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Introduction
“Servant of the Assembly,” “First among equals,” “Chief Volun- 
teer.” These are some of the descriptions of Board Chairs. John 
Carver, renowned expert on board governance, describes the job 
of chair as one  that “requires skilled  handling of group process, 
an ability to lead a-group fairly but firmly, to confront and even
to welcome its diversity and to adhere to agreed-upon rules for 
board conduct.” (“Boards That Make a Difference” p.144).

Clearly, being chair of a school committee involves much more 
than presiding over meetings. It takes time, attention to detail, 
leadership skills, interpersonal skills, communications skills and 
knowledge  of the legal obligations of the board.  Chairing  a 
public board, such as a school committee, has a unique set of 
challenges. Meetings take place in public and  Open Meeting 
Laws restrict communications that take place between meetings. 
Since members are chosen by voters, philosophies and concerns 
of members can vary greatly, but opportunities to converse and 
get to know fellow committee members is limited. While the 
committee must act as one, constituents have unlimited access
to individual members and often don’t fully understand an indi-
vidual committee member’s limited power. Some responsibilities-
are defined by law, but the grey area that exists between law and 
practice is vast. An effective chair can successfully lead the com- 
mittee to surmount these challenges, focus on student achieve
ment and accomplish the mission, vision and goals of the district.

The overarching mission of every school committee is “continu-
ous improvement in student achievement”, according to the 
National School Boards Association. Further, effective school 
committees play a critical role in supporting  student  achieve
ment in their districts. While this may seem intuitively obvious to 
those who observe school committees in action, research on the 
governing practices of school committees has also confirmed this 
observation. 
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NSBA’s research arm, the Center for Public Education has identified eight 
traits of highly effective school boards that positively impact student achieve
ment:

1. Effective school boards commit to a vision of high expectations for student 
achievement and quality instruction and define clear goals toward that vision.

2. Effective school boards have strong shared beliefs and values about what 
is possible for students and their ability to learn, and of the system and its 
ability to teach all children at high levels.

3. Effective school boards are accountability driven, spending less time on 
operational issues and more time focused on policies to improve student 
achievement.

4. Effective school boards have a collaborative relationship with staff and the 
community and establish a strong communications structure to inform and 
engage both internal and external stakeholders in setting and achieving  
district goals.

5. Effective school boards are data savvy: they embrace and monitor data, 
even when the information is negative, and use it to drive continuous im- 
provement.

6. Effective school boards align and sustain resources, such as professional 
development, to meet district goals. Effective boards see a responsibility to 
maintain high standards even in the midst of budget challenges.

7. Effective school boards lead as a united team with the superintendent, 
each from their respective roles, with strong collaboration and mutual trust.

8. Effective school boards take part in team development and training, some 
times with their superintendents, to build shared knowledge, values and 
commitments for their improvement efforts.

Chairs play a critical role in ensuring that their committees adhere to the district’s mission by 
guiding and focusing the committee’s work. An effective committee must have the trust and  
respect of staff and community, and chairs must gain the respect and trust of colleagues in order to 
lead the committee to success. 

This handbook is designed to provide information and guidance to school committee chairs so 
they can build the knowledge and skills necessary to be effective in their roles. 
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 the chair as a leader
As “first among equals,” the  chair is responsible to the committee, 
not the  other way around.  The chair has only the authority granted 
to them by their colleagues. Remember, according to Robert’s Rules 
of Order, the chair is the “Servant of the Assembly, not its Master.” A 
successful chair will remember the advice: “Lead as you would be 
led.” 

Beyond running effective meetings, the chair has the responsibility  
to guide the committee’s work. Working with the  superintendent, 
the chair plays a key role in keeping the committee organized and 
focused on the district mission, vision and goals. It is also the  
responsibility of the chair to ensure that the committee stays orga-
nized around regular yearly tasks.

In addition to efficiently guiding the committee’s work, a good chair 
works to make the committee successful. This means, in essence, 
working to make every member successful. Members who feel val-
ued, who feel their strengths and interests are being put to good use 
and  who  feel they are being treated fairly will be more willing and 
able to focus on the work of the committee. Most members will  
appreciate working on a committee where leadership is shared rather 
than residing solely with the chair. It is up to the chair to organize
the committee’s work to make the best use of the strengths different 
committee members have to offer.  Effectively, then, the chair can 
help the committee be greater than the sum of its parts.

