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EXECUTIVE
NOTE

A STUDENT-FOCUSED APPROACH
By Don Wotruba, CAE

As we begin a new year, I
think of the many new board
members who will be attending their very first school board
meetings, and I also think of
those board members who
have served their districts
for decades, some for more
than 40 years. To each of
you, I extend a ‘thank you’
and my deepest gratitude for
your service to your communities and to the students
in your districts. I can think
of no other elected office
where you are as close to the
electorate as a school board
member and also focused on
an issue of such tremendous
importance to everyone in this
country. I would also say that
I can think of no other elected
office as underappreciated as
a school board member. The
staff at MASB understands,

your families understand, the
staff at your schools understand, and hopefully a few of
your local citizens understand
the valuable role that you play
in the success of your school
district. A boat cannot sail
straight without a rudder nor
can a car go down the road
without a steering wheel. This
is the role the school board
member plays in the success
of our schools and for that we
are grateful.
While the school board may
steer the ship, there are many
other parts that keep things
moving, and if any one part is
not functioning well, the whole
operation suffers. You will find
in this issue of LeaderBoard
a number of articles about
the multiple stakeholders it
takes to make a school district
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successful. Hopefully, you will
see with greater clarity the
importance of each stakeholder and take away a greater
understanding that each plays
a role that cannot be filled by
any other. Too regularly we see
where this is tried and things
fail. School boards cannot
ignore the public nor can the
superintendent lead successfully without the board. You
have all seen the news stories
of similar circumstances and
the negative consequences
that come from this ill-advised
behavior, yet every year, someone tries to go it alone in a
district only to be met with the
same failure.
As we begin this new year,
let’s aspire to be better than
those before. Let those members with 30 and 40 years of
experience mentor the new
board members. Expect each
new board member to have
open minds and open ears
to learn what it takes to be a

part of a successful school
board that truly leads a school
district in concert with their
superintendent. The students
that you serve cannot afford
for you to have individual agendas and they expect you only
to have their best interests in
mind as you make decisions.
Frankly, I am confident that
you can make this year better
than the last in each of your
schools and you will do it because you understand that no
part is greater than the whole,
and that no one is of greater
importance than the students
in your schools.

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

MASB CAN HELP NO MATTER THE CHALLENGE
By Mark McKulsky
Iosco RESA

When I took my oath as a new
school board member in 2006,
I promised to leave my district
in the same, or better, condition
than when I assumed my role.
One of the first statements I
made at the board table was
asking why the mats for the
high jump pit were left outside
in the weather and not packed
away. I was concerned the
weather was going to cause
them to deteriorate quickly and
a district our size could not
really afford to replace them.
When I think back on that now,
I realize that I really didn’t
understand my role as a board
member. Within a couple of
months, I completed MASB’s
CBA 101, Fundamentals of
School Board Service, and
within my first year, finished
seven of the nine 100-level CBA
courses. It wasn’t long before
I realized the monitoring of
school property was not really
part of my role as a board
member.
From that point on, I knew

what an asset MASB was to
all board members. I relied on
Brad Banasik, MASB Legal
Counsel/Director of Labor
Relations & Policy, very heavily
my first four years as a board
member. He probably thought
I had his number on speed dial;
I joked that his number was
1-800-ASK-BRAD! I would
have really struggled if I hadn’t
had him as a resource. He
helped me with things as simple
as how to run a board meeting
correctly, as well as other
more difficult scenarios. His
professionalism and leadership
were greatly appreciated.
While I was on the board of
Hale Area Schools, we utilized
many MASB services. MASB
Consultants Mary Kerwin
and Scott Morrell had worked
closely with our board and
provided board development
services. I felt like our board
was able to work better as a
team, and members understood
their roles and responsibilities
after these trainings. Mary also
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had worked with our board
and provided training on the
superintendent evaluation
process. We also had an MASB
staff member work with our
board as we developed our
mission and vision statements.
Since I have been on the Iosco
RESA Board, I really have
appreciated the value and
importance of board member
education. We have been an
Honor Board, meaning that all
board members have completed
MASB CBA 100-level courses.
This makes us a well-rounded
board, as we all understand
our roles and duties. We all
continue to attend various
educational opportunities
such as the MASB Annual
Leadership Conference.

member services, and therefore,
help districts to grow and
improve. No individual board
member or whole board should
struggle; they should take
advantage of all that MASB has
to offer. I strongly encourage
each of you to consider running
to represent your region as a
MASB Director whenever the
position opens up. And for
all you newly elected board
members, I hope that your
relationship with MASB grows
to be as strong as mine has
become. This organization is
here to help you, no matter the
challenge.
Mark McKulsky is MASB’s 2018-2019
President, and can be reached at
mckulskys@gmail.com.

Finally, I have learned a lot as
a MASB Director. The MASB
Management Team, staff and
fellow board members have
become like a family to me. We
all are striving for the same
achievement, to improve MASB
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ASK
BRAD:

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

YOUR SCHOOL LAW
QUESTIONS ANSWERED
By Brad Banasik, J.D.

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.

IS IT A CONFLICT OF INTEREST?
A new board member owns a
food catering business, which
provided services to the school
district prior to the board member getting elected to the school
board. The new board member
also has a sister who is a teacher
for the district. Is it a conflict of
interest under law for the school
district to use the board member’s catering business? May the
new board member vote on a
proposed collective bargaining
agreement for the teachers?
To address these two issues, the
new board member will have to
follow two different conflict of
interest laws.1
For the past 50 years, school
board members have been
subject to a law (Public Act 317
of 1968, M.C.L. 15.321 et seq)
that regulates contracts between
public officials and public entities. This law prohibits a school
employee who works an average
of more than 25 hours per week
from being a party, directly
or indirectly, to any contract
between the employee and the
school district. The law, however, permits other individuals
associated with a school district,
such as a school board member,
to enter into a contractual relationship with the school district,
but the approval of the contract
is subject to specific disclosure
and voting requirements.

If a board member will receive
more than $5,000 from a contract, the conflict of interest in
the contract must be disclosed
at an open meeting, and then
the school board must wait at
least seven days following that
meeting before voting on the
contract. If the benefit from the
contract to the board member
is at least $250 or 5% or more
of the contract cost2, but not
$5,000 or more, a board member may disclose the conflict as
described above or provide a
written disclosure to the school
board president at least seven
days before the vote on the contract. Under this method, the
disclosure must be made public
by posting it with the district’s
Open Meetings Act notices at
least 18 hours before the meeting that will involve the vote on
the contract.
After satisfying the disclosure
requirements, a school board
must approve the contract by
a two-thirds’ vote of the full
board in open session, minus
the vote of the board member
who disclosed the financial
interest in the contract. Thus,
in the case of a seven-member
school board, there must be five
affirmative votes in order to approve the contract.
Using a board member’s catering company creates a unique
situation as applied to this
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law because the school board
must be recused from all disisn’t voting on every catering
cussions relating to a contract
proposal that the administraor financial transaction that
tion receives for school events,
involves a conflict of interest.
professional development days, Thus, under the law, the new
etc. The best practice under the
board member could particiintent of the law is for the school pate in deliberations or closed
board to approve caterers on
sessions involving the negotiaan annual basis, which would
tions of the teachers’ collective
provide the new board membargaining agreement.
ber and the school board the
opportunity to comply with the
disclosure and voting requireBrad Banasik, J.D., is MASB’s Legal
Counsel/Director of Labor Relations &
ments discussed above.
Under a more recent law, Public
Act 606 of 2012, MCL 380.1203,
the new board member cannot
vote on approving the teachers’
collective bargaining agreement.
This law applies to a board
member who “believes or has
reason to believe” he or she has
a conflict of interest regarding
a contract or financial transaction that requires the board’s
approval. A board member must
disclose the conflict of interest
and abstain from voting on the
contract or financial transaction in question.3 The law
clarifies that a board member is
presumed to have a conflict if
the board member has a “family
member”4 who is an employee
of the district and is associated
with a contract or financial
transaction that is before the
board for a vote.
The law is silent on the issue of
whether a school board member

Policy, and can be reached at
bbanasik@masb.org or 517.327.5929.

