
Courageously Elevating 
Difficult Subjects and 
Evolving Responses
Governance through a lens of discernment and 
adaptation

A Metaphor to hold in mind

A navigator cannot set a course once and then hold the wheel still.

Setting a destination is only the beginning of a voyage. Anyone responsible for navigating a vessel 
soon discovers that the work is far less about holding a steady course than it is about reading 
changing conditions with care. There are wind shifts, currents that strengthen or weaken, other 
weather that develops in unexpected ways and hazards that sometimes appear where yesterday’s 
charts suggested clear water. The destination may remain unchanged throughout the journey, 
but reaching it depends on a willingness to keep noticing what is unfolding and making thoughtful 
adjustments along the way.
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School governance can have something of that same character. Every board inherits a 
purpose that provides continuity, yet each generation finds itself responding to circumstances 
its predecessors could scarcely have anticipated. Questions surrounding artificial intelligence, 
digital technologies, student wellbeing, environmental responsibility, changing family 
structures, or the relationship between faith and an increasingly diverse society have all 
emerged or changed markedly within the lifetime of today’s directors. It seems likely that the 
next decade will bring another set of questions that are equally difficult to foresee.

One responsibility of governance is to recognise when these emerging issues deserve the 
board’s attention before circumstances force hurried responses. Another is to help create 
the conditions in which the school community can explore them thoughtfully, allowing 
understanding to deepen as experience, knowledge, and context continue to develop.

Governance through a lens of discernment and adaptation

There is a natural temptation in governance to think of difficult subjects as problems waiting 
for solutions. Some certainly are, but others behave rather differently. They continue to evolve 
because the society around the school is evolving, new evidence emerges, technologies 
develop, and communities themselves become more diverse in their expectations and 
experience.

Boards occupy an unusual position within this landscape. They are rarely the first to encounter 
emerging issues, nor are they expected to resolve every question placed before them. Their 
distinctive contribution lies in recognising which conversations are likely to shape the future of 
the school and ensuring those conversations begin while there is still time to approach them 
with curiosity rather than urgency.

That calls for discernment, but it also asks something of the board’s leadership. Schools watch 
what their boards choose to discuss. Equally, they notice what rarely appears on the agenda. 
In that sense, governance helps shape not only institutional decisions but also the culture of 
inquiry within the school itself.

As understanding grows, responses will sometimes grow with it. That need not be interpreted 
as inconsistency. More often it reflects a board that has remained attentive to its purpose while 
continuing to learn from the changing context in which that purpose is lived.



The 10 facets reframed through a lens of discernment and adaptation

Facet
Where might this facet invite the board to elevate an 
emerging conversation?

Role clarity
Does the board see part of its role as identifying the 
conversations the school needs to begin, even before there is 
an expectation that decisions will be made?

Strategic vision
Which social, educational, technological, environmental, or 
spiritual questions are likely to shape the school’s future but 
have not yet become part of strategic discussion?

Board 
composition

Does the board bring together people who are willing to 
engage thoughtfully with unfamiliar questions, even when 
there is no obvious consensus?

Financial 
stewardship

Are resources being set aside to help the school explore 
emerging opportunities and challenges before they become 
immediate pressures?

Risk management
Which “developing issues” deserve attention now, not simply 
because they present risk, but because they are likely to 
influence the school’s future direction?

Succession How are future leaders being prepared to navigate questions 
that do not yet have settled institutional responses?

Transparency
Does the board explain why certain emerging issues have 
become priorities for discussion, even when conclusions 
have not yet been reached?

Stakeholder 
engagement

How might the school community be invited into significant 
conversations early enough for genuine learning to occur?

Community 
partnership

Which partnerships might broaden the school’s 
understanding of emerging issues rather than simply affirm 
existing perspectives?

Board 
effectiveness

Does the board make deliberate space for conversations that 
are important, even when they are not yet urgent?



Prompted inquiry: for your board conversation

1.	 Looking ahead five years, what questions are likely to shape the life of this school that 
are only beginning to emerge today?

2.	 Which of those conversations would benefit from being opened now, while there is still 
time to listen, learn, and explore together?

3.	 When has this board helped the school engage thoughtfully with an emerging issue 
before circumstances demanded an immediate response?

4.	 What signals, whether from students, staff, families, or the wider community, might 
suggest that an important conversation is waiting to begin?

Practice: looking beyond the horizon

A board exercise in anticipating important conversations

Invite each board member to spend a few minutes writing down one issue they believe the 
board will need to engage seriously within the next five years but which has not yet received 
sustained attention.

Collect the responses anonymously and group similar themes together.

Rather than discussing possible solutions, spend time exploring why these issues have 
emerged. What changes in society, education, technology, community life, or the environment 
are bringing them into view? Which of these conversations would benefit from being 
introduced gradually into the life of the school, allowing students, staff, families, and governors 
to learn together as understanding develops?

The purpose of the exercise is not to predict the future accurately. It is to cultivate the habit of 
recognising important questions while there is still time to approach them with thoughtfulness 
rather than urgency.

A final question to take into your next meeting

What conversation does this school need us to begin now, so that those who come after us 
inherit not only our decisions but also our willingness to keep learning?


