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A School Board Member Must Be …
…All Things to All People 

Visiting schools is snooping
Failing to visit is lack of interest

Increasing salaries is too expensive
Failing to increase salaries is anti-employee

Evaluating is being critical
Failing to evaluate is proof you're arbitrary

Voting “yes” is a rubber stamp
Voting “no” is controversial
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Settling is caving-in
Failing to "settle" is bad faith

Firing a coach is being too involved
Failing to fire the coach is being unresponsive

Asking questions is micro-managing
Failing to ask is a sign of indifference

Attending conventions is a free vacation
Failing to attend is having tunnel vision

A board member can't always be right 
But must always keep the students in-sight!
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Successful School Board Members:
 Communicate effectively

 Use talents, conflicts, differences, and common values creatively 

 Function as part of a team

 Understand school board roles and responsibilities

 Make decisions collaboratively

 Connect with the community

 Manage meetings efficiently

 Evaluate the performance of the Superintendent and the Board

 Monitor student performance

11/20/2019 4

3

4



11/20/2019

3

Key Work of School Boards

1. Set the vision for the district.

2. Establish accountability processes.

3. Develop good policies.

4. Promote community leadership

5. Cultivate a positive Board – Superintendent relationship
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Models of School Board Effectiveness
MORE Effective Boards

Govern

Planning
Practices

Policy
Progress Monitoring

Promotion

LESS Effective Boards

Manage

Personnel
Pressures
Purchasing

Problem Solving
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The Way We Do Business

1.   How the board meeting agenda is developed and how to place items on the agenda:

2.   Obtaining additional information about board meeting agenda items before the meeting:

3.   Introducing new ideas for the board’s consideration:

4.   Responding to staff or community complaints or concerns at board meetings:

5.   Communicating between and among the board members and the superintendent:

6.   Responding to staff or community complaints or concerns outside of board meetings:

7.   Requesting information from a staff member:

8.   When and how the board evaluates the superintendent:

9.   When and how the board conducts a self-evaluation:

10. How to visit schools and participate in district activities as a board member:
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WHAT WOULD YOUR COMMUNITY SAY ABOUT YOUR SCHOOL BOARD?

1. Does your board make decisions that are in the best interest of the entire school system? 

2. Is your board genuinely interested in improving student achievement and the educational program of 

the district?

3. Does your board seek input from all elements of the community regardless of race, socio-economic 

background or political leanings? 

4. Does your board make itself accessible to anyone who wishes to express a concern?

5. Does your board provide safe, clean, and attractive facilities for students? 

6. Does your board insist on educational programs that provide equal opportunity for all students in the 

system? 

7. Does your board manage funds available to the system in the most effective manner?
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8. Does your board employ the best superintendent of schools available to the district?

9. Does your board cultivate healthy working relationships with the employees of the district?

10. Does your board recognize and reward outstanding staff and student performance? 

11. Is your board adequately informed and prepared to discuss issues presented at board meetings?

12. Does your board tolerate inadequate performance of students, staff, or themselves?

13. Does your board work harmoniously as a group?

14. Does your board conduct its meeting in a business-like fashion? 
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ETHICAL OR UNETHICAL
That is the Question!

A. You strongly recommended that the administration hire your best friend’s daughter.  Ethical___ Unethical ___ 

B. You visited schools following the district's visitation procedure. Ethical___ Unethical ___

C. At a board meeting, you asked for more documentation from the business manager. Ethical___ Unethical ___

D. You commented to your spouse about a board report given during executive session concerning
a teacher's inappropriate behavior at a school function.

Ethical___ Unethical ___

E. You told the superintendent that you were disappointed in his inability to complete a district
goal after several deadlines were not met.

Ethical___ Unethical ___ 

F. You advocated for a special program that was listed on the meeting agenda by providing
additional data during the board meeting.

Ethical___ Unethical ___

G. You intervened for a parent whose child had problems with a teacher by calling the
principal and recommending a class change.

Ethical___ Unethical ___
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H. You had the school secretary type your personal correspondence during school hours. Ethical___ Unethical ___

I. You failed to study the budget proposal you've had for three weeks.
Tonight is the budget meeting and you are unprepared.

Ethical___ Unethical ___

J. You made recommendations to a teacher about how to manage a noisy class.
Ethical___ Unethical ___

K. You spoke to a neighborhood group as the board’s designated spokesperson.
Ethical___ Unethical ___

L. You agreed with members of a local men's club that the school's instructional
program is "not challenging”." Ethical___ Unethical ___

M. You gave your side of the story to the newspaper after your motion failed to pass
at last night's board meeting. Ethical___ Unethical ___

11/20/2019 11

Should Board Members Visit Schools??
1. Do school board members have the right to visit schools in the district?     Yes No Maybe

2. Should board members “drop in” on schools without making prior arrangements?   Yes No Maybe

3. May school board members talk to principals, teachers, and staff members when 
they visit schools? Yes No Maybe

4. May school board members visit classrooms when they are in operation?  Yes No Maybe

5. Can a school board member give directions or orders to a principal, teacher 
or staff member in a school building?  Yes   No Maybe

6. Should a school board member make personal commitments or promises 
when talking to staff members?  Yes No Maybe

7.   What is the first thing a school board member should do when arriving at a school? Yes No Maybe

8. If a school board member has a particular question or concern about something 

at a school, how can it best be addressed? Yes No Maybe 
***** Remember as a school board member you are attempting to learn as much as you can about the school system.  

