
A visionary and faithful board enables a school to serve its community with maximum effect.
Gary Miller has devoted 23 years of service to his local school board. Gary is dedicated to the furtherance of Christ's Kingdom through the instrument 
of Christian education. His interest in Christian education has been expressed in a variety of ways, including five years of service on the Faith Builders 
Educational Programs board. In this article, Gary discusses six foundational marks of any successful school board. 
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EVEN WITH THE FINEST 
STAFF, A SCHOOL 

CANNOT FUNCTION 
AT ITS BEST WITHOUT 
THE DIRECTION OF A 

VISIONARY, INFORMED 
BOARD.

the vital heart of the christian school
six marks of successful school boards

Shared vision, teamwork, and the 
positive contributions of many people 
contribute to the success of our Christian 
schools. Involved, supportive parents 
and skillful, dedicated teachers are 
essential in this endeavor. Bright-eyed, 
impressionable children occupy the focus 
of our educational efforts. Administrators, 
secretaries, janitors, and others round 
out the staff. But the Christian school 
is not complete without a board. The 
board labors behind the scenes like a 
life-giving heart. This group is the focus 
of this essay, because even with the 
finest staff, a school cannot function at its 
best without the direction of a visionary, 
informed board.

As in most nonprofit boards, school 
board members typically serve 
voluntarily and nobly, and if not eagerly, 
then willingly and unselfishly. They 
meet and work mostly outside of the 
public eye, but their vision and work set 
the direction for the school and affect 
everyone involved. The 
marks of successful 
school boards include 
the establishment of 
sound policies, close 
relationship with the 
principal, the exercise 
of proper authority, 
constructive deliberation, 

and appointment of an effective 
chairperson. These marks are essential to 
the good health of a school board and 
the people they serve.

Six Marks of  
Successful School Boards
1.  Install board members  
 of character and vision 
This foundational function is often 
provided by the sponsoring church 
or community rather than the board 
itself. Selection of good board 
members is always important from 
the school's founding and throughout 
every succeeding year. For a board to 
function successfully, only qualified 
and supportive members should 
be appointed or elected. Anyone 
who becomes disqualified after his 
appointment should resign or be 
removed. The quality of the school is 
heavily influenced by the quality of its 
board and the principal it hires. The good 
character of its board of directors is the 

foundation of a good 
school.

For the work of Christian 
education to prosper, 
each member of the 
governing board needs 
to be enthusiastic about 
the role of the school 

in teaching and equipping children for 
a life of useful service in the Kingdom 
of God. While everyone can support the 
Christian school in one way or another, 
the community should be prayerfully 
intentional in finding and appointing or 
electing board members with a vision 
and passion for education. 

Potential board members need to 
ponder issues such as: Do I have time 
to serve on this board? Do I share the 
board's purpose? Do my beliefs conflict 
with its purpose? Can I work with the 
board? Am I able and willing to engage 
in constructive deliberation? Honest 
evaluation of these basic questions will 
lead one to a wise decision and pave the 
way for effective board service.

As mentioned in introduction, the school 
board works quietly and privately. Many 
people naturally gravitate toward action 
and away from board meetings. Mack 
Tennyson said, “To write good things 
about meetings is almost like speaking 
well of Adolf Hitler.”1 But the governance 
of an organization that serves church and 
community is an opportunity not to be 
minimized. The wisdom shown, decisions 
made, time and money sacrificed, and 
the thoughtful counsels given have 
implications far beyond a board meeting. 
The vision, deliberations, and resulting 
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actions of today will impact the school’s 
constituents for years to come.

The selection and installation of qualified 
and supportive board members of vision 
with a passion for education is vital to 
the success of a Christian school board.

2.  Place a high value  
 on board membership. 
Two signs of weak support for a school 
are automatic board turnover and short 
board term lengths. 

Admittedly, rotation of board 
membership can contribute to the 
health and vitality of the organization 
by introducing fresh vision and energy. 
Yet, a person should not be seated on 
the board merely because he hasn't 
served a term yet or because it is now 
his turn. The more basic questions of 
personal qualification, gifting, and 
vision should not be ignored. On the 
other hand, no board is composed of 
perfectly developed people. A person 
who is inexperienced in serving as a 
board member but possesses a love for 
God, truth, and children can learn from 
his peers and develop into a valuable 
contributor. Even then, however, a vision 
for Christian education and a willingness 
to learn are prerequisite qualifications.

The length of a board member’s term is 
also a significant factor in board member 
effectiveness. Two-or-three year terms 
tend to increase board turnover while 
decreasing board effectiveness and 
stability. A five-year term increases the 
potential for significant contribution 
beyond the initiation period. 

