Chapter 4
Excellence in Governance


Excellent leadership training institutions are accountable to the constituencies that they serve.  They are advised and governed by well-conceived and supportive advisory councils and governing boards.  

In this chapter, we want to examine the foundations on which theological education institutions stand.  The fundamental question is one of ownership, and the key to excellence in governance is that those who are the owners must assume responsibility for what is theirs. Governance is the primary way by which training institutions are accountable for what they do, whether in the Western or non-Western world.  In this chapter, I will suggest that there are three basic levels in which governance needs to be done:  (1) at an authority level, by an advisory or general council representing the institution’s constituency; (2) at a policy level, by a governing board or council; and (3) at an implementation level, by the institution’s administrative staff team, under the leadership of the institution’s principal.  We will look at the responsibilities of each of these. 

Are Boards Worth the Effort?


Probably so, since the written constitutions of most training programs require them to have some sort of board, council or governing body.  Even so, there are lots of reasons to wonder why we should bother with boards.  I have attended many board or council meetings and have found very few of them to be functional.  Sometimes a board seems to be little more than a token group of national church leaders convened regularly for appearance sake, since all of the important decisions (especially those related to funding) are either made by the mission that started the school or by the school’s administrative staff and faculty.  


Many board members don’t show up regularly for meetings anyway, and those that do come don’t seem to have a clue about why they are there.  In some cases, board members have to be paid honoraria and travel fees before they consider showing up.  This lack of respect for boards is not surprising.  In one school, the principal routinely wrote the minutes for their council meeting before the council ever met.  The group knew that their meetings were pointless, although they continued to gather to listen to reports and to talk about issues before agreeing with the predetermined conclusions.  I have seen people sleeping during board meetings (once even the chairman)!  


Most boards seem to exist as little more than working committees, designed to help the school’s administrative staff get their work done.  It is amazing how much collective time can be spent by important people trying to decide whether a photocopy machine should be bought.  Councils become admissions committees to consider who should or shouldn’t be accepted as students into the training program. They become personnel committees to deal with salary scales and the hiring and firing of teachers.  They function as grievance committees to solve relational and practical problems.  They become committees for buildings and grounds, developing schedules for maintenance and debating costs for specific equipment.  They become finance committees, compiling and critiquing the budget line-by-line, as well as determining how money should be handled and who should have account signatures.  They become building committees to draw up site plans and to discuss the details and costs of facilities that need to be built or refurbished.  All of these activities may be very helpful to a school –- although it doesn’t make sense to create a “board” or “governing council” made up of important church leaders or community experts just for this.  Qualified volunteers could serve the same purpose and working with them would be a lot simpler.  


Board meetings often aren’t much fun.  Relationships can be strained, such as when the leadership of sponsoring churches use the board meeting as a forum for problems that have little or nothing to do with the training program itself.  Occasionally unhealthy “we-they” tensions surface between missionaries and national staff, or between the administrative leadership and the leaders of local churches.  Sometimes poor dynamics arise from power struggles or cross-cultural misunderstandings between any number of different groups or individuals.  


So it is worth returning to our original question: why should we bother to have a board at all?  The answer lies in understanding the nature of governance:  to help training programs be accountable to those whom they exist to serve as they faithfully accomplish what was intended to be accomplished.   A healthy board or council provides long-term stability to training programs.  However, most theological training programs lack a general understanding of governance.  As their boards are neither strong nor functional they don’t have a firm foundation on which to build their programs.  Poor governance may be the single biggest weakness for many theological training institutions.  How can we have excellence in governance?  

Whose Theological Training Program or Institution Is It?


The fundamental questions of governance relate to issues of ownership.  Whose school is this?  With whom do we share our concerns and tell our stories?  Who makes the rules that we need to follow? And who helps us to make sure that we continue to be and do what was intended?  

(1) Is the government our owner?  