Operating Protocols/Self-Evaluation
Effective school committees work to build trust and take time to  
develop as a team with the superintendent. Taking the time to discuss 
and agree upon expectations of HOW the team will work together 
will allow members to concentrate on WHAT needs to be accom- 
plished. Discussing how to navigate the many grey areas that exist 
before they become issues will prevent problems that get in the way
of focusing on student achievement. One way to do this is to agree 
upon a set of Operating Protocols that guide how the committee and 
superintendent team will work together.  
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Operating Protocols cover the following topics:
• A statement of purpose
• Conduct of Business (Communications and Operations)
• Scope of Responsibilities
• Standards of Conduct
• Staying on Track

Some sample protocols are in the Appendix.  

The school committee needs to take responsibility for itself - for how 
well it has governed, conducted meetings, built relationships, and  
accomplished its own goals, etc. The chair can oversee a periodic 
self-evaluation so the committee can reflect on its collective work 
and each individual can reflect on there own work.  An annual work-
shop, in addition to working on goals, can provide the opportunity for 
this reflection and discussion. In addition, a workshop held soon after 
a committee has reorganized can become a time to orientnew mem-
bers. It also provides the opportunity to review and, if appropriate, 
revise the Operating Protocols. 

Operating Protocols cover areas of school committee operations/
relationships both at and outside of meetings. While the chair cer
tainly has a large responsibility to ensure that the work of the com
mittee at meetings runs smoothly and stays on target, the chair has 
a responsibility outside the meeting room as well. Members come 
to the committee with different interests, different philosophical view 
points, different skills and different communication styles.  Some
how, all these differences must combine to create a synergy if the 
committee is to be productive. The alternative is a committee where 
differences get in the way and nothing gets done. The skillful chair 
can work with members to mentor them and to help resolve differ
ences or other factors that are getting in the way of productive work.

Operating Protocols can provide a basis for talking with members if 
problems arise. While there are no fixed rules in dealing with mem
bers who make thoughtful debate, principled dissent, collaboration, 
unity and effective meetings difficult, a thoughtful chair could be 
an important mentor and guide to such potentially disruptive 
individuals.  Superintendents can often be helpful in giving  
guidance, but may be reluctant to intervene. A chair who makes sure 
every committee member’s opinion is heard and valued will go a 
long way toward ensuring that committee members stay focused on 
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the work at hand rather than becoming distracted by interpersonal 
bickering and personal agendas.

A self-evaluation can be conducted using a committee’s own Oper
ating Protocols or a different tool. Using the committee’s protocols, 
individual members can rate the extent to which each protocol was 
met  on  a scale to  set the  basis for  starting a discussion.  Looking 
both at areas where there is agreement  that protocols need work 
and areas where members have differing viewpoints can lead to 
conversations about how to improve or how to alter the protocols to 
better serve the committee.

Other tools for self-evaluation are available from MASC and may be 
particularly useful if a committee has not yet established Operating 
Protocols. A governance rubric, based on the District Governance 
Program is included  in the Appendix.  No matter what tool is used, 
the value of a self-evaluation lies in the opportunity to reflect on how 
the committee is working together and what it might do to improve.

Goal Setting
Setting goals has several components. The first is articulating the 
mission, vision and overarching goals (sometimes referred to as a 
strategic plan, strategic objectives or district improvement plan) for 
the district. The committee has a role in ensuring that goals set in 
school improvement plans and other district goal-setting documents 
are aligned to the overall district goals.  Secondly, the  committee 
must ensure that shorter range, specific goals are in place to move 
the district ever closer to achieving its vision.  This involves setting 
SMART goals* for the superintendent and setting SMART goals 
for what the committee hopes to achieve in the short term. For the 
committee, this may involve policy work, deciding how resources in 
the district, particularly in the budget, can best be leveraged to set 
the district on the right course, or what changes to seek in a contract 
negotiation. These specific, SMART goals for both the superinten
dent and the committee should  include key actions and bench
marks.