Careful attention to board turnover and 
term lengths are practical indicators of 
the value placed on the role of board 
members. High value placed on board 
service is an essential mark of success in 
an educational endeavor.

3.  Pay close attention to the board-  
 principal relationship. 
The board – principal relationship is 
critically important. Successful school 
boards work in close partnership 
with their principals, but this precious 
partnership is very fragile and requires 
careful nurture and close attention 
to prevent erosion. If damaged, this 

relationship can be strengthened and 
restored by God's enabling grace.

Sometimes, despite ongoing efforts to 
partner with the principal a board may 
need to dismiss him. But a pattern of 
rapid principal turnover indicates a need 
for change on the board level: either new 
methods of leading or new members on 
the board.  

One helpful safeguard and remedy is to 
clarify board and administrative roles. 
The board's function is to govern or direct. 
Great board members are visionary, 
developing policies to achieve the end 
result. They think and discern, answering 
what questions. However, the function of 
administrators is to manage people and 
implement board policies. They act and 
do, answering how questions. Knowing 
the board and administrative roles will 
help the board function and delegate 
properly. 

One of the crucial responsibilities of 
the board is the hiring of the principal.  
In order to clarify and enforce its 
expectations, the board is wise to 
develop a job description for him and 
then annually evaluate his performance 
in light of the job description. The 
principle, as manager, will lead in hiring 
and evaluating the rest of the staff.

Additionally, clarifying expectations of 
each party helps preserve this precious 
relationship. Roy Lowrie in his excellent 
book, Serving God on the Christian School 
Board, claims that the board should 
reasonably expect from the principal 
the following: respect, acceptance of 
reproof, direct dealings (not stirring up 
pressures against the board), security on 
sensitive matters (keeping confidences), 
spiritual leadership, academic leadership, 
straightforward reports, encouragement 
and stimulation, counsel to the board 
president, courage to make tough 
decisions, leadership in discipline, good 
judgment, and help in fundraising. 
Lowrie continues with what the principal 
should reasonably expect of the board: 
daily prayer support, appreciation of the 
principal, projection of the principal as 
the head of the school, establishment 
of basic policies, freedom to administer 
the school, no pressure for favoritism, 
courage to make tough decisions, the 

will to take reasonable steps of faith, 
proper salaries for all personnel, and 
annual evaluation of the principal.2

Close attention to the board-principal 
relationship and understanding the roles 
and expectations of each are hallmarks 
of a successful board. 
 
4.  Exercise care in the  
 use of board authority. 
All board members need to understand 
that they have board authority in 
decision making only when they are 
in an officially called meeting. Outside 
of board sessions, no one individual 
should undertake to speak for the 
board except to explain past board 
decisions or policies. I recall a non-profit 
board member who, as he walked the 
halls of the institution he was serving, 
received reports and complaints from 
staff and proceeded to dispense on-
the-spot advice and directives. This was 
problematic for that institution for three 
reasons: 1) he passed judgment without 
hearing all sides of the dispute, 2) he 
usurped and bypassed the authority 
of the supervisors and administration, 
and 3) he was speaking as a lone-ranger 
board member. It is for these reasons that 
Kenneth S. Coley says, “Board members 
have authority only when they are 
involved in an officially called meeting 
and should not interject themselves into 
the daily affairs of the school”.3 Board 
members may discuss observations with 
the principal, but any counsel given is 
considered personal advice unless the 
board member is expressing previous 
policy decisions made by the whole 
board. 

Perhaps no one faces the temptation 
to speak for the board more than the 
board chair. In the absence of the united 
counsel of the group, he and others 
should carefully regard his counsel 
as personal opinion only. Of course, 
the board chair and the administrator 
need to work together in a close 
relationship of trust. Yet, that relationship 
must safeguard the authority of the 
collective voice of the whole board. 
One educational consultant declares, 
“There is universal agreement that the 
superintendent is accountable - and 
reports - only to the school board as a 
whole, never to the board president”.4 



colloquy discontinued
Faith Builders has decided to dis-
continue the colloquy. Colloquy has 
been one of FB’s offerings since the 
1980’s and was intended to address 
issues of contemporary significance 
for conservative Anabaptist church-
es. We are grateful for the many 
people who participated in this 
event over the years. Faith Builders 
has benefitted in many ways by this 
connection with our communities. 
However, in our ongoing efforts to 
assess how to steward the resources 
of Faith Builders, we concluded that 
our energies should be directed 
elsewhere.  
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The Bible says, “In the multitude 
of counselors there is safety (Prov. 
11:4)”.  Wise board members exercise 
carefulness in the use of board authority.