Educational organizations have constitutions that require them to fulfill certain requirements before “the authorities.”  If they are registered or chartered, they normally need to have a board that can be held accountable for all activities of the organization.  This is an important aspect of allowing our training efforts to have public credibility.  However, most of us don’t consider the government to be one of our “owners.”  The Ministry of Education (or wherever legal papers accumulate) is simply the place where documents relating to ownership are legally filed.  “Trustees” who meet only to fulfill government requirements are not really representing those who are the owners.  

(2) Are we our own owners?  


Most leadership training institutions seem to function as though they were their own owners.  The administrative and faculty team writes their own purpose statement and develop their own five-year plan.  They make and enforce the rules regarding internal operations. Those who work for the school hire, fire and evaluate each other.  They determine their own salaries and budgets, as well as assuming the responsibility of raising and administering the funds needed to function.  They see accountability (explaining themselves) in three different areas: 

· Validation -- satisfying governmental concerns about the legality of existing as a school;

· Accreditation -- satisfying peer-level institutions that what is being done is at a similar level to what everyone else is doing; and 

· Community satisfaction -- making the program’s beneficiaries happy as students are effectively prepared for ministry.  


All three of these aspects of accountability are important.  Furthermore, much of the practical implementation of governance policies is a task that should be assumed by the training program’s management team.  However, excellent training institutions should not be their own owners.  When we want to share our successes or struggles, we shouldn’t primarily be talking or giving reports to ourselves.

(3) Are the founders our owners?  


In places with a British colonial heritage, founders become the “company.” Their appointed trustees serve for life to guarantee that the original purpose of the organization is being followed.  These trustees may never meet together and are not normally involved in any of the day-to-day decisions of the organization.  While there may be a managing or governing board, it is these trustees who are considered the “owners” of the company.  

This isn’t a structure that is helpful to most educational programs.  The existence of a board of trustees who are not required to meet or to stay in touch with the activities of the school is an invitation to serious tensions with the school’s board of governors (and the school itself) as the programs evolve and respond to current realities.  

Neither is it helpful when founders are considered (or consider themselves) to be the owners of a training institution.  It is appropriate to honor those who brought and nurtured the school into existence, but it should be clear that a leadership training program doesn’t exist to benefit its historical founders in the same way that a factory exists to provide profits for its founders and stakeholders.  

(4) Are the beneficiaries of the program our owners?  


Absolutely!  The real owners of a leadership training institution are those who benefit from its program.  This kind of ownership is relatively easy to visualize for institutions established, staffed and funded by a church denomination wanting to train students for its churches.  This is their training effort.  The denomination creates the rules, hires the teachers and staff, selects the students, approves the curriculum and budget, and provides funding for its training program.  


Although things are more complicated for institutions established by organizations or individuals who wanted to create training options for the wider Christian community, the concepts are the same.  All of those who benefit from its program become stakeholders in the institution.  When churches or Christian organizations invest in a training institution by sending their students to be trained, by sending faculty members to teach, or by providing financing to help the school operate – they become the functional “owners” of the program.  It is appropriate for each of these beneficiaries to claim that this training institution is “their” program.  Founding organizations become owners of the institution in the same way, not from their historical relationship to what was done years ago, but because they continue to benefit from what is being done by and through the program.  All of these owners have the right to help define the rules under which the institution should function, as they are the ones providing teachers, students and funding.  It is appropriate for them to receive reports on the progress of the training efforts and to have input into the ongoing direction and functioning of what really is “their” program.  

The Role of Ownership in Governance 


To develop healthy governance structures, the first step for theological education institutions is to be clear on who it is that owns them.  They need to understand the make-up of the broad constituency they are serving.  Those who consider the institution to be “their” school need to be acknowledged, honored and listened to.  This is not primarily a question of legal ownership, which is an issue that should be defined in a school’s constitution.  Ownership is not so much an issue of “authority over” as “responsibility for.”  As the owners are those who are served by the school, their own best interests are served when their training institution runs with excellence.  Functional ownership will be more flexible as new “owners” opt in and non-involved former “owners” drop out.  Both legal and functional ownership should be built into practical structures developed for governance.  There are three basic levels in which governance needs to be done:  

(1) At an authority level, by a broad body representing the institution’s entire constituency.  We will refer to this as the general assembly, though it also could be seen as an advisory board or a general council.

