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Santa Monica-Malibu Unified School District 
Board of Education Meeting 

SPECIAL MEETING MINUTES 
 

  January 12, 2017 
 
A special meeting of the Santa Monica-Malibu Unified School District Board of Education was 
held on Thursday, January 12, 2017, in the 17th Street Conference Room at the District 
Administrative Offices: 1630 17th Street, Santa Monica, CA.  The Board of Education called the 
meeting to order at 3:13 p.m. 
 
III.   CALL TO ORDER     

A. Roll Call 
Board of Education Members 

Laurie Lieberman – President  Maria Leon-Vazquez 
Richard Tahvildaran-Jesswein – Vice President Jon Kean 
Oscar de la Torre Ralph Mechur 
Craig Foster 

 

B. Pledge of Allegiance 
 
II. BOARD AND EXECUTIVE CABINET RETREAT 

During this retreat, the superintendent will work with the Board of Education to 
discuss board leadership practices as well as effective governance procedures.  
Such retreats are standard throughout a school year.   

 
*****     *****     *****     *****     *****     ***** 

 

Dr. Drati and consultants from Leadership Associates, Peggy Lynch and Dennis 
Smith, facilitated the retreat.  Their handouts can be found under Attachments at the 
end of these minutes.   
 

The board and superintendent discussed: board and staff protocols, district goals, 
personal contributions to meet those goals, learning organizations, moving forward 
with the Excellence through Equity focus. 

 
 
III. PUBLIC COMMENTS   

Public Comments is the time when members of the audience may address the Board of Education 
on items not scheduled on the meeting’s agenda.  All speakers are limited to three (3) minutes.  
When there is a large number of speakers, the Board may reduce the allotted time to two (2) 
minutes per speaker.  The Brown Act (Government Code) states that Board members may not 
engage in discussion of issues raised during “VIII. Public Comments” except to ask clarifying 
questions, make a brief announcement, make a brief report on his or her own activities, or to refer 
the matter to staff.  This Public Comment section is limited to twenty (20) minutes.  If the number 
of persons wishing to address the Board of Education exceeds the time limit, additional time will be 
provided in Section XVI. CONTINUATION OF PUBLIC COMMENTS. 

 Sarah Braff and Barbara Inatsugu addressed the board.   
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Board of Education Special Meeting MINUTES: January 12, 2017 1 

 ATTACHED ARE THE FOLLOWING DOCUMENTS: 
 
 

 Document: “SMMUSD Governance & Leadership Retreat Agenda”  
 

 Document: “SMMUSD Board Retreat 10/7/15”  
 

 Document: “SMMUSD Governance & Protocol Work: 2015-16 SY”  
 

 Document: “Leading a Learning Organization”  
 

 Document: “Memo from Superintendent Drati to the Board of Education re: Board 
Agenda Development”  
 

 Document: “Analysis of Math Pathway and Transfer Policy Discussion from 12/15/16 
Board Meeting”  
 

 Document: “Sample School District Governance Calendar”  
 

 Document: “SMMUSD Board of Education Planning Agenda – Big Picture”  
 
 

 



 



  
  
 

SMMUSD Governance & Leadership Retreat 
     January 12, 2017 
 

 

Agenda 1/12/17 
  
1. Welcome/Ice Breaker/Legacy - All 
 
2. Revisit SMMUSD Governance Team Protocol Work – Peggy & Dennis 
 

As we review this document, please make personal notations regarding: 
a. Protocols that you feel the SMMUSD team does particularly well 
b. Protocols where you feel the team could improve  
c. Protocols that should be changed or reworded 

 
3. “Leading A Learning Organization” – Ben 
 
4. Reflection on Ben’s Initial Assessment – Peggy and Dennis 
 
5. Ben’s Perspective & Early Assessment: Memo Discussion – Ben 
 
6. Reconfirm SMMUSD Leadership Team Protocols - All 
 



Santa Monica Malibu USD 
Board Retreat 10/7/15 

 
 
Board and Leadership Team Practices: 

o The Board will establish study sessions to encourage open dialogue on important 
issues. 

 
o Board members will contact the Superintendent on pressing issues or questions 

rather than asking at a public meeting. 
 

o Board and staff recognize the importance of being respectful of each other’s 
perspectives and roles. 

