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EXECUTIVE
NOTE

EVERY DAY OF THE YEAR
By Don Wotruba, CAE

As we start a New Year and have
recently been with family during
the holidays, I’ve been thinking
about not just my own mother,
who passed away last summer,
but mothers everywhere. We have
one designated day a year where
we recognize what they have
done for us. Should we not, and
I know most do, be appreciative
of our mothers every day? I
follow up that question with
one that asks should we not also
appreciate school board members
more than one month out of the
year?
MASB’s staff has a distinct
advantage over the rest of our
population because we get to
interact with really tremendous
boards and board members on
a daily basis. At MASB, school
board members are appreciated
and recognized every day of the
year. What we need is for the
broader community to reach that
same conclusion.
School BOARD appreciation
is about recognizing what a
collective body, made up of

“One man may hit the mark,
another blunder; but heed not these
distinctions. Only from the alliance of
the one, working with and through the
other, are great things born.”
—Antoine de Sainte-Exupery
diverse thoughts, ideas, colors,
cultures, religions and many
other differences, can accomplish
when they are working for a
common cause. What better
cause to unite all of us, than the
betterment and growth of our
nation’s future—our children.

agendas and differences to make
a decision that is in the best
interest of the schoolchildren
the board is serving. Don’t
we regularly wish our elected
officials in Lansing and in
Washington, D.C. would do the
same thing?

We often hear that because
many school board votes are
unanimous that districts have
somehow squashed the dissent.
I would say that for the healthy
board it would be quite the
contrary. What a 7-0 vote means
is that a board has spent the time
to really learn about an issue
and, in the end, each member
has set aside his or her personal

Would we want our quarterback
working behind an offensive line
that didn’t all agree with the play
that was called so that in their
dissent they decided not to block?
That team wouldn’t make it very
far down the field. Yet every
week around this country groups
of people from all walks of life
gather together to decide the
direction of our school districts
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and how they will serve children.
And you do an amazing job!
I thank you for the time
commitment you make.
I thank you for working together
for the greater good.
I thank you for being a shepherd
of our tax dollars.
I thank you for guiding the
school that educates my children
and everyone else’s.
I thank you for being a school
board member.
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

NEW PERSPECTIVES, IDEAS
STRENGTHEN THE BOARD TABLE
By Cindy Gansen, Genesee ISD &
Flushing Community Schools

When members of a group notice
that they are different from
one another, they change their
expectations. They anticipate
differences of opinion and
perspective and assume they will
need to work harder to come to
a consensus. People inherently
are more attentive in diverse
environments both cognitively
and socially. They might not like
it, but working harder can lead to
better outcomes.
Diversity can have an upside
as well as a downside when
decisionmaking is taking place.
Most of us have recognized
diversity as racial, ethnic or
gender differences. But what
if we began to recognize
age, experience and social
differences as diversity and
use those perspectives to
enrich our conversations and
decisionmaking?
This school of thought is
different for Millennials and
Generation “Xers” versus the Baby

Boomers’. Millennials and Gen
Xers are more concerned with
collaborating with those who may
have different cognitive viewpoints
due to growing up in another
area of the country or attending a
different type of school. Diversity
can be based on your previous
work experience, where you were
born and raised, or any unique
factors that contribute to your
personality and behavior. Older
generations view diversity through
the lenses of morality, compliance
and equality.
So how are these ideas about
diversity relevant to school board
service? What do experience,
age and culture have to do with
making decisions about the future
of our children? How do these
factors contribute to encouraging
individuals to consider board
service? How do current board
members incorporate a profile
and process for encouraging
individuals to look to school board
service as an important part of
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democracy and maintenance
of local control that prepares
students for the future?
Interacting with individuals
who are different forces group
members to prepare better, to
anticipate alternative viewpoints
and to expect that reaching
consensus will take effort. When
we hear dissent from someone
who is different from us, it
provokes more thought. The fact
is that if you want to build teams
or organizations capable of
innovating, you need diversity.
Additionally, all of the ideas
mentioned above are more
important now than ever before
because they better represent
the realities of our community,
as well as the path to the future.
Modeling what school boards
should look like now will
benefit students for many years
to come and encourage board
service to a broader group of
individuals. The ability for a
diverse group of people to build

strength and unity through
their diversity is the power that
propels organizations into new
dimensions of performance.
Look in every direction for your
next board member!
Actively seeking potential
board members creates an
opportunity to share roles and
responsibilities, the importance
of maintaining local control,
accountability and how
important this service is to the
children of your community.
Be prepared to give enough
information to these potential
leaders to convince them of the
important role they could play
in increasing the benefits to the
children of your community.
Cindy Gansen is MASB’s 2015-2016
President and can be reached at
cgansen02@gmail.com.
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WHO
DO YOU
TRUST?
Finding a new Superintendent to lead
your district is challenging. Where do you
start? What type of candidate are you
looking for? You need someone you can
trust to help find the right fit.
• MASB’s Executive Search Services supports
your board throughout the entire search
process—from announcement throughout
the new superintendent’s first year.
• We engage the community in the process,
which translates to greater confidence in
the board of education and its decision.
• MASB has helped more boards find
superintendents than any other search
firm in Michigan.

TRUST OUR EXPERIENCE.
TRUST OUR EXPERTISE.
TRUST MASB’S
EXECUTIVE SEARCH SERVICES.

EXECUTIVE SEARCH SERVICES
Donna Oser, Director
517.327.5923 | doser@masb.org
Alexis Mollitor, MBA, Manager
517.327.5927 | amollitor@masb.org
Photo © Can Stock Photo Inc. / HaywireMedia

ASK
BRAD:

YOUR SCHOOL LAW
QUESTIONS ANSWERED

By Brad Banasik, J.D.

EACH ISSUE OF MASB’S LEADERBOARD WILL FEATURE 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.

ADDRESSING QUESTIONABLE
CONDUCT
The members of a local school
board were becoming increasingly
concerned with the actions and
behavior of one its members. The
school board was conducting a
superintendent search and was
afraid that the board member
would derail the search with his
disruptive behavior. During the
interviews for the final candidates,
the board member was not
allowed to ask his own questions,
so he decided to call each of the
candidates. And, upon learning
that none of them intended to
move and live inside the school
district’s boundaries, the board
member wrote a guest editorial
for the local newspaper that
discussed the importance of hiring
a new superintendent who would
establish roots in the community.
He ended the editorial by
emphasizing that the school board
would not hire an “outsider.”
After the phone calls and the
publication of the editorial, two
of the final candidates withdrew
from the search. Consequently,
the board president was contacted
by several other board members
who wanted to address the

editorial-writing board member’s
conduct at a public meeting. The
president was unsure about what
to do next.
The first issue in this scenario
is whether the board member’s
conduct merits action by the
board. The phone calls to the
candidates could be interpreted
as private interviews, which
would be contrary to the Open
Meetings Act. The editorial about
hiring a superintendent who lives
in the school district is equally
problematic. The Residency of
Public Employees Act prohibits
school districts from establishing
employee residency requirements
of less than 20 miles from school
district boundaries as a condition
of employment. In both cases, it’s
at least arguable that the board
member’s actions were contrary
to both laws if he was acting for or
on behalf of the board.
The next issue is then what action
should the board take. The board
should consider taking action
that addresses and limits the
potential liability for violating
the Open Meetings Act or the
Residency of Public Employees
Act due to the board member’s
conduct. The board could do
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this by passing a resolution that
disclaims the conduct of the
board member.
The purpose of a disclaiming
motion is to distance the board
from the actions or comments of
an individual board member. It
emphasizes that only a vote of a
majority of the board’s members
creates action by the board.
Thus, in this case, the board’s
disclaiming motion should first
identify the offending actions
and then conclude:
Now, therefore, be it resolved
as follows that:
1. The actions of a single
member of this board are
not the actions of the school
board under the Revised
School Code.
2. The community and its
members be placed on notice
that unless specifically
authorized by a motion of
this board, an individual
member of the school board
has no greater authority
than that of an individual
community member, and
that such individual’s
actions should not be

construed as acting for or on
behalf of the school board.
3. The school board disavows
the aforementioned conduct
as representing decisions or
action by the board.
4. The school board affirms
its commitment to comply
with the Revised School
Code, Open Meetings Act
and Residency of Public
Employees Act.
In regard to process, the motion
may be discussed in closed
session under the Open Meetings
Act, but only if the named board
member requests a closed session.
If a closed session is requested,
the act of voting on whether or
not to adopt the motion must
still be conducted in open session.
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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Guns in Schools