This article provides a summary of
the two conflict of interest laws. Please
contact the MASB Legal Department
for additional guidance on complying
with the specific requirements of the
laws.
1

2
If the board member who discloses
the conflict does not benefit by $250
or more or by 5% or more of the public
cost of the contract and files a sworn
affidavit stating so, the notice requirements do not apply.
3
MCL 380.1203 does not require a
two-thirds’ vote to approve a contract
or financial transaction where a board
member has a conflict of interest. The
vote must be pass by a majority of
members currently serving on the
school board unless a majority of the
members are required to abstain from
voting.
4
The law defines “family member” as
a person’s spouse or spouse’s sibling
or child; a person’s sibling or sibling’s
spouse or child; a person’s child or
child’s spouse; or a person’s parent or parent’s spouse, and includes
relationships as created by adoption or
marriage.
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Gifts From Vendors

Vendors Simply Want to Thank You
By Craig Kahler
As a “vendor” providing
services to school districts for
nearly two decades, I place a
high value on the relationships I
establish with school personnel,
including administrators and
school board members. These
characteristics are essential to
successfully achieving your
business objectives. How a
school board member manages
those interactions is critical to
achieving the goal of serving
the district’s best interests and
maintaining an ethical stance,
in reality and appearance.

something given (i.e., a bottle
of wine, tickets to an event that
the vendor does not attend with
you, etc.), while entertainment
is something done together
(i.e., a dinner, tickets to an
event we attend together, etc.).
Another consideration is the
type of entertainment: is the
cost reasonable or “lavish
and extravagant,” a term also
applied by regulators. Examples
of lavish entertainment could
include Super Bowl Tickets or a
round of golf at Pebble Beach.

A best practice, one should
review and understand board
policies/state laws set forth,
to determine what is and is
not permissible. If you are
permitted to accept offers of
entertainment, one should
• What does my board policy
carefully consider their
permit? Are there legal limits? response and clearly articulate
Restrictions?
the limitations of accepting
• Is the item offered considered the invitation. One may
consider evaluating the risk
a gift or entertainment?
of appearance versus reality,
• Does the district have an
as well as the district’s history
existing or prospective
with the vendor. A gift received
relationship with the vendor? should be of nominal value and
its acceptance or denial, may
Let’s start with some definitions. be determined by board policy/
state law.
In my industry, Public
Finance, regulatory agencies
Also consider the intent of the
have clearly defined “gifts”
vendor. Is there an existing
and “entertainment.” A gift is
When considering whether
to accept or reject an offer of
gifts or entertainment a board
member may want to consider
the following:

10
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relationship? Is the vendor
seeking to do business with
the district? Is their product
or service going to be bid? It is
likely an existing vendor wishes
to strengthen the relationship
with school personnel. Many
times the offer is simply a way
to thank you for your business
and loyalty, or perhaps you
have a personal history with the
vendor. In these situations such
entertainment maybe acceptable
as long as it complies with the
policy/law limits mentioned
earlier. It is also important
to define any limits on what
may and may not be discussed
during such entertainment
to avoid the appearance or
perceived appearance of undue
influence of business practices
or decisionmaking.
A vendor seeking to do business
with the district could be
using entertainment as a way
to secure an opportunity
or to better understand the
project being contemplated
by the district. Such an offer
might be considered with
one’s understanding that the
service/product may need to be
competitively bid. As a recipient
of the gift or entertainment,
one should ensure that they are
simply attempting to learn more

about the provider’s product/
service and should not make
representations nor imply bias
toward the vendor.
Finally, an overriding
consideration should be: As an
elected official, would you feel
comfortable reading about this
in the local newspaper? Would
you be able to lay your head on
the pillow at night knowing
you have maintained an ethical
relationship with the vendor
and complied with the rules?

The views and opinions expressed in
this article are purely the author’s,
and does not necessarily reflect
those of HilltopSecurities, Inc., its
Management, employees and/or
affiliates. Information contained in this
article should not be relied upon as a
substitute for legal, tax or accounting
advice, if assistance is needed, the
reader is advised to engage the services
of a competent professional. HTS is
a wholly owned subsidiary of Hilltop
Holdings, Inc. (NYSE: HTH) located
at 1201 Elm Street, Suite 3500, Dallas,
Texas 75270, 214.859.1800.
Craig Kahler is a Managing
Director of the public finance firm,
HilltopSecurities in East Lansing,
Mich., and can be reached at
517.275.9902 or
craig.kahler@hilltopsecurities.com.
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GIFTS FROM VENDORS HAS LONG BEEN A TOPIC OF DEBATE. IS IT APPROPRIATE TO ACCEPT THEM? WHAT ARE THE
LIMITS AND HOW DOES YOUR BOARD DECIDE WHAT IS ACCEPTABLE?
POINT/COUNTERPOINT OFFERS TWO DIFFERENT VIEWPOINTS AND LETS YOU DECIDE.*

Keychains, Koozies and Coffee Cups
By Katherine Wolf Broaddus, J.D.
Everyone loves to receive a
gift. However, school board
members and administrators
must be cautious about accepting
gifts of value from vendors or
prospective vendors.
In September 2001, a prominent
Michigan news publication
investigated contracts between
a Michigan intermediate school
district and its vendors in
relation to work supporting
a millage increase for special
education and vocational
funding. The investigation
concluded that the ISD awarded
no-bid contracts, some to
vendors that had familial
relationships with ISD officials
and ISD board members
accepted valuable gifts from
vendors or prospective vendors
in the awarding of contracts.
Subsequently, investigations
through the Michigan’s Attorney
General Office, the local sheriff ’s
department and the Federal
Bureau of Investigation resulted
in the removal of several school

officials, criminal prosecution
and calls for reform.
One reform measure restricts
the value of gifts that ISD
board members may accept
from vendors or prospective
vendors. In 2004, the Michigan
Legislature passed Section 634
of the Revised School Code,
which addresses conflicts of
interests for ISD board members.
(MCL 380.634) Under Section
1 of that statute, the ISD board
is obligated to adopt and
implement a conflict of interest
policy. Section 4 prohibits an
ISD member or administrator, in
any one-month timeframe, from
accepting “any money, goods, or
services with a value in excess of
$44.00 if the board member or
administrator does not provide
goods or services of equal value
in exchange.” The “gift giver”
under the statute must be a
“person who does business or
seeks to do business of any kind
with the [ISD].” Every year,
the Michigan Department of

Education adjusts the monetary
threshold using the consumer
price index. The 2018-2019
monthly threshold is $59.
This statute applies solely to
ISDs. Recognizing, however,
that vendor gift giving is not an
issue isolated to ISD boards and
administrators, many public
school districts and public school
academies have adopted board
policies that implement the same
Section 634 restrictions to those
educational institutions.
The Revised School Code
in Section 1805 also bars a
superintendent, school officer,
principal or teacher from
receiving “a gift or reward
for his or her influence in
recommending the purchase or
use of a school book, apparatus,
or furniture in this state.” (MCL.
380.1805)
Finally, board members and
administrators are reminded
that most ISDs, local school

districts and PSAs maintain
general policies providing that all
board members and employees
are prohibited from using their
position to benefit themselves, or
any other individual or agency,
apart from the total interest of
the school. Continually accepting
gifts from vendors, regardless of
the amounts, could run afoul of
this policy.
Board members and
administrators may stock up
on keychains, koozies and
coffee cups. However, where
those gifts increase in monetary
value, board members and
administrators should be aware
of the policy and legal limitations
of accepting valuable gifts from
vendors or prospective vendors.

Katherine Wolf Broaddus, J.D., is an
Attorney with Thrun Law Firm, P.C.,
and can be reached at
kbroaddus@thrunlaw.com or
616.588.7708.