With the superintendent, the chair should plan adequate time for 
the committee to have these discussions.  It is up to the committee 
to ensure that goal-setting is done with integrity and that the longer 
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* SMART goals are Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Realistic, and Timely.
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term goals reflect the community’s vision and values. The shorter term 
goals should be also SMART and should help drive the district toward 
achieving the articulated vision.

Often, a workshop or retreat—at least annually—will allow time for the 
school committee and superintendent to have these in-depth discus
sions and for everyone to have ample input to reach consensus. A 
workshop often takes place in a less formal setting than a regular 
business  meeting, allowing for a more free-flowing  dialogue.  While 
the workshop is a posted public meeting, it need not be a time when 
decisions are finalized, but rather when information is exchanged  that 
may lead to a formal decision at a later time. In the case of the super
intendent evaluation, the information from the workshop may go to a 
subcommittee that will work with the superintendent to draft SMART 
goals for consideration by the full committee.

Monitoring Progress 
After goals have been set, the committee has a responsibility to 
monitor the progress toward the goals.  The chair can keep the 
committee organized around monitoring progress and routine tasks 
by working with the superintendent to develop a year-long agenda.  
The key actions and benchmarks in the superintendent and committee 
SMART goals can provide a guide to scheduling the presentations 
on student achievement and goals throughout the year. A year-
long agenda gives committee members the opportunity to convey 
questions well in advance of presentations and it gives presenters 
ample time to prepare. In addition, a year-long agenda can help 
keep track of annual “administrative” tasks of the committee, such as 
handbook approvals, public hearings, policy review, superintendent 
evaluation and budget development. Having a year-long agenda 
tied to district goals and addressing concerns will remind committee 
members that their concerns have a place on the agenda at the 
appropriate time. It also helps ensure that everyone’s voice is heard 
and that all committee members have input into the direction of the 
committee and the district.

Effective school committees are accountability driven and use data to 
monitor progress. Often data on student achievement comes to the 
committee in the form of presentations at school committee meetings. 
Using goal documents, the chair can work with the superintendent to 
develop a schedule of academic presentations that inform both the 
committee and the community about the progress toward the goals 
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and about the process of continuous improvement in the district.  
Presentations can also inform the committee of what future actions 
may be needed to jump-start or continue progress.

Professional Development
Committee  members need a certain base of  knowledge in order to 
be effective. This includes a working knowledge of the school district
—the  organization, the  programs  and  curriculum, the  budget, data 
to monitor progress, and other factors. It also includes a knowledge 
of the laws and regulations related to education and the work of the
committee. Further, it includes keeping current on developments 
in education and in state and federal legislation that may affect the 
district. Knowledge of the school district is often gained from presen
tations at school committee meetings. Other information comes from 
outside sources, such as MASC. A chair can help members develop 
the skills and knowledge they need by mentoring new members, 
or asking other members to take on the role of mentor.  They can 
also encourage members to attend conferences and events to build 
knowledge, such as MASC conferences and training events and 
MASC Division Meetings. The chair can invite state legislators to 
meetings to present information on relevant state activities and to 
help the legislators understand the needs and challenges of the 
district.

Between Meetings
Beyond  simply running the meetings, the chair has a significant role 
to play between meetings. Often, this is where the communication 
and interpersonal skills of the chair come into play. The chair can 
facilitate  communications between members and the superinten
dent, can assist members in getting information they need to make 
decisions and can help build relationships, or rebuild them if things 
go awry.  The ability to ask questions, to listen and to understand 
communication styles can be invaluable tools to a school committee 
chair.  In addition, the ability to explain the roles and responsibilities 
of the committee vs. those of the superintendent and to keep mem
bers true to their operating protocols is important.  

The chair often has the responsibility for making sure that informa-
tion flows to the appropriate parties between meetings.  Informa-
tion exchange can take different forms and have different levels of 
urgency. Members may need to be informed of a critical incident  in 
a timely way. The superintendent may need to be informed of parent 
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or constituent concerns. The chair can help ensure that member re
quests for information get to the superintendent and receive a proper 
response. 