 
Board Meeting  

o Staff will communicate to the Board time parameter desires and the 
Superintendent will work with presenters to ensure conciseness. 

 
o Each presentation will include the “why” and state what is needed from the 

Board. 
 

o Board members should contact the Superintendent with agenda-related 
questions by Monday at noon. 

 
o Board members are encouraged to make concise comments and not be 

repetitive of other comments. 
 

o Each speaker is allowed 3 minutes under Public comments.  Time may be 
shortened to accommodate 30 timeframe. 

 
o The Board will refrain from interaction with speakers during public comments. 

 
o Board members and staff should be attentive during public comments (avoid 

electronic devices). 
 

o Each Board member will speak only twice to a single agenda item. 
 

o Board meetings will conclude by 11:00 p.m. unless the Board approves a 30 
minute extension. 

 
Subcommittee: 

o The Board will create a subcommittee to determine the structure and process of 
Board subcommittees. 
 

o The Board will clarify the way subcommittees operate: 

 Purview 

 Deliverables 

 Timeframe 

 Person(s) responsible for calling meetings 

 Procedures for reporting back to the Board 



 

District Goals: 

o The Board recognizes the need to establish clear goals and strategic initiatives 
which allow for Board member priorities to be incorporated. 
 

o The Board will have periodic discussion and review of progress toward district 
goals.  

 
o The Superintendent will bring back a plan for reviewing and updating the goals. 

 
o Dr. Noguera’s work will be a key component of the SMMUSD strategic efforts. 

 
Board of Education Meeting Norms 

o Contact the Superintendent by noon on Monday prior to Board meetings with 
agenda questions. 
 

o Make concise comments and avoid repetition. 
 

o Refrain from interacting with public speakers. 
 

o Be attentive and avoid electronic devices. 
 

o Speak no more than twice to a single agenda item. 
 

o Conclude meetings by 11:00 p.m. 
  
Staff norms at Board Meetings 

o Answer Board member questions by Wednesday at noon. 
 

o Indicate preference regarding timing of Board member questions (during or after 
presentation). 
 

o Include the “why” in each presentation. 
 

o Keep presentations concise. 
 

o Communicate what you require from the Board. 
 

o Be attentive and avoid electronic devices. 
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LEADERSHIP TEAM PRACTICES

The Board will establish study sessions to 

encourage open dialogue on important issues

Board members will contact the Superintendent on 

pressing issues or questions rather than asking at 

a public meeting

Board and staff recognize the importance of being 

respectful of each other’s perspectives and roles
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BOARD MEETINGS

 Staff will communicate to the Board time 

parameter desires and the Superintendent will 

work with presenters to ensure conciseness

Each presentation will include the “why” and state 

what is needed from the Board

Board members should contact the Superintendent 

with agenda-related questions by Monday at noon 

Board members are encouraged to make concise 

comments and not be repetitive of other comments

Each speaker is allowed 3 minutes under Public 

comments.  Time may be shortened to 

accommodate 30 timeframe

BOARD MEETINGS (CONT)

The Board will refrain from interaction with 

speakers during public comments

Board members and staff should be attentive 

during public comments (avoid electronic devices)

Each Board member will speak only twice to a 

single agenda item

Board meetings will conclude by 11:00 p.m. unless 

the Board approves a 30 minute extension
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BOARD SUBCOMMITTEES

The Board will create a subcommittee to determine 

the structure and process of Board subcommittees

The Board will clarify the way subcommittees 

operate:

Purview

Deliverables

Timeframe

Person(s) responsible for calling meetings

Procedures for reporting back to the Board

DISTRICT GOALS

The Board recognizes the need to establish clear 

goals and strategic initiatives which allow for Board 

member priorities to be incorporated

The Board will have periodic discussion and review 

of progress toward district goals 

The Superintendent will bring back a plan for 

reviewing and updating the goals

Dr. Noguera’s work will be a key component of the 

SMMUSD strategic efforts



1/13/2017

5

BOARD MEMBER NORMS

• Contact the Superintendent by noon on Monday 
prior to Board meetings with agenda questions

• Make concise comments and avoid repetition

• Refrain from interacting with public speakers

• Be attentive and avoid electronic devices

• Speak no more than twice to a single agenda item

• Conclude meetings by 11:00 p.m. 