(2) At a policy level, by a smaller group selected for their expertise and availability to define the institutions purpose, to develop operational policy and to oversee the implementation of those policies. We will refer to this as a governing board or governing council.  

(3) At an implementation level, by those who run the training institution for the constituency within the policies established so that the institution’s vision and purpose will be achieved. The institution’s principal or president is responsible to see that this is done, working together with all of the school’s administrative staff and faculty.

The General Assembly as an Advisory Board or Advisory Council 


Denominational training programs have regularly scheduled general assemblies, composed of delegates from churches within the denomination.  The agenda at the general assembly will normally include reports on the progress of the denomination’s leadership training program(s).  While responsibility for overseeing the health of these Bible schools and seminaries will usually be given to a smaller group selected by the assembly, this governing group will also report back to the larger assembly. The general assembly retains authority to approve all major issues concerning the school(s), such as its budget and the appointment of the principal and its governing board(s).  


Non-denominational training institutions need a similar sort of general assembly.  This group should be composed of all those who represent the program’s “owners” and “stakeholders.”  They will be important leaders from churches and Christian organizations that consider this to be their school.  As they are the ones providing teachers, staff, students and funding to the training program, the school must provide them with regular reports and information to help them understand the health of their institution, along with prayer and financial needs.  This group should have an opportunity to discuss these issues together, as well as to give feedback regarding the success or failure of the program.  This general assembly should meet at least once a year, perhaps in conjunction with major events being held at the training institution, such as graduation ceremonies or a week of special emphasis.  


This representative group of owners could be called an advisory council or advisory board as they exist to give counsel and feedback more than to govern.  Although the general assembly may give itself some important powers, such as approving the budget or ratifying the selection of a governing board or the school’s principal, its primary focus should be on the bigger issues of results and impact, not on day-to-day operations or details.  Meetings of and with this group should be designed to obtain maximum feedback concerning students and graduates, along with insights into the impact (or lack of it) that the leadership training program is having.  The expertise of the group can become a forum or think-tank to help the school consider creative and new ways to do training, administration, fund-raising, student recruitment, etc.  These meetings can be excellent times for the leadership of the school to learn about significant trends and issues within education, the church or society in general.  


This formalized advisory group may be called a board of reference as the individuals on this board are well-known leaders whose blessing is an affirmation to the broader community of the value of the training being offered.  The importance and influence of this group should not be underestimated.  It is thus imperative that they feel comfortable with all aspects of what the theological training institution is trying to accomplish, as they are in a unique position to pray intelligently for the institution and to share its needs and success with the wider community. 


The Governing Board  


Every training program needs a governing council or board.  This is a smaller group that fulfills the constitutional role of trusteeship, assuming legal responsibility for the leadership training program and its activities.  It works under the broad authority of a general assembly to develop policies and rules under which a training program functions and to oversee the overall operations of the training institution.  


A governing board may be called a board of directors, board of trustees or board of regents.   It is the primary responsibility of a governing board or council to make sure that a training institution is doing what it is supposed to be doing.  It usually is considered by the school’s constitution to be the legal entity that “owns” the program (normally on behalf of the general assembly or the various organizations that the council members represent).  It is ultimately accountable for all aspects and activities of the organization.  The board should define and routinely affirm the basic purposes or mission of the training program, as well as its values.  The board oversees the development and implementation of a strategic plan that reflects the school’s mission and values as it attempts to respond to the real needs of the school’s constituency, within the financial and human resources available.  


A governing board or council should not have more than 7-12 members.  If it intends to hold full-day discussions, then it shouldn’t need to meet together more than three times a year (two formal meetings plus participating in the annual retreat with the staff). If the board or council members live locally so that they can easily get together, they may opt to meet for half days every two to three months or so.  


