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EXECUTIVE
NOTE

NEW YEAR,
NEW BEGINNINGS
By Don Wotruba, CAE

I would like to welcome all of our
newly elected board members to
the membership of the Michigan
Association of School Boards,
and congratulate you and our
returning members on your
election victories in November.
I mention both sets of you in
my opening partly to make
you think about the kinship
that you have as the elected
leaders of our school districts
in Michigan. Additionally, for
each of you to think about
the mentor relationships that
should be developed with
new board members to help
them be successful. It doesn’t
necessarily have to be someone
on your board, maybe someone
you meet at a conference or
a training session, but having
someone to ask questions of
and guide you along the way
can be invaluable as you tackle
the tough issues that you will
inevitably face.
Looking ahead, I would like to
mention three big picture areas
that you will hear about over

the course of this year, and in
the future, that you will want to
address as a whole board.

Equity— More and more
studies are being published
that recognize groups within
our school districts that need
to be made a priority if they
have any hope of succeeding in
school or in their chosen career
years after. Whether this is a
racial minority, or the research
would show more often, a low
socioeconomic student, school
boards are going to be asked
to help address their needs.
This is not going to be an easy
conversation at the board
table as you will likely not find
additional resources to help
these students, so you will
have to prioritize your limited
resources to help your most
disadvantaged populations.
How you do that is up to you,
but whether you do it is not an
option.
School Culture— In the
aftermath of the recent
presidential election, civility
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seems to have taken a hit, and
it has carried forward to the
students in school districts
across this country. Take a
proactive approach in your
school districts by adopting
a character program, training
staff to recognize issues before
they become problems and
simply creating a school culture
that treats every student
with dignity and respect. The
students you have in your
districts today are tomorrow’s
adults.

Teamwork— MASB has seen
an increase over the last
couple of election cycles of
single-issue candidates who
often create conflict at the
board table and with your
superintendent. The decisions
that you are faced with on a
weekly basis are so much more
difficult than 10 years ago, and
making tough decisions when
you have infighting at the board
level or with your administrative
team makes your task almost
impossible. MASB is here to

help when these situations
arise, whether it be to facilitate
a discussion with the whole
board on a specific topic,
or do a workshop on board/
superintendent roles and
responsibilities. The research
is very straight forward in
showing that without a strong
board and superintendent
leadership team, you will
not have strong student
achievement.
As you go through the month
of January, for some your
first month on the board,
understand there are people
out there who know how much
time you put in, how much
energy you give and simply how
much you care about the kids
in our state. I personally thank
you for that commitment and,
because of you, our kids will
have a bright future.
Don Wotruba, CAE, is MASB’s
Executive Director, and can be
reached at dwotruba@masb.org or
517.327.5900.
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PRESIDENT’S
MESSAGE

IT’S WORK, BUT THE REWARDS
CAN BE ENDLESS
By Brenda Carter
Pontiac School District

Ready, set and we are off and
running! Many of us were
elected or retained our seat on
our local boards of education.
Congratulations! Before we go
off to change the face of public
education, please take some
advice from seasoned board
members. Stop, drop and roll!
Being an effective board member
takes a lot more than receiving
the accolades of being “an
elected official.” There are levels
of acclimation that must be
acquired, and in our struggles
to promote and maintain public
education, efficient and effective
leadership is a must. Thoroughly
understanding these levels will
determine our success on our
local board, and will help us
be effective representatives for
children in our community.
Fortunately, MASB has
Board Member Certification
(CBA) classes, workshops and
conferences where we can learn
and hone our leadership skills.
If our community elected us
to represent their children,

“A diamond is just a piece of charcoal that
handled stress exceptionally well.” —Unknown
they are expecting us to place
the educational welfare of our
students above our personal
interests and affiliations. We are
elected officials and we represent
one of the largest constituent
bases in our state, and our
political affiliations should be
in the background. Our goals
should be educating children,
keeping them safe and writing
policies that ensure the success
of our district’s mission, vision
and goals.
We should review the reasons
why we ran for the board of
education. Anything short of
the goals above may subject
your district to unnecessary
conflict. One of the first things to
consider is our time constraints.
We need to understand the
time it will take away from
our personal lives. We should
also consider the laws that
govern elected officials. Once
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again, MASB has a curriculum
of courses that will teach us
everything from financial
budgets to the Open Meetings
Act. These tools are necessary for
being an effective team member.
Yes, we are part of a sevenmember team. We do not move
independently, and we do not
circumvent processes established
by our board of education.
Although we have an allegiance
to those who elected us, we
should avoid micromanaging
our superintendent and
administration. We should “stay
in our lane,” and we have the
opportunity to learn where our
lane is as early as Jan. 27 – 28
with our first New School Board
Member Institute and CBA
Classes of the year at Kent ISD in
Grand Rapids.

you and every school district
in the state of Michigan. We
bring diversity to our resolutions
and bylaws process that reflect
the culture and climate of our
state. Board members have the
opportunity to be appointed to
several standing committees
each year. The process starts
with our first CBA class, and the
journey can be very rewarding!
So be sure to get involved early!
Once again, congratulations
on being elected as one of your
community’s builders of the
future. Our role is just that
important. We are the bridge
builders for tomorrow’s leaders.
MASB is here for us, and will
teach us everything we need
to know to guide our young
people to their fullest potential.
Welcome to the world of
boardsmanship!
Brenda Carter is MASB’s 2016-2017
President, and can be reached at
brendajcarter86@gmail.com.

The 19 members of MASB’s
Board of Directors represent
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ASK
BRAD:

YOUR SCHOOL LAW
QUESTIONS ANSWERED

By Brad Banasik, J.D.

EACH ISSUE OF MASB’S LEADERBOARD FEATURES HYPOTHETICAL SCHOOL LAW QUESTIONS THAT ARE SIMILAR TO THE QUESTIONS
THAT THE MASB LEGAL SERVICES DEPARTMENT RECEIVES FROM MEMBERS. THE ANSWERS TO THE QUESTIONS ARE INTENDED
TO PROVIDE LEGAL INFORMATION AND ENHANCE SCHOOL BOARD MEMBERS’ UNDERSTANDING OF SCHOOL LAW ISSUES BY
EXPLAINING HOW LAWS OR COURT CASES APPLY TO GIVEN SITUATIONS. IF YOU HAVE A SPECIFIC HYPOTHETICAL QUESTION THAT YOU
WOULD LIKE TO SEE ANSWERED IN A FUTURE ISSUE, PLEASE SUBMIT YOUR QUESTION TO WEBMASTER@MASB.ORG.
BOARD MEMBERS AND
SOCIAL MEDIA
A newly elected board member,
Tommy Transparency, wishes to
use social media as a way to share
school board updates with the
community. What are the legal
issues that Tommy may encounter
with this practice?
Tommy must be extremely careful
about sharing information that
is confidential. For example, the
Open Meetings Act states that
minutes from a closed meeting
are confidential and must not
be disclosed to the public. This
disclosure restriction includes
the actual minutes’ document
as well as dialogue that occurs
during a closed meeting, even if
not recorded in the minutes. Thus,
if Tommy “tweets” out a school
board update that includes information about a lawsuit that was
discussed in closed session, he has
released closed meeting minutes to
the public in violation of the OMA,
which could result in criminal
prosecution and civil penalties.
Confidential information may
also involve personnel matters. If
an employee is being investigated
for alleged misconduct, disclosing
the unsubstantiated accusations
during the course of the investigation could violate the employee’s

due process rights. And, even if the
misconduct is substantiated and
discipline is documented in the
employee’s personnel file, the disciplinary information should not be
publicly disclosed without following the school district’s rules and
guidelines on releasing personnel
records. In general, most employment information about school
employees is considered public
information, but Michigan’s law on
personnel records, as well as many
collective bargaining agreements,
include specific requirements that
must be followed before releasing
an employee’s disciplinary record
to a third party. So, Tommy should
refrain from posting any updates
involving personnel complaints,
investigations or disciplinary decisions that have been shared with the
members of the school board.
Student record information must
also be kept confidential. While
the Family Educational Rights
and Privacy Act allows a school
district to disclose student records under specific and limited
circumstances, school board
members should not publicly discuss or disseminate any student
record-related information that
has been shared with them, even
if it involves student accomplishments and recognitions. The
best practice here is to let the
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administration publish student
news and then it can be shared by
school board members through
social media.
Could one of Tommy’s updates
result in an illegal meeting under
the OMA? Yes, if other board
members are able to read and
comment on his updates. Recently,
the Michigan Court of Appeals
affirmed that electronic communications that involve a quorum
of a school board’s members will
violate the OMA if the communications involve deliberations
on public policy issues involving
the school district. Therefore,
other members of Tommy’s
school board should refrain from
commenting on the updates and
creating an illegal meeting.
Even though Tommy’s updates
are posted on a personal or
private social networking website,
they could still constitute “public
records” under the Freedom of
Information Act. In determining if an electronic document is
a public record and subject to
public disclosure under FOIA,
Michigan courts will focus on
the purpose and content of the
message rather than where it is
located. If it is determined that
Tommy prepared the updates in
the performance of an official

