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Has your school struggled to recruit board members? A contributing factor may be that potential candidates 
see the technical aspects and public deliberations of a meeting and feel like they don’t have the skills to be a 
board member. It is critical that your board provides onboarding support to new members through training 
and guidance to make sure that all members are equipped for the role. It may be even more important that 
potential members know that your board will provide those supports to anyone coming onboard. This issue 
explores effective onboarding practices for charter school boards. Make sure that your charter school board is 
loud and clear about the efforts it provides to equip and onboard new members so that the role feels 
accessible to all.  

Joining a charter school board is an act of service that can feel both exciting and overwhelming. Whether you 
are a parent wanting to give back, a teacher representing your peers, or a community member offering 
professional expertise, you are now a "fiduciary"—a steward of public funds and the school’s long-term 
mission. While state law (MN Stat. 124E) requires you to complete training on roles and finances, that 
training tells you how a board works in theory. Onboarding is what tells you how your board works in 
practice. 

A Fundamental Shift: Wearing the "Board Hat" 

The most common hurdle for new members, especially parents and teachers, is the transition from being a 
"user" of the school to being its "governor." As a parent, you naturally care about your child’s classroom; as a 
teacher, you care about your daily workload. However, once you sit at the board table, you must wear your 
"Board Hat." This means making decisions based on what is best for the entire school community now, and 
five years from now, rather than what is most convenient for one classroom today. Effective onboarding helps 
you make this shift by teaching you to look at the school through the lens of policy, not personal 
circumstances. 

The "Board Buddy" System: Why You Need a Mentor 

Governing in public is a unique skill. Under Minnesota’s Open Meeting Law (MN §13D), most board 
discussions must happen in front of the public. This can make new members feel hesitant to ask basic 
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questions. To solve this, effective boards use a "Board Buddy" or mentorship system. A veteran member is 
assigned to you as a guide that you can ask about acronyms, the history of a specific building lease, or how to 
read a cash flow statement. This mentorship preserves the school leader’s time and ensures you feel 
supported from your very first meeting. 

Navigating the Paperwork: Onboarding Documents 

You shouldn't have to hunt for information. A strong board provides key onboarding documents (often a 
shared Google Drive or binder) that acts as the school’s instruction manual. This shouldn’t be a dump of every 
document ever created, but a curated collection of the essentials that will orient new board members to the 
school’s responsibilities and programs.  

Charter Contract: Call out Exhibits G, H, and S for the school’s specific academic promises and 
outstanding obligations. 

Bylaws & Policies: Including Conflict of Interest and Nepotism policies. 

Financial Health: The most recent audit and the current budget. 

Governance Tools: The strategic plan, board calendar, committee structures, and the School Leader's 
evaluation policy. 

Highly effective boards will also discuss why these documents are important and teach new members how 
they intersect with the board’s governance role. Reading these documents gives an overview of the school, 
outlining the legal and financial boundaries within which the school operates. Holding discussion on key 
points and questions in a board meeting applies the learning in context and promotes a board culture that 
welcomes and supports board member engagement.  

The Planful Approach to Learning 

A common, but unhelpful strategy many boards use is to try to teach a new member everything in one 
four-hour Saturday session. This leads to burnout and poor retention. Instead, strong boards use a structured, 
sequenced method. Consider dedicating 15 minutes of every board meeting for the first six months doing a 
deeper dive into one specific topic of governance and oversight, like how the school’s funding formula works 
or how the school leader is evaluated. The board agenda could include this learning as a standing item, 
featuring the document or program element to be discussed that month, for example ‘New Board Member 
Onboarding and Training: Bylaws”. This allows new board members to learn in small, digestible bites while 
seeing how those topics apply to the actual votes the board is taking. 

Osprey Wilds has created a one-page Three Month Onboarding Checklist (below) that your board may use or 
adapt to guide the onboarding process. There are many ways your board can choose to structure onboarding 
supports for new members, but the most important thing is that there is a sustainable onboarding system in 
place.  
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The Three Month Onboarding Checklist 
​ Phase 1 Training (Statutory Requirement): You must complete training on Board Roles and 
Responsibilities, Open Meeting Law, and Data Practices Law before being seated. 

​ Formalities: Upon seating, review and sign the Board Member Assurance (Exhibit L) which includes an 
Oath of Office. 

​ Get Connected: Ensure you have access to the board’s onboarding materials whether that is a digital 
folder or binder and a designated school board email. 

Month 1: The Foundation 

​ Meet Your Mentor: Have a 20-minute chat with your Board Buddy to discuss meeting norms and 
current "hot topics." 

​ The Transparency Rule: Read OW’s summary of a Charter School Board’s Obligation to Open 
Meeting Law (MN §13D). Understanding that you cannot "reply all" to emails is a critical legal step 
you can take. 

​ Plug-in: Attend a committee meeting or review at least one closed-session scenario under Open 
Meeting Law. 

Month 2: The Operational Deep-Dive 

​ Follow the Money: Review the Operating Budget and most recent Audit. Look for where money 
comes from (enrollment) and where it goes (staff/facility). 

​ Catch Up on Context: Read the meeting minutes and packets from the last three months to 
understand the "story" of current debates. 

​ Management Accountability: Review the School Leader’s Employment Agreement. Understanding 
how they are hired and evaluated is your primary job. 

​ Phase 2 Training (Statutory Requirement): Register for your remaining three topics (Finance, 
Employment, and Student Success) to be completed within your first 12 months. 

Month 3: Strategy & Vision 

​ The Mission in Action: Review Exhibit D of the charter contract: Description of the Educational 
Program. Does the school do what its charter says it will do (e.g., STEM, immersion, or arts-focused)? 

​ The Big Picture: Meet with the Board Chair to discuss the school's Top 3 Opportunities and Top 3 
Challenges. Now that you have the context, you are ready to help solve them. 

​ Site Visit: If possible, walk through the school during a school day. Seeing the students and staff 
helps remind you why the paperwork and meetings matter. 
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