*The views in Point/Counterpoint are those of the participants and do not necessarily reflect the views of MASB.
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Winter Institute 2019
Feb. 8 – Feb. 10, 2019 Detroit Marriott at the Renaissance Center

Register now at
masb.org/winterinstitute
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DISTRICT DEMOGRAPHICS
Location: Lenawee County
Size: 1,650
Board Members and Terms of Service:
Julie Ramos, President (2000-2022)
Ruben Villegas, Vice President (2009-2020)
Mark Swinehart, Secretary (2010-2020)
Natasha Manchester, Treasurer (2013-2022)
Greg Choinski, Trustee (2017-2020)
Tina Claiborne, Trustee (2017-2022)
Eric McDonald, Trustee (2017-2022)

Website: www.madisonk12.us

DISTRICT SPOTLIG HT

MADISON SCHOOL DISTRICT
DESCRIBE YOUR BOARD’S LEADERSHIP STYLE IN ONE WORD.

YOUR BIGGEST ACCOMPLISHMENT(S) AS A SCHOOL BOARD?

Resolute.

The district facilitates an annual School Board & Stakeholder
Workshop. The school board, along with stakeholders including
business/industry leaders, faculty and staff, students and
alumni, parents and administrators, gather annually to review
the district’s mission, vision and strategic plan, and to develop
and further initiatives. The annual workshop has resulted in
success related to a Strategic Five-Year (2016-2020) Facility
Maintenance Plan—Madison’s 2020 Vision, a Safe Routes to
Schools grant, an agreement for an energy-savings performance
contract and a district technology integration plan to name a
few.

WHAT ARE YOUR DISTRICT’S MOST PRESSING CHALLENGES?
Continuing to update facilities, infrastructure, technology and
programming while trying to provide an equitable compensation
package to our faculty and staff and, at the same time,
maintaining a healthy fund balance. Also, facilitating supports
and interventions for students who have experienced or are
experiencing trauma.

ONE PIECE OF ADVICE YOU WOULD GIVE TO ALL SCHOOL BOARD
MEMBERS:
Spend time in and around the school among the students, staff
and faculty as you “seek to understand.”

WHAT IS YOUR FAVORITE MASB PRODUCT OR SERVICE?
As life-long learners, the Madison school board appreciates
MASB’s Certified Boardmember Awards (CBA) Program. The
variety of courses offered for training—and at numerous
locations throughout the state—empowers members to attain
skills and become educated on new and emerging topics. In
turn, members are recognized for their accomplishments.

If you would like to recommend your district to be featured in a future District Spotlight, please send an email to webmaster@masb.org.

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

W IN T E R 2019

13

The Board/Superintendent
Relationship: Creating a
Fine-Tuned Instrument
By Donna Oser, CAE
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People sometimes compare school
districts to a symphony—and that’s a good
comparison when considering the large,
complex nature of a school system as well
as the need for all sections of the system to
complement each other and work together.
It’s not, however, a good analogy for the
relationship between the school board and
superintendent. You see, the board and
superintendent need to function as a single,
fine-tuned instrument because together
they make up the governance team.

the superintendent. This understanding
is foundational to the work of the school
board and trustees cannot be effective
without it:

So, believe it or not, the school board
and superintendent relationship is a lot
like a guitar. And developing an effective
relationship between the school board and
the superintendent is similar to adjusting
the strings on that guitar. Think about it.
Strings that are too loose fail to strike the
appropriate chord and create a sound that
is flat. Strings that are too tight produce a
sharp, high-pitched sound, are difficult to
play and tend to snap due to the excessive
tension.1 So, as with guitar strings, good
governance comes down to getting the
tension just right.

• As a member of the board, board
members need to understand the
responsibilities of the board of education
and laws under which it must operate,
the authority of the board versus the
individual, the nature of the board’s
relationship to the superintendent, as
well as how and why the board operates
in and out of the board room.

MEMORIZE EACH STRING
Memorizing guitar strings is the first step
to being able to tune and play the guitar.
Likewise, to be effective, school board
members must commit to developing
a deep understanding of the respective
roles of the individual school board
member, the school board as a whole and

• As an individual, board members need
to understand what is expected of
them; how they interrelate to the whole
board, the superintendent, district staff,
students and the community at large, as
well as how they should communicate
with those entities moving forward.

• As a member of the governance team,
board members need to understand
the nature and complexity of the
superintendent’s job duties; the breadth
of the school system in structure,
operation and scope of work as well
as how schools are funded and held
accountable.
Developing a deep understanding of these
items is not as simple as reading an article
or attending a class. Each board member
should reflect on what his/her current level
of understanding is and meet with the
board president and superintendent to fill
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in gaps where possible and discuss good
sources for additional learning.
Just as with students in our schools, every
adult learns differently so consideration
should be given to how a board member
prefers to learn as well as the time and
resources available to support that learning.
Generally speaking, a combination of the
following elements can provide new board
members a solid foundation:
• A thorough orientation with the school
district usually led by the board president
and superintendent.
• Classes focused on topics that are
immediately relevant to first-time
board members such as Fundamentals
of School Board Service, Policy, Basic
School Law, etc.
• In-district training or study sessions
with fellow board members and the
superintendent.
• Self-study by reading relevant texts such
as Becoming a Better Board Member,
Surviving Your First Year, The Open
Meetings Guide, etc.
• Learning about current issues in
education by listening to MASB’s
MiSoundBoard podcast, reading
DashBoard or watching SoundBoard.
Note: MASB offers a variety of formats
so board members can choose what best
suits their preferences.
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FINE TUNING THE STRINGS
Once the strings are memorized, a player
is able to tune the guitar because he/she
understands how each string is supposed
to sound, can compare its current sound
to the ideal sound and seek adjustments
where needed. But players have to keep
in mind that each instrument—like each
school district—has its own unique sound
that reflects its environment, maturity and
component parts.
For new school board members, it’s really
important to spend time learning about
your district. This means reviewing the
district’s policies, bylaws, communication
protocols and board norms.
Policy—School boards adopt district
policy governing all facets of school
operations, including staff employment,
student services, educational programs,
instructional materials, school facilities and
equipment, finance and support services.
Bylaws—School board bylaws describe how
important aspects of governance will occur
such as the election of board members and
board officers, terms of office, conflicts of
interest, standards of governance, board
self-evaluation, meeting regulations and
procedures, policy adoption, etc.
Communication protocols—
Communication protocols describe
mutual expectations related to how
individual board members, the board and
superintendent will communicate with
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each other, resolve conflict, handle requests
for information, respond to complaints and
represent the district to the public.2
Board norms—Norms describe the
expected behaviors and conduct of board
members and serve as an agreement to
ensure the board stays focused.
After reviewing these items, best practice
would be to discuss them with the board
president and the superintendent to get
questions answered or press for clarity,
if needed. If your district doesn’t have
communication protocols or board norms
in place, speak with your president to
explore the possibility of working with the
group to establish them. A new term can be
a good time to establish or revisit protocols
and norms.

