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A
dventist K-12 schools are overseen by large boards 
whose members are drawn from churches and in-
stitutions in the local school community, as well 
as ex officio members from conference and union 
headquarters. Considering that the denomination 
currently has elementary and secondary schools 
worldwide, it is remarkable that laypersons play 

such a prominent role in the governance of this system.
Nevertheless, this system can be improved. It’s not unusual 

for people with relatively little commitment to the task to be ap-
pointed or elected to school boards. Many members attend meet-
ings sporadically, if at all. Because service is voluntary and un-
paid, members may view the position as requiring little work or 
commitment. Active engagement in the strenuous tasks of fund-
raising and strategic long-range planning is not required for 
board membership, and hence is not a priority for many board 
members. 

At the opposite pole is the tendency of many boards to micro-
manage the school’s day-to-day operations. Both problems are 
exhibited in both small and large schools—occasionally at the 
same time! 

This article explores one school’s attempt to cure board dys-
function. The author is chairman of the board, a lawyer, and a 
member of the school’s constitution and by-laws committee. Un-
der the leadership of the principal and other members of the con-
stitution and by-laws committee, the institution has embarked 
on an ongoing experiment in restructuring its board. In just one 
and a half school years, the results have demonstrated that the 
experiment is headed in the right direction. 

The new arrangement has shifted the power from the 70+ 
member school board to a smaller management committee. This 
has resulted in a significantly more efficient board—so much 
so that the next step in the constitutional experiment may be to 
permanently replace the board with the management commit-

tee. A smaller board would 
more closely resemble the 
boards of secular schools 
and corporations, which 
typically include a limited 
group of individuals with a 
strong personal and profes-
sional stake in the success 
of the organization. Al-
though such boards are far 
from perfect, they do ex-
hibit the advantage of efficiency and responsiveness to the inter-
ests of the larger communities they serve.

Background of Experiment
For the purposes of this article, the school where this struc-

tural change has been made will be called “SDAA,” short for Sev-
enth-day Adventist Academy. Use of this generic term under-
scores the fact that this structure could be adopted by a variety of 
Adventist schools. SDAA is a large, 100-year-old, K-12 school lo-
cated near an Adventist hospital and conference office in a high 
urban area. It is supported by 20 constituent churches, each of 
which, whether or not any of its student-age members attends 
SDAA, is required to pay a subsidy based upon the size of its 
congregation. 

Although most Adventist K-12 schools in North America are 
smaller than SDAA, the problems of board governance tend to 
be the same, regardless of size. Thus, the structure being imple-
mented at SDAA may be applicable in other Adventist schools as 
well. 

The Advantages of Small Group Governance
SDAA’s attempt to improve its board’s functioning began with 

rewriting the constitution and by-laws of the school. This was 
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tative government. A well-function-
ing democracy has leaders at various lev-
els who can distill the disparate view-
points of their constituents, debate those 
viewpoints, and then engage in negotia-
tion and compromise to achieve a set of 
shared goals. A small governing body fos-
ters these qualities by keeping members 
involved. Each member of a small group 
must “own” the position he or she takes 
and cannot hide in the anonymity of a 
large group. Social sanctions are more ef-
fective in small groups. The member with 
an idiosyncratic view “sticks out” more, 
causing members to focus more acutely on 
the need for unity and agreement. Small 
group debate thus tends to be more “on 
point” and productive. 

The governing board should be large 
enough to represent the views of the wider 
constituency, but small enough to provide 
an effective forum for debating disparate 
points of view. SDAA’s experience indi-
cates that groups begin to lose their effec-
tiveness when they exceed 15 members. 

In rewriting the SDAA’s board’s consti-
tution and by-laws,2 the subcommittee se-

quire a higher degree of concentrated ex-
pertise, and thus can delegate tasks to 
lower levels within the hierarchy. Board 
members who face public scrutiny at 
election time generally take their tasks 
seriously. Of course, this is not to imply 
that public school boards do not have 
problems, among which one might count 
the impossible task of pleasing a radi-
cally diverse population, along with the 
sometimes corrosive effects of inject-
ing electoral politics into what should be 
positions dedicated to the education of 
American children. 

B
y contrast, Adventist school 
boards tend to be very large. 
The board at SDAA has more 
than 70 members. But only 
about 20 show up for the reg-

ular meetings, in large measure because 
the enormous membership creates redun-
dancies and causes members to think that 
their opinions don’t matter much. 

Large boards rarely function well. One 
root cause may be analogous to the prob-
lem political scientists see in represen-

done in response to recurring problems 
in board functioning. Occasionally, a few 
members with a particular passion domi-
nated debate, excluding others from board 
discussions. Many board members became 
disengaged to the point of ineffectiveness; 
they assumed that “someone else” would 
do the work and therefore did not partic-
ipate in board deliberations. Debate was 
sometimes nonexistent, sometimes shrill, 
and only occasionally helpful. There was 
nothing particularly unusual or unique 
about the SDAA board; these tendencies 
exist in many boards. In response to the 
need for change, the constitution and by-
laws committee undertook a serious effort 
to modify the structure of the board. The 
rationale for the changes was simple: Small 
groups operate more efficiently. 