It is useful for theological institutions to have board members who represent a diversity of professions.  That means that they should not all be pastors or academics.  If the program’s training is offered to both men and women from a variety of denominational backgrounds, council members should reflect those constituencies, that is, men and women of a variety of ages who come from different church groups.  This same principle applies to denominational schools.  If a significant portion of the student body, faculty or funding comes from outside the denomination, the board should have members who represent these part-owners of the program. As possible, it also can be helpful to have board members who bring specific skills, such as in human resources, business, finance, administration, media or law.  Although staff members, including the principal, may serve in ex-oficio ways on the governing board, they should not be members or officers of the board. 


There are advantages in having a person serve as a board member long enough to thoroughly understand the history and operations of the training institution, as well as to build relationships with other board members and with staff and students.  However, there also are advantages when a board member does not consider the position to be a life-long appointment.  There is wisdom in having a maximum age for service as a board member (perhaps 70-75 or so), and in allowing a board member to serve for no more than two four-to-five year terms.  This allows for renewal and the introduction of new ideas and perspectives.  The board should develop procedures for the nomination and selection of new members.  These could be selected (or ratified) by the general assembly in accordance with criteria that describe what qualities or experiences are wanted or required in board members.  


Board members need to sense enough freedom with one another to be able to share openly and honestly as they carefully consider the various sides of complicated issues, including issues with emotional aspects.  It is not helpful to push for all decisions to be made by unanimous acclimation. If people have serious reservations over a specific issue, the board can usually postpone a decision.  The details of all discussion should remain confidential and when a decision is made, the board speaks with one voice.  Individual members should not continue to voice their personal views outside of the board.  


As the supreme governing body for a theological training institution, a governing council develops the rules or policies under which a school operates.  They should not see themselves as a group of experts who exist to help the staff do its job.  For example, rather than develop a budget, the governing board determines what makes a budget acceptable or unacceptable.  Rather than hire and evaluate the staff and teachers, the governing board develops policies that determine what kind of teachers and administrators are (or are not) acceptable to the school.  The board then monitors these policies to see that they are being appropriately implemented.  The council should do this through the principal or director, who is the only person that they hire.  The administrative and teaching staff report on all things to the principal, who then reports regularly to the board regarding progress, problems or issues needing discussion. 


Examples of a board policy might be: “All administrative and teaching staff will have written job descriptions that include performance standards.”  Or: “All administrative and teaching staff will be evaluated annually according to the performance standards for their job.”  The board doesn’t write job descriptions, performance standards or evaluation processes.  These are issues of policy implementation and should be done by the school’s management team.  We will discuss these issues further in the next chapter.  However, the board does have the responsibility to make sure that adequate job descriptions and performance standards exist for each employee of the school, that evaluations are done annually, and that all these are done in accordance with the policies that the board established.  


When a board receives the report that the principal gives (which should be in their hands in a written form well in advance of the board meeting), they read it carefully (rather than having it read to them) in the light of established policies that are being implemented.  A board needs to understand whether or not the leadership training program is achieving what it intends to achieve within the fundamental guidelines of what the program was created to be.  


There are occasions when a governing board is required to give its blessing to decisions that are more appropriately made by others.  These might include the ratification of staff or faculty appointments, approval of calendar events or approval of the budget.  A token “yes” is adequate and extensive time should not be taken to systematically review what hopefully was done with competence by others -- unless of course, it appears that there have been violations of board established policies.  However, even then, a board shouldn’t step in to do the work for the staff; it should require that those responsible redo the work.  A board should use its time and expertise to discuss bigger issues, such as helping to define the kinds of teachers that are needed, or to discuss how existing faculty could be renewed or trained further.  Like the general assembly, governing boards have an advisory function, and should draw on their expertise to think creatively about issues that face the institution.  These could include discussions about how funding could be developed or how new students, new faculty (or even new constituencies) could be discovered.  