Why I Oppose Open or Conceal Carry of Firearms in Schools
By Michael Shibler, Ph.D.
Senate Bill 442 will allow Concealed
Pistol License owners to conceal
carry in our schools and other
weapon-free zones such as
churches, daycare centers, bars,
banks, etc. Current law allows
open carry in schools but not in
other weapon-free zones. I am
unequivocally opposed to open or
concealed carry of firearms in any
weapon-free zone, which should
include schools.
Let me be clear, I support the rights
of an individual to possess handguns
and rifles for sport, protection,
hunting, etc. I support individuals
obtaining a CPL and carrying firearms
where appropriate, but not in schools
or other designated weapon-free
zones. The basis of my concern
is not with a person’s Second
Amendment right to own firearms. It
is with the notion that anyone with a
CPL has been properly trained and
vetted based on a minimum of eight
hours of instruction.
Professional law enforcement
agencies, including the Secret
Service and state, county and local
police, tell me that they provide

10
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comprehensive annual training
for their officers to respond under
duress to chaotic and dangerous
situations. There are no requirements
or expectations for CPL holders to
be trained to respond to dangerous
environments under duress.
As Superintendent of Rockford Public
Schools, I have the responsibility
to establish and maintain a safe
and secure environment for 8,000
students, 1,000 employees, and
many parents and community
members. I cannot expect an
employee to accurately assess the
mental or emotional health and
stability of every visitor to our 13
schools. Today, if a visitor open or
conceal carries a firearm into one of
our schools, they will go no further
than the building’s new security
vestibule followed by a conversation
with one of our security staff.

would make schools safer because
armed citizens would be able to
confront a shooter. First responders
tell me they will be forced to treat
anyone, “good or bad,” with a firearm
as a potential shooter.
Communities throughout the state of
Michigan should encourage their state
legislators to vote “NO” on SB 442.
Michael Shibler, Ph.D. is the Superintendent
of Rockford Public Schools, and can be
reached at mshibler@rockfordschools.org or
616.863.6557.

SB 442 will allow anyone with a
CPL on school grounds. For what
purpose? Why would anyone other
than a professional law enforcement
officer or trained security guard need
to carry a gun on school property?
Some advocates maintain that it
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CURRENT MICHIGAN LAW ALLOWS AN INDIVIDUAL WITH A CONCEALED PISTOL LICENSE TO OPENLY CARRY A
FIREARM ON SCHOOL PROPERTY. HOWEVER, THE OPEN DISPLAY OF FIREARMS HAS CAUSED DISRUPTIONS FOR
MANY OF OUR SCHOOLS. THE LEGISLATURE IS CONSIDERING A BILL THAT WOULD ALLOW AN INDIVIDUAL TO
REQUEST A SPECIAL ENDORSEMENT THAT WOULD ALLOW THEM TO CARRY A CONCEALED FIREARM INTO PISTOLFREE ZONES, SUCH AS SCHOOLS, BUT BAN OPEN CARRY.
SHOULD INDIVIDUALS BE ALLOWED TO CARRY GUNS ON SCHOOL PROPERTY? IF SO, SHOULD THOSE FIREARMS BE
CONCEALED OR DISPLAYED OPENLY? HOW CAN WE BEST BALANCE OUR SECOND AMENDMENT RIGHTS WITH THE
DUTY OF PROTECTING AND EDUCATING OUR SCHOOLCHILDREN?
POINT/COUNTERPOINT OFFERS TWO DIFFERENT VIEWS AND LETS YOU DECIDE.*

Conceal Carry Resolves Concerns About Guns In Schools
By. Sen. Mike Green (R-Mayville)
I would like to begin by clearly
stating that Senate Bill 442 does
not allow an individual to carry
a gun in a school. That ability
is already provided by current
Michigan statute. At this time,
anyone who has obtained a
concealed pistol license is legally
able to openly carry a firearm
in pistol-free zones, including
a school, but the law does not
let them conceal carry in those
zones. This is due to an anomaly
in Michigan law. Pistol-free zones
in Michigan are schools, daycares,
bars, hospitals, college dorms or
classrooms, casinos, religious
facilities or entertainment venues
seating more than 2,500 people.
SB 442 seeks to change this
anomaly by allowing those who
have completed the required
training, background check and
possess a valid license to conceal
carry in pistol-free zones instead of
compelling them to openly carry in
these sensitive areas. Taking into
account the nature of these areas,
the fact remains that 92% of mass
shootings since 2009 have taken
place in so-called gun-free zones.1

It has been proven around the
nation that individuals with a CPL
are among the most law-abiding in
our society.2 They should be able to
protect themselves and their loved
ones by carrying concealed wherever
they have a legal right to be.
Under our current system,
schools go into lockdown when
someone is seen with a firearm.
They are interrupting valuable
instruction time because school
personnel don’t know that
person’s intentions. As we have
seen recently, these situations
many times can lead to a lawsuit
that the school ultimately loses;
wasting valuable education dollars
in the process.
I believe that it makes perfect
sense to allow law-abiding citizens
to conceal carry when they drop
something off or pick up their
children from school. These are
not the individuals threatening
our children and should not be
treated as such. If CPL holders are
following the law and their firearm is
not visible it will not cause concern
and/or a lockdown followed by
another needless lawsuit.

This bill is not about allowing or not
allowing individuals to carry guns in
school. If this bill fails, individuals
can still legally carry a firearm on
school grounds. SB 442 simply
seeks to address the manner in
which they are carrying and, at
the end of the day, I believe that
allowing them to conceal carry will
be far more beneficial to everyone.
State Sen. Mike Green is a Republican
serving the 31st District. He was re-elected
for his second term in November 2014,
and serves on the Senate Appropriations
Committee, as well as Chair of the Senate
Second Amendment Caucus. He can be
reached at MikeGreen@senate.mi.gov or
866.305.2131.
1
Lott, John R. and Riley, Rebekah C. The Myths
About Mass Public Shootings: Analysis. Crime
Prevention Research Center Report, Oct. 9, 2014.

2
www.gunfacts.info/gun-control-myths/concealedcarry/ and Lott, John R., Whitley, John E. and Riley,
Rebekah C. Concealed Carry Permit Holders Across
the United States. Crime Prevention Research Center
Report, July 9, 2014.

*The views expressed in Point/CounterPoint are those of the
participants and do not necessarily reflect the views of MASB.
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DISTRICT DEMOGRAPHICS
Location: Lake County
Size: 581 students (PreK-12)
Board Members and Terms of Service:
Joe Brooks, President (2005-2018)
Shawn Washington, Secretary (2010-2018)
Robert Sanders, Treasurer (2001-2018)
Dennis Robinson, Trustee (2011-2016)
Jeff Wroblewski, Trustee (2013-2016)
Quran Griffin, Trustee (2015-2016)
Mary Martin, Trustee (2015-2016)
Website: www.baldwin.K12.mi.us

DIS T RIC T SP O T L IG H T

BALDWIN COMMUNITY SCHOOLS
ONE PIECE OF ADVICE YOU WOULD GIVE TO
ALL SCHOOL BOARD MEMBERS.
Always make sure that children are your
first priority.

YOUR BIGGEST ACCOMPLISHMENT(S) AS A
SCHOOL BOARD?
DESCRIBE YOUR BOARD’S LEADERSHIP
STYLE IN ONE WORD.
Collaborative.

WHAT ARE YOUR DISTRICT’S MOST
PRESSING CHALLENGES?
Student achievement and positive parent
involvement.

12
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As a school board, our biggest
accomplishment has been the Balanced
Calendar. We started the 2015-2016
school year on Aug. 10. In order to meet
the challenge of student achievement, we
must first address the summer learning
loss. Statistics show that a Balanced
Calendar works in addressing low student
achievement.

visionary who thinks outside the box and
is willing to go the extra mile and work
hard for all of our students. We are very
fortunate to have Stiles Simmons as our
Superintendent.

WHAT IS YOUR FAVORITE MASB PRODUCT
OR SERVICE?
All of our board members enjoy the
training that they have received. The
presenters have been top notch and very
professional.
If you would like to recommend your district to be
featured in a future District Spotlight, please send
an email to webmaster@masb.org.