PROPER CARE AND MAINTENANCE
Contrary to images of intense rock band
guitarists busting up their guitars after
a riff, serious guitar players thoughtfully
care for and maintain their instruments.
This is may be even truer with board/
superintendent relationships. For the
system to work, the board/superintendent
relationship should be interrelated just
as their roles—and their ability to be
successful in them—are interdependent.
For proper care and maintenance of the
governance instrument, board members
and superintendents must actively work to

build trust and mutual respect.3
Trust in professional relationships is
built when the following elements are
consistently present:4
Competence—Your fellow board members
and the superintendent will all expect you
to learn what is needed to be an effective
board member and come prepared for
board meetings by reading the board
packet prior to the meeting. When we fail
to exhibit basic competence in our role,
we risk losing the trust and respect of our
colleagues.
Reliability—The board and superintendent
(as well as the district) count on individual
board members to attend meetings and
appointments and follow up on related
assignments. Keeping commitments, even
those that seem small, goes a long way to
fostering trust.
Integrity—Integrity is about doing what
you said you were going to, and this
includes upholding board norms, protocols,
bylaws and policies of the district. Acting
in a way that causes others to doubt your
integrity will seriously undermine the trust
and respect of the team.
Communication—This cornerstone
relates to both the formal and informal
communication that is required to develop
and maintain trust and respect. Simple
tenets such as inquiring as to the well-being
of people, actively listening to colleagues
when they are speaking, seeking clarity
on issues to avoid misunderstanding and
addressing concerns directly help to build
trust and respect.
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SUPERINTENDENTS: COLLEAGUES NOT ADVERSARIES

MAKING BEAUTIFUL MUSIC

Sometimes board members struggle with this idea because they
carry a perception that the board/superintendent relationship must
be adversarial because the school board is responsible for holding the
superintendent accountable. But this is where that part about getting
the tension just right comes in—remember, a guitar string strung
too tightly is off pitch and breaks easily. Many examples of positive
tension and accountability exist to help us think more deeply:

Like guitars, every district is different. And governance in each
district looks a little different. But committing to do the work it
takes to tune and care for the instrument will set your governance
team up for success. Doing so will also set you up for a productive
relationship with your superintendent. You may not always
agree. You don’t have to. The governance structure—and these
practices—provide for a constructive means of exploring different
viewpoints and using the perspectives gleaned to make decisions
for your school district that reflect a civil and democratic process.
Collectively, you will make beautiful music together.

• Law enforcement officers hold citizens accountable to legal
expectations
• Coaches hold players accountable to performance and team
expectations
• We hold ourselves accountable to expectations related to behavior
and values
• Parents hold children accountable to their expectations of
behavior and conduct
When performed in their intended formula, none of these examples
are adversarial. Neither should be the school board’s relationship
with the superintendent.
Planning your learning? Check out classes, services and books
available on www.masb.org or contact Leadership Services to discuss
your path to effective board service by calling 517.327.5923.

Donna Oser, CAE, is MASB’s Director of Leadership Development & Executive
Search Services, and can be reached at doser@masb.org or 517.327.5923.
Hu, A. How to Tell if Your Guitar Strings are Too Tight. Sept. 15, 2017.
Retrieved from https://ourpastimes.com/how-to-tell-if-your-guitar-strings-aretoo-tight-12372251.html, Dec. 12, 2018.
1

Quinn, T. Peak Performing Governance Teams. 2010. Old Mission: Quinn &
Associates, p. 37.
2

Iowa Association of School Boards. Principles for Positive Board and
Superintendent Relations. 2010.
3

Gregory, A. Four Elements of Trust Needed for Successful Collaboration.
June 7, 2010. Retrieved from www.sitepoint.com/4-elements-of-trust-forcollaboration/, Dec. 12, 2018.
4
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Welcome to
the Movement
for Meaningful
Student
Involvement
By Adam Fletcher

Imagine the excitement of a school board fostering effective school
improvement using existing resources. While you’re at it, envision
that they are also catalyzing a generation of public school supporters.
Sound too good to be true? It’s not! Your district could be the next
in Michigan to join the growing national movement focused on
engaging students on school boards.
In 2001, I was hired as the first-ever student engagement specialist in
Washington state’s education agency. While facilitating a three-year
action research project, I conducted more than 100 listening sessions
with individual students, parents, educators and leaders from rural,
suburban and urban communities across my state. At the same time,
I examined the international literature surrounding decisionmaking
for students within the education system. My study took me from
individual classrooms to school hallways, principals’ offices to
district school boardrooms, state education agencies to state school
boards. What I discovered nearly everywhere was a gaping hole
of substantive opportunities for students to positively,
powerfully and meaningfully affect the places where they
spent the majority of their waking hours for 13 years.
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Instead, students were routinely
minimized, frequently dismissed, and
alternately tokenized and lionized for who
they were and what they could do. Schools
across the country gave young leaders
opportunities to choose dance themes and
school colors, but they never thought to talk
with them about their learning. As a result,
students knew little about the budgets that
drove their educations or the processes
for selecting curriculum and assessing
learning. When learners brought concerns
to school leaders for consideration, it was
routine to congratulate their initiative
then forget them when students walked
away. Brought on stage to show compliance
and acceptance of adult-led initiatives in
education, student leaders were pointed at
as the stars of shows they hadn’t written,
didn’t speak for and couldn’t show
disagreement with. But the tide is turning.
In recent years, there’s been an
explosion of interest following increased
research and practice of Meaningful
Student Involvement. Students are
becoming engaged in every facet of the
educational process for the purpose of
strengthening their commitment to
education, community and democracy.
As a result, both districts and students
benefit. Research has shown adults feel
more effective by connecting directly
with students, developing camaraderie
with their peers, and sustaining regular
connections with what’s happening
in individual schools and classrooms
districtwide. Experience has shown that
involving students in decisionmaking saves
time, energy and money in education too,
benefiting board members’ effectiveness
and outcomes. In addition, students who
are on boards can help individual school
buildings support the ethical imperative
facing educators today. That means
supporting democracy, civic engagement
and culture-building throughout local
neighborhoods and communities. Finally,
positioning students on boards benefits
students too. Student members build
skills, gain knowledge and take action
every time they do board-related work;
in turn, younger and older students can
see themselves, hear their voices and
feel their aspirations reflected in board
decisionmaking.
School boards can have a vital role in
fostering Meaningful Student Involvement
throughout their districts by supporting
individual teachers learning about the
approach, empowering building leaders
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to infuse the strategies and enabling
activities within their own sphere of
action, including district offices and
board activities. Engaging students as
decisionmakers is one way this happens,
as well as intentionally creating roles for
students as school researchers, education
planners, classroom teachers, learning
evaluators and education advocates.

and leadership. They’re involved in district
budgeting, facilitating new building design,
advocating for healthy and nutritious
school foods, and helping establish safe and
supportive learning environments for all
students, regardless of how they identify or
perform in classrooms. They are doing all
of this with encouragement, support and
empowerment from school boards.

On school boards nationwide, students
are taking part in the important work of
improving their schools. For decades, there
have been roles for students to inform
and consult school boards. Many districts
routinely invite students to inform board
members on activities in their schools,
and sometimes students are invited to
share their concerns at board meetings.
In addition to this, boards are creating
permanent, regular positions for students
to participate on school boards. Working
within state laws, they are creating fully
empowered seats for students who are
elected by their peers, supported by their
teachers and principals, and trained to
be sustained in their positions. Instead
of creating a single position for students,
some districts have made multiple seats for
learners—on some occasions for up to half
the board—while partnering students with
adult board members to encourage mutual
mentoring.

Fostering strategic, substantial and
effective Meaningful Student Involvement
in districts statewide will mean addressing
four specific areas.
Policies: New and refined policies should
be created to support empowered roles for
students on school boards statewide.
People: Personnel will have to be supported
as they champion and sustain students on
school boards.
Procedures: Structures can be created to
engage, enliven and sustain students and
adults as they embark in this work as
partners.
Programs: Methods must be in place to
train, substantiate, maintain, expand and
evaluate students on school boards.
It can be challenging to begin an initiative
like this one. However, engaging students
meaningfully at the board level has
the potential to create one of the most
powerful, most impacting and most
substantial initiatives in your district.
In turn, it could transform Michigan’s
schools to benefit every learner in every
community statewide both now and well
into the future. Can you truly afford to wait
any further?