Often, the chair has information that the rest of the committee is not 
privy to.  The superintendent may use the chair as a sounding board for 
potential or upcoming decisions that they are not yet ready to pres
ent to the full committee. The superintendent may inform the chair of 
a developing situation concerning staff or students that is confidential. 
For example, a superintendent may know that an administrator will be 
resigning, but doesn’t want to let others know until the written resigna
tion is in hand. As with many other aspects of chairing a committee, 
there are not many hard and fast rules about conveying information. In 
general, though, respecting confidentiality and avoiding surprises are 
important. There are times when the chair may be the conduit for com
munication and times when they are a gatekeeper. Discussions with the 
full committee about roles and responsibilities, as well as discussions
about expectations can help both the chair and  superintendent devel
op a good sense of what information members of the governance team 
expect and feel is important so they can act accordingly.

Effective and Efficient Meetings
It is up to the chair to work with the superintendent on planning meet
ings that focus on student achievement and goals. But, that’s just one 
part of running an efficient meeting.

Efficient meetings start with a well-planned agenda. A good meeting 
will include a range of items such as academic presentations, monitor
ing progress toward goals and administrative matters. A clear agenda 
will let people know what topics will be considered, the outcome ex
pected for each item and any next steps that will occur. For example, 
whether an item is a matter for information, for discussion or for a for
mal vote. Some committees find it helpful to note anticipated times for 
discussion to help keep the meeting on track.

Most often, the chair will work with the superintendent to plan the 
agenda, however, the agenda belongs to the committee. Members may 
request that items be placed on the agenda. If a chair does not feel the 
item is appropriate for the requested agenda, they may suggest a bet-
ter time to address the item based on topics on the year-long agenda, 
or explain the rationale for keeping it off.  The committee can override 
the chair, by majority vote, to place an item on the agenda.

Respecting 
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The Open Meeting Law requires that, when a meeting is posted, a 
summary of the items that “the chair reasonably anticipates” being 
discussed be included in the posting. If something new arises after the 
posting, the summary can be amended; it is not subject to the 48-hour 
advance notice. If something arises that the chair did not reasonably 
anticipate, it would not be a violation of the Open Meeting Law to dis
cuss the topic.

Effective school committees have varied and purposeful meetings 
focused on student achievement. The agenda should reflect this em
phasis.  Handling routine items through a consent agenda is one way 
to clear time for meaningful discussion on student achievement related 
topics.  

Meeting Pointers
The chair sets the tone for the meeting.  Most certainly, being well-pre
pared and well-organized is important. Making sure attendees feel wel
come and know what to expect is important as well. Members should 
have done their homework before the meeting and be prepared to 
discuss and act upon the items that come before the committee.  This 
will help the meeting flow efficiently.  And, while  rules are  important, 
the chair should remain flexible enough so that the meeting isn’t too 
technically managed or doesn’t give the impression that the meeting is 
more about order than about outcome.

Committees generally have a set of rules they follow to facilitate an 
effective meeting. Often, this is Roberts Rules of  Order Newly Revised 
or some variation. Smaller committees are very often more relaxed in 
applying Roberts Rules, but a set of agreed-upon procedures is neces
sary for an orderly meeting. At a minimum, the chair should follow the 
agenda unless there is a good reason to depart from it and enforce the	
rule that only the speaker recognized by the chair has the floor. In addi
tion, the chair should make certain that everyone who wants the oppor
tunity to speak has the opportunity to do so before others speak again.

In conducting the meeting, there are a few pointers, gathered by MASC 
in working with school committee chairs, which can be helpful in ensur
ing a successful meeting:

• Chairs need to be cautious about taking liberties with procedures for 
themselves. Doing so invites others to do the same.
• The chair can sometimes expedite action by declaring consensus on 
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a matter to move the meeting along. For example, the chair can state: 
“Without objection we will declare the minutes approved; proceed  to 
the next agenda item; take an item out of order; or close public com
ment.” At the same time, a chair should be cautious of declaring 	 	 	
unanimity when members truly want to express their opinion and 		 	
record their votes.

• Similarly, chairs should avoid “dead air time” at meetings. Once peo- 
ple have had a chance to voice their opinion, the chair should move the 
discussion along rather than allowing the opportunity for repetitious or 
unnecessary comment.