Another big accomplishment is that we
hired the right superintendent. He is a
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YOUR PUBLIC
FINANCE PARTNERS

School Bond Underwriting
• Long-Term Project Financing
• Short-Term Cash Flow Financing
• Small Issue Private Placement
Contact Fifth Third Securities
Craig S. Kahler
East Lansing
Craig.Kahler@53.com
(517) 324-4040

Max G. Hotchkin
Grand Rapids
Max.Hotchkin@53.com
(616) 653-5250

Louis C. Orcutt
Southfield
Louis.Orcutt@53.com
(248) 603-0465

Fifth Third Securities is the trade name used by Fifth Third Securities, Inc., member FINRA/SIPC, a registered broker-dealer
and a registered investment advisor registered with the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC).
Registration does not imply a certain level of skill or training. Securities and investments offered through
Fifth Third Securities, Inc. and insurance products:
Are Not FDIC Insured

Offer No Bank Guarantee

Are Not Insured By Any Federal Government Agency

May Lose Value
Are Not A Deposit

Insurance products made available through Fifth Third Insurance Agency, Inc.
Fifth Third Securities, Inc. proposes to serve as an underwriter, and not as a financial advisor or municipal advisor, in
connection with the issuance of the Bonds.
As part of our services as underwriter, Fifth Third Securities, Inc. may provide advice concerning the structure, timing,
terms, and other similar matters concerning the issuance of the Bonds.
As an underwriter, we must deal fairly at all times with both municipal issuers and investors.
Our primary role as underwriter is to purchase the Bonds with a view to distribution in an arm’s-length commercial
transaction with the Issuer. An underwriter has financial and other interests that differ from those of the Issuer. As
underwriter, we have a duty to purchase the Bonds from the Issuer at a fair and reasonable price, but must balance that
duty with its duty to sell the Bonds to investors at prices that are fair and reasonable.
We do not have a fiduciary duty to the Issuer under the federal securities laws and, therefore, are not required by federal
law to act in the best interests of the Issuer without regard to our own financial or other interests.
We will review the official statement for the Bonds in accordance with, and as part of, our respective responsibilities to
investors under the federal securities laws, as applied to the facts and circumstances of this transaction.

MONEY GRAB
Changes in Tax Laws are
Raiding the School Aid Fund
By Jennifer Smith

When you think of advocating for your district what issues come
to mind? Traditionally, it’s academic performance or fighting
unfunded mandates, assessments and budgetary items, but
what about tax policy? It sounds like a dry topic that doesn’t
affect our schools, but lately, you couldn’t be more wrong.
During the 2013-2014 legislative session, 20 new laws were
signed into effect that made cuts to School Aid Fund revenue
and local property taxes; seven of them totaled more than $160
million a year. The other 13 laws each had an indeterminate
negative effect on local property tax and SAF revenue. Twentyone other bills, each with a negative impact on revenues, were
considered by House and Senate committees, but were not
voted on by the full chamber.
That’s 41 bills considered over 24 months that make changes
to the way we tax everything from property to airline fuel to real
estate transfers. While each of these bills may only cause a
small decrease in funds, when added to the many other policies
passed in recent years, revenue streams to the School Aid Fund
and local schools continue to erode.
14
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Your local district depends on property taxes for revenue as well
as the per-pupil foundation. At the state level, 91% of revenues
for the School Aid Fund come from various taxes with the largest
amount, 46.5%, coming from the sales tax. If each Legislature
continues to remove the sales tax or other taxes from specific
items, the SAF will suffer greatly. (Worth Noting: All lottery
revenue does indeed go to the School Aid Fund. However, the
total amount deposited from the lottery makes up only 7% of the
total SAF revenues.)
Many of these tax exemptions may, on the surface, appear to
serve a good purpose. Taken as a whole, however, we are slowly
but surely cutting significant amounts of much-needed revenue
from our children’s schools. We need to be serious about
protecting the SAF from cuts at the local and state levels.
That’s where you come in. You already advocate for your schools
on policy issues, but we need to get involved in these “dry”
issues. Our schools and children deserve adequate funding that
can be accomplished only if the SAF receives the necessary
revenue. Let your legislator know you are watching and tell him/
MICHIG A N AS SOCIAT ION of SCHOOL BOARDS | L E A DE RBOA RD

CUSTODIAL SERVICES
SINCE 1915
800.441.4463 • www.grbsinc.com
Currently Servicing Over 40 K-12 Districts in Michigan
her to protect the SAF and its current revenue
streams.
MASB strives to make advocacy easy. Through
our e-Vocate website, you can figure out who your
legislator is and how to contact the office. The site
also includes information on key issues, including
tax-related legislation and current calls to action.
Check it out at masb.org/evocate and make your
voice heard.
Jennifer Smith is MASB’s Director of Government Relations,
and can be reached at jsmith@masb.org or 517.327.5912.
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WHO’S AT
YOUR BOARD
TABLE?
THE DEMOGRAPHICS OF SCHOOL BOARD MEMBERS

ARE CHANGING. IS YOUR DISTRICT BEING LEFT BEHIND?
By John Tramontana

Aside of two turtle doves, a partridge in a pear tree and perhaps
the kitchen sink, the Grand Rapids Public Schools Board of
Education has just about everything.
“Two retired educators, three ministers, four members with
doctorates including a pediatric physician, six men, three
women, five Caucasians, two Hispanic/Latinos and two African
Americans,” said Superintendent Teresa Weatherall Neal, M.Ed.
“They bring a wealth of expertise, knowledge, life skills and an
overall connection with our city.”
What makes it work, Weatherall Neal said, is the mutual respect
among board members and the focus on students.
“Our grad rates are up, test scores are up, staff morale is up,
dual enrollment is up, our bond rating is up and we have had the
single best count days in two decades back-to-back,” she said.
“We are poised to be one of the first urban school districts to
stabilize and grow.”
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Weatherall Neal partially credits the turnaround to diversity of
the school board. New voices are being heard. New faces are
being seen. New discussions are taking place. And new ideas
and perspectives are being shared.
“There are high-quality discussions where we push and pull on
each other in a healthy way,” she said. “This results in better
policy, better decisionmaking and better leadership all for our
community’s children.”
Grand Rapids is one district that challenges itself to ensure
nearly everyone in the community is represented at the board
table. If you look around your table, what do you see? Does it
look like your community? Do you have a mix of gender, race,
geography, age, education, religion? Like Grand Rapids, more
and more boards are starting to see a difference. Grand Rapids
is experiencing the value of diversity—not just racially and
ethnically, but, more importantly, through a much wider lens.
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“Our district must be responsive to students and their families
from a very multicultural community,” said Dr. Tony Baker,
President of the GRPS Board of Education. “Responsiveness
requires that our board brings the perspectives of this
community to the board room. Diversity isn’t just about distinct
racial group members, although race and ethnicity are important.
The board as a whole must have members who are connected
and invested in the outcomes of all members of the community.
I believe (and our board reflects this) that a board should
maximize the perspectives of the community.”
The students seem to be responding. Graduation rates increased
by 5% over the past three years, including nearly 10% among
African-American and Latino students; dual enrollment is up
45% over last year; attendance has improved by more than 30%;
and school safety is better too—incidents are down 25% and
suspensions down nearly 40%.
Baldwin Community Schools are
seeing similar results. Nearly
87% of students were accepted
into a two- or four-year college in
2015. ACT scores were higher,
the number of students in dual
enrollment more than doubled and
dropout rates have declined.
The board members may have
their differences, but focusing
on a common goal helps them to
be effective.

perspectives, different viewpoints, different
personal experiences and different access to
possible solutions.”

It wasn’t always easy to bring diverse points of view together,
Brooks explained. In his early days on the board nearly a decade
ago, he said things weren’t working as well as they should have
been. Changes needed to be made to some of the district’s
leadership.
Now, with a team of administrators led by Superintendent
Stiles Simmons, Brooks said the district has found its way. And
they’ve done so by leaning on the diverse experiences of board
members and administrative leadership.
“Consistency and a resolve to successfully educate each
and every student attending our schools to the best of our
abilities, drives us to utilize all facets of diversity represented
by each board member,” Brooks added. “We use these
diverse strengths to focus and devote our efforts to cover all
challenges.”
Studies show that diversity helps to bring about innovation and
new ways of thinking. In 2013, the Harvard Business Review
conducted a survey of 1,800 working professionals, 40 case
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The research found companies with 2-D diversity “out-innovate
and out-perform” others. In the business world, employees at
2-D companies are “45% likelier to report that their firm’s market
share grew over the previous year and 70% likelier to report that
the firm captured a new market.” These companies were also
much more likely to have an environment that fosters “outside
the box” thinking.

Conversely, 78% of survey respondents “work at companies that
lack 2-D diversity in leadership.”
And without diversity in leadership,
“There’s really good evidence that when
“women are 20% less likely
than straight white men to win
diverse groups of people come together to
endorsement for their ideas;
consider and address issues of common
people of color are 24% less likely;
concern, they have an advantage of different and LGBTs are 21% less likely.”

“We are very diverse, yet our ideals, dedication and love for
children, especially the children located in one of America’s
poorest communities, gives us the spark and focus to achieve
our first and foremost goal for this district—high student
achievement,” said Joseph Brooks Jr., President of the school
board.
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studies, and numerous focus groups and interviews. They
looked at two different types of diversity—inherent and acquired.
Inherent involved those traits you were likely born with including
gender, ethnicity and sexual orientation. Acquired are those
you may have picked up along the way, or those you gain from
experience. The authors refer to organizations that have at least
three traits of each as having two-dimensional diversity.