Usually a board has a fiduciary or legal responsibility to monitor that funds are being raised and used appropriately, and with proper documentation.  This is important, though it is even more important to determine whether the funds raised and expended were adequate to enable the training institution to achieve what its values and purposes state are supposed to be achieved.  In all areas, a board should not become distracted by the day-to-day issues of operations. Its primary task is to guarantee that the overall training program is being effective in what it is trying to do. 

Specific Responsibilities of the Board

The following list of the responsibilities of a theological education training institution board is adapted from a presentation made at an OCI Institute for Excellence in Cairo in February 2001 by Nabil Costa, the executive director of the Lebanese Society for Social Development.  

(1) A board has a visionary dimension:  

· To develop and affirm the mission of the institution (its values, purpose and statement of faith, etc.) and to keep watch over the training program or institution to ensure that this foundation is preserved.

· To pray and dream about what the future of the program will look like. Even though most of the work in developing a strategic plan will be done by the school’s management team and teaching staff, the strategic planning process is overseen by the board as it is their responsibility to make the future a reality, in accordance with the fundamental purpose and values of the program.  If foundational changes are needed, it is the board that needs to affirm this.

(2) A board has an administrative and managerial dimension:  

· To develop policies for all aspects of the operation of the training and to monitor the health of the school through the principal’s reports in the light of the institution’s purpose, value and policies. 

· To approve the budget (as developed in accordance with the policies that the board has established) and to ensure that proper fiscal controls are in place so that funds are appropriately used. 

· To recruit, appoint, evaluate and encourage the school’s director (principal, president or chief executive officer) and new board members.  

· To evaluate its own effectiveness

(3) A board has a public relations dimension:  

· To know the training institution well, and be prayerfully and publicly supportive of it.  

· To help the institution have healthy relationships with donors, churches, the community, the media, alumni and the government.  

· To assist in the finding of new donors, while being donors themselves.

 (4) A board has a legal dimension: 

· On behalf of the owners, to be responsible for all fiscal oversight and fiscal liability, as well as for the overall well-being of the ministry.

Specific Responsibilities of Board Members


Each board or council member should wholeheartedly embrace what it means to be a part of the board.  Being a council member is not a position that a person takes on in order to gain prestige or to enhance his or her image in the community.  Neither is it a job for which people should be paid, though if the budget allows, it is acceptable to offer reimbursement for travel.  No one should accept the responsibility to serve on a governing board if he or she is not willing to regularly pray for and financially give to the institution, as well as to be informed about the program and its people through reading reports and visits, and to actively participate in all the board meetings.  


Dr. Manfred W. Kohl, Vice-President of International Development for Overseas Council International has shared what he calls the “Rule of Seven” at many of the OCI Institutes for Excellence.  These are not rigid rules, but wise principles.  According to the Rule of Seven, each board member should commit himself or herself:

1. To spend seven seconds a day in prayer for the school, its leadership and staff.

2. To spend seven minutes a week in order to read correspondence, newsletters and reports from the school; to call the principal or others to see how things are going; and as the occasion arises, to share the nature and goals of the training program with others.

3. To set aside seven hours a month to occasionally attend chapel services or staff prayer times; or to have lunch with the principal, teachers, or students.  

4. To give seven days a year to attend regular board meetings; to be a part of special times of prayer and planning with the board and staff.

5. To serve seven years on the board to give continuity and quality service, but then to step down in order to provide opportunity for new people with new ideas, as well as to be free to serve on the board of other organizations.

6. To spend the last seven weeks of one’s term to train one’s successor in order to make a smooth and uncomplicated transition; and to explain difficult or significant issues of the past.

7. To share (with the other board members) in providing 1/7 of the operating budget by personally committing financial support; by finding friends and donors interested in the ministry, and by helping to open doors and to follow-up on contacts.