STAFF NORMS

• Answer Board member questions by Wednesday 
at noon

• Indicate preference regarding timing of Board 
member questions (during or after presentation)

• Include the “why” in each presentation

• Keep presentations concise

• Communicate what you require from the Board

• Be attentive and avoid electronic devices  
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Leading a Learning Organization

District 
Team

Principals

School 
Teams

Leadership 
Teams

School   
Staff

Strategic Focus
Goals, Outcomes and Supports

Student Achievement Priorities
Support, Monitoring and Feedback

Implementation Plan
Distributed Leadership

Instructional Design
Assessment of Learning

Instructional Delivery
Targeted Student Support

©2012 Jay Westover

Leading a High Performing Culture

Establishing a culture of shared accountability requires that leaders 
establish processes that drive continuous improvement.

Three essential steps:

1. District and School teams create an Implementation Plan.
 Clarify focus, outcomes, actions and supports

2. Teams engage in weekly-to-monthly Check-Ins.
 Adjust actions/supports to improve the impact on learning

3. Teams conduct Quarterly Reviews of progress.
 Refine plans by discussing successes and barriers



 

To: SMMUSD Board Members 
From: Ben Drati. Superintendent 
Re: Board Agenda Development 
Dated: January 6, 2016 
 
 
I. Overview 
 
It is my belief that schools operate best when there is a strong partnership between the board 
and superintendent, and that such a partnership does not develop by chance, rather it must be 
carefully cultivated by both the superintendent and board members.  I believe this type of 
strong board - superintendent relationship is based on seven key elements as identified below:  
 

● Clear areas of responsibility 
● Meaningful communication 
● Ability to have high levels of conflict of ideas without personal conflict 
● Careful planning 
● A clear understanding of the decision making process 
● Periodic evaluations 
● Leadership  

  
I am committed to ensuring that we have a strong board-superintendent partnership that will 
provide direction, stability and confidence to the staff and community. I believe that it is this 
type of partnership that will lead to high morale and people who work effectively and efficiently 
on behalf of our students.  I would like to discuss the above seven elements in greater detail 
with the Board on January 12th.  
 
II Additional Considerations and Potential Areas of Improvement 
 
In my relatively brief time in the District, I have made some early assessments regarding board 
meetings.  These meetings are an important platform by which we showcase our relationship 
with one another and where the community and staff ultimately judge our relationship and 
effectiveness as a governance team.  Based on my initial observation, and in consultation with 
district staff, former superintendent Sandy Lyon and each board member, I believe there is an 
opportunity to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the SMMUSD board meetings. My 
initial assessment of the current situation is as follows: 
 

A. Board meetings are too long.  In an Ideal situation, a board meeting should not go past 
10:00 p.m. I believe that meetings that go beyond this time have a high probability of 
diminishing return in terms of focus, judgment, and team culture for staff and board 
members.  It also has the potential of putting doubt in the observer’s mind about our 
preparation, ability to sort through issues, and decision-making. 

 
B. Tangential Discussion - The Board conversations, although interesting, lively, and 

tangentially related, are sometimes incongruent with the topic being discussed. I 

 



 

observed this occur twice on two agenda items at the December 15th board meeting.  I 
will describe the specifics briefly below, and I hope we can discuss this in more depth at 
our board retreat in an effort to use this as a case study to unpack the situation while it 
is still fresh in our memory. 