For instance—in Maryland, students
serve on every district board of education
in the state. Students host multiple town
hall forums for their peers, parents and
community members, as well as lead more
than a dozen student advocacy groups
throughout the state’s school system.
Student members are trained at the
local level with support from a statewide
organization. A recent report said district
officials believe “giving students a larger
say in what happens to them while they
are at school has prompted students to
take a larger interest in their education
and to tackle issues with maturity and
professionalism.”1

Adam Fletcher is the Director of SoundOut.
org, and can be reached at adam@
soundout.org or 360.489.9680.
Prichard Committee Student
Voice Team. Students as
Partners: Integrating student
voice in the governing
bodies of Kentucky schools.
Retrieved from http://
prichardcommittee.org/wpcontent/uploads/2016/08/
Students-as-Partners-finalweb.pdf, Nov. 16, 2018.
1

Student engagement is on the rise in other
ways too. Across the U.S., students are
participating in district grant activities,
facilitating training for educators and
other community members, and evaluating
grant performance in local schools. In
district offices, students are researching
and evaluating school policies, developing
powerful campaigns to transform
school culture, and building community
coalitions to transform learning, teaching
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Old vs. New School Boards
Old ways for school boards to see students:
• Passive recipients of adult-driven schools
• Data points
• Unfinished products until graduation
• Incapable of contributing to the greater good
• Dorothy and boards as the Wizard
New ways for school boards to see students:
• Active partners of schools led by students and adults
together
• Members of learning communities, with teachers,
parents, building leaders, board members and others
• Whole people with significant opinions at any age
• Essential members of schools and the larger
communities
• A cocreator, coleader and colearner throughout the
education system
Related Links
SoundOut—soundout.org; MASB Students on Boards
Toolkit—masb.org/students; Students on School Boards
in Maryland—soundout.org/students-on-school-boardsin-maryland/

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

W IN T E R 2019

21

Plan to Engage with
Staff? Proceed
with Caution
By Jay Bennett, M.Ed.
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Rocky and Bullwinkle. Bert and Ernie.
Bonnie and Clyde? Sometimes relationships
can be complicated.
As board of education members, we have
robust relationships within our community,
with our superintendent and with each
other. What about our interactions and
dealings with other members of our
school community? How should we as
board members interact with the staff who
maintain our buildings? What about those
who teach, drive or feed our students, or
the administrators who serve in our central
office or as principals in our buildings?
“There is value to having individual
board members visit buildings or build
relationships with staff at after-school
events,” said retired Otsego Public
Schools Superintendent Denny Patzer.
“Many positive and fun activities that
demonstrate student learning can be
witnessed firsthand. Seeing how hard our
staff works and their dedication to students
comes through clearly. This is oftentimes
very rewarding for board members and
reinforces why they decided to become

members in the first place.”
“However, there is a major caution to
these board/staff interactions,” he warned.
“A prerequisite is that individual board
members must follow board governance
standards and comply with their board’s
accepted norms and protocols. Clear
understanding of the board’s role and
responsibility is a must.”
Jack Temsey, Eaton RESA Board of
Education President and Potterville Schools
Trustee agrees. “Making sure that your
actions and behaviors reflect your board
policies and procedures is an important
part of being a board member. As board
members, we have to make sure that we
are not undermining our superintendent’s
authority or breaching the chain of
command when we are communicating
with staff.”
After checking your policy, there should
be a conversation with the superintendent
about his/her expectations of board
members when it comes to interacting with
staff.
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An understanding of your board policies
and the superintendent’s preferences
are essential elements in establishing
appropriate protocols and norms for
interactions between board and staff.
In MASB’s CBA 101 class, we talk about
the importance of knowing your “Why.”
Reflecting on why you are engaging in
these actions is an important part of your
growth as a school board member. Why are
you looking to have that interaction with
staff? Is it to build meaningful relationships
with staff? To gain a better understanding
of what it is that they do? To feel more like
a part of the district? These are legitimate,
positive examples of why you may seek
to create impactful and appropriate
connections with district staff.
Conversely, if your “Why” is related to
checking up on people to ensure they are
doing their job or an attempt to “fix” a
problem in the district, then you should
take these concerns directly to your
superintendent. Board members should
not attempt to serve as an investigator
or reporter for your district. Always
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remember to heed the adage of “keeping your eyes in
and your hands out” of staff relations and day-to-day
district operations.
Retired East China Superintendent Rod Green, Ph.D. put
it this way, “Board members are NOT problemsolvers;
they are charged with redirecting the person to the best
way to solve the problem and this is generally not at the
board level. Remember, board members are a part of the
‘objective hearing board’ that might eventually be the
arbiter of a problem or concern. Board members need
to stay objective and listen to both sides of an issue as
a group to make a decision that is fair and just. Board
members have no authority outside the boardroom and
should not get involved in trying to interact with staff to
solve any issues that are not the role of a board member.”
Respecting the chain of command, while also following
established policies and protocols, are just a few of the
key components to maintaining a solid and productive
board/superintendent relationship. Even with these
formalities and practices in place, board members will
come into contact with district staff. It is during these
interactions that board members need to adhere to
established procedures.
When board members decide to take the initiative
to establish relationships with staff members, they
need to keep them professional and remember to
forward all concerns directly to their superintendent.
These interactions need to be centered on academic
achievement, positive participation and learning about
the district and the people in it.
Research comparing the practices of boards in highachieving districts to those in low-achieving districts
led the Center for Public Education to create a list of
characteristics of effective school boards. One of its
findings led to the discovery that in high-achieving
districts, “Board members have crafted a working
relationship with superintendents, teachers, and
administrators based on mutual respect, collegiality and
a joint commitment to student success.”1
It is this collegiality and commitment to student success
that we should all strive for in our interactions with
district staff in order to keep our relationships more Bert
and Ernie and less Bonnie and Clyde.
Relationships are hard, but if the proper procedures are
in place and followed, they have the potential to provide
a more fulfilling school board experience for both the
board member and the district.

Jay Bennett, M.Ed., is MASB’s Leadership Services Manager, and
can be reached at jbennett@masb.org or 517.327.5928. He is also
Vice President of the Eaton RESA Board of Education.
Center for Public Education. Eight Traits of an Effective School
Board. Retrieved from www.masb.org/portals/0/8-traits-of-effectiveboards.pdf, Nov. 30, 2018.
1
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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
MASB’s Executive Search Services supports
your board throughout the entire search
process—from announcement throughout
We engage the community in the process,

TRUST OUR EXPERIENCE.
TRUST OUR EXPERTISE.

superintendents than any other search

TRUST MASB’S
EXECUTIVE SEARCH SERVICES.

EXECUTIVE SEARCH SERVICES
Donna Oser | Director
doser@masb.org
Jay Bennett | Manager
jbennett@masb.org
P: 517.327.5918
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Fostering a Relationship With
Your Community is a Process
All Boards Need to Follow
By Debbie Stair, M.N.M.L.
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The voting is over, your election has been
certified and you’ve been sworn in—now
what? Someone mentions community
relations and you tell yourself, “I’ve got a
great relationship with the community—
after all they just (re)elected me!” But a
good ongoing relationship is about so
much more than what is discussed on the
campaign trail.
While there are two key components
to a strong relationship between the
board and community—listening and
communicating—there is the complexity
of the relationship between the community
and an individual board member versus the
community and the whole board that must
also be considered.

LISTENING AS AN INDIVIDUAL BOARD MEMBER
The public often sees board members
as problemsolvers, so it is important to
clarify with them the role of a board
member early into one’s term of office.
While it is important to master the art of
listening, and listen you will, explaining
the difference between governance and
management will go a long way in helping
them to understand your role. Governance
(the board) ensures that structures are
in place to handle concerns, whereas
management (superintendent and staff)
is charged with handling the concerns in
a method that is consistent with boardadopted policies.

Over time you will hear many voices.
Some will be happy, some outraged. What
they will have in common is wanting to be
heard.1 Community members need to know
that when they come to you, or any other
board member, with concerns you will be
listening. Not to solve their problem, but to
redirect them to the appropriate individual
within an agreed upon chain of command,
allowing the concern to be dealt with at
the level closest to it. When a citizen comes
to an individual board member with his/
her concern, it is often because they are not
aware of who they should talk to about it.
Guidance is what s/he needs most from an
individual board member.