school board function, they
would be subject to FOIA’s disclosure provisions.
Lastly, school board members
should always use caution when
sharing or forwarding information that may be copyrighted. The
federal copyright law includes fair
use and educational exceptions
for using copyrighted works, but
these exceptions are very limited
and complicated to apply. So, if
Tommy plans to share someone
else’s work product, he should
seek permission from the individual who created it before publicly
disseminating the information.
If a board member is going to use
social media as a way to communicate with community members,
the legal implications involved
in sharing school board-related
information must be considered.
While the board member may
feel that he or she is performing
a community service by keeping
citizens informed of what’s going
on in the school district, there
may be legal consequences if
information is shared without
thinking about its content.
Brad Banasik, J.D., is MASB’s Legal
Counsel/Director of Labor Relations
& Policy, and can be reached at
bbanasik@masb.org or 517.327.5929.
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Elected vs. Appointed
Boards
The People Deserve a Voice in Their Local School District
By Kathy Hayes
Most Americans place a high value
on the basic principles on which
our democratic society is based…
“of the people, by the people and
for the people...” Yet, when it
comes to local school boards, some
people believe that these principles
should not apply. Democracy is the
governing principle of our culture
and has served us well for more
than 200 years. It can be messy
and yield unpredictable results,
but generally speaking, the more
democracy, the better. If we don’t
like the results of decisions made
by elected school boards, we should
pay more attention to making them
work, not abandon them.
Local control of community
schools, through elected school
boards, is a long and deeply held
American value and tradition.
Locally elected school boards
serve as the liaisons between the
community and professional
educators, and provide local
citizen control over education at
a point as close to the parent and
child as possible.
A school board directly elected
by the people offers a direct

10
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line to school board members,
and affords citizens the only
opportunity for the direct
expression of the will of the
people on education issues.
School boards elected by
their communities, represent
the community’s beliefs and
values and provide a venue for
community members to have
a say in what their children are
taught. It stands to reason that
an elected school board would
be much more representative
and responsive to the people
who voted for them than would
an appointed board whose first
priority may be something other
than education.

exclusively dedicated to
education. They have a vested
interest in retaining public
control of schools and ensuring
quality education since their
actions directly impact local
community life. They don’t
always live up to that mission,
but democracy, unlike privatized
education, allows us to hold them
accountable at the voting booth.

There are a number of national
studies that indicate that no
one system produces a stronger
school board than the other.
Rather, the studies say that it is the
community’s attitude toward its
schools, as measured by its interest,
responsiveness, enthusiasm and
pride, that largely determines how
effective a board will be.

Kathy Hayes is the former Executive
Director of the Michigan Association
of School Boards, and can be reached
at kasaha1249@gmail.com.

Franklin Roosevelt said,
“The ultimate rulers of our
democracy are not a president
and senators and congressmen
and government officials, but the
voters of this country.”

Locally elected boards are the
only entity that has a mission
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PUBLIC SCHOOL DISTRICTS HAVE BEEN ELECTING BOARD OF EDUCATION MEMBERS FOR CENTURIES, YET
CHARTER SCHOOLS, SOME AUTHORIZED BY PUBLIC DISTRICTS, AND OTHER ENTITIES OFTEN APPOINT THEIR
BOARD MEMBERS.
WHAT IS THE MORE EFFECTIVE FORM OF GOVERNANCE? SHOULD ALL PUBLIC SCHOOLS CONSIDER
APPOINTING BOARD MEMBERS RATHER THAN ELECTING THEM? POINT/COUNTERPOINT OFFERS TWO
DIFFERENT VIEWPOINTS AND LETS YOU DECIDE.*

Appointed Boards Ensure We Have the Right People in Place
By Cindy Schumacher

The board members who serve
Michigan’s public schools share
many things in common. Whether
elected or appointed, they are
public officials, trustees of our
children’s futures and united
by the belief that a high-quality
education should be accessible to
all. But unlike traditional public
schools, Michigan’s charter schools
are organized under nonprofit
school boards appointed by
authorizers like Central Michigan
University, the entities with the
authority to approve new charter
schools. We believe that this
structure of governance provides
a number of very important
advantages.
Running any school or
organization effectively requires
diverse and qualified people.
Through a thorough selection
and appointment process,
prospective board members can
be properly vetted to ensure they
possess qualities representative
to the public’s values. By
appointing boards, we can be
sure its membership is made up
of individuals knowledgeable in
fields like education, accounting,
law or other subjects that serve as
the initial building blocks for a
successful school.

Nearly half of CMU’s network of
more than 300 board members
across 62 schools have earned
advanced degrees and more than
a third are ethnic minorities.
Having such a quality pool
of individuals from which to
draw is largely a result of this
depoliticized process. Board
members are not only volunteers,
but most are professionals too,
so it can be a difficult thing
to convince them to subject
themselves to the time, expense
and political scrutiny that
accompanies running for an
elected office. For a prospective
board member, the potential
rewards often outweigh the
commitment when they know
their qualifications, and not
popularity, will be the deciding
factor for their appointment.
Appointed boards also provide
much more stability. The process
helps to limit significant board
member turnover and individuals
are safe from special interests and
low voter turnout. We can be sure
their time and attention stays
focused mainly on the school,
not on an election cycle. To the
community it serves, it means a
more responsive board compared
to a potentially divided electorate.

Having consistent and united
leadership is also important for
students and teachers within the
building. And if the board fails to
live up to the legal, governance,
fiscal or academic responsibilities
of its agreement, an authorizer
can address the issue immediately
instead of waiting for voters to
hopefully come to the appropriate
conclusion during the following
election.
We have found that this governance
structure of appointed board
members has resulted in an
engaged, highly qualified and
diverse membership largely
insulated politically yet both
responsive to and responsible for
their results. Having both the right
system and the right people in place
are only the first steps toward an
effective board. Providing ongoing
training, development and support
is what makes successful boards
truly sustainable.
Cindy Schumacher is the Executive
Director of the Governor John Engler
Center for Charter Schools at Central
Michigan University, and can be
reached at 989.774.2100 or
cschumacher@thecenterforcharters.org.

*The views in Point/Counterpoint are those of the participants and do not necessarily reflect the views of MASB.
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DISTRICT DEMOGRAPHICS
Location: Macomb County
Size: 5,162
Board Members and Terms of Service:
Gerard Gauthier, President (1994-2018)
Laura Edghill, Vice President (2010-2022)
Jim Birko, Secretary (2008-2020)
Ron DelVillano, Treasurer (2010-2018)
Linda Corbat, Trustee (2011-2018)
Todd Koch, Trustee (2015-2020)
Daniel Stawinski, Trustee (2015-2022)
Website: www.fraser.k12.mi.us

DIS T RIC T SP O T L IG H T

FRASER PUBLIC SCHOOLS
ONE PIECE OF ADVICE YOU WOULD GIVE TO ALL
SCHOOL BOARD MEMBERS.

DESCRIBE YOUR BOARD’S LEADERSHIP
STYLE IN ONE WORD.
Innovative.

WHAT ARE YOUR DISTRICT’S MOST PRESSING
CHALLENGES?
Poverty and transience.

12
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Be very clear about why you are serving on your
board. At the end of the day, we are there to
serve our communities and ensure that each of
our students gets the best opportunities to be
successful that we can possibly provide. When
we keep in mind the “why” we are most likely to
achieve consensus and provide cohesive and
unified governance as a team.

competency-based system that allows students
and teachers to always know exactly where they
stand in the curriculum and make any necessary
adjustments. The board has engaged in research,
dialogue and two successive rounds of strategic
planning over the last six to eight years in order to
embark on and sustain this course. In a district
that struggles with poverty and transience, we are
committed to providing the equity that personalized
learning unlocks for all of our students.

YOUR BIGGEST ACCOMPLISHMENT(S) AS A
SCHOOL BOARD?

WHAT IS YOUR FAVORITE MASB PRODUCT OR
SERVICE?

We have worked diligently to move our district to
a modern learning environment where students
can set goals and move individually at their own
pace. That environment is supported by a robust
1:1 district-wide device deployment that provides
our students with critical access to assignments
and resources anytime, anyplace. We use a

DashBoard and other regular emails. They help
keep us informed about important issues related
to school board service!
If you would like to recommend your district to be
featured in a future District Spotlight, please send an
email to webmaster@masb.org.
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SUCCESS:
MODEL ANYTHING IS POSSIBLE
By Donna Oser, CAE

“School boards endeavor to govern America’s schools and school
systems. Collectively, the nation’s nearly 14,000 school boards are
responsible for the well-being of 52 million children, the expenditure
of $600 billion per year, and the supervision of six million employees.”1
Governance is a term that encompasses so much, but at the same
time, sounds intimidating and can be confusing. We must first define
governance in simple language, and explore several governance
structures that are commonly employed by boards of education.