Presentations
Academic presentations by administrators or district staff are an integral 
part of school committee business. They help keep the committee and 
the public informed of the ongoing work of the district.  Presentations  
are also an important tool for the school committee in monitoring the 
progress of district goals. They can also serve to keep the community 
apprised of the activities, progress and needs of the schools. Success-
ful presentations provide the committee with the information it needs to 
evaluate progress toward the district’s goals.  

The chair plays a key role in making sure presentations are substan-
tive and make good use of the committee’s time. To expedite and help 
ensure that presentations are as efficient and informative as possible, the 
chair might want to share some important guidelines with presenters in 
advance. Presenters should have clear direction on the information the 
committee would like to hear and the questions it would like answered 
so that the committee gets the information it needs to assess progress. 
Clear guidelines also prevent time being spent  providing the commit
tee with information that is not relevant to what they want to hear about. 
Some committees have developed outlines to give guidance to present 
ers for meaningful and well-targeted presentations.  A sample outline can 
be found in the Appendix.

The chair can also work with the superintendent to provide members 
with materials for presentations in advance, most often in the meeting 
packet. When members can prepare in advance, presenters can use 
their time to highlight the important materials and allow more time for 
discussion.
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Public Participation
Public participation at school committee meetings may take several 
different forms. It can range from a public comment period at a regular 
school committee meeting to public hearings to public forums to meet
ings following a critical event. There are some similarities and some 
differences in how these various meetings are handled.

No matter the reason for public participation, it is imperative to have 
clear and consistent procedures in place and shared with the public.  
This allows the committee to maintain civil discourse even when emo-
tions are high.  The procedures should require that people are treated 
with respect, even when they disagree.

The chair should set a welcoming tone for the meeting and make sure 
people are aware of the information they need regarding the purpose 
of the meeting, protocols, time frame and speakers.  

The procedures for public participation can be reviewed by the chair 
at the start of the public comment period.  Many committees also find 
it useful to print the procedures on the meeting agenda.  They can also 
be posted prominently in the meeting room.  MASC’s guidelines for 
public comment are in the Appendix.

Even with the procedures posted, it is important that the chair enforce 
the rules and demand that speakers show common courtesy and deco-
rum.  When the rules are applied fairly, everyone feels they can express 
their views safely and will be more willing to participate.  They will also 
be more willing to accept the ultimate decision of the committee if they 
feel they have had a chance to be heard.  

Some general guidelines include:
• Designate a limited time block for the public comment period.  The 
time can always be extended by the chair.
• Provide a sign-up sheet and call on speakers in the order in which 
they signed up.
• Set and enforce time limits for speakers.  It can be helpful to have a 
timekeeper to make sure that time limits are equitably enforced.
• Remind speakers that their remarks must address items within the 
purview of the committee and that comments about staff (other than 
the superintendent) and students are out of order.
• Ensure that confidentiality is protected. This included confidential 
information related to students or personnel, health or medical 
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information and rumor presented as fact that compromises the privacy 
rights of stakeholders.
• Invite speakers to express agreement with a previous speaker rather 
than repeating the same points.  This can allow more people the op-
portunity to address the committee during the allotted time for public 
comment.
• Remind speakers that all comments must be addressed to the chair.  
This is a time for the committee to hear from the public, not to engage 
in dialogue or answer questions.  Develop procedures for responding 
to questions as appropriate.
• Remind the public that only one person has the floor—permission to 
speak-at any given time.  Therefore, clapping, booing, and heckling are 
out of order.  People who disrupt a meeting and refuse to listen to the 
directions of the chair can be removed from the meeting.

Public Comment 
A school committee meeting is a meeting in public, not a public meet
ing. Therefore, the public can only participate with the permission of 
the chair. A public comment period as a standing agenda item at a 
regular business meeting, however, fosters community engagement 
and can provide the committee with some valuable feedback.

Public Hearings
Public hearings usually deal with a particular subject, often a timely 
matter of interest. They may be in response to a recent crisis or local 
issue. Annually, the school committee will also conduct one or more 
public hearings on the budget. Sometimes, committees host hearings 
on controversial issues such as school closings, redistricting or other 
topics that affect many people.  

