Tips for having an Effective FRYSC Advisory Council Meeting

Be Prepared. If you don’t have experience with Advisory Council meetings, admit it and take action. Read a book about basic meeting management, apply tips from this list, and familiarize yourself with the basics of Robert’s Rules of Order.   Observe FRYSC Advisory Council meetings in other centers.  It’s OK to be nervous, but don’t be unprepared.  Remember that you will be working in conjunction with the Advisory Council Chairperson to plan the meeting agenda.  They should actually facilitate the meeting.  Your role will be to report on certain topics on the agenda, such as center activity updates, budget reports and new business.

Promote the meeting. Get the word out in as many ways as possible: newsletter, take-home flyer, email broadcast, website announcement, school cable television, display case at school, school message sign, and others. Be sure to explain why a parent, school staff or community representative would want to participate. What will be their benefit? Why should they take time to attend? Market the event, fulfill your member’s expectations, and thank everyone for coming; they’ll be more likely to come back.

Be on time and start on time.  Arrive early enough for final preparation such as copying handouts (this should be done in advance if possible), brewing coffee, arranging chairs, etc.  Start on time even if members show up late.  If you wait until everyone shows up to begin, members who arrive on time will become frustrated and others may continue to show up late.  Be sure to end on time as well.

Cooperate with school staff. Work closely with the custodial and support staff. Provide advance written notice of the meeting schedule and your needs, such as table and chair arrangements. Leave the meeting room at least as clean and organized as when you arrived. Respect the custodial staff; you might be surprised how often they help with parent group activities.

Set up appropriate seating. Have everyone sit around the same table. Using a head table for the officers implies a separation between “us” and “them,” which doesn’t convey a spirit of cooperation. Sitting in a circle also helps break the tendency for cliques to sit together and encourages quieter members to participate.

Introduce yourself and others. Don’t assume you know who’s who! Ask. Better yet, provide nametags and introduce yourself to new faces. The Advisory Council Chair should start every meeting with a welcome message and introductions. FRYSC Advisory Council meetings are small enough that all attendees can introduce themselves at the start of every meeting. It might seem awkward to hear people that you know well introduce themselves to each other, but the newcomers will appreciate it and feel less like outsiders.

Follow the agenda. The FRYSC Coordinator and Chair should work together to develop the agenda ahead of time.  Write down the sequence of events so you don’t forget anything important. List specific topics under general categories such as “new business,” “unfinished business,” and “committee reports.” Include open discussion at the end of the meeting, and note the date, time, and place for the next meeting. Distribute hard copies so the attendees can track the progress of the meeting and take notes if desired.

Take detailed meeting minutes.  There should be a member who serves as the recorder/secretary to take detailed meeting minutes.  The minutes should reflect the agenda, meeting discussions and reports, and any action taken.  Be sure to obtain the meeting minutes at the end of the meeting so that they don’t get lost.  One tip is to have laptop at the meeting to allow meeting minutes to be typed on site, or saved on a flash drive. 

Be enthusiastic and upbeat. Even if you are worried about volunteer participation, fundraising, or the group’s reputation, set a positive tone. As leader of the group, your excitement will rub off on council members.

Nurture new members. New members who don’t speak up are probably overwhelmed, bored, or intimidated. It’s your job to figure out which. Don’t leave new members to drift on their own. Treat your newest members as the future Advisory Council leaders that they are.

Know your bylaws. Familiarize yourself with your group’s bylaws, standing rules, policies, and precedents so you can properly address unexpected issues. If you’re caught off-guard by an assertive member with a controversial topic, consider tabling the issue for a month to allow time for the board to research the issue.

Keep control. It’s your Chair’s responsibility to keep the meeting on task, but be sure to step in to assist if needed.   Call on individuals who want to speak to the issue at hand, trying hard to alternate between “pro” and “con” viewpoints. Do not tolerate crosstalk, side conversations, or detailed committee discussions. Unrestrained debate may be the most common reason that general parent group meetings drag–and why so many parents swear they’ll never attend again.

Be impartial. According to Robert’s Rules of Order, the coordinator and Chair must remain publicly neutral, stay out of debate.  Your personal feelings, expressed in the context of a formal parent group meeting, can improperly sway others.  The job of the Chair and coordinator is to preside, not influence.

Respect your guests. If you invite guest speakers, put them first on the agenda. Introduce them, thank the guest speakers for their time, and allow them to leave when they’re finished.

Partner with your principal. Review the meeting agenda with the principal in advance.  Although principals are not voting members of the FRYSC Advisory Council, their attendance at meetings is strongly encouraged as it helps them stay abreast of student needs and center activities.
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