What is Governance?
The means by which an elected board of education guides and oversees
a public school district on behalf of its citizens is governance. It
is, in effect, the process used by a small group on behalf of a much
larger group to exercise authority
over an organization. As such,
governance provides the framework
and the system for the allocation of
decisionmaking powers.2

A governance
structure
defines the roles,
relationships
and behavioral
parameters for
the board and its
staff.
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Structure. Framework. Processes.
These are not only essential to
effective guidance and oversight,
clarity around these things enables
boards of education and district staff
to be effective in their endeavors
while also providing transparency
for the public they represent.
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The Traditional School Board Governance Model
The traditional school board governance model is commonly
illustrated by using the face of a clock as a visual.3 The entire 12-hour
clock face encompasses a full cycle of school district governance. The
top half of the clock represents the work of the board of education. The
bottom half of the clock represents the work of the superintendent and
administration.
The cycle—and the work of the board—begins at 12:00 with the
establishment of a vision and goals that concern student outcomes.
Around the 1:00 mark, the board establishes the plan for monitoring
progress toward those goals including timelines, evidence and metrics.
The 2:00 hour represents the board adopting policies to guide the
district staff in accomplishing the vision and goals, while 3:00 is the
point in the cycle when the work shifts to the superintendent and
administration.

Between 3:00 and 9:00, the superintendent and administration
create plans to implement the vision and goals, develop supporting
procedures as well as regulations, and actually implement the
district’s plan to accomplish the board’s vision and goals. This work
encompasses the actual operations of a school district. Along the way,
the superintendent and administration monitor the progress being
made and adjust plans accordingly.
Between 9:00 and 12:00, the board’s work in the cycle resumes. Within
this window, the board is evaluating outcomes toward the vision
and goals it previously established. The board must also continually
evaluate its policy to ensure it is conducive to accomplishing the
vision. This governance model is used by the majority of school
districts in Michigan and throughout the country.

The Governance Clock
Adopt Vision and Goals

11

9

Oversight of Management

6

7

Evaluate
Progress

Superintendent
Authority

4

8

Recommendations

5

Management

Board Authority

Adopt
Policies

3

Governance

1
2

10

Evaluation
Outcomes

12

Develop Plans
and
Regulations

Implement Operations
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The Policy Governance Model
Policy Governance is used by Michigan school districts much less
frequently than the traditional model, but followers are quite passionate
in their support. Created by Dr. John Carver, Policy Governance separates
issues of organizational purpose (ENDS) from all other organizational
issues (MEANS), placing primary importance on those Ends.4
Policy Governance, when used in school districts5, is organized
around seven core principles:
1. The importance of the owner-representative role of the board of
education. The board represents and is accountable to the public
in its work.
2. A single voice from multiple trustees. Trustees have authority
only as a full board. The superintendent and staff need not
concern themselves with individual board members’ instruction
or requests because all direction comes from the board as a
whole—in its entirety.
3. The superintendent as a real chief executive officer. The board
authorizes the superintendent to interpret its intent and then
evaluates the superintendent on his/her progress toward
actualizing the board’s intention.
4. Authoritative prescription of ‘ends.’ The board must clearly
define its expected results for students and demand system
performance.
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“In effect, the
board does not
tell the system
how to operate,
but how not to.

5. Freedom—within
parameters—to
determine the
‘means.’ The
superintendent
determines the
methods, practices
and conduct (means)
—John Carver on Policy Governance
that will be used to
accomplish the ends.
The board need only
identify what the superintendent cannot do—anything else is
permissible.
6. Board decisions relative to size and in the most efficient manner
available. Because the board defines the boundaries for the
superintendent to accomplish its ends, they should do so in the
broadest context possible so as to avoid limiting the options
available to the system.
7. System-focused superintendent evaluation. The only criteria on
which the superintendent should be evaluated are the extent to
which the ends (outcomes) were achieved and the limits the
board identified were respected.
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School districts using this model have to make allowances for the
work that is required of them by School Code that may deviate from
pure Policy Governance. A good example of this would be criteria that
are required in law in superintendent evaluation. Despite the need
for such allowances, Policy Governance is an effective governance
model for school boards and superintendents willing to commit
wholeheartedly to its discipline.

Eadie’s “High-Impact” Governing Model6
The High-Impact Governing Model is one that has evolved over time
having been shaped by Doug Eadie in his work with corporate and
nonprofit boards. Eadie has also worked closely with the National
School Boards Association to understand the work of school boards.
He views school board governance as the act of (repeatedly) answering
three preeminent questions:7
1. The Strategic Question: Where should our school district be
heading over the long run?
2. The Planning Question: What should our school district be
now and in the short run?
3. The Monitoring Question: How well is the school district
performing—educationally, financially and administratively?
Eadie’s fourth preeminent question was crafted for corporate and
nonprofit boards, but may also have applicability to school board
governance:

There is no right or wrong governance model. School boards
and superintendents should work collaboratively to identify the
governance model that works for them and within their district.
Exploring governance models together can be an excellent way to
establish a shared view of governance, and forge a more effective
board/superintendent partnership.
Once a district chooses a governance model, considerable effort must
be invested to fully develop and implement the model for use in the
district. Doing so can feel awkward at first—it will take time and
practice for everyone to get comfortable with how things work.
Last but not least, the school board and superintendent should
periodically evaluate their fidelity to the model, how well the model is
working for their district and adjust accordingly.
Is your board looking to tighten up its governance structures or explore
a different governance model? MASB’s skilled consultants can help!
Contact Debbie Stair at dstair@masb.org or 517.327.5904 to request
assistance.
Donna Oser, CAE, is MASB’s Director of Leadership Development and
Executive Search Services, and can be reached at doser@masb.org or
517.327.5923.
1

Hess, F.M. and Meeks, O. School Boards Circa 2010: Governance in the
Accountability Era. National School Boards Association, Thomas B. Fordham
Institute and Iowa School Boards Foundation, 2010.

2

Ontario Education Services Corporation. Good Governance: A Guide for
Trustees, School Boards, Directors of Education and Communities. 2014.

Eadie views the following as key elements absolutely essential for
high-impact governance to occur:

3

Namit, C. Sharpening the District’s Leadership Model. District
Administration, Dec. 1, 2008.

• A board-savvy superintendent who is an expert in governance,
and who believes in the transformative power of an effective
board and superintendent team. The superintendent takes
the lead in developing the board’s capacity to do high-impact
governing work.
• A clear and detailed board-governing mission that describes
the board’s key functions and responsibilities. This includes
meticulous processes for strategic planning, budget
development, performance oversight and monitoring, as well as
community/stakeholder relations.
• A robust structure for standing committees that support the
board in its broader governance role.
• A self-assessment regime for the board that fosters board
development and board accountability.
• Strong superintendent and administrative support for the
board and its standing committees.
School districts that choose to model their governance structure on
High-Impact Governance will need to consider the extent to which
these elements are present and, more importantly, how compatible
their view of the governance is with Eadie’s three (or four) preeminent
questions.

4

Carver, M. and Carver, J. The Policy Governance® Model. April 2016.
Retrieved from www.policygovernance.com/model.htm, November 2016.

5

Carver, J. Remaking Governance. American School Board Journal, 2000.

6

Eadie, D. The High-Impact Governing in a Nutshell. Retrieved from www.
dougeadie.com/resources/issue-papers/high-impact-governing-modelnutshell, November 2016.

7

Eadie, D. Five Habits of High-Impact School Boards. Rowman & LIttlefield
Education, 2004.

4. The External Relations Question: How do we want to be seen
by key stakeholders in our environment, and how can we
influence their perceptions?
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EVENTS CALENDAR
JAN. 27 – 28, 2017

MARCH 25 – 27, 2017

New Board Member Institute,
Board Member Certification Classes and
Board President Workshop

NSBA Annual Conference
and Exposition
COLORADO CONVENTION CENTER, DENVER

KENT ISD, GRAND RAPIDS

JAN. 29 – 31, 2017

NSBA Advocacy Institute
MARRIOTT MARQUIS, WASHINGTON, D.C.
FEB. 10 – 11, 2017

New Board Member Institute,
Board Member Certification Classes and
Board President Workshop
SOMERSET INN, TROY

MAY 2, 2017

MASA/MASB
Legislative Conference
RADISSON HOTEL LANSING AT THE CAPITOL

NOV. 9 – 12, 2017

Annual Leadership Conference
and Exhibit Show
LANSING CENTER

FEB. 24, 2017

MASA/MASB/MSBO
Labor Relations Conference

For more information about these events, visit the MASB website,
www.masb.org/calendar, or call 517.327.5900.