One of the best ways to find out what is happening is to visit schools, ask appropriate questions, and listen to the answers.*****11/20/2019 12
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TIPS FOR BOARD MEMBERS
One of the reasons a board member's job is so difficult is that "the job" is essentially a group

responsibility. Yet each board member has a responsibility to come with an open mind, to carry out

his or her part of preparation and participation, and to take responsibility for the group. These aren’t

always easy tasks. Here are a few tips that may help individual board members do that more

successfully. 
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1.The child comes first.
At times other things, such as employment of staff, 
building construction and maintenance, athletic issues, 
purchasing equipment, and bus routes have a way of 
appearing to be extremely essential items. All of these,
while very important, should be determined considering 
how they affect the children of the district and their 
educational programs. A school board member represents 
ALL children in the district. Decisions must be made in 
the interest of the total school system and not made solely 
for special interest groups or attendance areas. 
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2. The only authority a school board member has lies 
in the corporate action of the board. 

This, perhaps, is the hardest lesson for a board member to learn 
and accept. A board member as an individual has no authority. A 
board member's vote, along with the votes of the other board 
members, has tremendous power; but an individual member alone, 
outside of an official meeting, is just an ordinary citizen with no 
more authority than another citizen, unless designated specifically 
that authority by the board.  A board succeeds or fails as a team.
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3. A school board is responsible for seeing that the 
schools are run well but does not run them. 

School boards are usually composed of lay persons who monitor the operation 
of the district from a different perspective than the educators in the district. 
The Board employs and evaluates one staff member - the Superintendent. The 
Board places the responsibility for managing the day-to-day operations of the 
district on the Superintendent and expects the Superintendent to be the 
instructional leader of the district. The Board sets expectations, develops 
policy, and monitors progress. The Superintendent and staff see to the 
implementation.
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4. The Board sets policy. 

The Board establishes written policies and monitors that the 
Superintendent and other staff work within the framework of 
these policies. The Board makes policy; the Superintendent carries 
out policy.  Board policies tell WHAT TO DO; and the 
Superintendent determines HOW TO DO IT.  Follow your policies 
and procedures if you expect others to do the same.
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5. The Board and Superintendent should 
operate as the District Leadership Team. 

It is important that the Board and Superintendent operate as a team. If the Board 
is pulling one way and the Superintendent another, the district does not move 
forward. One of the major responsibilities of the Superintendent is to carefully 
weigh all matters that are to come before the Board and to recommend 
appropriate action. Good practice requires the Superintendent to supply 
information and make recommendations on most issues, to recommend staff 
members for employment, and to keep board members informed. The 
Superintendent's recommendation should be considered before making any 
decisions.  After hearing the Superintendent's recommendation, the final action is 
for each board member to fulfill his or her responsibility to vote either "aye" or 
"nay”. 
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6. School boards should respect all stakeholders –
students, parents, staff, community. 

Each stakeholder is important and should be respected. One way to 
demonstrate respect is to seek and encourage input on appropriate 
topics, in appropriate ways. Asking for input, listening to 
recommendations, and inspiring stakeholders to speak the truth (the 
good, the bad, and the ugly) are all ways to show respect.
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7. The line of authority should always be 
observed. 

The Superintendent is responsible to the Board. All other employees 
are responsible to the Superintendent. Under the Superintendent 
there will be certain divisions of authority. For instance, the 
principal is responsible for direct supervision of his/her staff. 
However, the Superintendent should be held accountable for 
everything that happens within the district. The Board should 
respect the Superintendent’s authority as it relates to the rest of the 
staff.
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8. Know your district. 

To vote intelligently, school board members need to know a great 
deal about their district and about its educational programs. 
School board members are encouraged to attend district events, 
visit schools, and ask clarifying questions. However, they need to 
remember that when attending school functions or visiting schools 
they are ordinary citizens learning about their schools.  Be sure to 
follow district and school protocol when visiting your schools.
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9. Be prepared to participate responsibly.

Board members should come prepared to consider issues by reading 
the board packet, studying supporting documents and considering 
any recommendations prior to the meeting. If there are questions 
about information that has been shared, Board members should ask 
the Superintendent or Board Chairman for clarification. Board 
members are obligated to express their honest opinions on issues by 
stating their opinions and by listening to fellow board members. 
Opinions should be openly expressed prior to voting on an issue. If 
additional information is needed it is appropriate to delay a decision 
until more information has been presented.
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10. Try not to surprise anyone. 