The decision to vest power in the hands 
of a smaller, core management committee 
was based on the model of public school 
boards and corporations. Despite their 
shortcomings, U.S. public school boards 
usually have some members1 who have to 
face public elections. Because their size is 
limited, public school boards tend to ac-



The Journal of Adventist Education   •   Summer 2008                                                                                            	   http://education.gc.adventist.org/jae26

major capital projects, and changes to the 
constitution and by-laws of the school. 
Beyond that, only tradition reigned.

Part of that tradition, for reasons shrouded
in historical mystery, was voting on the 
school budget. The old constitution did 
not actually specify this power; rather, it 
was a function gradually assumed by the 
constituency board over the years. No 
one, even the “old timers,” could explain 
the basis for the tradition or recall when 
it began. 

This “ultimate veto power” was problem-
atic for the elected board. The constituency 
board, whose many delegates had very 
little connection to the school or knowl-
edge of its problems, could undo in one 
vote months of budgetary planning by 
the elected board. 

The most problematic aspect of the con-
stituency’s traditional power was its abil-
ity to veto proposed tuition increases. For 
months, the board and management com-
mittee, in conjunction with the school 
financial staff, would work on the bud-
get. Tuition increases, of course, are inher-   

deliberation in a smaller forum improves the 
quality of debate in the full board sessions.

The Role of the “Constituency Board”
The primary stimulus for the change in 

SDAA’s structure was the problem caused 
by the so-called “constituency board,” 
which meets once every spring. Many 
Adventist schools may have a structure 
similar to this; even small church schools 
associated with a single congregation. Yet 
even relatively small constituencies may 
exhibit the same problems found in 
larger institutions.

SDAA’s constituency meeting is a very 
large, “super” board event that includes del-
egates from the 20 constituent churches in 
addition to the entire standing board and 
members of the faculty. The meeting is so
large that it has to be held in the chapel. 
It frequently attracts as many as 100 peo-
ple, particularly when the agenda includes 
“hot” issues. But the role of the constitu-
ency board was ill-defined in the prior
constitution. Its few enumerated powers
included voting on subsidy increases, 

riously considered reducing the size of the 
board to the number of people who usu-
ally attend—15 or so. But we were con-
cerned that because there was already such 
poor attendance, reducing the large board’s 
size might mean that even fewer people 
would show up. We also confronted the is-
sue of political legitimacy. If the board size 
shrank precipitously, constituents might 
think their views were not properly rep-
resented. Paradoxically, small group gov-
ernment is more effective in representing 
views than large, unwieldy groups, as ex-
plained above. But convincing those in the 
Adventist school community of this takes 
time. Therefore, we have kept the general 
board size the same. This is something we 
can revisit in future years.

Maintaining Representation While 
Vesting Power in a Small Board

The unique feature of the new constitu-
tion is that the school drastically cut the 
number of full board meetings and vested 
greater power in the management commit-
tee. The board now meets only five times 
a year (instead of 10 times). The 15-mem-
ber management committee (known in 
some schools as the “finance committee”) 
meets every month. Virtually all significant 
board actions are drafted in the manage-
ment committee and come 
as recommendations to the 
full board. 

M
eetings of 
the full 
board now 
consist pri-
marily of 

discussions regarding the 
management committee’s 
recommendations. Because 
members of the smaller 
committee are also board 
members, they are able 
to address the questions 
posed by the full board. 
This has improved the 
quality of debate in board 
meetings. Board members 
have the right to discuss 
actions that have been 
voted by the management 
committee, and must ratify 
its recommendations. But 
placing the rough work of 

Because service is voluntary and unpaid, [board] 
members may view the position as requiring little work 
or commitment.
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creases contained in it. The rationale is 
that the elected board is a representa-
tive body whose members come from the 
churches and speak on their behalf. If a 
church wishes to take a position, it can do 
so through its representatives on the board. 
SDAA is trying to balance the interests of 
the larger community with the needs of the 
school, a daunting task in this era of di-
minishing student population and increas-
ing educational demands.

The Small Board as a Deliberative 
Body—Why Dissent Is Good

Ideally the board should provide an  
arena that encourages spirited, rational 
discussion and dissent. In fact, dissent is 

sessions during the summer to cut the 
budget. The situation was occasionally so 
serious that the school had to terminate 
full-time employees under the “financial 
emergency” provision of their contracts. 

The desire to keep tuition costs down is 
natural and understandable. But those in-
volved with the operations of the school 
have a better understanding of what is re-
quired to keep the institution operational.
In general, board members are parents 
whose children have been, or will be, en-
rolled in the school; thus they are sensi-
tive to the hardships caused by tuition in-
creases. This should provide sufficient 
representation for the interests of parents 
in the wider school community.