RADISSON HOTEL LANSING AT THE CAPITOL
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Are We
Doing
it Wrong?
Is School Board Governance the Best
Model for Public Schools?
By John Tramontana

The bang of a gavel. The Pledge of Allegiance. The roll call. It’s how
most public school districts have started their board meetings for
decades. A group of elected individuals sitting at a table, ready to
make policy decisions for the district. But what if that wasn’t the case
anymore? What if school districts didn’t have boards of education?
What if the chairs sat empty? How would the district be impacted?
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Storied History
Boards of education as a school governance model have been in
existence since 1647 in the Massachusetts Bay Colony.1 At that
time, towns were required by law to run schools. Soon after, control
was given to elected representatives who were responsible for
hiring a schoolmaster and providing schoolhouses—a model that
essentially continues to this day. But despite the rich history, there
are some detractors. So is it possible that a model we’ve been using
for nearly 370 years is wrong?

Different Perspectives
Matt Miller, a journalist and senior fellow at the Center for
American Progress, wrote in a 2008 article for The Atlantic, that
we should, “kill all the school boards.”2 He added that “board
members routinely spend their time on minor matters, from midlevel personnel decisions to bus routes.”
Miller wrote the best option would be to scrap local school boards
altogether, “especially in big cities, where most poor children live.”
His alternative? Mayoral authority over public schools.
But is that the right approach? Has it had success elsewhere?
According to a 2013 report by the Center for American Progress,
it has.3 Leading up to the end of the study and the collection
of data, 11 districts had some degree of mayoral involvement.
Of those 11, the study found five were able to narrow the
achievement gap, including districts in New York City, New Haven,
Conn., Chicago, Philadelphia and Baltimore. Many of those
models included the mayor appointing a board to help run the
district. But the study found the model is “most effective” when
the mayor is aggressive and ready to act. If the mayor doesn’t
act, it falters.
Some states have tried a state-run approach. It happened
in Michigan when the state took over a handful of districts,
including Detroit. The districts were run by an Emergency
Financial Manager, taking the power out of the hands of an
elected board. That model didn’t work for Detroit, as the staterun district continued to struggle, forcing the Legislature to create
an entirely new district.
The U.S. Chamber of Commerce commissioned a study in 2012
with The Institute for a Competitive Workforce and The National
Chamber Foundation. Part of that study focused on Detroit and
why it failed. It determined failures of school board members to
execute their responsibilities well “have resulted in poor student
achievement, district budget shortfalls, and even replacement of
school boards with mayoral or state control.”4
In Detroit, the study found the district had been negatively
impacted while under state control. It concluded that once power
was ripped away from a locally elected board, public education
in the city had “become a hybrid portfolio of hundreds of schools
with multiple approaches and governance systems and no
consistent oversight or quality control.” Too many entities were
focused solely on budgets and/or school choice, and not enough
time and effort was spent on improving student achievement.
It also stated that elected boards do in fact seem to be the best
model to govern school districts. But it has to be more than just
community members running for office. The U.S. Chamber found
the most successful districts work closely with community and
business leaders to make public education a real priority. The
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partnerships can help to elevate board service, and get more
high-quality school board members by “identifying talented
people and recruiting them to run.”
The idea is when people are tuned in to the community and what
the district is doing, they are more likely to have a vested interest
in its success.
Michigan’s State Superintendent Brian Whiston favors a more
traditional governance model. He still wants to see schools run
by boards of education, but he also has some ideas for how the
system could be more effective.
“I do believe in democracy and electing boards,” he said. “In
most places, it works well. But we need to develop a process to
deal with a small number of individual board members or whole
boards that are not operating within a good governance model.”
“Boards need to be focused on holding their superintendent
responsible for achieving goals (academic, financial, graduation
rates, climate and culture) and give them the ability to run the
district without being taken in by the impacts of change, or just
listening to some [community] concerns and not focusing on the
overall goal achievement. When the board (or individual board
members) ventures outside of its role, or tries to micromanage a
district, it does not work.”
Simply put, everyone needs to stay in his or her own lane.
Whiston understands the dynamic between the board and the
superintendent. He previously served seven years as a local
superintendent, and before that, 17 years as a locally elected
board member.
A board’s role is simple according to Whiston. It hires a
superintendent; approves a mutually agreed upon budget, sets
goals and vision for the district; develops and approves board
policies; and hears from the superintendent and evaluates him/
her over how those goals and strategies are implemented.
“The question is, ‘How do we get board members who act outside
of their roles to live within the role of the board?’” Whiston asked.

Successful Boards
His answer? Mandatory training for all board members. “Once
elected, they should have to take and pass training by MASB
or other approved sources,” he said. “If not, they should not be
allowed to run for reelection.”
Training is the first step, but patience may be another. Whiston
believes boards need to give a superintendent three-to-five years
to fully implement a plan. They also need to tune out what he calls
“music being played in the community”—distractions that can take
focus off improving student achievement and bettering the district.
“Change is not easy,” Whiston said. “Some in the community
will not be happy. But if the superintendent is sticking to and
implementing the agreed-upon plan, the board needs to support
him or her during the process.”
Whiston, however, is open to trying out a hybrid plan where part
of the board is elected and the rest appointed. With appointees,
he said you don’t get “single-issue board members.”
Some in the community may run just to fire an athletic coach or
change a teacher contract. But Whiston said those candidates
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only hurt the governance model and don’t contribute to the
overall improvement of the district.
“You can appoint a well-rounded board member,” he advised. “If
tough decisions need to be made, they can be made based on
facts and data and not emotion.”
He concedes that elected board members can also bring that
approach to the board table, but more appointments would help
to eliminate single-issue candidates.

#1 Focus—The Students
Regardless of how boards are put together, the Academic
Development Institute found they are crucial to student
achievement. In its 2013 study, ADI recommended board

members become more engaged in the district and take on
more accountability in its successes and/or failures.5
Some of the recommendations at the local level include:
●● Establishing a culture of professionalism that includes
individual and/or group training opportunities,
●● Creating mentoring relationships between new and
experienced board members—those relationships can even
extend outside of the school board to nonprofits or local
entities likes colleges or hospitals, and
●● Challenging and encouraging board members to strategically
question assumptions when it comes to district and school
performance, and student outcomes.
“In districts with low-performing schools, school boards can,
and arguably should, play a central role in creating the right
conditions to initiate, support, and sustain bold improvement
efforts,” the study states. “To assume this important role,
boards need to move past focusing on the ‘killer B’s’ (e.g.,
books, budgets, buildings, and buses) to a more sophisticated
leadership model in which they intentionally set priorities,
develop strategic plans, align resources, and hold key actors
accountable for actions required to sustain a laser sharp focus
on student outcomes.”
It continues, “The challenge facing school districts striving
to improve is figuring out how to leverage largely volunteer
boards of lay citizens to develop coherent and innovative policies
and practices in a climate that frequently reduces their role to
that of budget hawks or single-issue politicians.”
Some of the factors that may impede a board’s progress include,
but are not limited to, politics, a contentious relationship
between board members and the superintendent, board turnover,
lack of knowledge, single-agenda bias and so on.
The study suggested the school board model may perhaps be
a bit outdated, but the system is an “ingrained, if not beloved,
entity. And as the dominant form of school governance for the
foreseeable future, it is critical that we consider strategies to
leverage their authority to improve student outcomes.”
It found there is an “established link between effective
boards and effective schools and districts, but it is
unclear whether the link is casual or correlational (i.e.,
are high-performing districts able to recruit and sustain
effective boards, or do effective boards lead to high
performance?).”
It’s your classic chicken and egg, but the model has
been proven to work.
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The Future
School board governance is a topic being looked into in
Michigan through the Governor’s 21st Century Education
Commission. The Commission is currently researching K-20
education, with a close eye on school funding, governance
and accountability. How should schools be funded and what
are the drivers? How should school governance look and
work? What should schools be held accountable for and then
how does the accountability system work? The Commission
hopes to answer these questions and many more.
Whiston said the Department of Education will be anticipating
the findings.
“I believe we have an opportunity to shape the Commission’s
recommendations, and I believe with the help of the business
community, the recommendations will be taken seriously,” he
said.
What that means for the future of public education in
Michigan is yet to be seen. What we do know is that school
governance with locally elected board members can work.
Now it’s up to us to make sure it does.
John Tramontana is MASB’s Director of Communications, PR & Marketing,
and can be reached at jtramontana@masb.org or 517.327.5908.
1

National School Boards Association. Frequently Asked Questions.
Retrieved from www.nsba.org/about-us/frequently-asked-questions,
November 2016.