Public hearings often begin with a welcome and introduction, explana
tion of the purpose of the meeting, protocols and timelines and other 
information that attendees need to know.  The chair should also ex
plain the time frame for the meeting, who will speak, when public dis
cussion will take place and what present and future outcomes might 
be.  It  may also be appropriate to provide a background or summary 
of the meeting topic. For example, if the public hearing deals with a 
proposal to redistrict the schools, the superintendent might explain 
the planning process, groups involved, information gathered and 
preliminary actions prior to the meeting.
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The chair has a special challenge during these meetings to build 
credibility for the committee, establish an orderly process for 
discussion, engage the public and keep the focus on the matter at 
hand. The chair also has a responsibility to diffuse tension or anxieties.  
When the topic of a public meeting is controversial or emotionally 
charged, the chair must often deal not only with the efficiency of 
the meeting, but also possible misinformation. Veteran chairs and 
town meeting moderators advise their colleagues to remain calm 
at all times and think carefully about how what they say or do may 
be perceived by the public.  A chair can also help diffuse tension by 
assuring the public that there will be ample opportunity to participate 
and by encouraging all to follow the appropriate procedure for 
speaking and responding.

No matter how large the meeting or how controversial the issue, if a 
meeting is run fairly, the public generally accepts the rules and guid
ance of the chair. Even if a decision is made after the meeting, the 
public is more likely to accept it if the chair is effectively impartial.

TECHNOLOGY AND THE OPEN MEETING LAW
With the advent of technology and the opportunity for instant feed-
back, especially during remote meetings, some members find that 
they are being contacted, via text or email, by constituents during a 
meeting.  The constituents may have questions or comments that they 
wish the member to convey.  This is problematic in two ways.  First, the 
members are allowing participation in the meeting without permission 
of the chair, which is both a violation of the OML and against Robert’s 
Rules.  In entertaining the comments, the member has allowed the 
meeting to become a meeting with the public, not in public.  And, it is 
those people privileged to have the contact information of a particular 
member who have input, which is neither fair nor equitable.  Members 
should understand that this type of communication is off limits.

A Minute on Minutes
At times, minutes can become a point of contention for school com
mittees. Members may want to make sure their comments are reflect
ed in the minutes, make sure their name appears prominently in the 
minutes or wish to revise the minutes for various other reasons. The 
chair, working with the recording secretary, can help diffuse this issue 
by having a good understanding of what minutes should contain.
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Minutes must include “the date, time and place of the meeting, names 
of  all committee members present  or absent, a summary of the 
discussions on each subject, a list of documents and other exhibits 
used at the meeting, the decisions made and the actions taken at each 
meeting including the record of all votes.” (MGL Chapter 30A, Section 
22) School committee minutes generally also list others present at the 
meeting including the superintendent and other district faculty and 
staff members.  When members of the public speak during public 
comment period, their names should be in the record.

Minutes are not, however, a verbatim transcript of the meeting.  The 
minutes should be a summary that allows a reasonable person to 
understand what was discussed at a meeting.  If a member wants to 
make sure that their comments are recorded they should, when speak-
ing at the meeting, state “I would like the record to reflect ...” 

Subcommittees
School committees can use subcommittees to make more efficient use 
of their time. The most common subcommittees are Budget; Policy; 
Buildings and Grounds; Negotiations; and Personnel. Ad hoc subcom-
mittees that address particular issues are often created as well.

Subcommittees can do preliminary work and bring recommendations 
to the full committee. For example, a Policy subcommittee can work 
with administrators to write or revise policies and bring the recom
mended policies to the full committee for adoption. An ad hoc sub
committee on redistricting can hold public forums and gather data to 
bring back to the full committee with a recommended action. 

Most commonly, the chair appoints members to subcommittees with 
the approval of the full committee. This is a way to share leadership 
among committee members and to effectively engage the strengths 
and interests of members. The chair should also ensure that the re
sponsibility of each subcommittee is clearly defined as well as the 
expectation for reporting back to the full committee. MASC’s sample 
policies regarding subcommittees can be found in the Appendix.