The University of Michigan has also
done considerable research on
the topic and the benefits found
are not only evident in changed
perceptions held across diverse
groups, but in the outcomes of
their work together. Patricia Gurin, Eric Dey, Sylvia Hurtado and
Gerald Gurin found in their study, Diversity and Higher Education:
Theory and Impact on Educational Outcomes, that students learn
better when they are in diverse environments.
The research showed “classroom diversity, diversity
programming, opportunities for interaction, and learning across
diverse groups of students” enhances the education of all
students.
This is research that University of Michigan Professor of
Education and Director of the National Center for Institutional
Diversity John C. Burkhardt, Ph.D., said can be applied at the
school board level as well.

“When you add new people to the board you open up a whole
new set of possibilities,” he said. “To make things work, you
need people with a range of viewpoints, but also different types
of access. There may be differences in the ways that community
members contribute to the solution; for instance, the influence
available to local pastors or the special role of grandparents.
Diverse groups don’t only think about the problem differently
and avoid misjudgments, but when it comes to implementing
the actual solution, they have a lot more tools to disperse their
ideas.”
Burkhardt said the Diversity and Higher Education study was
used in oral arguments before the U.S. Supreme Court in the
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University of Michigan affirmative action case2 and has been
cited in numerous judicial cases that have followed it. He
suggests research of this kind makes a strong argument for the
value of diversity.
“There’s really good evidence that when diverse groups of people
come together to consider and address issues of common
concern, they have an advantage of different perspectives, different
viewpoints, different personal experiences and different access to
possible solutions. Diversity in a relatively small group, like a school
board, not only means that you’ve got representation from various
constituencies, you also have something that is related but less easy
to observe [than race or gender], but may be more important, like
real-life experiences.”
While the study focuses on college students, the principles and
findings can also be applied to school boards. The diversity
shared by both Grand Rapids and Baldwin may have contributed
to the spike in student achievement. With different perspectives
contributing to the solution, new ideas can be applied.
“Different perspectives invoke balance,” said Baldwin school
board member Quran Griffin. “I believe our experience working in
and with our community helps guide us and allows us to see how
our decisions can create community change. Our life experiences
allow us to rethink our views and see things in a different light.”
And that makes for a more innovative and effective board,
according to the district’s superintendent.
“We’re able to engage in more meaningful discussions and
appreciate different viewpoints from different board members,”
said Simmons. “That ultimately leads to innovation and looking
at new solutions to old problems.”
It’s important to note that these improvements in student
achievement aren’t solely because of diverse leadership in these
districts. There could be many factors that contribute. Ensuring
as many community voices and facets as possible are being
heard at the board table, however, can only help to strengthen
your board and enhance leadership.
“It’s easy to observe difference around the table as to what board
members look like,” Burkhardt said. “Gender and ethnicity are
assumed to be easy to spot, although appearances are neither
conclusive nor really what most matters. The real strength is
found in the process—how the board operates. A diverse board
takes on different challenges and frames them differently. That
makes for a stronger board.”
John Tramontana is MASB’s Director of Communications, PR & Marketing, and
can be reached at jtramontana@masb.org or 517.327.5908.
1

“How Diversity Can Drive Innovation,” by Sylvia Ann Hewlett, Melinda Marshall, and Laura
Sherbin, Harvard Business Review, December 2013 issue https://hbr.org/2013/12/
how-diversity-can-drive-innovation.

2

GRATZ V. BOLLINGER (02-516) 539 U.S. 244 (2003).
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THE POOL MAY
BUT PLENTY OF QUALIFIED
CANDIDATES ARE STILL SWIMMING

By Donna Oser, CAE

SHALLOW POOLS AMIDST THE GREAT LAKES
Boards of education seeking a superintendent can no longer expect
to see as many candidates with prior experience. As few as five years
ago, most vacancies attracted numerous applicants with varying
levels of experience as a superintendent. Given that the natural career
progression of a superintendent is from smaller, more rural districts
to larger, more suburban districts, a board of education seeking a
superintendent could reasonably expect to see numerous applicants
with top leadership experience in smaller districts. The larger the
district in which a vacancy occurred, the greater the experience of the
applicant pool in general. Today, this is still true, but to a lesser degree.
In recent years, vacancies have averaged between 20-25 applicants,
however, fewer applicants have prior superintendent experience, and
applicants with experience are able to compete for vacancies in much
larger districts than in previous years.
The data suggests this is a trend that will continue. Since July 2013,
nearly one-third of all superintendent positions in the state have turned
over and two-thirds of those vacancies were filled by candidates with
no prior experience as a superintendent. When broken down by year,
there were more vacancies in 2014-2015 than 2013-2014, and more
of the vacancies were filled by candidates with no prior districtwide
experience. There are many reasons for this—retirement, massive
turnover on boards of education, a decline in the desirability of the
position, etc.—but there is a dearth of highly qualified applicants for
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the superintendency. In order to hire the best possible candidate for
their district, school board members should focus on being open to all
qualified candidates.

OVERLOOKING TALENT IN OUR BACKYARD
Consider this: less than 15% of American men are more than six feet
tall, yet almost 60% of corporate CEOs are taller than six feet.1 Why
does this happen? Certainly corporate boards don’t intentionally
seek out tall candidates and yet the figures don’t lie. It seems absurd
to hire someone for their height—as it seems absurd not to hire
someone because of their race or gender. At the root of these decisions
is something that every human has—bias. And when it comes to the
superintendency, a bias toward Caucasian males still exists. Research
conducted before and after Brown v. the Board of Education, as well as
the firsthand experiences of search consultants, reveal that women and
minority applicants are often not given the level of consideration their
experience and qualifications warrant.
For millennia, bias served an important function for humans.2 When
the human brain was faced with millions of pieces of information
to process in a fight-or-flight situation, bias helped the brain process
information more quickly. Biases aren’t bad but, by their very nature,
they limit one’s decisionmaking. When choosing a superintendent
today, boards of education need to be open to each candidate’s potential.
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BE SHALLOW…
OPENING OURSELVES UP TO ALL POSSIBILITIES
We can improve the quality of our hiring decisions and more fully
consider the merit of all candidates by taking some very purposeful
actions. Overriding bias and stereotypes requires a conscious act of
will. The first step in doing so is to create clear criteria for evaluating
candidates before looking at their qualifications. In superintendent search
this is commonly known as the candidate profile.
Next, we must focus on skills, comparing each candidate to the profile of
the position and deliberately setting aside any distractions. This requires
vigilance because stereotypes conflict with the profile. For example, if a
board is seeking an assertive leader to lead a change initiative, they need
to be wary of the stereotype of women being soft-spoken and nurturing,
lest they set aside a promising candidate. Similarly, if a board is seeking
a culturally competent leader for their district, they may need to override
a preconceived notion that a superintendent shouldn’t listen to hip-hop
music. Again, the limiting nature of a bias leaves us with fewer choices
at a time that we need to fully consider all of our options so that we may
choose the most qualified leader for our school districts.
Last, and perhaps most important, board members should communicate
with fellow board members about the danger of bias. If, during a search
process, it seems that bias may be reasserting itself, it’s a good idea for the
board president or search consultant to encourage each board member
to examine their decisionmaking processes and be vigilant in keeping
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Students benefit from diverse
leadership in a multitude of ways.
Minority and women superintendents
report considering the diversity of
their student population when making
decisions in the district more often
than their counterparts. Exposure
to leaders who look different from
students—and also to leaders who
look like students depending on
gender and minority status—sends
powerful messages to developing
minds. Such exposure is important
preparation for our students living and
competing in a global economy.3
W IN T E R 2016
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the focus on skills and qualifications. Boards of education need to fully
solutions that other candidates may not have thought of or considered.
explore the talent and experience that is available when seeking the
most qualified leader possible for our school districts. This means giving “It’s an opportunity for boards to really find a candidate who can help
improve their district,” Martin said. “Many of those first jobs can be
intentional and sincere consideration to applicants of all ethnicities,
difficult and those superintendents are able to learn and grow from
backgrounds and genders.
those experiences.”