The Administrative or Management Team


As we noted earlier, theological training institutions should not function as their own owners.  Nevertheless, there are important governance roles that must be assumed by the school’s administrative team.  The training program’s leadership will listen to the wisdom and advice of those important leaders who are a part of their general assembly.  We need their affirmation and blessing since we are “their” training program.  We want them to continue to send us students, teachers and funding.  A school’s administrative leadership will also respect its governing board since they have legal responsibility for all aspects of our leadership training institution.  Good governance is more than a booklet containing well-constructed rules and policies.  Policies need to be implemented with reports given back so that the board (and the owners) will feel satisfied that the institution is doing what it is supposed to be doing.  Obviously there will need to be a management or leadership team that will assist in doing the day-to-day administrative tasks of the institution.  Having a competent administrative staff team is the subject of our next chapter.  However, before concluding our discussion of issues of governance, we need to consider the role and responsibility of the one person who assumes responsibility for the implementation of the vision and the policies of the training institution.  This individual may be called provost, principal, CEO, chancellor, vice-chancellor, executive director or president.  

The Governance Role of the Principal

In chapter 2, we discussed the qualities that need to be true in the life of any person who gives leadership to leadership training programs.  We also suggested that there are four basic tasks for anyone in a position of leadership in a theological training institution:  (1) A leader provides vision and a plan;  (2) A leader builds, equips and encourages teams;  (3) A leader teaches and master teaches; and (4) A leader represents the school publicly.  

However, only one person is to be appointed as the school’s leader, or principal.  This is the individual hired by the governing board and ratified by the general assembly to assume total responsibility for everything that goes on within the institution.   This implies that the responsibilities of the principal need to include at least the following areas:

· Strategic planning, including long-term perspectives

· Operational and organizational planning, including staff development

· Annual budget with regular financial reports and preparation for annual audit

· Team development and planning with/for key staff members

· Regular/monthly information flow to members of the board, ensuring that decisions made by the board and committees are carried out.

· Representation of the organization to the outside, including participation in international meetings

· Ultimate responsibility for corporate identity, all publications and marketing activities

· Preparing and attending meetings of the board and committees

This is not a job for a perfectionist who prefers to do everything all by himself. Neither is this a job for someone whose passion is exclusively for teaching or giving pastoral care.  Let teachers or preachers give their heart and soul to teaching and preaching.  An effective principal, on the other hand, will need to divide his or her time into roughly three equal portions.  

(1) Building relationships with the governing board and the members of the general assembly.  This will be both pastoral and part of the need to cast a vision.  It is important to hear the heartbeat and concerns of the board and the leaders of the school’s constituency. The principal will share his or her own concerns as well as what God is doing in and through the training institution.  Life at a training institution will be improved if the principal invests significant time regularly with these key people. 

 
(2) Investing in the school’s leadership or management team.  This will involve some hands-on administration and teaching, although it also must include empowering others and master teaching in order to have a strong team that can work together in carrying out the mission of the school.  We will discuss a possible structure for this leadership team in the next chapter.  

(3) Public relations.  This may involve public speaking for fund- or friend-raising purposes in a variety of contexts, as well as holding private conversations with new and old friends.  As the principal visibly represents what the school is, significant time needs to be given so that the credibility of the school can be recognized by government officials, by other training institutions and by society in general. 

Conclusions


Good governance is a solid foundation for theological training institutions.  It is important for the constituencies served by the training program to take real ownership of the training efforts and to develop structures that will define and preserve an institution’s values and purpose.  One important key to doing this with excellence is having a principal who can not only build and empower teams to implement the desires of the governing board and the general assembly, but who can inspire vision while providing pastoral care to key leaders of the school’s constituency.

Discussion Questions Regarding Your Governance

1. How functional are your boards or councils?  

2. Who owns you?  Do they know that?  

3. To what extent does your governing board function as committees, primarily doing the work of management or administrative staff?   How could you help them to spend less time doing what doesn’t really need to be done by them and more time doing things that are important?

4. Is your governing board or council made up of the right people?  What could be done to make this a healthier governance group?  
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