong schools 

are established only when the administrator and board 

work effectively together over a number of years” 

(Lowrie and Lowrie 2004, 37).

A fragile or cool relationship between an administra-

tor and the board creates drag on the momentum of the 

school and sets up the potential for losing traction toward 

achieving the organization’s goals. I have observed Texas 

standoffs and figurative running gun battles firsthand. 

The end result frequently is the firing of the administra-

tor, the loss of school families, and a toppling of school 

finances. Worse yet, the cause of Christ is hindered 

in the school’s community. John Schimmer, widely 

regarded as an expert in the field of board governance, 

expresses it this way: “The chair and the administrator 

must develop a strong, supporting relationship. The chair 

confers regularly with the administrator, keeping him 

or her apprised of board issues, priorities, and concerns. 

Together they review the board meeting agenda before 

sending it to the board members. The chair takes every 

precaution to assure that the 

administrator is not blindsided 

in a board meeting” (2002, 26).

In my research related to 

my new book, Ten Practices 

of Effective Boards, I heard 

from a number of experienced 

school leaders and authorities 

on practices that strengthen 

the relationship between 

the administrator and the 

board. As I filtered through a large number of potential 

practices popular in schools today, a concise list of most-

effective practices began to take shape. There appears to 

be a high congruence between prescriptive statements in 

the literature about effective practices and the reported 

practices by current administrators and their boards in 

the survey described in this article, with a few exceptions 

noted in figures 2 and 3.
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Research 
A Likert-style questionnaire was developed to collect 

data about current practice relating to Christian school 

governance. The survey items were based on major 

themes and practices that emerged from the literature. 

Several experts from around the country assisted in 

narrowing this list to 10 practices. From this list, a 

14-item survey was drafted in an effort to measure 

current practice. In February 2014, 20 current heads of 

schools in the Southeast participated in a pilot survey 

for the purpose of evaluating the wording of the survey 

instructions and items. Several modifications were made 

as a result of the pilot study. Later that month an effort 

was launched to recruit nationwide participation. The 

modified survey was uploaded to SurveyMonkey, and a 

link was distributed through ACSI regional offices and 

smaller school organizations to administrators. The final 

number of respondents was n=687, including participa-

tion from every region in the United States.

Signs of Core Strength … Looking Fit! (Figure 1)
The findings reveal much to celebrate. Respondents for the most part believe that board members 

support Christian education in general and the school’s mission in particular. Administrators indi-

cate that there is a process for selecting board members (70 percent) and that there is an annual 

review of the school’s finances (76 percent). Overall, more than 90 percent of the administrators 

surveyed report a positive working relationship with their boards.

The majority of the 
board members have 
a strong grasp of the 
purpose and value of 
Christian education.

The board is an 
effective caretaker and 
communicator of the 
mission of our school.

There is a process  
in place for recruiting  

and vetting new  
board members. 

A CPA annually 
conducts a financial 
audit of the school.

Overall, I have a positive 
working relationship 

with my board.
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87% 
Agree or 

Strongly Agree

77% 
Agree or  

Strongly Agree

70% 
Agree or  

Strongly Agree
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Agree or  

Strongly Agree

93% 
Agree or  

Strongly Agree

Indicators of Potential Core Weakness … This Needs Toning! (Figure 2)
Over half of those surveyed report that their boards do not conduct annual training. It then follows 

that one-third of the administrators believe their boards do not have a strong understanding of their 

duties. And 20 percent sadly report that one or more board members interject themselves into the life 

of the school in inappropriate ways.

Our full board annually 
participates in board training.

The majority of the board members 
have a strong understanding of the 
duties of a school board member.

One or more board members attempt to 
interject themselves into the activities of 
the school outside of board meetings in 
ways that are inappropriate.

56%
66%

20%
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The absence of a process for the evaluation of the head of 

school harks back to the theme introduced at the begin-

ning of this article: The administrator and the board must 

be diligent in caring for the all-important relationship that 

exists between them. Without harmony in the organiza-

tion’s core, there will be a weakening of the entire body.

Notes

1. For more information about the importance of the board 

evaluating the CEO, see Christian School Board Governance, 

second edition, edited by Derek Keenan (Colorado Springs: 

Purposeful Design, 2007; 44–47).

2. For more information about the importance of the board 

evaluating its own performance, see Christian School Board 

Governance, second edition, edited by Derek Keenan (Colorado 

Springs: Purposeful Design, 2007; 25).
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to fulfill the ACSI accreditation 

standards for board training.

Visit www.purposefuldesign.com for more 
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and Wisdom

•	 Navigating the Storms: Leading Christian 

Schools with Character and Conviction

Areas of Major Concern … A Total Makeover! (Figure 3)
The lack of a formal, consistent, and professional evaluation reported by half of the respondents is not 

surprising, and it is very troubling.1 Also, a process for the board conducting an evaluation of its own 

performance appears to be missing in more than 75 percent of the schools.2

Our board annually conducts a formal evaluation of the head of school.

The board and the head of school have worked together to develop a formal process for the evaluation of his or her job performance.

Our board annually conducts a self-evaluation of its own performance.

33% Disagree or Strongly Disagree

50% Unsure, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree

76% Unsure, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree
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