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A LEARNING BOARD
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BY JOSEPH HWANG. BOARD
GOVERNANCE COMMITTEE CHAIR

e all need to keep learning,

and to continue growing as

professionals. It’s why, as a
school, we take professional develop-
ment for our teachers, administrators,
and other staff members so seriously.

And the same is true for our Board
of Directors.

A highly effective Board is key to the
health of a school. Being a member of
the Board is a vitally important job. And
so, just like any other job, being success-
ful requires extensive, ongoing training,
reflection, and development.

Fortunately, our Board recognizes
that need and takes their own profes-
sional growth as seriously as they do
that of our staff, faculty, and administra-
tors.

That’s why they recently spent three
days working with John Littleford, argu-
ably the top independent school board
governance consultant in the world. Mr.
Littleford, who started his consulting
firm in 1994, spent 18 years as a head
of school, 25 years as a teacher; and has
also served as a board member and
chair of both schools and other non-
profits. It’s no surprise, then, that Mr.
Littleford now has hundreds of clients,
including the best independent schools
in the United States and around the
world.

The Board’s goal for their three days
of workshops was to ensure their un-
derstanding of best practices for school
boards, so that they could support the
school in the best possible ways, and
therefore help ensure students have the
best possible experiences on campus.

To achieve that end, Mr. Littleford
used the case study method to discuss
common problems in school govern-
ance, and to therefore develop shared
nnr{nrcmnr‘linee of how the best boards
add value to the experience of their

= ,A.Tl'gjpa,i American School is in good hands.

schools’ students. That is why individu-
als serve on a school’s board, after all:
to serve both the students of today and
those of tomorrow.

One of the key takeaways for the
Board was the importance of taking the
long-term view. Even though most mem-
bers of our board are elected parents,
they are chosen to represent the school
as an institution. That’s why so many
schools refer to this group as a “board
of trustees:” board members hold the
school in trust, respecting the school’s
traditions while ensuring the best possi-
ble education for both current students
and generations to come.

Their job is ultimately to ensure we
are the same great school, not only for
their children, but for their children’s
children, and even that generation’s
children as well.

As a result of their work with Mr.
Littleford, the Board now has an even
better understanding of their three jobs:

First, to hire, nurture and evaluate
the Head of School. Second, to ensure
the School’s fiscal health. Third, to ensure
the School remains mission driven.

That is, they know their job is to set
the School’s direction, and to ensure the
Head of School is the right person,and
has the resources she needs, to achieve
those goals.

It’s a challenging job. It’s hard to set ]
aside one’s own personal interests when,
as parents elected by the community,
they have students of their own enrolled
in the school. But we are fortunate to
have a Board that gives generously of
their time to ensure they do just that, to
ensure their job is done well, including
by making sure they get the training and
professional development they need.

By relying on Mr. Littleford’s exper-
tise, the Board ensured they were in
good hands.And that will help ensure
that, by selecting this Board of Directors,
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JOHN LITTLEFORD
DEFINES INDEPENDENT
SCHOOL EXCELLENCE

BY LINDSEY KUNDEL. COMMUNICATIONS OFFICER

n late August, TAS was fortunate to

welcome back world-renowned inde-

pendent school consultant Mr. John
Littleford. Mr. Littleford, whose extensive
client list includes many of the top inde-
pendent and international schools in the
world, has been visiting Taipei American
School for over 27 years.This year he
focused his presentation on the need to
define “excellence” in the world of the
great independent schools. Reminding his
audience that while many public schools
can be good, those who attend the finest
independent schools have a myriad of
advantages. He believes Taipei American
School, given its history and its mission,
combines the best of American independ-
ent schools, public schools, and inter-
national schools, and results in a unique
definition of what an excellent independ-
ent school can and should look like.

Littleford is a firm believer in the
power of independent schools, having at-
tended both public and private schools as
a student himself.The difference between
the two types of schools, to him, is that
truly great independent schools make stu-
dents feel valued:“no matter how small
you are, or how athletically poor you are,
[they teach students] that you can do
anything you set your mind to.” With mis-
sions that fuse academics, extra-curricu-
lars, athletics, and character development
in radically intentional ways, the schools
he believes best serve students owe their
greatness to the ability to make students
feel valued, cared for, and recognized.
Another important part of his discus-

sion of excellence rested on the need for

a school community to understand the
mission of the School, be sure it is reflec-
tive of what the majority of families seek,
and then take steps to support retaining
institutional memory.To Littleford, great
schools have both “long term leadership”
and “consistency of mission,” and those
two things are interrelated. VWhen crucial
positions of school leadership have little
turnover, schools flourish due to the
symbiotic energy among the leaders as
they enact the school’s mission—one for
present day community and one for the
future generation of students. Citing years
of research, he noted that when a school
has to “constantly redefine the same is-
sues,” it is inherently regressing and not
progressing in its mission. Institutional
memory, consistency and continuity of
leadership, and strong administrative and
Board partnerships are hallmarks of the
more successful schools.

Lastly, Littleford suggested that an in-
dependent school can look to its teachers
to figure out whether it meets his defini-
tion of excellence: “Did you ever have a
teacher who made a positive and dramatic
impact on your life?” Most people will
answer yes to at least one teacher. It is
the responsibility of those who recruit
teachers to assure that every student will
one day be able to say “Yes, | remember
that teacher, and he or she made a big
difference in my life.” If TAS is to continue
to pursue excellence, always supporting
and nurturing those memorable, impactful
teachers is essential.

"Great schools are led by great leaders who hire great teachers, who have a magi-
cal ability to ask children to give every single bit of the God-given talent that they've
inherited and grown up with, without asking more of them than they can possibly
get. In other words, that delicate tightrope between saying | know you can do it,
versus making them feel they can do it when they can't, and thereby damaging their
confidence for the rest of their lives. That delicate balance is what a great school is
all about." -John Littleford

QoA

Q: Who is John
Littleford? Why
does TAS keep
inviting him
back as a con-
sultant and par-
ent speaker?

A: Mr. Littleford is

the founder of Littl-
eford & Associates, an
international manage-
ment consulting firm,
specializing in advice
for independent and
international schools,
colleges, and non-
profit organizations.
Prior to his career in
educational consulting,
Mr. Littleford served
as Head of School for
I8 years, a teacher for
25 years, and a board
member and chair of
schools and nonprofit
agencies.According to
a former independent
school board chair and
client, Mr. Littleford’s
“caring, passion and
enjoyment fill up a
room and infect every-
one in it.”

Mr. Littleford travels
around the world, over
320 days per year to
over 1700 different
clients, because he
strongly believes in the
power of independent
schools to support
students.
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