 
1. Minutes of Intra and Inter District Transfer Policy Discussion Item 
2. Minutes of Middle School Math Pathways Discussion 
3. Video of Dec 15th board meeting 

 
C. Unresolved Board Member Issues: I sense that there are unresolved items that each 

board member is very passionate about, but there is limited opportunity to discuss. 
Thus, issues are sometimes raised when related topics are being brought forward for 
discussion or action.  This situation leads to longer conversations that can end up in 
confusion, stagnation and frustration.  I would like to discuss this further on January 12th 
and discuss the establishment of a yearlong agenda action/discussion calendar to 
ensure that all topics of importance are properly placed on an agenda calendar during 
the year. 

 
III. Method to the Madness 
 
I would like to get a jump on improving the efficiency of our board meetings by outlining some 
protocols for approaching board meetings from preparation to execution. Like the classroom 
teacher, I view the board agenda as my “lesson plan” for the governing board.  Through the 
agenda, I want to always teach, educate, and inform the board so they can be better elected 
officials.  Advance planning, research, good writing and thinking about outcomes are part of 
creating each agenda item. 
 

A. Audiences 
The primary audience staff writes for is the governing board.  This is also the board’s 
agenda, and I am sure that you take great pride and ownership in its content and quality. 
The secondary audiences are the media, parents, staff, the Santa Monica and Malibu 
communities, other elected officials and other school districts.  The media coverage in our 
district is high and we always need to keep this in mind.  

 
B. The Brown Act 
Although the Brown Act is somewhat laborious to work under, I completely agree with the 
intent of the law.  The Ralph M. Brown Act, was an act of the California State Legislature, 
authored by Assembly member Ralph M. Brown in 1953.  It ensures that decisions made by 
publicly elected officials are conducted in front of the public.  The Brown Act gives some 
direction about the development of an agenda for publicly elected boards and we need to 
pay attention to timelines, how things are worded, and keep the discussion and decisions 
“public” for our board.  I will weave in the impact of the Brown Act throughout the rest of 
this document. 

 
C. Responsibility for Content 

 

https://drive.google.com/a/smmk12.org/file/d/0B8eLvAmYfHfaRG9XcVd0Qjhjc0k/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/smmk12.org/file/d/0B8eLvAmYfHfaZEVucFZhbWp6MWM/view?usp=sharing
http://santamonica.granicus.com/MediaPlayer.php?view_id=5.&clip_id=3853


 

As Superintendent, I understand that I bear the final responsibility for the board agenda 
content.  In turn, I delegate significant responsibility to the assistant superintendents. 
When members of departments submit an item, I will assume they have read, understand, 
and can defend, explain, and respond to questions about that item at a board meeting. 
When things get sticky, political, or messy, I will step in when I feel that roles and 
responsibilities are being confused or when staff is being unfairly challenged.  We should 
discuss this more in detail at our board retreat.  

 
D. Categories of Agenda Items 
The agenda is broken down into many sections and I need to learn what each section 
means.  Thank goodness for the consent agenda.  In general, items that are important and 
have more political undertones will be general items.  Routine items requiring action will be 
placed on the consent agenda. At a minimum, a good agenda has a start and end time. 
Some people like a start and end time for each item but we can discuss this at our board 
retreat. My recommendation is for us to have allotted times for discussion and action items.  

 
E. Consent Agenda - As staff submits items to include in the next board agenda, the 

questions they will consider are: 
● “Is this a consent item?”  (Past practice will be a strong consideration) 
● “Does the Board need to spend time discussing this item?”  

 
If staff is not sure about consent vs. general, I will assist them in making this 
determination.  Board members can always remove consent items for clarification and/or 
more discussion. As a reminder, the expectation is that these items will be passed 
relatively quickly as staff perceives them as not requiring much clarification.  Board 
members should feel free to contact me, or staff, if they need clarification prior to the 
board meeting. We can discuss this in more detail at our retreat.  

