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Planning an effective board retreat
Summer is the perfect time to have a school board retreat. Schools are closed, the 

hectic pace of the school year is behind you, and it’s a good time to step back, evaluate 
how the board met its goals, and think about what the future holds.

“A retreat allows the board the opportunity to see the forest and not just the 
trees,” says Betsy Miller-Jones, associate director of board development and policy 
services for the Oregon School Boards Association. “It’s a chance to look backward 
and forward and to ask: ‘How did we do?’ and ‘Where are we going?’”

Getting started
 Î Hire a facilitator.

“I encourage boards to hire a facilitator from outside the school family,” Miller-
Jones says. “An outside facilitator can focus on keeping the process moving 
smoothly and directing the inquiry without being suspected of having an agenda 
of his or her own or favoring one particular point of view.  When someone from 
your team handles the facilitation, he or she either gives up his or her ability to 
participate, or his or her participation often interferes with the facilitation.” It’s 
important to find someone who understands that the role of the facilitator is to 
facilitate the board’s discussion, not to participate in the discussion. “The board 
needs to own the discussions while the facilitator makes sure the board members 
stay on topic and keeps them on schedule,” she says. Someone who has taken 
training through the International Association of Facilitators usually has a solid 
background in working as a facilitator, she advises.

 Î Select a good location.
Space is important. Select a location that allows space for participants to move 
around. If the group numbers seven to nine participants, use a square table 
configuration. For larger groups, use round tables with groups of five at each 
table. “Make sure those sitting at a table can see each other,” Miller-Jones 
says. If the group is large, make sure to schedule time for some smaller group 
discussions. Five to seven people in a group is a good rule of thumb for small 
group work, she says. Have flip charts available and schedule plenty of breaks. If 
money’s tight, the retreat can easily be held in a school district meeting room.

 Î Plan ahead.
The facilitator needs to work with the superintendent and the board to plan the 
retreat. A planning framework that Miller-Jones uses is the Three P’s Rule:

•	  Purpose: Why is the board having a retreat?

•	  Product: What will be the end result of the board’s retreat?

•	  Process: What means is the board using to get to the retreat’s purpose?
“If board members walk into their retreat able to answer these questions, they 
will be motivated to get the work done,” she explains. 
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 Î Include time for socializing.
Make sure there’s a break every two hours. “Board members need to have some 
down time to get to know each other,” she says. A lunch that gives attendees a 
chance to visit is always a welcome break.

 Î Don’t try to do too much.
A retreat offers boards an opportunity to look at the whole picture of school 
district operations, to work on team building and to build personal relationships, 
but don’t try to do too much. Goal setting can take an entire day, Miller-Jones 
says, especially if the goals are new and not an update of past goals. If a board is 
focused on setting goals, prior to the retreat ask the community for input through 
a district-wide survey. (See the survey tips in this month’s set of materials.) 
Having the information from the survey on hand can provide the background 
material for an entire day’s discussion about where you are and where you are 
going, provided the survey has been developed to align with your goals for the 
retreat.
For retreats where there are new board members, Miller-Jones suggests setting 
aside the morning for orientation. An excellent method for bringing board 
members in to the orientation process, Miller-Jones says, is to have them prepare 
answers to the following questions: 

•	  Why did you run for the school board?

•	  What do you hope to achieve?
More experienced board members can also provide insight on the board’s goals, 
mission and vision and a history on how they were developed.
Following new board member orientation, she suggests using the afternoon to 
discuss challenges for the coming year and to develop objectives to meet those 
challenges.

Contributed by: Margaret Petersen, APR, communications consultant