FINDING SUCCESS

The community has also welcomed Martin and the leadership he’s
It worked in St. Johns where a board made up of predominantly white
brought to the school district.
males, hired a young African-American male. Superintendent Dedrick
Martin, Ed.D., has been at the helm of the district for nearly three years, “It’s really a wonderful and open community,” Martin said. “They
and while it may not have seemed like an ideal fit on the surface, it’s
didn’t look at the color of me. They said, ‘here are the candidates we
worked out to be a perfect match.
have and we see this person as the best fit. That’s who we’re going to
go for.’”
“When I walked into the interview, I was just hoping they viewed me as
a superintendent candidate and not an African-American candidate,”
Tennant has some advice for other boards getting ready to start a
Martin said. “Once I saw they were serious about me, it was very easy to
search for a new superintendent: consider all possibilities.
be serious about the district and the community.”
“You can’t close yourself off to any possibilities,” he said. “Each of the
Racial or cultural differences have never been an issue during his
candidates we interviewed had something to offer us. You ought to be
tenure, Martin said. Both he and the board continue to keep the focus
really open, zero in and then hire the best person for the job. You can’t
on the students.
go into the search process with a closed mind. Hiring Dedrick has
worked out extremely well for us.”
Bill Tennant was the President of the St. Johns board at the time and is
currently the Vice President. He said the decision was pretty simple.
“We’re in the business of educating kids,” he said. Three years later, St.
Johns doesn’t have any regrets. And neither does Dedrick Martin.
“Our responsibility was to hire the best person for the job and that’s what
we did,” he said. “We had a good pool of candidates, and had some good
interviews. We looked over the pool carefully and Dedrick stood out.
Donna Oser, CAE, is MASB’s Director of Leadership Development and
He was relaxed, forward-thinking and had great ideas for our district.”
Executive Search Services, and can be reached at doser@masb.org or
Martin said minority superintendents’ qualifications can often be
overlooked by boards and the public. Many start in urban districts and
enter situations with declining enrollment, low achievement scores and
budget constraints. But Martin said that’s exactly why other districts
should consider hiring those superintendents. They’re battle-tested,
know what needs to be done to turn things around and can bring new

517.327.5923.

1

Gladwell, Malcolm. Blink: The Power of Thinking Without Thinking. Back Bay Books, 2007.

2

Porter, Jane. You’re More Biased Than You Think. Fast Company, Oct. 6, 2014.

3

Herbert, Marion. The Changing Face of the Superintendent. District Administration, 2011.

Women and minorities have less access to the
superintendency. According to the American
Association of School Administrators’
Decennial Study, the number of women
superintendents has increased
nationally over the past decade
to 24%, however, the dial isn’t
moving for African-American
and Latino superintendents.
Alarmingly, only 2% of respondents in the study categorized
themselves as African-American, and
another 2% as Latino. More than half
of the superintendents of color were
employed in school districts where the
minority population exceeded 50%.3
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“Partners helps me complete the circle so that I
have feedback and follow-up to ensure that we
have a consistent process to come back to over and
over again for achieving a vision of success. My
School Innovation Partner was so
valuable in this process because we developed trust
and the work that we did
together helped get us to
where Franklin needed
to go. Now, there’s not a
breakdown in communication in our school, and
that’s really important.”
N N E KA DAN I E LS , P RI NCIPA L
P OS T- FRAN KLI N E LE MENTA RY SCH OOL
B AT T LE C RE E K P UB LI C SCH OOLS

á 21%

African American students at
Buchanan Elementary in Grand
Rapids Public School District saw
accelerated gains, improving from 6%
proficient in math to 27% proficient in
the 2014-15 school year.

á 22.9%

English learners at Post-Franklin
Elementary School in Battle Creek
Public School District demonstrated
great gains, with an increase of 22.9%
in Math and 12.3% in Reading. Latino
students showed gains of 16.1% in
math and 9.1% in Reading.

Renewing the Promise of Public Education
If you would like to know more about Partners
in School Innovation’s proven transformation
approach in schools and districts, please contact:

William Hill

Regional Executive Director, Midwest
whill@partnersinschools.org
443.538.2482

REACH HIGHER

Giving All of Michigan’s Children
a Solid Foundation for Success

By Stacy Bogard, CAE

AS IN EVERY PROFESSION, EDUCATION HAS A JARGON ALL ITS OWN—DOZENS
OF ACRONYMS, TERMS AND PHRASES THAT ARE THROWN AROUND IN CASUAL
CONVERSATION WITH THOSE IN THE “KNOW” (OR STRANGE LOOKS FROM THOSE WHO
AREN’T). MOST ARE BENIGN, BUT ONE TERM THAT SEEMS TO INDUCE A CRINGE IN ALL
WHO HEAR OR READ IT IS “ACHIEVEMENT GAP.”

MICHIGAN’S REALITY
Study after study points out that Michigan is one of the lowest
performing states in the nation when it comes to the test results
of African-American students compared to students of other
racial/ethnic groups.
While the scores were lower than on past tests due to the higher
standards set, the achievement gaps have remained relatively the
same. Demographic breakdowns for the most recent statewide
assessment, the 2015 M-STEP, showed a staggering 32%
difference in English language arts proficiency scores and 31% in
math between African-American and white students in third through
eighth grades.1 Additionally, on the last Michigan Educational
Assessment Program test in 2013, the gap had increased from
what it was in 2009 even with overall gains made by both AfricanAmerican and white students.2 The gap is even greater when
African-American student scores are compared to students of
Asian ethnicity (the highest scoring group overall)—49% in English
language arts and an astounding 55% in math.1
Nationally, assessment results are just as dismal. On the 2015
National Assessment of Educational Progress, given every two
years to a representative sample of fourth and eighth graders,
Michigan was one of seven states noted as a bottom performer
along with Alabama, Illinois, Ohio, Nebraska, South Dakota and
West Virginia. When compared to their peers around the country,
African-American students are well below the national average.
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African-American Student Ratings3

MI

Nat’l Avg.

4th Grade Proficient Math

10%

19%

4th Grade Proficient Reading

9%

18%

8 Grade Proficient Math

5%

13%

8 Grade Proficient Reading

9%

16%

th
th

There are also large gaps between middle- and low-income
students around the state. Low-income status is primarily
calculated by how many students in a school/district qualify for
free or reduced-price lunches. Similar to the above statistics,
the gap was 30% in English language proficiency with students
identified as economically disadvantaged scoring 32% on
the last M-STEP, while the average for not economically
disadvantaged students was 62%. In math, the gap was 29%
with low-income students achieving 20% proficiency and all
students at 49%.1

PLACING THE BLAME
So what’s the cause? Really, what isn’t? Arguments have been
made (as a matter of opinion as well as with sound data analysis) to
blame funding, no unified vision, socioeconomic factors, teachers,
the tests themselves, timing, the temperature in the classroom,
technology, lack of parental involvement, student attendance,
whether or not English is a child’s native language, students who
change schools frequently…the list could go on and on.
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SO HOW DO WE LESSEN THE GAP?
Several initiatives are underway at the state level. The Michigan
Department of Education began a three-year pilot study, the
African-American Young Men of Promise Initiative, in 2013. The
guide states that the program “will provide research-driven school
solutions for schools to improve achievement by African-American
males and also bolster the school climate.”4 Additionally, summits
and conferences have been held, recommendations have been
made by various groups and individuals, and some legislation has
been put into place.
One of the most recent steps toward creating a unified vision at the
state level is the approval of Guiding Principles and Strategic Goals
for getting Michigan to be a top 10 education state in the nation in
10 years by the State Board of Education. These were developed
through input from numerous stakeholder groups (including MASB),
education partners and individual citizens. The next steps should be
completed early this year with State Superintendent Brian Whiston
bringing a plan to the SBE with strategies to achieve the goals.
These goals match or incorporate six research-supported areas of
reform summarized by MLive education reporter Julie Mack in an
article early last year following the release of Bridge Magazine’s
Academic State Champs. These rankings factored in student
income levels when evaluating state and national test scores over
a three-year period for each school.
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MDE’s Strategic Goals
for Top 10 in 10 Years
1. Provide every child access to an aligned,
high-quality P-20 system from early childhood
to post-secondary attainment—through a
multistakeholder collaboration with business
and industry, labor and higher education—to
maximize lifetime learning and success.
2. Implement, with strong district and building
leadership, high-quality instruction in every
classroom through a highly coherent, childcentered instructional model where students
meet their self-determined academic and
personal goals to their highest potential.
3. Develop, support and sustain a high-quality,
prepared and collaborative education
workforce.
4. Reduce the impact of high-risk factors,
including poverty, and provide equitable
resources to meet the needs of all students
to ensure that they have access to quality
educational opportunities.
5. Ensure that parents/guardians are engaged
and supported partners in their child’s
education.
6. Create a strong alignment and partnership
with job providers, community colleges and
higher education to assure a prepared and
quality future workforce; and informed and
responsible citizens.
7. Further develop an innovative and cohesive
state education agency that supports an
aligned, coherent education system at all
levels (state, ISD, district and school).5
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The reform areas to close the achievement gap are:
1.

High-quality preschool

2.

Reduce class size

3.

Promote high-quality teaching

4.

Use data-driven instruction]

5.