LISTENING AS A BOARD
As a board it is best to ensure that policies
and procedures are put in place that
guide the use of community feedback.
This requires that mechanisms are in
place to collect and use feedback from
the community. Public comment is a
great example of listening as a board.
Making sure guidelines for the comment
period are in place and followed is a
relationship builder. Citizen advisory
groups are another good way to bring
diverse viewpoints together to provide
much needed feedback on a particular
issue. Surveys, alone or as part of a strategic
planning process, are a useful method of
gaining insight from a larger pool of the
community. When a district reaches out to
community members and includes them in
meaningful ways, the reward can be great.
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COMMUNICATING AS AN INDIVIDUAL BOARD
MEMBER
Understand that, for as long as you serve
on the board, you are always wearing your
board hat. Even when you explain that
you are speaking as an individual, the
community will hear the board talking.
When communicating with the public
as an individual, there are a few things
you can do to help you build a positive
relationship. Always be prepared to share
your district’s vision and know what kinds
of things make it unique.
•

Choose your words carefully—take the
time to craft what is commonly known
as “your elevator speech” on the topic of
the day.

•

Share the facts—this helps to
balance people’s misperceptions or
misinformation about pertinent issues.

•

Cut the jargon—it doesn’t take long
before you start using it too. Make sure
to speak in a way that is understandable
to all.

While board policy should guide the use
of social media as an individual board
member, it should also bring with it this
warning by Carr and Cook to “Follow the
public official’s golden rule: Don’t blog,
tweet, or post anything you wouldn’t want
splashed across the front page of the daily
newspaper.”2
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COMMUNICATING AS A BOARD
Newly elected board members should
inquire as to what policies are already
in place regarding communication with
the community. It’s unusual, but if you
don’t find any, it’s time to work with the
rest of the board to ensure they are put in
place now. Making sure the board has a
policy (or policies) in place to deal with
communications between the board and
the community they serve should be a
priority. These policies will guide not only
the work of the board, but district staff too.
One of the best ways to encourage a good
relationship with the community is to
make sure that there is a comprehensive
communication plan in place. Regular
communications with the community,
carried out by the district, will ensure that
they are well informed about various topics
of importance. News media, newsletters,
electronic forms, social media, etc.
Lacking relevant, first-hand knowledge,
your community is going to rely on news

coverage, neighborhood gossip, social
media and other personal experiences to fill
the gap.
Postings of board meetings, agendas and
minutes should be readily available to any
interested party. Making sure to take into
account recent changes in the Americans
With Disabilities Act requirements
for websites as well as making school
information accessible in the various
languages that may be spoken in your
community.
Boards should also do their best to make
sure their communities can trust their
decisionmaking methods—even when
they disagree with decisions that have been
made. This means explaining up front how
a decision will be made, especially when
citizen committees are convened. It should
be clearly stated whether the committee
will have the authority to make a decision,
or simply inform the board’s decision as
they weigh all sorts of information and
data. Confusion can lead to distrust,

and while trust is quickly lost it is slowly
regained.
Developing this trust, as well as listening
and communicating properly, can help you
and your board become more effective, and
more successful, when dealing with your
community.

Debbie Stair, M.N.M.L., is MASB’s Assistant
Director of Leadership Development, and can be
reached at dstair@masb.org or 517.327.5904.
National School Boards Association. Becoming a
Better Board Member: A Guide to Effective School
Board Service, 2006.
1

Carr, N. and Cook, G. Telling Your Story: A
Communications Guide for School Boards, p. 11,
National School Boards Association, 2012.
2

LEADERS IN
EDUCATIONAL DESIGN
For fifty years, GMB Architecture + Engineering has been collaborating with schools and
communities to create environments that facilitate excellence in learning. From Pre-Bond
Services to Educational Design Consulting, we leverage our collaborative approach to designing
spaces that exceed the needs of your students, staff, and community. www.gmb.com
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Sign up to receive MASB text
messages for breaking news,
advocacy alerts, upcoming
events and more.
Visit masb.org/texting
and sign up for free!*

How Well Do You Know Your
Fellow Board Members?
Trusting and working constructively with your board members can
have a positive impact on student achievement
By John Tramontana, CAE
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Imagine you’re a star running back on your
high school football team. Dozens of scouts
are in the crowd watching you and hoping
to recruit you with a full-ride scholarship
at a major university. Now imagine how
good you’d be if you had no quarterback
to hand off the ball to you, no linemen to
block for you, no fullback to pave the way
through the hole to spring you to the end
zone. What would those scouts think of you
now? Could you carry the team on your
back with no one there to help you? Could
you, as one person, take on a defense of 11
defenders all on your own? Of course, you
couldn’t. This scenario isn’t much different
than what we face at the board table.
With so many relationships to focus on as
an elected official, we may lose sight of one
of the most important—our relationships
with our fellow board members. How well
do you know those sitting at the table with
you? Do you trust them? Can you have
constructive conversations that lead to
good, informed decisionmaking? Are you a
team working toward the same vision and
goals?
Many of our districts will have new faces
on our board beginning this month. In
DeWitt, where I serve, we have two. Those
new faces can easily change the dynamics
and chemistry of our boards. So, what
should we be focusing on?
As an individual board member, try to get
to know the new folks. It could be grabbing
lunch or having a cup of coffee, but talk to
them about their goals, their views of the
board and why they ran. Starting to build
that relationship from the get-go helps to
build trust at the board table, and trust can
lead to better outcomes for students.1

There are eight traits of an effective school
board, and one of those is a board serving
as a “united team with the superintendent,
each from their respective roles, with
strong collaboration and mutual trust.”2
That trust isn’t just between the full board
and the superintendent, it’s also between
board members themselves. So, how do we
develop and cultivate trust?
Kent Grayson, an Associate Professor
of Marketing at the Kellogg School of
Management at Northwestern University
tells us trust can be broken down into
three dimensions—competence, honesty
and benevolence. Grayson is also the
Faculty Coordinator of the Trust Project
at Northwestern, an “initiative designed
to advance the study of management of
trust.”3
Those three components are often used at
the board table. Competence is the part
where we believe the person has the ability
to do the job. Honesty refers to our sense
that someone will keep his or her promises
and not tell lies. And benevolence is the
belief that our fellow board members have
our best interests at heart. But we must
work at all three of these components.
Grayson stated those “who build trust only
by intuition may be missing opportunities
to leverage trust more effectively.” Simply
put, if we can pay close attention to each
of these drivers, stay open-minded and be
more deliberate about our actions, we can
start to build more trust and become more
effective board members.
According to a study on board governance
by Michael Ford at the University
of Wisconsin - Milwaukee, “a highfunctioning group is more likely to make
good constructive decisions, and a low-
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functioning group is more likely to make
poor destructive decisions.”4 How does
that dynamic play out at the board table?
It’s simple. Boards that focus on excellent
outcomes for students and are reflective
of research-based practices are more
likely to see a positive impact on student
achievement.1
Conversely, there are many signs of a
dysfunctional board that tend to weaken
relationships between fellow trustees. Some
of those include a lack of confidentiality,
conflicting agendas, lack of respect,
holding secret meetings, not trusting one
another and members who dominate the
conversation to name a few.5 We see it on
sports teams that aren’t very successful.
Maybe there’s a “me first” attitude or one
player bad mouths another in the media.
Blaming others doesn’t help resolve that
conflict. Many boards may exemplify some,
or all, of these traits, but it doesn’t mean all
hope is lost.
Like any relationship, you have to work
at it. When I was appointed to our board
in February 2015, I made an effort to get
to know everyone. After all, I would be
making crucial decisions with these six
other members—decisions that would
affect the entire district, including the
futures of my two daughters. That really
put things into perspective for me. So, I met
some for a coffee, had lunch with others,
even a beer after work with a few. Having a
better understanding of why each member
was serving, what they cared about and
how they made decisions gave me great
insight that has helped us become a very
tight-knit group at the board table.
We’re now much more likely to be open
and honest when discussing a major topic.
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We’ll even prompt other members to
share their ideas or thoughts so we don’t
leave anyone out of the conversation. We
operate with respect and civility, even if we
don’t agree on a particular issue. Part of
that process was adopting MASB’s Board
of Education Governance Standards last
year and including them in our board
packets every month as a reminder of
what the expectations are for each of us. It
helps us to focus on those key standards
like accountability and commitment to
learning, or civility, empathy and integrity,
for example.6
What’s important for us all to realize,
board members new and old, is that we
can’t accomplish anything alone. We need
at least three others to go along with us
to get anything done. That in and of itself
requires us to collaborate and work as a
team. Just like that star running back on
the high school team, we need others to
accomplish our goals. That running
back trusts his quarterback, his
linemen, his fullback
and even the rest

