
Island Readers and Writers 
Board of Directors Meeting 
Saturday, February 4, 2024 
Portland, ME  
 
Meeting Participants: Jan Coates, Elizabeth Hodder Corbus, Michelle Finn, Andrea Gilmore (on 
Zoom), Deborah Jamieson, Debra Lay, Susan Peck, Alison Kupfer Poteet, Kelsey Buckley 
(Board Clerk); Lauren Jennings, Eva Rosenberg (NPAG consultant), Amanda Petersen (Fidelity 
Investments consultant) 
 
Debra Lay called the meeting to order at 9:05am.  
 
Approval of Minutes 
Debra Lay moved to approve the October 21, 2023 Board Meeting Minutes and November 3, 
2023 Special Meeting Minutes. Jan Coates seconded the motion. All approved.  
 
Welcome & Introduction 
Debra welcomed the Board to the first meeting of 2024 and introduced NPAG consultant Eva 
Rosenberg, whose purpose at this meeting was to begin stewardship of IRW’s board as it steps 
into a moment of transition. Debra outlined goals for the IRW BOD: to develop a common 
understanding of Board roles, develop a sense of Board strengths, and identify areas to work 
on.  
 
Succession Planning 
Eva began by sharing a framework for a Board’s legal duties and responsibilities to guide the 
Board’s thinking and planning. A summary of her presentation is below:  
 
A Board’s legal duties fall into categories of: care, loyalty and obedience. A Board’s 
responsibilities fall into categories of: governance (not management), functional areas, and best 
practices.  
​ Legal Duties 

●​ Duty of Care: 
○​ Exercise reasonable care for the nonprofit by actively participating and 

ensuring informed and prudent use of all assets, including facilities, 
people, and good will. 

●​ Duty of Loyalty: 
○​ Ensure that the nonprofit's activities are advancing its mission; Recognize 

and disclose conflicts of interest; Make decisions in the best interest of 
the organization. 

●​ Duty of Obedience: 
○​ Ensure that the nonprofit obeys applicable laws and regulations, follows 

its own bylaws, and adheres to its stated mission. 
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Governance vs. Management 
 Governance is systems, policies, frameworks, strategies, Management is implementation, 
specifics, operations, day-to-day, though this is not always a “black and white distinction.” 
 

Board Responsibilities 
1.​ Determine Mission & Purpose 
2.​ Hire the Executive Director 
3.​ Support & Evaluate the Executive Director 
4.​ Oversee Organizational Planning 
5.​ Monitor & Strengthen Programs 
6.​ Ensure Adequate Resources 
7.​ Financial Oversight 
8.​ Build and Sustain the Board 
9.​ Ensure Integrity and Compliance 
10.​Enhance the Organization’s Public Standing 

 
Discussion 
What questions do you have about board duties and responsibilities and what this means for 
IRW? 
 
Susan Peck asked if IRW should carry officers & Board of Directors insurance. Jan responded 
that we do carry insurance.  
 
Andrea Gilmore asked about IRW establishing a definition of conflict of interest. Eva agreed that 
conflicts can be more obvious or subtle, but emphasized that a relationship does not inherently 
mean a conflict of interest.  
 
Elizabeth Hodder Corbus asked—as programs grow and change, what is the role of governance 
vs. management? Within a program that is growing, how do  you steward programs? For 
example, how does IRW determine where and how to expand its school programming.  
 
Jan answered that in the specific case of school programs, the Board creates a decision screen 
for staff to utilize in decision making.  
 
Eva emphasized that the Board should continue to live in governance and not interfere with 
programming, although it is often appealing to do so. 
 
Allison Kupfer Poteet commented that our current systems will become more difficult to manage 
when we have change. How does the Board assess ideas from the staff without directing them? 
How can we vet ideas from qualified staff? This will become more difficult during transition and 
in times of change.  
 
Jan commented that IRW has always utilized feasibility studies in order to explore and pilot new 
programs, which will continue to be useful as things grow and change.  
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Michelle Finn pointed out that in the case of where our school programs are established, we will 
also see a “self sorting,” or schools dropping off because they do not meet our criteria.  
 