2

Miller, M. First, Kill All the School Boards. The Atlantic, January/
February 2008.
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Wong, K.K. and Shen, F.X. Mayoral Governance and Student
Achievement: How Mayor-Led Districts are Improving School and Student
Performance. Center for American Progress, 2013.
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and The National Chamber Foundation. School Board Case Studies, 2012.
Retrieved from www.uschamberfoundation.org/publications/reports/cew,
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Rhim, L.M., Quarles, R. and Wong, K. Moving Beyond the Killer B’s:
The Role of School Boards in School Accountability and Transformation.
Academic Development Institute, 2013.
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Acting

ETHICALLY

at the Board Table
By Stacy Bogard, CAE
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Ethics—for a relatively small word, it conveys a lot of

meaning—and it usually means serious business. But defining
it has always been a challenge. There are several definitions out
there, leaving a lot open to interpretation. Following are a sampling:
“The moral correctness of specified conduct; moral principles
that govern a person’s behavior or the conducting of an activity.
The branch of knowledge that deals with moral principles.”1

“The basic concepts and fundamental principles of decent
human conduct. It includes study of universal values such as
the essential equality of all men and women, human or natural
rights, obedience to the law of land, concern for health and
safety and, increasingly, also for the natural environment.”2
“The word ‘ethics’ is derived from the Greek ‘ethos’ (meaning
‘custom’ or ‘habit’). Ethics differs from morals and morality in that
ethics denotes the theory of right action and the greater good, while
morals indicate their practice. Ethics is not limited to specific acts
and defined moral codes, but encompasses the whole of moral
ideals and behaviours, a person’s philosophy of life. . .”3
When it comes to school boards, ethics could be defined as the
set of unwritten rules we’ve developed for our interactions with
the people around us. Finding a way to capture and agree to these
rules amongst your fellow board members is key to successfully
working together. Particularly because the ethical behavior and
decisionmaking of board members matters to those who elected
you.
Research shows that the public has higher ethical expectations
for members of a school board than any other elected body.4
This should come as no surprise to you if you think about the
fact that your community has entrusted their most precious
resource to the board of education—their children.
Essentially, ethics ties into each of the core activities related to
board service:
●● Adhering to board roles and responsibilities
●● Following law and board policy
●● Using best practices
●● Navigating the rocky road between getting along, going
along and doing what’s right
Board members are expected to set an example that is morally
admirable and free of even a hint of self-serving impropriety.
At times, the ethical high road can require making very difficult
decisions, especially when doing the ethically correct thing is
not always clear cut. Nonetheless, public trust and credibility is
essential for effective governance. Making decisions or behaving
in a manner that is unethical undermines the credibility of
elected board members and erodes the public’s trust.
So why would people act unethically? A variety of reasons
including:
●● Means to an end
●● To meet deadlines
●● There’s a lack of organizational loyalty
●● Someone feels “entitled”
●● Rules don’t apply to them
●● They think the act is not unethical
●● Peer pressure
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●● The belief that it is in the organization’s best interest
While some of these instances don’t come across as being all
that “bad,” they can lead to ongoing issues.
To help in clarifying when these instances occur or how to
handle them, many boards that are intent on maintaining the
public’s trust often agree to a set of guidelines or code of
ethics that can be a constant reminder of ethical conduct. In
cooperation with the Michigan Congress of School Administrator
Associations, MASB created “A Code of Ethical Relationships,”5
which has been updated over the last 40 years, presenting five
principles that can be referenced for best practices for both
the board and the superintendent. They look a lot like roles and
responsibilities and they are; but there’s additional guidance for
the most ethical way to approach a board member’s duties.

PRINCIPLE I: COMMITMENT TO BE TRUSTWORTHY
The leadership team must be self-governing. They will confine their
performance to those services that elicit trust from the individuals
and society whom they serve using their knowledge, skills and
competencies.
In practice, this means that the board will represent all individuals
with respect to their uniqueness and worth—administrators,
staff, students, those in the community, everyone affected—
when creating policy. Board members will “stay in their lane” and
leave the administration of the district to the superintendent.
Additionally, they will consult with the superintendent to acquire
the necessary data and information before developing policy or
making decisions, and seek out all sides of an issue or conflict to
be sure they have the complete picture.
On a personal level, board members should not use their
position for personal and/or family gain of any nature. Use your
voice, but recognize that it is one of several and authority lies
with the board as a whole, not any one individual. Lastly, an
essential practice to maintaining the public’s trust is conducting
the board’s business only during official meetings.

PRINCIPLE II: COMMITMENT TO EDUCATIONAL
MISSION
The leadership team has a common mission to implement
educational programs and activities essential to the welfare of
society.
Set goals! Again taking into consideration the needs and wants
of all affected audiences, as well as the district’s mission, the
board should set goals and create policies to make it possible
for them to be accomplished. The superintendent works with
the administration to put the policies into action and provides
progress reports to the board.

PRINCIPLE III: COMMITMENT TO BE
RESPONSIBLE
The leadership team is committed to responsible decisionmaking.
The quality of decisions, actions and performance is in proportion
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to the contributing competence and skill of board members and
administrators.
As noted under Principle I and expounded upon here, policies
are developed and adopted based upon best knowledge,
research available, counsel from the superintendent and full
discussion by the board. They also are in line with current law
(federal, state and local), are fair to those impacted, and are put
in place to advance the goals and mission of the district. The
board follows and supports these policies until they are altered.
In being responsible to the community, the board selects the
most competent superintendent available to run the district
and keeps him/her advised of what they hear from community
members. It’s ok to listen to citizen concerns, but you
should never promise an outcome; instead, refer them to the
appropriate authority (teacher, principal, superintendent, etc.) to
best address and resolve their issue. Confidential information is
respected. Additionally, board meetings are conducted based on
a planned written agenda that is prepared by the superintendent
in consultation with the board president so the community is
aware, in advance, of what is being discussed.
The board is always forward-looking, developing and maintaining
long-range, big-picture plans for the district. To encourage
district growth and promote quality performance, administrator
and board development opportunities are supported so
leadership has the knowledge and best tools available.
Lastly, each board member makes the commitment to devote time,
thought and study to their roles and responsibilities. This includes
regularly attending meetings and participating in activities, which
are necessary to ensuring effective oversight of the district.

26

W IN T E R 2017

PRINCIPLE IV: COMMITMENT TO A PROFESSION
The leadership team shall strive to meet the standards of their
professions. The leadership team will advocate, engage in and
support professional development.
Being a board member makes you part of a profession just like
being a teacher, financial adviser, mechanic, communications
specialist, homemaker, accountant, farmer, etc. Be aware that your
words and actions reflect on the perception of board members as
a whole. There are professional organizations like MASB and the
National School Boards Association that provide standards like
these for those in the profession to aspire to and the resources
to get there; actively participating in these associations is
encouraged. The board should also expect and support the same
type of involvement from its administrators and staff.

PRINCIPLE V: COMMITMENT TO SERVE
OTHERS ABOVE SELF
The leadership team is dedicated to improving the status and
conditions of humankind by serving society.
More than likely, one of the reasons you chose to become a
board member was to better your schools and community. It’s
not about you (or any of your family or friends); it’s about what’s
best for the district. Keeping this in mind, as noted in Principle
I, board members should not use their position for any personal
gain. If there is a conflict of interest on an issue—for example,
any type of family relation with a company the district is looking
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to contract with—you must make the rest of the board aware
so a decision can be made as to whether or not you are able to
participate in any discussions or decisions on the matter. If you
aren’t able to participate, you should also refrain from trying to
influence your fellow board members in any way.
Another aspect of this principle is the board/superintendent
relationship. Mutual trust and respect must exist between
you and your superintendent in order for your district to be
successful. If it doesn’t, there should be policies in place to
determine next steps to get your district back on track.

Great—How do I Apply These in Real Life?
To help with how to utilize these principles to make the best
decisions for your district, let’s take a look at a few scenarios
you could face at the board table and which principle(s) apply.
Review each and take a guess at the related principle(s) before
reading on:

administration and professional organization to act in the most
ethical way for your district.
Does your district have a code of ethics as part of its policies?
Share it with us at webmaster@masb.org and we’ll post the
submissions on the MASB website as reference for others.
Stacy Bogard, CAE, is MASB’s Assistant Director for Communications, PR &
Marketing, and can be reached at sbogard@masb.org or 517.327.5907.
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Michigan Association of School Boards and Michigan Congress of School
Administrator Associations. A Code of Ethical Relationships for Board of
Education Members and Educational Administrators. Accessed on Nov. 14,
2016. www.masb.org/Portals/0/Member_Center/Publications_and_Media/
Toolkits/Code_of_Ethical_Relationships.pdf.

SCENARIO #1
As a board member, you know which teachers in the district
have the highest evaluations and test scores. You make a
request to have your child placed in a specific class.

SCENARIO #2
After a closed session to discuss a student discipline
situation, you come home very upset and unsettled. Your
spouse can tell something is wrong and is willing to be a
listening ear.

SCENARIO #3
The board is reviewing the contract with Xerox to handle all
of the district’s copier needs. You do not disclose to your
fellow board members that your cousin works for Xerox and
participate in the vote.

Scenario Outcomes
#1—PRINCIPLES I, III AND V—while this is in the best interest
of a child (and it’s all about the kids!), you’re still utilizing
confidential information for personal gain.
#2—PRINCIPLE II—this is another instance of respecting
confidential information. Keep the discussions to those
involved; reach out to your board president to share your
concerns.
#3—PRINCIPLES I AND V—even though they are not an
immediate family member, it is still appropriate to disclose
to your fellow board members at the outset that you are
related to or know someone who would be impacted by the
board’s decision. The board as a whole can then determine
if it is appropriate for you to participate in the discussion
and vote.
Doing what is “best” may not always be clear-cut. Trust your
moral compass and rely on your district policies (which hopefully
include a code of ethics), fellow board members, school

WHY DO ETHICS MATTER?

