
The Board Members of  
Grace and Spiritus Chorale of  Brooklyn

July 27, 2012

Summary and Recommendations
Board Retreat - June 11, 2012

On June 11, I met with members of the Grace and Spiritus Chorus Board along with their 
Musical Director, Jason Asbury to facilitate preparations for strategic planning.

The purpose of this meeting was to assess the accomplishments of the past year and create a 
basis for future planning. The notes from our meeting are quite thorough and have been 
distributed, so I won’t focus on that information here. Rather, I’ll focus on conclusions and 
recommendations that I believe will be helpful to your upcoming planning sessions.

We noted at the beginning of the meeting that the goals set out for the allotted time were quite 
ambitious. We were looking to achieve an overall assessment of the activities from the year, 
spend some time on developing a “vision” for the ideal of the chorus, and to discuss the roles of 
the board, Music Director and Assistant Director.

Assessment
We were able to complete a simple assessment of accomplishments for the year, with some 
discussion of factors contributing to goals that were not achieved. 

The conclusions I drew from this discussion were:
	
 1. For the most part, your board was effective in determining realistic goals
	
 2. Your committee structure was appropriate for the tasks
	
 3. There was strong buy-in for the goals which were achieved, at least at the board level.

HOWEVER -  There was a strong correlation between the nature of the goals set and the board’s 
capacity for achieving them. 

Goals which were strongly related to production or administration were easily and fully met. It 
helped that they tended to be specific, but they also did not rely, for the most part, on the 
participation or commitment of the broader chorus.

Goals which were less specific, and especially more reliant on buy-in from the 
broader membership, were either difficult (such as raising money through the sale 
of ads), or unmet (such as development of a structure for welcoming new 
members).



Vision & Board responsibilities
In our meeting we were only able to give a very small amount of time to exercises intended to 
develop your vision for the organization. In most strategic planning facilitations, the process of 
breaking down assumptions based on past experience, study of other models, and developing 
“outside the box” approaches to new models takes front and center.

 Through our discussion, several points that deserve consideration were clear to me. 
	
 1. There are differing levels of comfort, and perhaps differing expectations, among the 
	
 	
 board members regarding the role of the board.
	
 2. It seems to me that the board is used to concerning itself primarily with financial 
	
 	
 issues, while leaving issues of  the general working environment of the chorus up 
	
 	
 to the Musical Director. Again, this may have greatly affected the board’s capacity 
	
 	
 to accomplish goals not related to production and administration.
	
 3. It’s clear to me that Jason has a strong vision for what he’d like both his own 
	
 	
 experience with the chorus to be and what he’d like the experience of each its 
	
 	
 members to be. It’s not clear to me whether an ongoing, balanced exchange of 
	
 	
 ideas has been developed on the board level, and it seems that it probably has not 
	
 	
 been developed with the general membership.

While none of these things is necessarily unusual, and may not even be problematic in the short 
term, they can be (are likely to be?) an impediment to the longer term growth and maturity of the 
organization.

Recommendations
I think that Jason did a great job of condensing the ideas that were expressed in our meeting into 
a concrete set of goals. So I won’t address those goals in my recommendations. 

The recommendations I’m presenting here are intended to help you to prepare for a longer term 
strategic planning process. I think it’s wise for any non-profit to maintain a five-year plan, with 
annual reviews and a complete re-evaluation and rewrite in the third year. This process usually 
requires a deeper investment of time and, well, thought, than most boards are accustomed to, and  
to be successful, it requires a thorough engagement of a representative sampling of stakeholders.

1. My strongest recommendation is that you use the entirety of the current year to become 
comfortable with the process of “visioning”. I would recommend spending a small portion of 
each general board meeting just plain dreaming - and keeping track of the dreams. It would a 
good idea to limit your conversations to a single facet of the life of the chorus at each meeting. 
Only express the ideal. Don’t worry about the implementation or the money. The point is the 
discovery of desires, priorities, diversity. In EVERY case, be sure to identify the objective, not 
just the activity.



2. Closely related - I would recommend that, over the course of this year, you separate the 
activities of the larger board from the activities of your committees. Perhaps you do this 
already. However, the point of this is to allow your committees to consist largely of non-board 
members. Perhaps two board members and 3-4 non-board members on each committee? This 
year is transition, next year would be implementation.

	
 The ideal role of your board members on any given committee should be recruitment, 
	
 oversight and assessment, with a strong dose of modeling expectations.

3. Still closely related, but longer term - I highly recommend the development of a hierarchy of 
activities that help the general membership (who are there primarily to sing) to deepen their 
commitment. These should be incremental, tiny steps, with a logical progression from 
something like helping to set up chairs, to taking a new member under their wing, to 
committee membership, to board membership. Obviously not every chorus member will 
become a board member, but there will never be a lack of opportunity for those who are 
willing to help the chorus. Some of these activities will be asked of every member (sell one 
add to local business that you frequent). The board member role in this process is to model 
expectations (there’s that term again). 

	
 We also spoke about creating simple rituals and welcoming acts for new members - I 
	
 would consider those rituals to be the first steps in this hierarchy.

4. Do the same in terms of financial commitment. If you eventually grow to where you need or 
want a development director, the working existence of such a hierarchy will allow them to be 
effective in their first year, rather than spending that time creating systems and probing  
relationships. If you don’t choose to go that route, you’ll be able to assign that role to a board 
member from the development committee with far greater success and far less frustration.

5. I believe that while it is beneficial for the chorus to rely on Jason as its visionary and that his 
position as Musical Director will have the greatest influence on the working environment of 
the chorus, the board will become more effective in supporting him (including financially), if 
they begin to examine their role more in terms of how they are able to serve, engage and 
include their membership. Again, think modeling of expectations. I realize that I’m speaking at 
least somewhat from a place of ignorance on this front, since I haven’t attended your 
rehearsals or performances, but I would encourage it to be a focus of discussion when setting 
goals.

6. Here’s the big one - When completing the current round of planning, come up with a single 
overriding goal that you expect to be the cornerstone of the board’s activities for the next 
several years. Jason spoke of his goal of 150 singers in the choir. Maybe that’s the one. If so, 
you need to be very comfortable with its relationship to your overall mission, and then each of 
your other goals needs to be looked at in terms of how it serves this single objective.

	
 But - whatever your single goal is, it must have complete buy-in from you as a board, and 
	
 must be well articulated to the entire membership. Deciding this singular goal shouldn’t 
	
 be done without input from all of your stakeholders, and it shouldn’t be assumed that the 
	
 the membership will automatically share your commitment to that goal. The choice of 



	
 that goal marks the beginning of a long-term process of planning, implementation and 
	
 assessment.

Conclusion
I think it’s striking that the Grace and Spiritus Chorus has had such a successful year. The growth 
and development you’ve experienced is something to be proud of and the milestones that you’re 
reaching shouldn’t be understated. As a board, I think you’ve done a brilliant job of both 
navigating a transition to new leadership and responding to the challenges for growth that Jason 
has put before you.

It’s my desire that our interaction should not be taken as a check-list of to-dos, but lead to greater 
focus and a deeper, more objectives-based approach which not only enhances the organization of 
the chorus, but more fully serves the entirety of your membership. The recommendations I’ve 
listed above are just that - recommendations. I hope that they’re helpful to you. I hope that each 
of you heard something in our session together that stuck with you, made you think, provided a 
new perspective, was a reminder of the experiences you’ve had with the chorus that make you 
smile. 

I wish you every success as you plan the coming year and prepare for the future.

Sincerely,