Under the new con-
stitution, the manage-
ment committee devel-
ops the budget, and the 
elected board has the fi-
nal word.3 The constitu-
ency no longer has any 
say over the school’s 
budget or the tuition in-

ently double-edged. Raising tuition al-
lows the school to expand its educational 
programs, but may prevent some families 
from enrolling their children. Increases 
are therefore proposed only as a last resort. 
Before the annual constituency board, the 
SDAA elected board thoroughly debated 
proposed tuition increases. Under the old 
system, budgets with tuition increases were 
voted by the elected board and sent to the 
constituency board for final approval. 

T
he constituency meeting oc-
curred late in April, after all 
the work on the budget had 
been completed by the elected 
board. When tuition increases 

would be proposed, delegates from some 
of the churches with large numbers of ec-
onomically challenged families would 
come for one purpose: to vote down the 
increase. Regardless of how compelling 
the financial need, some delegates would 
consistently oppose any tuition increase. 
If the nay vote was successful, the elected 
board would be forced back into emergency 

The governing board should be large 
enough to represent the views of the 
wider constituency, but small enough 
to provide an effective forum for 
debating disparate points of view.
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nity members to attend board meetings, 
and frequent reports to the constituent 
churches and their own boards. The best 
argument for eliminating the large school 
board is the success of the small manage-
ment committee. Our experiment in gov-
ernance is ongoing, but the advantages of 
the new system are clear. Small govern-
ing bodies provide for direct, expeditious 
decision-making while still using repre-
sentative, deliberative procedures. Project-
ing current trends into the future, it seems 
likely that this model for school board 
structure will be benefi cial. 0
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hopes that the jurors will take their task 
seriously. School boards can suffer from 
similarly debilitating polarities—ineffec-
tiveness born of indifference or of single-
mindedness in a strong-willed subgroup. 
Yet the outcome of their decision-mak-
ing is no less important than the result of 
a jury trial.

The larger the governing body, the 
more it tends to foster polarities in group 
debate—vigorously antagonistic nay-say-
ing, driven by a few mavericks; or routine 
yea-saying, with diversity lulled into pas-
sivity by a lack of dissent. Neither consti-
tutes effective board behavior. A school 
board, appropriately invigorated by rea-
sonable dissent, is vital to a well-func-
tioning school. Without dissenting voices, 
bad ideas will go unchallenged, and good 
ideas will not be polished and refi ned. 

Trends 
SDAA’s offi cial elected board remains 

the size as it was before the constitutional
change two years ago. But the manage-
ment committee functions so well that the 
role of the large school board is becoming 
less clear. A secondary effect of placing 
so much power in the hands of the man-
agement committee is that as time passes, 
fewer members are attending sessions of 
the elected board. 

T
hus we appear to be on a short 
path to another decision point: 
whether to keep the full elected 
board, or replace it permanently 
with one the size of the current 

management committee. The advantages
of a smaller operating board are numer-
ous, as described above. The negatives are 
primarily “political”—the impression that 
the board is “less representative” of the 
wider church community, or that a smaller
board is a cabal, driven by the will of a 
few. Some may feel that these are reasons 
enough to maintain a larger board. 

But these potential problems can be 
addressed through transparency regard-
ing the board processes, inviting commu-

the essential ingredient in any deliberative 
body. According to Cass Sunstein, of the 
University of Chicago School of Law: 

“Organizations and nations are far 
more likely to prosper if they welcome 
dissent and promote openness. Well-func-
tioning societies benefi t from a wide range 
of views.”4

T
here is a statement attributed to 
the 18th century Scottish phi-
losopher, David Hume: “Truth 
springs larger from argument 
amongst friends.”5 Apocryphal 

or not, the observation does point to a 
truth about the way groups function best. 
Sunstein writes that “the goal should be 
optimal confl ict, not as much confl ict as 
possible.”6 This is achieved only through 
committed members directed by a leader 
or leaders who are neither overbearing nor 
uninvolved.

The real-world example with which the 
author is most familiar is the jury system. 
It exhibits the polarities of small group 
dynamics. Contrary to conventional wis-
dom, a jury goes awry when it deliber-
ations are unduly constricted. The jury 
works best when the members carefully 
consider all views, appropriately and tem-
perately expressed in an environment of 
trust and cooperation. 

For this reason, the primary character-
istic that I use to eliminate jurors is the 
apparent tendency to lead too much—the 
domineering personality, seen in persons 
whose job description requires quick deci-
sions and a high degree of independence. 
Strong opinions are fi ne, if counterbal-
anced by a willingness to listen to others 
and elicit as many opinions as possible. 
The free expression of views should be fol-
lowed by a methodical consideration of all 
evidence in some kind of logical progres-
sion. Even if the conclusion of a legal case 
is fairly clear, agreement is best achieved 
through group deliberation. 

The jury process produces less than 
optimal results when most members 
become disengaged and allow a conclu-
sion to be reached without adequate airing 
of viewpoints. This problem, which some 
theorists have described as “groupthink,”7 

is destructive to proper jury function. 
With so much at stake—whether “mere 
money” in a civil case, or one’s life or lib-
erty in a criminal case—everyone involved 

The unique feature of the new [Sdaa] constitution 
is that the school drastically cut the number of full 
board meetings and vested greater power in the 
management committee.
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