Longer school day and/or year

6.•

Intensive tutoring or small-group instruction6

Many schools/districts already have taken the initiative and
implemented one or more of these approaches. Here are a few
examples:

PROMOTE HIGH-QUALITY TEACHING
Carman-Ainsworth Community Schools is offering professional
learning opportunities for staff that are focused on cultural
proficiency and restorative practices; two school board
members have participated too. A series of five courses have
been offered during the school year and the summer. The core
two-day workshop, Journey to Cultural Proficiency, provides
“an opportunity for district and school personnel to lay the
foundation for meeting the needs of an increasingly diverse
student population.”7
Based on the most recent data available, the majority of
students in the district were black (50.4%) and 70.4% qualified
as low income during the 2013-2014 school year.8 Overall, CACS
students are less proficient than the M-STEP state average in
both English language arts (39.8% versus 48% statewide) and
math (27% versus 41.5% statewide). The gaps between the
district average and economically disadvantaged and AfricanAmerican students are relatively small at <5% and 8% for English
language arts and <5% and 6% in math.9
“We believe that building cultural competency will allow us to
establish a foundation that will lead to closing the achievement
gap,” notes David Swierpel, CACS Director of Community
Services. “We began this journey in June 2014 and currently
have a group of 10 staff who has progressed to Collaborative
Inquiry for Cultural Proficiency.”

USE DATA-DRIVEN INSTRUCTION
In many ways, the data-driven instruction and intensive tutoring/
small-group instruction reforms go hand-in-hand. This school
year, Bath Community Schools is implementing reading and math
interventions based on data for its elementary-level students
who will remain in their classrooms or “walk-to” an intervention
during a designated time period. Students have the opportunity
to receive additional instruction specific to their learning needs,
including those above grade level.
Placements were determined by beginning-of-the-year schoolwide
and classroom assessments. Parents were notified and given an
agreement to sign. As students acquire necessary skills, they
can move into other intervention groups.
Interventions are also taking place at the middle and high school
levels. At the middle school, all students participate in Positive
Behavior Support lessons led by a group of their peers focusing
on the district’s STING expectations. “Students needing extra
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support in math and reading receive intervention classes in
addition to their core classes using the programs Think Through
Math and Read 180,” shared teacher Kassandra Lawhorne.
“Additionally, all sixth graders receive a math enrichment class
focusing on geometry and a reading enrichment class. Guided
Academics classes are also offered throughout the year for
students who need extra support to be successful.”
BCS is above the state average in third through eighth grades in
English language arts with 54% proficiency and about equal in
math at 41%. There are slight gaps between the district average
and economically disadvantaged students of 13% in English and
10% in math. There was not sufficient data available to show if
there were gaps for African-American students.10
At the high school, the district identifies at-risk students through
its instructional support team and utilizes a multitiered system
of supports to close the achievement gap. Some specific
strategies include:
Tier 1
●● Differentiated Instruction
●● Individual Student Goal Setting
●● Explicit Instruction
●● Peer Tutoring
●● Mathematics Lab (after-school math tutoring)
Tier 2
●● Guided Academics Course
●● Read 180
●● Think Through Math
Tier 3
●● Academic Lab
Another district, Wayland Union Schools, has been working for
the past few years to implement the practice and processes
of Professional Learning Communities. Learning about
and implementing the PLC process has required WUS to
analyze practices in curriculum, instruction, assessment and
professional development, bringing to light several areas that
need improvement.
WUS is slightly above the state proficiency average in English
(49%) and math (47%) for third through eighth grades. There
are gaps between the district average and economically
disadvantaged students of 10% in both English and math. There
was not sufficient data available to show if there were gaps for
African-American students.11
“The district currently offers a variety of intervention programs
for students who are at-risk and behind their grade-level peers,”
shared Director of Instruction Teresa Fulk. “The district is also
investing a lot of time designing grade-level interventions in
order to intervene early and catch students before they fall
behind. Some of our schools have implemented the practice
of holding data meetings every six weeks in order to monitor
student progress to make sure we are adjusting to their needs
on a timely basis.”

INTENSIVE TUTORING OR SMALL-GROUP INSTRUCTION

Schools (all elementary) in the area of math fluency instruction.
The intervention entailed forming small ability groups based
on screening assessment data, in conjunction with targeted,
research-based strategies that specifically supported the
development of math fluency.
Based on student data, K-PALS, developed by Vanderbilt
University, and RocketMath™ were selected as appropriate
interventions. Teachers were trained in grade-level groups and
provided ongoing instructional support from January through May.
Periodic, nonevaluative walkthroughs were conducted to ensure
teachers were comfortable with teaching the programs and that
essential components of the strategies were performed with
fidelity.
In May, students were assessed to measure the progress of the
fluency intervention and the data was astonishing. Kindergarten
and first grade fluency scores increased an average of 34%!
Additional district content assessments also supported these
findings, including data from AIMSweb that found that these five
Priority Schools outperformed the district average. The 2014
M-STEP scores for third grade math also show that four of the
five schools have moved about the Priority line by 7-12%.
“What was learned from this effort is how locals and ISDs can
partner and pool resources to support specific data-driven and
research-based interventions to impact all students,” shared
Sean Williams Ph.D., Ingham ISD’s Student Instructional
Services Supervisor. “In fact, the work was so successful that
the interventions are being expanded into other schools in the
district.”

WHAT YOU CAN DO
There is still a lot of work to be done, and the future of
Michigan’s children depends on it. MASB will keep you up-to-date
on the Top 10 in 10 Years initiative, as well as any impactful
legislation or actions at the state level. Continue to support
and approve the implementation of programs in your district
that are aimed at setting the bar higher and providing additional
assistance to students who need it. Share your success stories
and failures with us by sending them to webmaster@masb.org so
we can publicize them for other districts to learn from.
Stacy Bogard, CAE, is MASB’s Assistant Director of Communications, PR &
Marketing, and can be reached at sbogard@masb.org or 517.327.5907.
1

M-STEP Public Demographic Results. Michigan Department of Education, Spring 2015.

2

Tanner, Kristi. Raw Data: Achievement Gap in Michigan Continues to Grow. Detroit Free Press,
March 9, 2014.

3

Leaders & Laggards Report Special Report. U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation, 2015.

4

African-American Young Men of Promise Initiative Program Guide. Michigan Department of
Education, August 2013.

5

Top 10 in 10 Years infographic. Michigan Department of Education, Dec. 9, 2015.

6

Mack, Julie. 6 Facts About Michigan’s Low-Income Students and 6 Interventions Proven to
Work. MLive, Feb. 3, 2015.

7

Professional Learning Opportunities Brochure. Carman-Ainsworth Community Schools,
Summer 2015.

8

Academic State Champ District Results. Bridge Magazine, Feb. 3, 2015.

Similar to the examples above, this one also employs using
data-driven instruction. In January 2015, Lansing and Ingham
Intermediate School Districts partnered to support five Priority
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BREAKING DOWN THE
LEGALESE, RESPONSIBILITIES
AND EXPECTATIONS OF BOARD
MEMBERS
By Joel Gerring, J.D.

A school board is able to fulfill its mission when the members
of the board and the superintendent understand their roles
and work together in an environment of trust, mutual respect,
understanding and shared purpose. To reach that ideal
environment, you’ve got to get through a lot of legalese, be
aware of your responsibilities and the expectations of your role.

Boards of education act as corporate bodies, with individual
members having no authority to act independently. No single
member of the board can commit or bind the board by their
individual actions. The powers and duties of a school board
must be exercised by the board as a whole, in public meetings,
by a majority vote.

Your Role Under the Law

The regulations that govern how a school board operates are
determined by the Michigan Department of Education, the
State Board of Education, the State Superintendent of Public
Instruction and your own school policies/board bylaws. All board
members should take the time to become familiar with their
district’s policies and procedures, as well as the bylaws in order
to avoid violations.

In general, it’s the school board’s job to make policy, while the
superintendent is charged with administering the policy. Under
Michigan’s Revised School Code, boards of education are
responsible for overseeing:
●● The education of students
●● The safety and welfare of students
●● Matters relating to school employees and contractors
●● Joint agreements and cooperative arrangements
●● Student curricula
●● The hiring of a superintendent
●● The adopting of a budget
●● The decision of whether or not to supply transportation for
students
●● The negotiation of employee contracts and other conditions
of employment
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School board trustees have been elected by their community,
entrusted by their community, to have a hand in overseeing the
operation and well-being of their school district. Trustees are
expected to take an active role on their board while working with
their fellow board members to address education-related issues
and make fiscal decisions.
Equally as vital, however, is to understand the role of the
superintendent and other administrators who are tasked
with translating the board’s policies into action. It is the
superintendent and staff who must make the day-to-day
decisions. Again, the role of the board of education is not to run
the schools, but to see that they are well run.
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Be Effective by Respecting the Process
To be an effective board member is to realize that you are part
of a team. Effective boards have individual members who:
●● Contribute ideas and solutions
●● Respect and value the ideas of others
●● Listen and share information
●● Ask questions, seek clarification and remain flexible
●● Respect the end result
Effective school boards set the direction for their district by
identifying goals and implementing policies. They then allow the
administrators to determine the best means of accomplishing
those goals while providing context for the policies. Effective
school boards do not become involved in the minutia of their
district. Rather, when difficulties within the district hierarchy
occur, effective boards will honor “the chain of command;” from
parents to teachers to principals to the superintendent. The
school board is usually the “last line” in this chain. As such,
school board members should take care not to intervene too
early or otherwise insert themselves into the process (which is a
sure way to get labeled as a board member with an “agenda”).
The district superintendent is the only employee who answers
directly to the school board. Complaints from parents,
community members or other employees about a particular
district employee should always be directed back through the
chain of command. If there is a problem with the superintendent,
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the board should address it via the review process or through
informal feedback from the board president directly to the
superintendent. Board members may, from time to time, acquire
information about various situations but should take care to
never overstep their role. Having knowledge of a matter is one
thing; interjecting oneself into the middle of an administrative
issue is another. Matters that rise to a specific level of concern
will generally make their way to the board in due time and
in accordance with board policy. An effective board member
should always strive to uphold the process and maintain the
appearance of impartiality.