Everyone wins when board members, superintendents, 
administrators, and citizens avoid springing surprises on 
each other in public meetings. 
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11. Honor divergent opinions without being 
intimidated by them. 

Board members should be willing to consider different points of 
view. Don't allow yourself to be intimidated by louder, more 
experienced, or more insistent board members. Don’t dig in 
(defensively) or cave in (capitulate) to threats. Do not let your 
differences of opinion degenerate into conflicts.  In other words, 
don’t embarrass or publicly criticize your teammates. Disagree 
with ideas, not the team member who expressed the idea.
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12. Welcome people who come to see you 
about school problems. 

When people come to you with a problem or concern, always listen respectfully, 
and then refer them to the appropriate person, beginning at the lowest possible 
level of the district's chain of command. Board members often have discussions 
with staff about issues, but it is important to keep in mind that it is generally the 
Superintendent's responsibility to deal with staff problems. If the problem is 
controversial, remember that you may be hearing only one side of the story. Do 
not commit yourself to a course of action that you may regret later. Recommend 
that people advocate for their own causes. Always keep your Superintendent 
informed of problems or concerns in the community or with staff.  Be aware that 
a vocal minority can force a school board to act before all the facts are known or 
evaluated. If you are being pressed, tell them you need more time to make a fair 
decision. 
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13. Support the Board's final decision. 

How you conduct yourself after a decision is as important as what your stand 
was on the issue.  Nothing is more devastating to good board procedures than to 
have a board member vote for a measure simply because another member votes 
against it. No matter which way you voted, you are obligated to support the 
Board in its decision. This doesn't mean you have to pretend to agree with it. 
You may maintain the integrity of your dissent. What you support is the 
legitimacy of the choice even though you don't agree.
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14. Get to know your board colleagues.

Your Board is only effective when you work and lead as a team.  Get 
to know your board colleagues.  Study how they conduct business.  
Learn their values, hopes, and dreams.  Respect and use each other’s 
talents and knowledge. Talk frankly with Board members who 
endanger board effectiveness.  If frank talking is not successful use 
formal reprimands to stop improper activity.  Support your board 
chairman.  Remember that being the board leader is a difficult job 
and deserves the support of all members.  
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15. Learn by asking questions.

Questions should be asked to help you find answers and clarify your 
thinking.  But there is an appropriate time, place, and way to ask 
questions.  Consider those aspects before asking questions in a public 
forum. The only poor questions are the ones you did not ask or the 
ones that created public embarrassment for the district.
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New Board Member Workshop

List the top 5 things you believe a new board member WANTS to know:
1._________________________________________________________________________
2._________________________________________________________________________
3._________________________________________________________________________
4._________________________________________________________________________
5._________________________________________________________________________

List the top 5 things you believe a new board member NEEDS to know:
1._________________________________________________________________________
2._________________________________________________________________________
3._________________________________________________________________________
4._________________________________________________________________________
5._________________________________________________________________________

Submitted by: ____________________________________________________NSBA Trainers Conference, 2019
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Team Effectiveness Questionnaire
Please take a few moments to elaborate on the following statements. The purpose of this questionnaire is to 
assist the board in becoming the most effective team possible. Our hope is that we learn and grow from our team 
member discussions so we can better serve our students, staff and community members in the future.  

1. Our team would be more effective if I could……………………
Example: have time to review agenda attachments to get questions and answers prior to public board meetings
Example: be more open minded and flexible

2. Other board members could help the team be more effective if they would……………….
Example: be more conscientious about listening before forming an opinion
Example: keep an eye on the big picture; don’t focus on little details, it creates distrust in the team overall

3. The board chair could help the team be more effective if he/she would……………………….
Example: be more careful to listen to the other board member’s opinions regarding issues affecting the board
Example: move the meetings along, find ways to get us back on track when we wonder in the woods on stuff
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Team Effectiveness Questionnaire…………..

4. The superintendent could help the team be more effective if he/she would…………………
Example: make sure board members understand the information being discussed before the meeting
Example: help the board members realize where the line is between board/superintendent responsibilities

5. To be truly effective, this team must always remember to…………………………………
Example: be courteous during the meetings and not try to “run the show”
Example: be willing to listen to all opinions, then support the final decision

6. To be truly effective, this team must always avoid…………………………………..
Example: personal agendas and lack of communication
Example: complacency

NSBA Trainers Conference, 2019

11/20/2019 31

11/20/2019 32

31

32



11/20/2019

17

Process the Process!!!
Event_________________________________________________________Date_______________

Strengths: What is working well and/or what “a-ha” did I learn?
______________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________

Opportunities for Improvement :  What improvement changes are necessary?
______________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________
Rx-Possible prescriptions for improvement: Potential solutions or options?
______________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________
What can I do different next time to improve the outcome?
______________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________  

Dr. Rod R. Kessler
WSBA-Director of Leadership Development
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