We do important work. . .with public money. . .for the most cherished
members of our communities.

FOUR ETHICAL IMPERATIVES

Another approach to determining how to act ethically is evaluating
your decision or action based on the following:

MORAL IMPERATIVE
Doing the right thing because it is the right thing to do
Making it easier for people to do what they know is right

LEGAL IMPERATIVE
Doing the right thing because there are penalties for doing the
wrong thing
Making sure people understand the laws, policies, procedures

PRAGMATIC IMPERATIVE
Doing the right thing because it is good for the district
Avoiding the counterproductive behaviors that occur when people
experience “ethical conflict”

PERCEPTUAL IMPERATIVE
Doing the right thing because it is important for people to know we
are doing the right thing
People need to know they can rely on the organization’s values in
the absence of precedent and policy
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Honoring the Chain
of Command and
Respecting Your
Administrators
By Joel Gerring, J.D.

As an individual who has been elected to oversee the education
of your district’s students, community members will often come to
you directly with questions, concerns and comments. When this occurs, it is quite natural to feel as though it is incumbent upon you
to look into the matter personally. Simply put: resist that urge.
Board members are, of course, always encouraged to
communicate with their superintendent regarding community
concerns. But along with good communication, there must also
be an understanding that one of the biggest roles of the board
is to hire a quality administrator, and then trust him/her to
do the job. Adhering to this tenet is one of the keys to a highfunctioning district. To that end, every board member should
have a clear understanding of his/her role within the greater
school community, which includes a solid grasp of when and
where to limit involvement.
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Role of the Board
A school board’s primary responsibility is to oversee the
education of the students in its district. Individual board
members work together in order to reach decisions that may
have a lasting impact. These decisions are generally broad in
scope and, ideally, the board will rarely have to delve into the
district’s day-to-day operations. The reporting of building-level
matters to the board will generally be left to the discretion of
the superintendent; although how the superintendent chooses
to exercise that discretion will, of course, always be subject to
some scrutiny.
Superintendents, as the top-line professional for the district,
are expected to know when a situation merits board attention
and when it does not; and the line between the two can
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vary, somewhat, from district to district depending upon
the various dynamics and personalities in play. For the
most part, however, board members should defer to their
superintendent and expect that they will be kept informed on
matters that really, truly, require their attention.
Of course, that’s not to say that board members can’t,
or shouldn’t, ask questions of their superintendent when
they hear something of concern. What is being suggested,
however, is that a board that has a good relationship with its
superintendent will trust that he or she has handled the matter
properly and with the appropriate level of discretion. When
issues arise, board members have the right to expect that the
superintendent will properly and effectively address the issue,
and to evaluate the superintendent, at least partially, on his or
her ability to do just that.
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Role of the Administrators
It is the superintendent’s day-to-day responsibility to ensure the
smooth and ongoing operation of the district. This includes hiring
and overseeing staff, ensuring safety and essentially having
their fingers on the pulse of the schools. The superintendent,
along with the administrators s/he hires, are the true education
professionals. These are the individuals who run schools for
a living. They have the education, experience and expertise to
navigate the various factors involved; whether those factors are
economic, political, social or otherwise, and make the correct
decisions for the students. Building-level administrators work as a
team, communicating with, and answering to, the superintendent
who then reports to the board.

Chain of Command
Every organization, be it the military, a public corporation
or a small, nonprofit entity, has a “chain of command” that
confers various and appropriate authorities to those along
it. As with most organizations, a school district has several
command chains, one for each of the various district aspects—
transportation, food service, education, athletics and so forth.
For an educational or classroom issue, the chain of command
generally begins with the teacher, moves to the principal of
the building and then to the superintendent. Similarly, athletic
issues should begin with the relevant coach and then move to
either the program coordinator or the athletic director before
ultimately making their way to the district superintendent.
Transportation issues should initially involve, perhaps, the bus
driver at issue, move to the transportation manager, and so on…
with the district superintendent at the top of every chain.
Board members should view themselves outside of the district
chain of command rather than at its apex. Once the top of
the chain (the superintendent) has been reached without a
satisfactory resolution, board policy usually dictates that the
individual can then bring the matter to the board, but as more
of an “appeal” mechanism. Boards are encouraged to review
the decision of the superintendent as to whether or not it
followed existing policies and procedures in order to achieve an
acceptable outcome, not substitute its own judgement for that
of the superintendent.

The Proper Response
When community members approach a board member with
a concern or complaint, it is usually either education—or
athletics—related. Board members should always encourage
these individuals to first take the matter up with what we might
call the “initial point of contact,” that is, the teacher or coach at
issue. They should be told that following the chain of command
is necessary, and that if the situation isn’t resolved, continue
to move up the chain. If asked, every individual along the
command chain should be more than willing to identify who the
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next individual up the chain is and encourage folks to take their
grievance to that individual if they remain dissatisfied. This is
simply how professional organizations operate.
Obviously, board members are expected to treat parents and
community members with respect and understanding any
time they find themselves fielding complaints, however, they
should avoid promising any particular outcome. Likewise, board
members should not actively engage in openly second guessing
the decisions of employees or administrators within the chain
of command. Remember, individuals who feel that they’ve been
wronged in some way often aren’t very good at providing a fair
and balanced assessment of the situation. More than one
board member has found themselves in a situation where they
decide to publicly advocate for an aggrieved constituent, only to
later discover that the reality of the situation was not as it was
initially portrayed. These situations can cause lasting damage to
board/administrator relations. Always refer individuals back to
the chain of command and let them know that there is a process
in place to appeal to the board, but only when they’ve exhausted
all of their potential remedies at the administrative level.

What Can Go Wrong?
Finally, while school board members should certainly
communicate with the superintendent as it relates to community
concerns and complaints, they must take care not to intervene
or otherwise involve themselves to an inappropriate degree.
Again, your school professionals are paid to handle these
situations, and, more importantly, have undergone the training
to address a wide range of matters while also being mindful of
the litany of rules, rights and laws that can impact how these
issues are handled and in what order. Many times there are
implications involving privacy rights, free speech rights, Family
Educational Rights and Privacy Act laws, Freedom of Information
Act laws, Weingarten rights, Title IX mandates and so forth that
must be considered. The fact that many board members are
not familiar with several of the aforementioned rules and laws
serves to underscore the importance of staying clear of these
entanglements until such time as they are formally brought to
the entire board’s attention, and the board can be educated on
the various aspects involved.
Citizen complaints against a school district, or even just
against a particular district employee, can become very heated
and very political, especially if they are mismanaged. As the
individuals elected by the community to oversee the district, it
may eventually fall to the board to review and decide matters of
import that simply could not be resolved at the administration
level. Until such an instance occurs, the school board must be
seen as an entity that respects and trusts its administrators and
does not intervene inappropriately or unnecessarily to direct or
influence a particular outcome.
Joel Gerring, J.D., is MASB’s Assistant Legal Counsel, and can be reached at
jgerring@masb.org or 517.327.5922.
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BE AN
E-VOCATE!
By Jennifer Smith

When was the last time you contacted your state or federal legislator? When was the last time the state
or federal government passed a law that impacted your role as a board member or your district as a
whole?
If you answered “I don’t know” and “Recently!,” you may need to brush up on your advocacy skills.
Being a board member automatically makes you an advocate for public education, yet not every
member seizes that responsibility. Advocacy can mean many things; it could be reaching out to your
community to share positive stories about your district or contacting your State Representative to
share thoughts on an education issue pending before them. No matter what kind of advocacy it is, it’s
important to be involved.
There may be no bigger issue that you face as a board member than your district’s budget. “To
advocate for sufficient equitable and sustainable funding for each and every child, we must engage
our elected officials and our stakeholders,” says Joanne Willson, Trustee, Portage Public Schools.
About 80% of our education funding comes through the state via the legislative process. That amount
includes your per-pupil foundation allowance or possibly a grant that can only be used for specific
things as noted in state law.
Budget season is a great time to start reaching out to your state elected officials to help them
understand how your district would be impacted by the various budget plans. As with any
relationship, building a quality one with your legislator takes time and effort, so it is important to stay
in communication.