Find the Balance
As noted above, effective board members remain focused
on the big picture while trusting employees to carry out their
individual responsibilities. They avoid micromanagement. As
a board member, finding the balance between being a leader
for your district while remaining within your prescribed role is
difficult, however, this balance is crucial for a district to function
efficiently and reach its potential. The rewards to your district
will be worth the effort.
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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Get the Tools
to Build a Contract

MASB Labor Relations attorneys and consultants can serve as the chief negotiators,
allowing your administrators to focus on their normal duties or assist with other laborrelated tasks.

CONTRACT ANALYSIS — We can review your current contract and provide specific
recommendations for improvement.

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS — We will gather relevant salary, benefit, revenue,
expenditure and demographic data for your school district and build a custom report for
you to use internally or to help communicate with your community.
NEGOTIATIONS PREPARATION WORKSHOP — We design a two- to three-hour

program based on your district’s needs to cover topics like: the legal process for
negotiations, public relations, establishing and achieving your district’s goals, and keeping
your team united.

BARGAINING — We work with your school board and administrators to establish
objectives for bargaining and develop strategies to accomplish these objectives.

Contact us at
laborrelations@masb.org
or 517.327.5900 with your
district needs.

PRACTICAL LESSONS CONCERNING
BOARD AND SUPERINTENDENT
RELATIONSHIPS
By Donna Oser, CAE
Part two in our series focusing on the key work of school boards.

“UNITED WE STAND, DIVIDED WE FALL.” MOST PEOPLE
HAVE HEARD THIS AXIOM SO MANY TIMES THAT LITTLE
THOUGHT IS GIVEN TO ITS ORIGIN AND MEANING. BUT
SCHOOL BOARD MEMBERS AND SUPERINTENDENTS
WILL DO WELL TO CONSIDER THE ORIGIN AND
IMPLICATIONS OF THIS OLD ADAGE.
Best known for clever stories that
illustrate a deeper lesson for the
listener, Greek philosopher Aesop
originally coined the phrase to illustrate
the lesson of the Four Oxen and the
Lion.1 In the fable, four oxen were
frequently attacked by a fierce lion. Time
and time again, the oxen escaped harm
by standing with their tails together and
their horns pointing out. Regardless from
which direction the lion attacked, the
big cat’s efforts were foiled by an ox’s
sharp horns. Time passed and the oxen
began quarrelling among themselves.
Eventually, each ox chose to take up its
own corner of the pasture. No longer
working together, one by one, the oxen
fell victim to the lion’s attacks. In the
end only the lion remained.

THE LION
Who or what is your lion? If we view the
Four Oxen and the Lion as an allegory of
the current situation in Michigan, the lion
may represent any force that could derail

the success of public schools. No doubt
it varies from one district to another.
Your lion may be a deficit budget or
priority school status while a neighboring
district’s may be a contentious
relationship with the teacher’s union due
to difficult bargaining. Indeed, some of
us feel as though an entire pack of lions
has taken up residence in our pasture.
As scary and as daunting as dealing with
our lions may be, governance teams will
only be successful in doing so by working
together.

THE FOUR OXEN
Will your governance team collaborate
to ensure success? Or will you fall victim
to the lion? It’s only natural that school
board members and superintendents
each bring their own unique perspectives
and experiences to the work we do on
behalf of students. But the extent to
which we can leverage those differences
and work together toward a shared vision
of high expectations for our students

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

and our school districts is precisely what
distinguishes effective from ineffective
governance teams.
School boards function as a single
unit, not as a collection of individuals
with individual agendas. The school
board governs the district, which is
administered by the superintendent. The
board and the superintendent must work
together to model:
●● a shared commitment to higher
standards;
●● the ability to discuss difficult topics
professionally; and
●● the belief that continuous
improvement is necessary for
students to succeed.2

STANDING TOGETHER
How will you leverage your differences
to overcome your lion? Developing a
productive relationship requires that
board members and superintendents
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draw on and respect the background
and abilities of everyone involved. Board
members bring an understanding of
the public’s view of the educational
process as well as their own personal
knowledge and experience. The
superintendent brings professional
training and experience as well as his/
her own personal context to the work. To
leverage these differences and facilitate
ongoing collaboration, governance
teams must deliberately cultivate
healthy interpersonal relationships
among board members and with the
superintendent while also clarifying roles
and expectations.

STRATEGIES FOR CULTIVATING HEALTHY
RELATIONSHIPS
●● Build cohesion and board identity by
developing a shared vision of what
you’re trying to accomplish.
●● Commit to open and candid
communication—and create a safe
process and place for it to occur.
●● Craft opportunities for interaction
away from the board table to get to
know one another as individuals.
●● Pledge to assume good intentions
of others and fully listen to their
perspective before responding.

ACTIVITIES TO CLARIFY ROLES AND
EXPECTATIONS

There is no more important
relationship within a
school district than that
of the school board and
superintendent. Everything
else that occurs—or doesn’t
occur—in the district hinges
upon it.

If you’d like to find out more about board
workshops or retreats, contact Board
Development Manager Debbie Stair at
517.327.5904 or dstair@masb.org.
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●● Outline the role of the board versus
the superintendent as they exist
in your school district and explore
ways in which they interrelate and
affect each other.
●● Develop board/superintendent
communication protocols that
specify how, when and by whom
communication will be initiated.
●● Establish standards of practice
that detail behaviors to which your
governance team is committed.
●● Commit to goal-setting and
evaluation annually for both the
superintendent and the board.
●● Create an annual governance
calendar that lists when governance
activities will occur and whose
responsibility they are.

●● Engage regularly in shared learning
and team-building activities such
as board workshops and annual
retreats.
There is no more important relationship
within a school district than that of
the school board and superintendent.
Everything else that occurs—or doesn’t
occur—in the district hinges upon
it. As leaders of the school district,
governance team members must
leverage their differences and be
steadfast in their collaborative efforts.
We must, in effect, stand together to
overcome the lion.
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

The Four Oxen and the Lion, 1909, The Harvard Classics.

2

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

Newly revised in 2015, NSBA’s Key Work of School Boards Guidebook identifies the core skills effective
boards need to ensure that all students achieve at high levels through excellence in governance. This article
is the second in a series that takes a closer look at each of the five aspects: Vision, Accountability, Policy,
Community Leadership and Board/Superintendent Relationships.
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BE PROACTIVE IN
CREATING AN INCLUSIVE
ENVIRONMENT
ENSURING TRANSGENDER
STUDENTS AREN’T ENCOUNTERING
DISCRIMINATION
By Joel Gerring, J.D.

Over the course of the past two years, questions involving the
treatment of transgender and gender-transitioning students have
increased markedly. What was once an issue that garnered little,
if any, mention by district boards and administrators has now
become one of the most talked about policy matters in both
our state and around the country. Obviously, this means that a
greater number of K-12 students, and their parents, are more
comfortable with expressing their nonconforming gender identity,
but it also means that more districts are concerned with the
well-being of these students and are, likewise, grappling with the
variety of issues that may arise as a result.
Guidance on the matter from most governing bodies is slow
in coming. In Michigan, there are no laws that specifically
address the issue of transgender individuals and discrimination;
however, federal agencies are expanding the scope of current
civil rights’ protections to include such groups. Districts should
be aware that the U.S. Department of Education has issued
“Dear Colleague” letters that address the subject and make
it clear that discrimination against an individual who does not
conform to traditional gender identities, as well as denying a
transgender student the right to participate in single-sex classes
that are in line with their declared gender identity, are violations
of Title IX. Fourteen states and the District of Columbia have
adopted laws that specifically protect transgender students from
discrimination and, although neither Michigan nor the federal
government is among them, this does not mean that Michigan
school districts will avoid federal government scrutiny should a
transgender student file a claim for discrimination.
In the last few years, the USDE’s Office of Civil Rights has begun
to aggressively investigate transgender civil rights’ complaints
nationwide regardless of any state-specific laws (or lack