5.  Engage in constructive deliberation   
 based on mutual trust. 
When the board and principal gather 
and are able to engage in healthy and 
unfiltered conflict around ideas, they 
are richly blessed. By unfiltered conflict I 
mean that each does not fear to express 
his ideas freely even if they are different 
from what others have expressed. If 
the conflict of ideas (commonly called 
discussion) is healthy, tension is absent 
and the minds are free to consider 
differing ideas.

The success of a board’s problem-solving, 
issue-oriented teamwork hinges on 
trust. And the trust needed is more than 
knowing that a colleague is going to do 
what he says he will do. Trust enables 
us to believe that another’s motives are 
sincere. Patrick Lencioni says it so well, 
“In the context of building a team, trust 
is the confidence among team members 
that their peers’ intentions are good, and 
that there is no reason to be protective 
or careful around the group. In essence, 
teammates must get comfortable being 
vulnerable with one another.”5

A board that is able to overcome the two 
crippling dysfunctions of absence of trust 
and fear of conflict is well on the way to 
healthy debate and teamwork.

6.  Position the right person 
 as board chair. 
Yes, positioning the right person as 
chair is vital in building a strong school 
board. Boards rise and fall, depending 
on the chair's effectiveness. The chair has 
significant influence on how the board 
spends its time during and between 
meetings, on whom the board hires to 
be principal, and on the quality of the 
board-principal relationship. An effective 
chair understands and communicates 
the school's mission to parents and key 
constituents, works with the principal 
to create board meeting agendas that 
are focused on key issues, and engages 
board members in productive and 
meaningful discussion and decision-
making. Even the best principal cannot 

achieve the school’s full potential 
without a good chair. It takes an effective 
chair to create a great board. 
 
Conclusion 
A successful board demonstrates more 
than these six marks of greatness, but 
no board will succeed without them. 
A visionary and faithful board must 
direct a school to serve its community 
with maximum effect. It labors quietly 
behind the scenes, like the life-giving 
heart, focusing on governance and 
establishing sound policies, delegating 
implementation of policies to the 
principal and his staff, nurturing a 
close relationship with the principal, 
exercising proper authority, engaging 
in constructive deliberation, and 
appointing an effective chairman.

May God bless and the Holy Spirit 
empower all who serve on our school 
boards.

Gary Miller
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Summer term ı June 29 - July 31
Openings remain for three single men. 
Register at www.fbep.org/st.

college student retreat ı July 3-5
Attendance is limited to 42 college 
students. 34 have already registered.
Register at www.fbep.org/cssr.

teachers week ı august 4-7
Attendance is limited to 425. 305 have 
already registered. www.fbep.org/tw.

teachers conference ı october 9-11
This weekend retreat offers input 
to teachers starting the school year. 
Registration opens by August.

winter term ı jan. 5 - feb 5, 2016
Registration opens in the fall. 

UPCOMING EVENTS & TERMS

Birth
 » Matthew & Andrea Nisly, 2nd child & son, 

Micaiah Javier, May 1.

deaths
 » Magdalena Swarey, mother of Naomi 

(Swarey) Shenk, April 20.
 » Amos Mast, father of Vivian Mast, May 6.
 » Stephen Morgan Russell, father of 

Stephen Russell, May 8.

Congratulations to the class of 2015!
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Visit us on the web at www.fbep.org

Contact us
	 By Phone (814) 789-4518
	 By Fax (814) 789-3396
	 By E-mail fbep@fbep.org
	 By Mail 28527 Guys Mills Rd
   Guys Mills, PA 16327

Faith Builders Canada 
Change of Address
Faith Builders Canada recently received a new address. 
Please direct correspondence to:
Faith Builders Canada
28 Nithview Crt
New Hamburg, ON
N3A 2H4

faith Builders 
educational Programs

28527 Guys Mills Road
Guys Mills, PA 16327

Address Service Requested
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faith builders newsletter

The Faith Builders newsletter is published quarterly 
and serves to inform, inspire, and equip its readers.  
Subscription is free upon request.

FAITHFUL 
CLASSROOM 

SERVICE
The Teacher Apprenticing Program prepares 

educators for faithful service in the 
classroom. There are currently openings for 

four ladies to begin studies in the fall.

FAITH BUILDERS
E D U C AT I O N A L  P R O G R A M S

INSTITUTE STUDENT ENROLLMENT
TWO-YEAR STUDIES BEGINNING AUGUST 24, 2015

SCHOLARSHIPS ARE AVAILABLE
http://www.fbep.org/admissions/scholarships

TEACHER 
APPRENTICING

CHRISTIAN MINISTRIES & 
GENERAL STUDIES

NON-PROGRAM 
STUDIES

FULL
FOUR STUDENTS

SOUGHT

FULL