Elizabeth Hodder Corbus asked about how the Executive Director, Board and Staff will clarify 
their roles during the transition. Eva answered that knowledge transfer will be a topic for a 
further meeting, but Board members asking “what is my role” is the “right question.” 
 
Debra Lay referred to the “Board Responsibilities” slide, specifically #9: “Ensure Integrity and 
Compliance: Take responsibility for compliance and ethical conduct of the organization” and 
asked if we could get a concrete example.  
 
Jan gave the example of IRW filing its 990, workplace compliance, filing our annual report. We 
have an operations manual that outlines all of these responsibilities. Most are fulfilled by Jan; 
Kelsey Buckley has some responsibilities as Board Clerk. 
 
Allison pointed out that while the Board does not need to do these tasks, they need to know that 
they are getting done.  
 
Eva agreed and reminded that integrity and compliance is both legal and ethical, and includes 
stewardship and protecting the organization from liability.  
 
Discussion 
The Board broke into groups to discuss the following: 
 
Which rules are the Board already playing? 
Where might the Board need to lean in further? 
 
Groups reported on their answers: 
Michelle Finn’s group referred to the Board Responsibilities slide and reported that IRW’s Board 
is strong on number 1, 4 and 5.  
 
Kelsey Buckley’s group reported that IRW’s Board strengths are oversight and cheerleading, 
assisting with fundraising and communications when possible, and becoming more active with 
governance and bylaws. Areas in which IRW’s Board needs to grow include: legal expertise, 
financial expertise, human resources, and development.  
 
Andra Gilmore’s group reported that IRW’s Board should work on advocacy and checking 
performance of programs. The Board often operates under the assumption that Jan has 
everything handled, but with a new Executive Director, the Board would not have that same 
relationship. The Board needs to know the systems in place to assess programs in order to then 
know if a new ED is performing. Jan commented that IRW staff can educate the Board on 
processes of evaluation.  
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Susan Peck asked who will be responsible for creating the job description for the new Executive 
Director? Eva indicated that this will be a Board responsibility and that the Board should stick to 
best practices, not to replicating Jan’s work.  
 
Debra asked how IRW can be more active in development and provide support for Board 
members to do so—how can Board members learn more about it? And, how can we grow our 
Board in areas of finance/investment, human resources and legal expertise? Eva agreed that 
the first step is identifying those skills to recruit for.  
 
Michelle Finn reflected that the process will be a scary one for our Board, especially Board 
Responsibilities number 2&3 (see above), as we have never been here before. The Board 
relationship with Jan is close and unusual—Jan has been fulfilling all these roles and has 
allowed the Board to be more laid back. The Board needs to split up Jan’s role and ensure that 
every facet can be fulfilled in multiple ways. 
 
Elizabeth Hodder Corbus agreed and commented that she wants to understand better how the 
Board will conduct the search, which will be challenging. The new ED will have huge fiduciary 
responsibility when we consider the percentage of grants that Jan currently brings in. Will we 
break up some of her role and have multiple hires? She also commented that she wants IRW 
through this process to continue grounding us in what makes us unique—active resources, and 
not just “do gooding.” 
 
Eva agreed that Jan’s set of competencies and how they will be handled in transition will be a 
significant discussion.  
 
The Board went to break from 10:24pm to 10:29pm.  
 
Interview with the Current Executive Director 
 
[A copy of the current job description for Executive Director Jan Coates was distributed as part 
of the Board Packet prior to the meeting. This portion of the meeting was an opportunity for 
Board members to ask Jan questions about her work in order to gain a better understanding of 
her role as part of transition preparations.] 
 
Allison Kupfer Poteet asked about Board relationships: Do you feel at the current moment that 
there are things that can be delegated to the Board? 
 
Jan: Governance especially. This transition began in 2020 with the establishment of a 
Governance committee, we’re growing but that growth should be vested within the Board.  
 
Susan Peck: How many hours do you usually work? 
 
Jan indicated that this is complicated because she does not necessarily consider stewardship to 
always be counted in regular work hours (for example, a lunch with a donor on the weekends or 
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an evening dinner). Regular work hours are Monday–Friday, 9–5pm. She is now taking a remote 
work day on Mondays to work on preparing her files for knowledge transfer.  
 