32

W IN T E R 2017

MICHIG A N AS SOCIAT ION of SCHOOL BOARDS | L E A DE RBOA RD

But advocacy is not just legislative. As an elected board member,
you are also an important part of sharing information about the
district with the community. “Being a board member is more than
just attending your monthly board meeting,” says Rich Rossway,
Trustee, Marquette Area Public Schools. “To effectively advocate for
our schools, every board member must take our message beyond
the classroom. We must always be vigilant to find opportunities
to communicate to the public the great things our schools are
accomplishing as well as the challenges we face.”
So often you see only negative stories about our local schools in the
newspaper and on TV. As an advocate, you can help change that.
Reaching out to local community groups, businesses and reporters
to share school news, events and issues is a first step in making sure
your district is seen in the most positive light. It helps build a feeling
of community with people who don’t have students in the schools but
can be shown the benefits of supporting the local district.

federally elected representatives are, keep track of key issues in the
Legislature and respond to any legislative alerts. In addition to the
state budget, there are hundreds of bills introduced each year that
impact local districts and public education.
Finally, your Government Relations Team can assist you in various
ways in your advocacy efforts. From helping establish local grassroots
networks, to giving updates on happenings in Lansing, to helping
identify your elected officials, we are always eager to help. Simply
contact us with your request at masbgov@masb.org or 517.327.5900.
We believe it’s important for school board members to make every
effort to affect the legislative process for the benefit of local districts
and education in general. It’s important to be an advocate.
Jennifer Smith is MASB’s Director of Government Relations, and can be reached
at jsmith@masb.org or 517.327.5912.

One way MASB tries to make advocacy easy is through our e-Vocate
system. At www.masb.org/evocate, you can sign up to receive the
weekly News From the Capitol email, find out who your state and

Contact your Legislators on
pending issues.

Keep updated on activities at
the Capitol.

Become an E-vocate today!
Visit www.masb.org/evocate
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Exercising
Leadership:
Policy Best
Practices

PART FIVE IN OUR SERIES ON THE
KEY WORK OF SCHOOL BOARDS
By MacKenzie Feldpausch
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When we think of leadership, we often think of visionary
planning, effective communication or knowing how build
connections with the people around us. However, when it comes
to the leadership of school boards, many are surprised to learn
that policy is a tool without equal.
Policy may not sound like the most exciting part of school board
leadership, but it truly is one of most important. The National
School Boards Association goes so far as to say that policy is a
board’s purpose. Why is that? Policy permeates and dominates
all aspects of school operations and provides the most powerful
lever for the exercise of leadership.1

Begin With the End in Mind
In his book, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, Stephen
Covey states that one of the keys to effectiveness is knowing
where you’re going—beginning with the end in mind. In the work
of school boards, this is called “vision.”
It’s the vision of our school district that guides all of our
decisionmaking. Our vision gives us a target toward achievement
for all our students. But just as envisioning yourself running
a marathon is not the same as actually running one, having a
vision is not enough for a school board. As NSBA reminds us,
policy is the intersection of vision and accountability. “Vision
without action is a dream, and action without vision is aimless.”2
It is in policy work that school boards are able to put feet to
their vision. As policies are established, the board works to be
sure that it serves the overall mission and vision of the district
and aligns resources and personnel that will make it possible to
practice the policies.

Work the Plan
The strength of good policy comes when it is researched and
discussed long before it is required. For example, if a district is
working to craft a social media policy, the board can spend time
researching requirements, needs and choice of other groups.
There can be discussion and deliberation. There is time to
pause and think. If, however, policy is required as reaction to
an issue in the district, the gift of time disappears. Instead of a
well-thought out and purposeful policy, we often see stop-gap,
reactionary measures.

Continual Process
Not only do school boards adopt policy, they have the
opportunity and responsibility to review those policies. Of
course, there are a variety of ways that reviews like this happen.
One example of best practice is to create a schedule that
allows your board to review a small section of policy at each
meeting rather than tackling the whole thing at once. However
it happens, board members should ask themselves some
key questions: “Are we getting what we wanted? Is the policy
consistently enforced with board action?”3
Whether you’re dealing with social media, public relations,
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student discipline or any other of the numerous issues school
boards encounter, remember that policy will always be at the
center of the work of effective school boards.
For more information, please visit www.masb.org/policyservices.aspx or contact Brad Banasik, MASB Legal Counsel/
Director of Labor Relations & Policy, at bbanasik@masb.org or
517.327.5929.
MacKenzie Feldpausch is MASB’s Learning Manager, and can be reached at
mfeldpausch@masb.org or 517.327.5927.
1

National School Boards Association. The Key Work of School Boards, 2015.

2

National School Boards Association. The Key Work of School Boards, 2015. Pg.
28.

3

National School Boards Association. The Key Work of School Boards, 2015. Pg.
32.

4

National School Boards Association. The Key Work of School Boards, 2015. Pg.
31.

WHAT EFFECTIVE POLICIES ACCOMPLISH 4
The most effective policies:
●● Establish a legal record.
●● Provide for fair, reasonable, consistent and objective
treatment of issues.
●● Establish a procedure for handling problems.
●● Save time and effort by eliminating the need to make a
new decision each time a recurring situation arises.
●● Eliminate or sharply reduce crisis decisionmaking.
●● Tend to reduce the pressures of special interest groups.
●● Aid boards in appraising district educational services.
●● Aid in the orientation of new board and staff members.
●● Help keep the community and staff informed of board
philosophy and action.
●● Enhance school-community relations and staff morale
by getting the public and employees involved in
developing policies.
●● Improve board-superintendent-staff relationships.
●● Provide a means for staff members to assess their
individual roles within the framework of the district’s
overall operation.
●● Provide documentation that the board is running a
business-like operation.
●● Give credence to board action.
●● Foster stability and continuity.
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Dear School Board Members,
Thank you for signing on for a role that won’t always be easy. The hours you will contribute to
governing our school district will be innumerable, but so, hopefully, will be the gains for you and
our community.
As a parent of a student and a member of the community that elected you, I wanted to share a
few expectations for how you’ll “tackle” this role.
First, being a successful board member begins with a genuine commitment to striving for highquality public education that supports the full development of all children. Student achievement
is your #1 priority and all decisions should be made with this in mind. Focus on the best
interests of every student—no child is more important than another.
Be prepared to participate responsibly. Do your homework, come prepared to work, remember
that sometimes the work is to listen, agree and disagree as your values dictate, and accept that
the group decision is legitimate even if it’s not your personal choice. Authority rests with the
board as whole, not individuals. Additionally, you are responsible for not only yourself but the
group. If the group doesn’t do its job, meddles in administration or breaks its own rules, you
personally share that responsibility. Be a continuous learner—take advantage of opportunities
for you and your board as a whole to learn to be more effective.
I expect that you’ll hold the administration, the superintendent in particular, accountable for
district-wide success. Additionally, when you monitor the performance of the superintendent or
the success of programs, etc., you must refer to the criteria the board decided on (provide him/
her with clear and focused expectations), not what your opinion is about those criteria. And
as you review the criteria, your monitoring shouldn’t be based on whether things were done
the way you would have done them, but whether they were a reasonable interpretation of the
board’s policy.
Look at the data, as well as the human element of issues in order to make well-rounded
decisions. Keep conversations focused on values, mission, vision and goals. Talk with other board
members, staff and the public about these matters first and foremost. Be open-minded, seek
differing perspectives and maintain confidentiality as appropriate.
Continuously ask of yourself and the board, “Is this board work?” The deliberations of the board
must add value. They must deal with fundamental, long-term issues that require the wisdom
and decisionmaking of a diverse group of seven people who look at the whole—not just at
pieces or the issue du jour.
Communicate what is going on, as appropriate, and in a respectful manner with the
superintendent, administrators, employees, students, community and each other. Be
an advocate for public education in your district, county, state and country. Make
every effort to affect the legislative process for the benefit of local districts and
education in general.
Lastly, be aware of the community and staff’s perceptions of the board. If
the board is perceived as being unethical, dishonest, secretive or self-serving,
whether justified or not, that will become reality for the community and
staff. Consider how stakeholders might interpret your behaviors and
decisions then act accordingly. Remember that your job as a board
member is to govern, and to serve in trust for the community. We
hope you take this responsibility seriously. If not, we will hold you
accountable. Too much is at stake.

Sincerely,
A Caring Parent and Community Member
MICHIG A N AS SOCIAT ION of SCHOOL BOARDS | L E A DE RBOA RD
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BOARD MEMBERS DISCUSSING
SCHOOL BUSINESS:

WHAT’S LEGAL
AND WHAT ISN’T?
By Kacie Kefgen, J.D.

It’s more convenient than ever to communicate with just about
anyone, anytime, anywhere. In our day-to-day lives, email,
texting and social media are go-to ways to exchange thoughts
and information with family, friends and coworkers. When board
members are communicating with each other in these nearly
automatic ways, however, they must take special care to avoid
running afoul of the Open Meetings Act and the Freedom of
Information Act.