Construction Management

who are on the sideline. Can you say the
same about your fellow board members?
John Tramontana, CAE, is MASB’s Director of
Communications, PR & Marketing, and can be
reached at jtramontana@masb.org or 517.327.5908.
National School Boards Association. Frequently
Asked Questions. Retrieved from www.nsba.org/
about-us/frequently-asked-questions, Nov. 16, 2018.
1

Center for Public Education. Eight Traits of an
Effective School Board, Retrieved from www.masb.
org/Portals/0/8-traits-of-effective-boards.pdf, Nov.
16, 2018.
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Commons, 2013.
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Price, N. Board Best Practices: Managing the
Relationship With Your Fellow Trustees. Retrieved
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Surprisingly Complex. Retrieved from https://
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Business and Education Must
Unite to Champion Career
Readiness and Create Diverse
Pathways for Students
By Eric Dimoff
Michigan is bursting at the seams with
diverse career opportunities and has made
significant progress to turn around a once
struggling economy to become a top state to
live in, work and do business. And, we’re just
getting started. Now that our state has made
a formidable come back, we’re forging ahead
to make Michigan even stronger.
If we are to solve the growing talent gap in
Michigan, business and education leaders
must collaborate and innovate to create and
promote diverse career pathways for our
students. We need to take a visionary and
creative approach to bridge the gap between
business, education and talent to develop a
workforce that is prepared and empowered
to succeed now and well into the future.
I’ve heard former Lt. Gov. Brian Calley, among others, say, “talent is the new
economic currency.” Education is the best
investment we can make in Michigan’s future to become the number one place to live,
work and thrive.
To help close the talent gap and enhance
student outcomes in the Lansing region in
particular, business leaders are collaborating
with local school districts to develop curriculums, provide enhanced learning environments, expose students to diverse career
pathways and opportunities, and strengthen
career readiness and job placement. Beyond
strengthening partnerships between business and education, we know we also need
to address one of the central reasons for our
talent gap in Michigan—career awareness.
We know that a one-size-fits-all pathway for
students will not get the job done and we
recognize a prosperous economy requires
the contributions of all community mem-
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bers at all education and skill levels. Shining
examples in the Lansing region include our
friends and partners at Ingham Intermediate
School District, Eaton Regional Education
Service Agency, Clinton County Regional
Educational Service Agency, Lansing School
District and Lansing Community College
who are working to refocus on student
talents and interests while diversifying educational experiences.
Ingham ISD’s Wilson Talent Center is
leading the way by focusing on developing
student’s talents first and foremost. Allowing students to experience a wide range
of careers while they are in high school is
an efficient and cost-effective way to focus
on their interests and develop their talents
prior to graduation. Wilson Talent Center
students are regularly exposed to businesses
and some of our region’s leading employers
including Sparrow Health System, Accident
Fund, Neogen and others, to broaden their
experiences and strengthen outcomes.
With a focus on developing talents and
exploring career pathways, students can better understand their interests and skills and
determine if long-term career goals require
additional education. A student-centered approach, combined with community support
and business partnerships, will help develop
a more focused career path for students and
better prepare them for success in life and
excelling in the modern workforce.
Our local districts are also working with organizations and foundations to support student needs. The Dart Foundation is working
toward supporting programs and workforce
development initiatives in 30 service areas
across the country. A few of the larger grants
locally included a $750,000 donation to
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Mason Public Schools, $500,000 to Lansing
Community College’s Center for Manufacturing Excellence and $700,000 to create the
advanced manufacturing wing at Ingham
ISD’s Wilson Talent Center. The Dart Foundation recognizes that technology is part of
our everyday lives and is critical to student
achievement.
Lansing Community College recently
opened its $10 million, 11,000-square-foot
Center for Manufacturing Excellence,
which emphasizes the latest advances in
automation, robotics and artificial intelligence. LCC works closely with industry
leaders—within the aviation, engineering,

manufacturing, health care and technology
sectors—to identify which skills are needed
in the rapidly changing global economy to
better align curriculums with careers and
prepare students to enter the workforce.
In the heart of the Capital City, the Lansing
School District and the Lansing Pathway
Promise are providing real-world learning
opportunities for students that will give
them a distinct edge for career and college
readiness. Each pathway is designed to offer
students relevant and engaging coursework
that aligns with business and industry.
These partnerships provide internships,
mentoring programs and shadowing opportunities for students as they learn more
about potential careers and pathways.
The Lansing School District is also transforming lives, one scholarship at a time
through the Lansing Promise scholarship
program. Since 2012, the Lansing Promise
along with support from our region’s busi-
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ness and community partners has awarded
750 scholarships and raised more than $2.5
million to provide students with the financial assistance necessary to obtain a college
degree. Students who successfully complete
their high school education are provided
several scholarship options for education
and career training beyond high school
through three respected higher education
institutions—Lansing Community College, Michigan State University and Olivet
College.
These are just a few inspiring examples
of unique partnerships and relationships
between business leaders and educators that

are changing lives, empowering students
and opening career pathways. Together,
we can become catalyst for creating lasting change to ensure students have access
to explore multiple career pathways, and
teachers and schools have the resources
they need to succeed to help students reach
their full potential and accomplish their
lifelong goals.
If we want a strong, vibrant and prosperous
state, we must find ways to strengthen and
maximize partnerships within our communities. We hope that by shining a light
on how these partnerships can work, we can
help all Michigan schools take advantage of
these opportunities to create a sustainable
talent pipeline for decades to come.

Eric Dimoff is the Vice President of Marketing and
Communications at the Lansing Regional Chamber
of Commerce, and can be reached at
edimoff@lansingchamber.org or 517.853.6460.
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CELEBRATING
SCHOOL BOARD
RECOGNITION
MONTH
JANUARY 2019

THANK YOU,
SCHOOL BOARD
MEMBERS!
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Who is at Your
Bargaining Table?
By Kacie Kefgen, J.D.

As the school year progresses and we
get closer to the season when many
districts negotiate new contracts with
their employee unions, we get all sorts
of questions about collective bargaining.
Some of those questions are about the
proper role of board members during the
collective bargaining process.

with district leaders to find out whether
there is contract language that is causing
difficulties in the day-to-day management
of the district. Finally, the chief negotiator
must work with the board to ensure that
there is a common understanding of the
district’s situation as well as the district’s
bargaining goals.

A Collective Bargaining Agreement is
the phrase we use for contracts between
public employee unions and their public
employers, including school districts. Those
CBAs, in order to become contracts we
live by, must be approved by the employee
union and the board of education.

Board members must also work with their
chief negotiator and administration to
develop a plan to communicate with the
community about district finances and
bargaining. Ideally, this communication
should be ongoing throughout the year
so that no one in the community or
among employees is surprised by financial
data used in bargaining. Also, this data
should be communicated in a way that
nonexperts can easily understand and put
into context. Simply asking people to go
to a transparency website is not enough.
Districts should use charts and graphs to
explain the relevance and context for data
items like enrollment, fund balance and
expenses. Otherwise, mistrust can easily
develop between the district, employees
and the community about how money is
being spent by the district.

ALL BOARD MEMBERS SHOULD UNDERSTAND
THE PROCESS
In order for the union and the district to
develop a new contract, there are several
phases of activity that generally take place:
preparation, negotiation and ratification.
Preparation
The first phase of activity is preparation.
Typically, board members do not
participate in negotiation sessions with
the employee unions. Instead, the board
designates its team to negotiate on its
behalf. Often, district administrators and/
or a third-party negotiator will do the bulk
of the work to prepare for bargaining.
The chief negotiator will work with the
board to ensure common understanding
of the district’s financial situation as well
as the financial projection of the years
ahead. That chief negotiator must also talk
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not include any proposals for compensation
increases—that’s the union’s job to propose.
The union then will present a
counterproposal and there will be back
and forth discussing proposals and
counterproposals for days, weeks, months
or years until there is an agreement
everyone thinks they can live with. Your
lead negotiator should meet with the board
periodically to update everyone about the
progress of bargaining.
Ratification
The agreement that both sides of the
bargaining table have developed then goes
to the board and the union for a vote. If
both the board and the union approve
the tentative agreement, that document
becomes the CBA for the time period
prescribed by the document.