Eva: How might you break down your time? 
 
Jan: Approximately 60% is fundraising, including researching grants, working on proposals and 
reports, and stewardship. 40% of time is management, such as staff and 1:1 meetings.  
 
Debra Lay: Have you stepped back from soliciting authors and illustrators? 
 
Jan: Directly, yes, though connections are still made and passed on to School Programs; other 
work outside of funding management does include research, such as the research study IRW 
conducted this year. Michelle commented that Jan’s work has always been research-driven and 
has informed our strategies. Eva agreed that the Executive Director should be a strategy bridge 
between Board and Staff decision making. Jan commented that she reports to the Board based 
on her reading, which in turn becomes a feasibility study before it becomes a program. This 
helps educate our Board about why our strategies are what they are.  
 
Jan outlined the process she uses to develop a program: Research>Idea>Pitch to 
Board>Generative Conversations>Feasibility Studies>Pilot 
Programs>Assessment>Implementation.  
 
Elizabeth Hodder Corbus noted that a big part of transition conversations will be: what does an 
ED do vs. what does our ED do? For example, Jan has just expressed that she needs to be 
current on research and trends but research is not a common responsibility of an ED.  
 
Eva: Where can the Board lean in to support Jan? Jan has identified the area of governance. 
 
Allison: As part of Governance, we should consider what are the giving seats on our Board? We 
need to think about sustainability as we recruit.  
 
Michelle: Governance pipeline development, identifying skills needed, recruitment. 
 
Susan Peck: Legal, finance, investment, human resources, and personal capacity.  
 
Elizabeth Hodder Corbus asked about Board composition and how we can grow the areas 
where we need these skills while maintaining our Board culture and the culture of the 
organization. Jan commented that our onboarding should lay out our mission and values. Eva 
suggested a buddy system for Board onboarding. Jan also said that our credentials should be 
used to attract Board members, and we need to communicate the relevant history of the 
organization to educate them.  
 
Elizabeth asked: How can we pass on Jan’s cultural and historical knowledge of this 
organization? Eva: It sounds like there is a lot documented, what will the system be for 
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disseminating this so that others can take advantage of this information? Jan can do Zooms or 
documents that are “brain dumps” to facilitate.  
 
Michelle asked Jan: What are your biggest hopes and fears for this transition? 
 
Jan indicated that her biggest hope is that in 2024 there will be serious transitions of 
responsibilities to the Board, and that the Board will be confident to go forward and think beyond 
Jan in the ED role, create new relationships and be open and welcoming to a new ED and new 
Board members. Her greatest fear is sustainability during transition and for the future.  
 
Andrea pointed out that the Board also needs to recognize that IRW’s financial situation has 
radically changed at this moment of transition. As we think about a new ED job description we 
will need to think carefully about this. This can transform the basis of the ED position, a big 
opportunity and big responsibility.  
 
Successful Leadership Transition 
Eva shared an overview of conditions for a successful leadership transition. A summary of her 
slide is below: 
 

Conditions of a Successful Leadership Transition 
●​ Clarity 

○​ Timeline 
○​ Roles & Responsibilities 
○​ Processes 

●​ Communication 
○​ Proactive 
○​ Frequent 
○​ Internal 
○​ Key Stakeholders 

●​ Commitment 
○​ Shared Sense of Purpose 
○​ Prioritizing the Mission 
○​ Low-ego 

●​ Marking Change 
○​ Honoring the Past 
○​ Celebrating Wins 
○​ Welcoming the Future 

●​ Engaged Board 
○​ Knowledgeable 
○​ Confident 
○​ Clear on Individual Role 

●​ Knowledge Transfer 
○​ Documentation 
○​ Redundancy 
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○​ Robust System 
●​ Financial Runway 

○​ Balanced Budget 
○​ Healthy Reserves 
○​ Risk Capital 
○​ Leadership Supports 

 
 
Discussion 
 
Eva asked what else we might add to this list for better preparation or what else we might 
discuss.  
 
Kelsey Buckley (Board Clerk) recommended adding “Tools” as a category and assessing the 
systems IRW’s Board uses to communicate and share materials; the volume of communication 
will only continue to increase.  
 