34

W IN T E R 2016

thereof). More often than not, Voluntary Resolution Agreements
between the districts and OCR are the result. Generally, these
agreements mandate that the district will allow a transgender
student to participate in all aspects of school life as a member
of the gender with which they identify. Such broad policies
would appear to answer any questions regarding which restroom
a transgender student may be allowed to use, and on which
sports teams they are allowed to compete (at least from the
OCR’s perspective)—although some agreements indicate that
these more “delicate” issues should be examined on a caseby-case basis, taking into account the “appropriateness” of the
circumstances, the burdensomeness on the student and “to the
extent possible” the student’s wishes. Regardless, the OCR will
continue to monitor, follow-up and intervene if it is determined
that a district is allowing any type of discrimination to continue.
Matters involving restroom accommodations and other activities
can result in significant community controversy, however, from
the OCR’s perspective, community unrest is not a justification
for abrogating a particular student’s civil rights.
While Michigan is not at the forefront with respect to legislation
and judicial precedent in these matters, this does not mean that
guidance, in the form of federal court decisions, USDE opinions
and OCR resolutions, is not available. School districts should be
aware of how the federal government has been proceeding in its
investigations of these matters so that they might understand
the potential ramifications of such and take appropriate steps
from the outset in order to possibly avoid OCR involvement. More
proactive districts within the state have already begun including
gender identity as a protected class within their antidiscrimination
policies and codes of conduct. Meanwhile, those districts that
have taken the time to openly work with such students in order to
understand their needs and accommodate reasonable requests,
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have largely managed to avoid drawing undue negative attention.
Very recently, some schools have initiated gender-neutral
homecoming courts in order to move away from the “King” and
“Queen” monikers and toward a more inclusive climate.
In Michigan, issues regarding transgender student rights have
made headlines in some districts, with one particular matter
involving several school districts as defendants having progressed
to a Federal Title IX Complaint filed on behalf of the student at
issue. One of the involved defendant district’s has filed a motion
to dismiss the lawsuit which is based upon the argument that
claims for sex discrimination by transgender plaintiffs must
demonstrate evidence that defendants have engaged in “sex
stereotyping.” In that matter, the U.S. Attorney’s Office has filed
a statement of interest opposing the district’s motion to dismiss;
further solidifying the fact that federal government agencies
believe that these are important civil rights’ matters in which they
will continue to intervene. In its Statement of Interest, the federal
government reiterated its position that, per Title IX and the Equal
Protection Clause, sex discrimination includes any discrimination
against transgendered individuals, prohibits discrimination based
upon gender identity and transgender status, and prohibits
discrimination based upon gender stereotypes.

as opposed to the one that might appear on their official record.
Likewise, they seek the freedom to present themselves (from a
gender role perspective) in a manner of their choosing while still
enjoying the same protections from discrimination that the district
would provide to any other student. To that end, OCR has made
it clear that public school districts must take appropriate steps
to ensure equal treatment for all transgender students as well as
those who are “gender fluid” or transitioning.
Joel Gerring, J.D. is MASB’s Assistant Legal Counsel, and can be reached at
jgerring@masb.org or 517.327.5922.

At present, the transgender students who are making themselves
heard represent what we might consider the “first wave” of a new
equal rights’ movement and, as such, most of their requests
have yet to progress into more controversial realms such as
sports participation or a locker room setting. While such issues
are potentially on the horizon, for now, transgender students
and those transitioning are more concerned with having their
gender identity respected via the use of appropriate pronouns,
or perhaps by using a new name they’ve selected for themselves
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EVENTS CALENDAR
JAN. 21, 2016

APRIL 9 – 11, 2016

Data First: Foundations 1 (CBA 341)

NSBA 76 Annual Conference and Exposition

KENT ISD

BOSTON, MA

JAN. 24 – 26, 2016

MAY 31, 2016

th

NSBA Advocacy Institute

MASA/ MASB Legislative Conference

WASHINGTON, D.C.

LANSING

JAN. 25, 2016

NOV. 10 – 13, 2016

Labor Relations (CBA 107)

Annual Leadership Conference and Exhibit Show

WEST SHORE EDUCATIONAL SERVICE DISTRICT

RENAISSANCE CENTER, DETROIT

FEB. 2, 2016

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

Aspiring Superintendents Series: Foundations for
Effective Leadership
MASB, LANSING

FEB. 26, 2016

MASA/MASB/MSBO Labor Relations Conference
RADISSON HOTEL, LANSING

MARCH 1, 2016

Community Relations Leadership (CBA 106)
WEST SHORE EDUCATIONAL SERVICE DISTRICT

MARCH 15, 2016

Governor’s Education Summit
DEVOS PLACE, GRAND RAPIDS

MARCH 24, 2016

Data First: High School and Beyond (CBA 344)
KENT ISD
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Serving as legal counsel for the majority of
Michigan K-12 and intermediate school districts,
as well as public school academies
and institutions of higher education
EAST LANSING OFFICE
2900 West Road, Suite 400
East Lansing, MI 48823-6386
Telephone: 517.484.8000 · Facsimile: 517.484.0041

NOVI OFFICE
39555 Orchard Hill Place, Suite 430
Novi, MI 48375-5523
Telephone: 248.533.0741 · Facsimile: 248.349.3237

WEST MICHIGAN OFFICE
3260 Eagle Park Drive, NE, Suite 121
Grand Rapids, MI 49525-4569
Telephone: 616.588.7700 · Facsimile: 517.588.7710

www.ThrunLaw.com
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NATIONAL PERSPECTIVE

Focus on Diversity
and Equity Around
the Country
By Stacy Bogard, CAE

Ensuring diversity or equity is a conscious awareness has been going on in other states and at the national level for several
years. Equity is aimed at leveling the “playing field” by giving more assistance to the students who need it so everyone has a fair
opportunity to succeed, while diversity is recognizing each individual’s cultural and demographic differences. Following are a few
examples from around the country:

ARIZONA

OHIO

The Arizona Schools Boards Association has made equity a
focus through working with its board of directors and Hispanic
and Native American Indian and Black Caucuses. They held the
Equity Event in April 2015 with a theme of Leadership Strategies
and Promising Practices for Closing the Opportunity and
Achievement Gaps. Attendees were from in and out of state,
and included organizations like First Things First and Valley of
the Sun United Way.

A Diversity and Inclusion Committee was established by the
Ohio School Boards Association. The committee put together
a video series, Discovering Diversity, celebrating many diverse
people and cultures.

CALIFORNIA
The cover story for the California School Boards Association’s
spring 2015 California Schools magazine was “Focus on
Equity.” It tells the story of how Sanger Unified School District,
one of the lowest performing districts in the state, became a
nationally recognized turnaround district by concentrating on
equity reform, as well as Long Beach USD, which has been
recognized as one of the top five more successful school
districts internationally.

NEW YORK
In 2009, the New York State School Boards Association
adopted a resolution to promote cultural diversity; it was
recently renewed in 2014. It states, in part to, “Involve
students, parents, staff and the community in developing
and supporting education which invites understanding and
acceptance of others’ differences and which aims to eradicate
hatred and bigotry.”
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WASHINGTON
Alan Burke, Executive Director for the Washington State School
Directors’ Association, authored an opinion column in the
Feb. 24, 2015 The Olympian to encourage new school board
candidates. The column highlights the need for the school
board to reflect the community and student population. WSSDA
also offered free workshops around the state on what is
involved in school board service prior to the last election cycle.

NSBA
The National School Boards Association will be holding its first
Equity Symposium on Jan. 23, 2016 in Washington, D.C. The
intention is to “provide a forum for school board members,
educators and other stakeholders to examine and discuss
strategies, current trends, research and best practices that are
positively impacting the educational outcomes of academically
and economically disadvantaged students in traditional K-12
public settings.”
Stacy Bogard, CAE, is MASB’s Assistant Director of Communications, PR &
Marketing, and can be reached at sbogard@masb.org or 517.327.5907.
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MASB MAZE

MASB MAZE
MASB can provide help through any “maze” or challenge you may face as a school board member
(even the solution to this maze, contact swashington@masb.org).

Start

End
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Michigan Association
of School Boards
1001 Centennial Way, Ste. 400
Lansing, MI 48917
MASB.org

Join Us for the
2016 Labor Relations Conference
Feb. 26, 2016
Radisson Hotel, Lansing
9 a.m. – 3:30 p.m.
Are you ready for bargaining season? If your district has contracts that
will expire this summer, now is the time to develop your game plan to
ensure successful negotiations in the months to come. The conference
is cosponsored by the Michigan Association of School Boards, Michigan
Association of School Administrators and Michigan School Business
Officials.

There is no better way
for your bargaining
team to prepare for
negotiations than this
conference!

You will learn:
•

Current key issues in bargaining

•

Trending proposals and how to respond to them

•

Effective negotiation strategies

Generously Supported by:

TRANSPORTATION

Visit www.masb.org/labor-conference.aspx for
more details and to register today!