Legal COUNSEL
School committees engage legal counsel for a variety of purposes 
including general education law, collective bargaining, special educa
tion, bonding and construction matters and special litigation. Often, 
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different lawyers are retained for different purposes. The superinten
dent will need access to counsel for various confidential personnel 
matters and other matters that fall under their management.  In these 
instances, there will be information that cannot be shared with the 
committee. While the superintendent will need access, it is important 
to remember that the attorney works for and represents the school 
committee. This means that in matters that may involve the school 
committee and the superintendent, counsel represents and acts on 
behalf of the committee.

Generally, committee access to counsel is through the chair.  Unlim
ited access to the school committee attorney can result in significant 
legal expense. For that reason, someone must manage access to the 
attorney. MASC recommends that school committee members go 
through the chair before receiving authorization to call the commit-
tee’s attorney.

OPEN MEETING & PUBLIC RECORDS LAWS
The chair and the superintendent should be familiar with the Open 
Meeting Law to ensure it is appropriately followed  by the committee. 
The chair can play a key role in helping committee members avoid 
running afoul of the law.

Everyone on the committee should be aware of the definition of a 
“deliberation” and avoid deliberating on public business outside of a 
meeting. Deliberation should occur only when a quorum is present at 
a properly posted meeting of the committee. The committee should 
also have a clear understanding of the appropriate use of email for 
administrative purposes, the dangers of the “reply all” button on email 
and the pitfalls of serial deliberations.  The committee and superinten-
dent should have developed protocols for email responses to constit-
uents to avoid violating the Open Meeting Law. (A copy of the open 
meeting law definition of “deliberation” is included in the Appendix.)

At the beginning of the meeting, the chair should determine if  
anyone is recording the meeting. Reporters often use a recording 
device as well as taking notes. Anyone who is recording the meeting 
should let the chair know that they are doing so. The chair must 
announce if the meeting is being recorded and/or broadcast.

The chair should be aware of the reasons for holding an Executive 
Session and the limitations on the discussions that can occur in 
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Executive Session.  The chair must also know the procedure for entering 
into Executive Session and remember that all votes taken in Executive 
Session must be roll call votes. A checklist of the reasons for an Execu
tive Session is included in the Appendix.

Periodically, at least annually, the chair and superintendent should re-
view Executive Session minutes.  The committee should vote on the 
release those for which there is no longer a reason to keep the minutes 
confidential. There are some minutes which should remain confidential 
even if it seems the business is concluded. For example, even though 
contract negotiations have been completed, minutes may contain infor-
mation or strategies that will be relevant in the next negotiation. A com-
mittee would not want the union to have this information. There may also 
be minutes where some information needs to be redacted to protect 
privacy or minutes that will never be appropriate to release. A hearing 
involving a student discipline issue would be one such example.

Most often, the secretary for the school committee or superintendent 
will take responsibility for posting meetings and subcommittee meet-
ings.  The chair should also keep the secretary informed of any addi-
tional meetings that might arise so that nothing is unintentionally over-
looked.  Workshops should be posted as open meetings. 

THE CHAIR AS SPOKESPERSON
Most often, the chair is the spokesperson for the school committee 
and represents the committee at certain school events.  In dealing with 
the media and with the public, it is important to remember that the 
chair represents the committee and not their own views.  The chair 
can explain the votes and decisions the committee has made and the 
rationale behind those votes.  They can talk about ongoing committee 
work, but should be wary of making predictions about outcomes.  Some 
pointers on facing the media are included in the Appendix.

FINAL WORDS
School committees have the responsibility to represent the vision and 
values of the community as they work toward continuous improvement 
of student achievement within their district.  The chair, the “Servant of 
the Assembly,” has the responsibility of guiding the committee’s work 
not a small or a simple task. We hope this guide provides chairs with 
helpful information as they fulfill their roles. Please feel free to contact 
MASC for any additional information or resources.
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APPENDIX  

•  What Protocols Cover

•  Sample Operating Protocols

•  Governance Rubric

•  Guidelines for Staff Reports to the School Committee

•  Policies for Public Comment Period

•  Policies for Subcommittees

•  What Constitutes a Deliberation

•  The Ten Purposes for Executive Session

•  Checklist for Entering Executive Session

•  Facing the Media: A Guide to Your Pending Interview

•  Simplified Chart of Parliamentary Procedure
































