Susan Peck asked Jan if she intends to make a clean break with the organization. Jan 
answered that it depends on how the Board feels and what they are prepared to do. She wants 
to do what will be most successful. Susan asked if she will continue to cultivate her existing 
relationships. Jan will continue to do some but is preparing her relationships for transition, using 
the Director of Communications and Board members to help facilitate these relationships as well 
as grow new ones. Michelle commented that Jan’s fiscal conservancy has built trust among our 
donors and we will need her to maintain some connections.  
 
Eva asked the Board to journal for five minutes on opportunities to lean in and what resources 
they would need to do so. Board members then shared their ideas.  
 
Michelle indicated that she can aid in the monitoring and assessing of programs and speak out 
more on this; she is well suited to this because of her professional background. She can also 
assist in grant seeking. She indicated learning into building and sustaining, cultivating donors 
and improving IRW visibility. Michelle commented that her Board motto is to “Be a Lauren,” i.e. 
someone who is grounded in the mission—dreaming big but within realistic parameters.  
 
Allison: Thinking about how she can use her professional expertise to aid in the transition, and 
that this moment is an opportunity to tell an inspiring story about IRW. The leadership transition 
and establishment of a new fund with Nancy’s bequest should come together as an incentive to 
give to IRW’s next chapter. This is a time for IRW to leverage its goodwill to broadcast its 
messages.  
 
Debbie Jamieson: Interested in the transition of development and grants due to her experience 
with grantwriting. She is also tapped into what the DOE is doing and can keep our partner 
school network looped into future professional development opportunities with IRW. She is 
interested in assessment of programs. 
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Elizabeth: Reading, writing, communicating. Wants to know more about IRW and what 
resources are needed for our success. Resources needed would be time to interface with others 
and learn more. She would like to attend school visits. She feels she has room to lean in and 
wants to commit to asking good questions.  
 
Susan: hopes to bring ambassadorship, common sense, asking good questions, being an 
informed sounding board and identifying areas of challenge and opportunity.  
 
Debra: Will be leaning in as Board President and thinking about the possibility of her own 
transition.  
 
Andrea: Agrees with Allison, she is interested in the search and transition, and being prepared 
for the search as a Board—what kind of mentor, committee or consultant will we need? Wants to 
learn more about finance and learn more about Maine nonprofits and tapping into their 
knowledge base.  
 
Eva departed from the meeting. The Board concluded the morning session and broke for lunch.  
 
Financial Primer 
Amanda Petersen joined the group and introduced herself. Amanda works in wealth 
management for Fidelity Investments who lives in Kennebunk and whose office is in Portland.  
Her presentation answered the following questions: 
 
What is your role as IRW’s financial consultant? 
Amanda’s goal as a financial consultant is to make sure her clients do not feel intimidated and 
have the confidence to make decisions. Her job is to educate the Board to make the best 
decisions for IRW’s financial future.  
 
She indicated that with Nancy’s bequest, IRW’s Board will be called upon to “flex new muscles.” 
This process should be exciting and not scary. Her goal is to understand our vision, mission and 
values in such a way that she can assist IRW in making goals for the long term. IRW should 
consider: What matters to us? What are the goals? It is critical that IRW does not “do nothing,” 
and takes action to best meet our goals.  
 
What are our options for developing a strategy for the funds on hand? 
IRW first needs to understand what its goals are and needs to write an investment strategy 
policy. This will include answering: 1) What is the budget? 2) What do we want the money to 
do? (E.g. generate a certain percentage annually) 3) Defining our long and short term goals. 
Our goals will inform our strategy.  
 
Jan indicated that the Board will outline a charter for the Finance Committee to work with 
Amanda.  
 
Lauren Jennings signed on to Zoom and joined the group at 2:00pm.  
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What is our investment philosophy and risk tolerance? 
Amanda shared the Principles of Investing Fidelity resource page with related charts and 
discussed the difference between conservative, moderate and aggressive investing.  
 
To establish a 3–5 year plan—what should that look like? 
 