BOARDS MUST (ALMOST ALWAYS) OPERATE IN PUBLIC
The Open Meetings Act is the state statute in Michigan that ensures
that our government bodies, like school boards, make decisions
in meetings that are open to the public, rather than behind closed
doors. To be considered open meetings, the public must be notified
ahead of time that the meetings are happening and the meetings
must take place somewhere accessible to the public. In very specific
circumstances, the OMA allows for closed sessions away from public
view, but they are the exception to the general rule of openness.1

HOW DO BOARD MEMBERS EMAIL OR TEXT EACH OTHER ABOUT
SCHOOL BUSINESS WITHOUT RUNNING AFOUL OF THE OMA?
It’s possible, but it takes great care. When a quorum of the board
(and sometimes a committee) communicates about school business
with one another, it must be done at an open meeting.2 Two board
members talking about an issue is permitted and does not violate the
OMA. See below for more about quorums.
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WHAT’S A MEETING?
It seems like a no-brainer, but the OMA’s definition of a meeting can
help board members identify when legal requirements of the OMA
apply and when they don’t. The OMA defines a meeting as: “…the
convening of a public body at which a quorum is present for the purpose
of deliberating toward or rendering a decision on a public policy…”
In plain English, that means that if a quorum of the school board is
together and they are talking about school business, they are holding
a meeting and it must comply with the OMA.

HOW MANY BOARD MEMBERS DOES IT TAKE TO MAKE A
QUORUM?
Usually four. A school board quorum, for the purposes of the OMA, is a
majority of the board members elected (or appointed) and serving on the
board. So, if four school board members from a seven-member board are
together somewhere, there is a quorum present.

WHAT IF ALL OF THE BOARD MEMBERS SHOW UP AT THE SAME
SUPER BOWL PARTY? IS THAT A MEETING?
Only if you talk about school district issues. Remember, the OMA
meeting definition addresses circumstances when a quorum of the
board is present AND is talking about school business. If board
members all attend the same party or ride together to a conference,
they are on the right side of the law so long as they don’t let the
conversation veer off into school district business. Save school
district matters for board meetings.
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WHAT IF BOARD MEMBERS EMAIL OR TEXT THE
SUPERINTENDENT ABOUT SCHOOL BUSINESS? IS THAT
PUBLIC OR PRIVATE?

relevant to the lawsuit. This means that even documents that could
normally be exempt from disclosure, such as advisory memos
between the superintendent and the board, could be shared.

While emails or texts back and forth between school employees
and board members might start out as private, there are a number
of ways that those communications could become public. Here are
some ways that might happen:

STAYING ON THE RIGHT SIDE OF THE LAW

AN EMAIL GETS FORWARDED ON TO AN UNINTENDED RECIPIENT.
Almost all of us have sent an email to the wrong person before. You
start spelling someone’s name, your software automatically fills in
a complete address and, just like that, you have sent a funny photo
of your cat to the boss instead of Aunt Carol. That same thing could
happen to a sensitive email about school district business.
AN EMAIL OR TEXT IS REQUESTED UNDER THE FREEDOM OF INFORMATION ACT.
Michigan’s Freedom of Information Act gives the public broad
access to a school district’s documents, including emails and text
messages.3 Generally, unless a document meets one of the narrow
exceptions allowed in the law, a member of the public may request
and get access to a school board member’s and/or administrator’s
emails and text messages about school business. And just because
communication occurred using a private email account or a private
cell phone does not necessarily shield the information exchanged
from disclosure.

The best thing that board members can do to ensure that they are
conducting themselves in an open, transparent way is to remember
that the law errs on the side of openness. If board members are
handling school business in a way that would make it difficult
for the public to participate in or view the process, there may be
a problem. When school business is worked through efficiently
and openly at board meetings, community members have the
opportunity to be engaged and invested in the district.
Kacie Kefgen, J.D., is MASB’s Assistant Director of Labor Relations and Legal
Services, and can be reached at kkefgen@masb.org or 517.327.5914.
1

See Section 15.268 of the Open Meetings Act for the acceptable reasons for the
board to consider meeting in closed session.

2

There are times when board members may meet in closed session, but that is
the exception, not the rule. See the note above about closed session purposes.

3

See Michigan’s Freedom of Information Act at MCL 15.231 et seq.

AN EMAIL OR TEXT IS RELEASED THROUGH THE DISCOVERY PROCESS
OF A COURT ACTION.
Discovery is a stage of a lawsuit in which both the plaintiff and the
defendant can be compelled by the court to turn over materials
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What Do You Wish You
Had Known?
Compiled by Angela Kanazeh, CMP

According
to President Franklin
Roosevelt, “in our personal
ambitions we are individualists.” However, one of the most
important things a school board must do is work together. As a
new board member, I wish I had more training or knowledge of how
personalities can clash or mesh well together. It was not a realization that
different people think differently, but the board was my first real experience
in a truly collegial environment. Having a better understanding of why
working
		
would
different personality types view things the way they do, or even why I view things a certain way,
have been invaluable insight into a smoothly functioning board.

involvement in
The idea that everyone is involved in board work “for the kids,” is an accepted reason for trustees’
impossible to
almost
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any
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what
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like
times
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Color Code (1987) helped me
characteristics through works like Personality Plus (1983) by Florence Littauer or Dr. Taylor Hartman’s
when discussing available
lity
sentimenta
their
to
appeal
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how
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to better understand the people around me at the board table
options for important district decisions.
Katherine E. Ellison, Ph.D.
President, Hemlock Public Schools Board of Education
(Term started in January 2015)

Each time I take a CBA class I learn something
new and extremely pertinent to my role as a board
member. Prior to serving on the school board, I
was a classroom teacher for 11 years. When I had
questions or concerns as a teacher, I discussed
them with my department head or my building
principal. As a board member, this cannot be the
case. Imagine if each board member did this—
building principals would be questioned and pulled
in seven different directions! I didn’t know how to
approach my new role.
It wasn’t until I took CBA 101 that I finally began
to figure it out. As a member of the board of
education, it is our role to determine the “WHAT.”
What would we like to see happen for our district?
What is our mission? What is our vision for the
district? It is the role of the superintendent and
his administration to determine HOW to go about
making those changes or reaching those goals. Our
role is not to tell the superintendent what to do.
It is to ASK QUESTIONS. “Have we considered…”
“Is there any reason why…” “How is it that we…”
Once I understood these roles, I felt much more
comfortable with my new responsibilities.
Yasmeen Youngs
Trustee, Grand Blanc Community Schools Board of Education
(Appointed in 2016 and then elected in November 2016 election)

40

W IN T E R 2017

Your
advocacy will change.
It will take time to learn how to
be an advocate without being perceived as
“crossing lanes” or speaking for the board, while still
supporting the concerns of community members. Being a
published author and children’s advocate prior to being elected
to Southfield’s Board of Education, I already had begun building
relationships as an advocate’s voice within the community, which included
the schools. Much to my surprise and initial disheartening, how I advocate
would change, especially as it pertains to relationships established within
the schools. I was no longer Leslie Love Smith, parent and children’s advocate.
Instead, I added the “hat” of board member, and no matter how much I thought
I could “take it off” outside the boardroom, the identity was set. Consequently,
after struggling for almost a year to grasp this reality, I finally grew to accept it,
and instead sought strategies of advocacy within the perimeters, practices and
procedures of a board member.
I give much credit to MASB in this regard. Every Board Member Certification (CBA)
course I’ve taken, I have gained greater insight and tangible strategies for how
to take action without being perceived as crossing lanes. MASB, without a
doubt, helped me transition into a better board member, and continues to
build my skills as an advocate. Doing the work of a board member is tough.
Therefore, we must give ourselves the necessary time required to learn
how to navigate the process, because ultimately, we serve for our
children who deserve our absolute best!
Leslie Love Smith
Secretary, Southfield Public Schools Board of Education
(Term started in January 2015)
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As more than 500 new board members take their seats this
January, MASB asked a few veteran board members what
they wish they had known or done when they first started.
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Angela Kanazeh, CMP, is MASB’s Membership
Engagement Manager, and can be reached at
akanazeh@masb.org or 517.327.5938.
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Join Us for the First Learning Opportunities of 2017
New School Board Member Institutes,
Board Member Certification Classes and
Board President Workshops

Whether newly elected or a veteran of school board service, these learning opportunities provide school board members
with the knowledge to sharpen your leadership skills and deepen your knowledge of school district governance. Plan to
attend one session or both then choose your classes.
Topics covered include:
••
••
••
••

Fundamentals of school board service
School finances
Community relations
Student achievement

••
••
••
••

Open and effective meetings
Labor relations
School law
And more!
Additionally, for districts using MASB’s
Superintendent Evaluation Tool, make-up training
(Parts 1 and 2) will be available for those who missed
your board’s sessions.

We hope to see you there!
Two Locations
Jan. 27 – 28, 2017

Feb. 10 – 11, 2017

Kent ISD
2930 Knapp St NE
Grand Rapids, MI 49525

Somerset Inn
2601 W Big Beaver Rd
Troy, MI 48084

Register Now
Learn more and download a registration form at: www.masb.org/new-board-member-institute.aspx

Questions?
Contact Mary McCarthy, Registrar and Member Services Coordinator, in the Leadership Development & Executive Search Services Department at
mmccarthy@masb.org or 517.327.5918.