 
F. General Reports / Discussion  
We often create reports to inform the board about an important topic when no official 
decision is to be taken by the board.  Examples of topics may include student achievement, 
facilities, student discipline, instructional issues and many more.  These items tend to be 
somewhat lengthy in content and different formats will be used. On occasion, I will place 
something that could be a future action item, as a “report” and ask for direction from the 
board.  Then, at a later meeting, this will be converted into an action item.  This is similar to 
a first and second reading.  I’d like for general reports to have a time limit.  We can discuss 
this further at the retreat. 

 
G. General Action Items  
These topics will involve providing background information, leading the board to make a 
decision.  With some topics, the board might need more time to come to a decision and the 
wording should give the board some space to delay a decision, ask for more information 
and sometimes head away from our recommendation. I will generally recommend that all 
items requiring action be discussed as a general report in a previous board meeting before 
action is taken. However, in some circumstances, there will be a place for a general report 

 



 

and a place for action on the same item at the same board meeting. These circumstances 
will be explicitly clear on the report. I would also like for action items to be timed. We will 
discuss this in detail at the board retreat. 

 
H. Creating the board agenda, timelines, and use of technology 
The rhythm of two meetings per month is a demanding schedule.  Working backwards from 
a board meeting date, we have some tight deadlines that we need to meet.  Per the Brown 
Act, the agenda must be posted 72 hours before a meeting. I am going to ask staff to submit 
final edits only for the board to review. However, there will be mistakes or oversights that 
will need to be corrected. But the intent will be to submit a final draft. The reports will be as 
described in “Formats of Agenda Items”. 

 
I. Format of Agenda Items 
This section applies primarily to general reports and action items. Every agenda item must 
have a cover page.  The cover page will include a descriptive title, a brief overview of the 
topic, a recommendation if it’s an action item, and a budget source as appropriate.  In some 
simple cases, the entire item can be presented through the cover page.  The title we give to 
item is very important.  We post an executive summary of the board agenda as required by 
the Brown Act.  There should be enough information in the title so a member of the public 
is able to understand the content of that topic.  We will make every attempt to be very 
accurate and concise with the title to avoid ever being accused of hiding an agenda item by 
giving it a misleading name. 

 
Here are some of the formats I am accustomed to using: 

 
1. Slides only – After the cover page, you can go straight to slides.  I have very strong 

opinions about the formatting and use of slides.  No narrative, paragraphs of text, 
detailed writing should appear in slides.  I like to use font size 18 or bigger as it enforces 
the “no detailed writing rule”.  PowerPoint was created to frame a conversation, not get 
into detail.  

 
2. Narrative – I often write up a topic in narrative format.  Thinking like a teacher, I like to 

do backwards planning asking the question:  What is the objective we want to achieve 
with the board?  I will then frame the context, provide an overview, and get into the 
background detail.  Finally, in the conclusion or summary, I will guide the Board toward 
the recommended outcome.  We have ample opportunities to practice with the 
persuasive argument style of writing in our jobs.  If our narrative gets longer than four 
pages, we are probably over explaining the topic. 

 
3. Narrative and slides – I find that when I am presenting financial information, data sets 

or numerical analysis, I use a blend of three styles – narrative, spreadsheets or data sets 
(which often include charts or diagrams), and slides.  I use narrative to frame, explain, 
and unpack details.  The data sets are included, hopefully in easy to follow formats. 
Finally, I create slides to explain the story and help the reader think through the content 
in the order that I think makes most sense.  

 



 

 
4. Use of pictures and video – We can use pictures and video as part of our board agenda 

development.  Images can be very powerful, but we will be thoughtful about how many 
images we use in our documents. 

 
I am sure there are other formats that I have used.  I’ll watch my own work this year and add to 
the list of standard formats for board agenda items. 
 
Summary 
A good board meeting is combination of many things – excellent writing, good communication 
and trust between the board and the superintendent and mapping out the important agenda 
items in advance.  Staff’s job is to make the board successful as board members.  A 
well-developed board agenda will help to create confidence and trust in our leadership and 
work as a school district.  I look forward to the opportunity to talk through this and more at our 
January 12th meeting 
 
 
 
 
 

 












