●​ Prepare for benchmarks 
●​ Consider quasi-endowment, board designated funds, board restricted funds, and 

benchmarks to review those 
●​ Consider short-term goals and keeping that liquidity 

 
Next Steps 

●​ Discuss as a board, what are these funds going to be used for (goal)?  
●​ What is the time frame? 
●​ Are there multiple timeframes and goals?  
●​ Are there any investments we want to make sure ARE or ARE NOT a part of the 

strategy?  
 
Wealth Advisors Solution 
Amanda made a recommendation to the Board that IRW be referred to Fidelity’s Wealth 
Advisors Solution (WAS) offering. This would allow IRW to work with a financial firm under 
Fidelity's auspices that specializes in non-profits and retain access to Amanda as a consultant.  

●​ Amanda will follow up with Jan – to discuss starting the referral process to loop in a 
financial firm that specializes in non-profits through our Wealth Advisors Solution 
offering.  

●​ From there, the financial committee will pick 3-4 that they want to interview. Amanda will 
plan to be a part of that first meeting if the Board would like.  

 
Questions 
Elizabeth asked how IRW will choose a firm. Amanda clarified that all firms have been heavily 
vetted with demonstrated success; they are affiliated with Fidelity and this is not a 
subcontracting arrangement.  
 
Lauren asked WAS offering is not permanent and IRW can opt out of it in the future if we choose 
to do so; Amanda clarified yes. 
 
Amanda departed from the meeting. 
 
Finance Meeting 
 
Treasurer Allison Poteet began the Finance portion of the meeting with the following motions.  
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Allison Poteet moved to remove Lauren Jennings and Jennifer McGee as signatories on IRW’s 
payroll account –1701 at Bar Harbor Bank & Trust. Debra Lay seconded the motion. All 
approved.  
 
Allison Poteet moved to remove Katherine Emery for IRW’s Money Market Account ending in 
0726 at the Bar Harbor Bank & Trust. Debra Lay seconded the motion. All approved.  
 
Allison Poteet moved to remove Katherine Emery from IRW’s Business Operating Account 
ending in 0330 at the Bar Harbor Bank & Trust. Debra Lay seconded the motion. All approved.  
 
Allison Poteet moved that Balanced Books be hired as our bookkeeper for the fiscal year 2024. 
Jan seconded the motion. Discussion: Susan Peck asked for clarification that Balanced Books 
is our current bookkeeper. All approved.  
 
Allison Poteet moved that Ellen Cleveland of Horton, McFarland and Veysey be retained as our 
CPA for the fiscal year 2024 and authorize Jan Coates, Executive Director to request a 
compilation report for the year 2023, as well as filing our 990 for 2023. Debra Lay seconded the 
motion. All approved.  
 
Allison Poteet moved that the Board authorize Jan Coates, Executive Director to write grant 
applications and receive grant funds on behalf of Island Readers & Writers’ Board of Directors. 
Debra seconded the motion. All approved.  
 
Allison Poteet stated that the Financial Health Committee had reviewed the 2024 budget, and 
with their approval moved that we approve the 2024 budget as presented. Susan Peck 
seconded the motion. All approved.  
 
The Finance Meeting concluded.  
 
Report from the Putnam Legacy Committee 
 
Debra Lay reported from the Putnam Legacy Committee, which was tasked with thinking about 
the best way for IRW to recognize Nancy’s estate gift. Debra reported that there had been much 
brainstorming during the committee’s conversations about Nancy’s personality and values.  
 
The committee recommended that IRW establish a new Whole Book Approach program in 
Nancy’s name. Prior to the meeting, the entire Board had reviewed a proposal describing the 
named program and explaining their rationale.  
 
Debra Lay moved for the Board to accept the proposal. Michelle Finn seconded the motion. All 
approved.  
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Lauren Jennings confirmed she would like to remain on the Putnam Legacy Committee as it 
pursues the naming and creation of this program. Jan also indicated that the committee will 
consult IRW staff in the future as the program is built.  
 
2024 Meeting Dates 
The Board briefly discussed 2024 meeting dates. The following meeting dates were confirmed: 
Saturday, June 22 and Saturday, April 13, 2024.  
 
Executive Director’s Report 
Jan referenced the Director of School Programs and Director of Communications & engagement 
reports available in the Board Portal. She then read the following report: 
 
Dear Teacher 
Without a doubt the Dear Teacher Conference was the most visible, empowering and affirming 
event of 2023. It was a Team effort drawing on the diverse and specialized skills of the IRW 
Team and absolute faith and trust that elements would come together in a high-quality 
conference.  
 
At the request of 95% of more than 100 rural educators attending the 2023 Dear Teacher 
Conference and the resulting buzz of enthusiasm and inspiration, our team has committed to 
host a full second two-day Dear Teacher conference for rural school educators on October 10 & 
11, 2024 at the Cross Center in Bangor. The 2024 conference will take into consideration the 
ample feedback received from our debut event and hope to attract attendees from across Maine 
and beyond. The core themes of Dear Teacher—writing & narrative, humanities & 
interdisciplinary learning, and rural placed-based education—will continue to guide our 
programming.  
 
Surveys were distributed to participants following each workshop, as well as a longer survey 
that covered the entire conference experience. IRW is proud to report that both workshop and 
overall surveys overwhelmingly contained positive feedback and highest levels of satisfaction 
among participants. Of 271 workshop evaluations, participants reported 218 times that they 
were “Very Satisfied” with the workshop, 34 times that they were “More than Satisfied” and 18, 
“Satisfied.” 95% of respondents to the overall conference survey indicated that their overall 
experience was “Excellent.”  
 
Contracts have been signed securing the Cross Center – a conference venue with all the 
trimmings - a SAVE the Date Card sent, workshop leaders and presenters are being recruited, 
communications are ongoing, and the Steering Committee is meeting once a week to keep all 
on track.  
 
Our goal is to attract 120 to 150 attendees. The Conference will offer 10 workshops and 4 
incentives each day along with featured speakers. We anticipate the registration fee to be 
$325-350 for the two days. Registration will open on May 1, 2024.  
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Staffing 
 
Change is afoot in the office. Dawn Severns will be leaving the area in August. Her husband, 
who is in the Coast Guard, has a new assignment. Dawn is an essential member of our team 
and supports much of the administration and all the data collection for our programs, as well as 
orders books etc. Dawn would like to continue working with IRW. We are discussing that 
possibility and the passing on of on-site responsibilities to others. She would remain part-time 
and have the title of Information and Data Manager.  
 
Thank you for approving the 2024 budget and adding of a part-time Communications & 
Engagement Coordinator. This will allow Kelsey to assume more responsibility in the areas of 
donor database management and stewardship.  
 
Summer Morning in Maine 
Planning has started for the event on August 1, 2024 at the Causeway Club in Southwest 
Harbor.  Anna Crowley Redding will be our speaker and focus on her book “Courage Like Kate”.  
Like last year, we will have a bookshop and have been kicking around the idea of opening the 
event to the public and extending the hours beyond noon. Giving the public more time to drop in 
for book buying. We might also have an author or two come later in the day to encourage sales. 
Thoughts? The Board meeting would be held earlier or later that day.  
 
Getting the Right Start 
This fall we conducted a study of the impact of our Getting the Right Start Program on 
kindergarteners attending Mount Desert Elementary with kiddos at Trenton School serving as 
our control group. After the six-week program, using a combination of the Whole Book Approach 
and Visual Thinking Strategies in storytimes, we observed and documented student growth in 
Oral Language, Literacy Skills and Social Emotional Behavior. Specifically, language 
development, critical thinking skills, confidence as learners, common knowledge, and social 
emotional development.  
 
I am writing up the study and once completed will offer to discuss the study process and results.  
 
Transition 
I am slowly going through files and organizing information about early IRW materials and 
programs. As you know before fall of 2014, the organization had 1.25 employees. During that 
year the Board made the decision to invest in the organization and its future. We are once again 
standing at a critical junction in our journey and appreciate the time, care, vision and expertise 
each of you bring to ensuring IRW’s future.  
 
The Board meeting was adjourned at 4:00pm for Executive Session.  
 
Respectfully submitted by: 
Kelsey E. Moore Buckley 
Board Clerk 
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