ALL BOARD MEMBERS SHOULD UNDERSTAND
THE BUDGET AND HOW THE CBA WILL IMPACT
THE BUDGET

Negotiation
In most bargaining situations, the school
district will present a proposal to the union
in the first bargaining session. It is typical
to include all of the language changes that
a third-party negotiator has either found
are needed through analyzing the contract
or that have been highlighted by district
employees as they live day-to-day with the
contract. Usually, the first proposal does

In order to be a good steward of district
funds, each board member should have a
good understanding of the district’s current
and projected finances. That understanding
can be developed through communication
between school administrators and board
members throughout the year as board
members receive budget updates. This same
knowledge will help board members set
financial parameters for bargaining so that
when a tentative agreement is reached, they
can be confident that they are making a
good decision for the district.
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OTHER ISSUES
Should your superintendent be your lead
negotiator?
School boards should consider some key
factors when making this choice—the
superintendent’s prior experience at the
bargaining table, the superintendent’s
current relationship with employees, the
demands on the superintendent’s time and
energy and the district’s financial ability to
pay for a third-party negotiator.
Some superintendents have developed
negotiation skills through their previous
professional roles and training. Others have
not had that opportunity. Given the number
and seriousness of potential pitfalls that
must be navigated during the bargaining
process, boards should be cautious about
expecting superintendents with little
bargaining experience to have success at
the negotiation table. Especially for new
superintendents who are learning all sorts
of new aspects of the superintendency; it
may be best to hire a third-party negotiator
to handle bargaining and ask that person to
train the superintendent so they are ready in
future rounds of CBA negotiation.
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Boards should also consider the relationship between
their superintendent and their employees. If the
relationship is a good one, and the board expects that
negotiations may be contentious, it may be wise to
shield the superintendent from the process in order
to maintain those good relationships. However, if
the relationships and personalities are good, it is also
possible that the relationship could be strengthened
through bargaining, especially if a collaborative
approach is used by the district.
Is your school district going through large
changes that are already very demanding on the
superintendent’s time and energy? Is your district in
a situation financially where it would be imprudent to
spend the funds to bring in a third-party negotiator?
If the answers to these questions is, “yes,” you may
want to consider hiring a third-party negotiator.
Should a board member be on the bargaining team?
The decision about whether to include a board
member is district-specific and the key factors in that
choice are the relationships and the personalities
of the bargaining teams. If there is someone on the
board who has the type of personality that will help
bring the teams together, that person may be a key
asset to the negotiation. However, if there is animosity
between the union and the board, and no one on
the board has a particular knack for peacemaking,
there may be little that a board member could bring
to the negotiation to help it progress. Whatever the
situation, the board as a whole should be involved
in deciding whether a particular board member is
involved with at-the-table negotiations.
Who should speak to the community about
negotiations?
Boards should designate a single spokesperson to
speak for the district about negotiations. That person
is typically either the superintendent, the board
president or another administrator. Especially if
bargaining becomes contentious in your district, it is
important for communication to be thoughtful and
accurate. The best way to achieve that is to have a
single spokesperson.
Bargaining can be both an opportunity for the
district and its employees to build better relationships
as well as a chance for rocky relationships to become
more strained. If your district would like to explore
ways to get the best chance at good outcomes, contact
us at MASB for more in-depth guidance.

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.
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By Stacy Bogard, CAE
In addition to the tools and resources you receive from MASB, another
source for school board information and materials is the National
School Boards Association.

SERVICES

NSBA has a number of specialty groups to provide targeted services
for both school board members and state associations including the
Council of School Attorneys, Council of Urban Boards of Education,
National Black Council, National Hispanic Council, National American
Indian/Alaska Native Council, National Connection and Federal Policy
Coordinators Network. NSBA Connect is an online community portal
where you can view past discussions and start new ones, among other
capabilities. The organization also provides a Federal Insider Podcast.

ADVOCACY

Just as MASB does at the state level, NSBA develops federal
legislative priorities. To determine what they will focus on, the
organization adopted the following statement for guidance: “We affirm
in our actions that each student can, will and shall learn. Educational
equity is the intentional allocation of resources, instruction and
opportunities according to need. We recognize that based on factors
including but not limited to disability, race, ethnicity and socioeconomic
status, students are deprived of equitable educational opportunities.”1
There are also backgrounders on major federal legislation and
resources such as the Every Student Succeeds Act, E-Rate, funding
and more.

RESOURCES

This library contains amicus briefs; materials from past event
presentations on a variety of topics such as testing, school climate/
culture, strategy, assessment and more; initiatives and toolkits like the
Clean, Green, Safe Schools, College Career Ready and Cyber Secure
Schools; newsletters and reports; surveys; webinars; podcasts; and
more.
A number of these are restricted to members only; if your district is a
member of MASB, it is also a member of NSBA.

EVENTS

If you’re interested in meeting with other school board members from
around the country, NSBA holds an Annual Conference, typically in the
spring, along with an Advocacy Institute, Equity Symposium, and school
law webinars and seminars. The 2019 Annual Conference will be held
March 30 – April 1 in Philadelphia.
Visit nsba.org to learn more. A NSBA staff list can be found in the
Services section.
Stacy Bogard, CAE, is MASB’s Assistant Director for Communications, PR &
Marketing, and can be reached at sbogard@masb.org or 517.327.5907.
Federal Legislative Priorities. Retrieved from www.nsba.org/advocacy/
federal-legislative-priorities, Nov. 30, 2018.
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BUILDING ON Record
Midterm VOTER Turnout
By Jennifer Smith

On Nov. 6, 2018, Michigan, and the
country, saw a monumental voter turnout.
In Michigan, it was the biggest turnout
for a midterm election in 50 years with
approximately 52% of eligible voters
casting a ballot.1 Voters turned out to vote
for candidates who would move priorities
like improving education to the forefront
in Michigan. This is underscored by the
significant increase in the percentage of
young people who turned out to vote in
this election.

reversed for the new Congress. It’s been
estimated that nationwide, 31% of voters
ages 18-29 turned out in this election, at
least 10% more than the 2014 midterm
election.2

People were driven to vote for many
different reasons but one trend that
emerged was electing female candidates.
Michigan elected Gretchen Whitmer to be
Michigan’s Governor, Jocelyn Benson to be
the Secretary of State and Dana Nessel to
be the Attorney General. Two women, Judy
Pritchett and Tiffany Tilley, were elected
to the State Board of Education. Megan
Cavanagh beat incumbent Supreme Court
Justice Kurtis Wilder, adding another
woman to the Supreme Court. Justice
Elizabeth Clement retained her seat. A
record number of women are now serving
in the Michigan Legislature with 11 in the
Senate and 42 in the House.

Alayna Taber, age 18 of Dewitt agrees.
“Young people are now the biggest group
that can vote, we are just unlikely to. If
more young adults voted we would have a
bigger voice overall and see the change we
want more.”

At the federal level, Congress has a record
number of women serving with 112. The
three new members elected to the U.S.
Congress from Michigan will be women,
including the first Muslim woman elected
from the state, Rashida Tlaib. Ms. Tlaib
joins Ilhan Omar from Minnesota as
the first two Muslim women elected to
Congress. Michigan now sends six women
to Washington, including Sen. Debbie
Stabenow, who won reelection.

How do we keep these new populations
engaged? Change can be slow. Voters new
to the process or new to public office need
to be taught patience and perseverance
in order to affect it. But in an older,
male-dominated profession, the influx
of women’s and youth voices can reshape
some of the debates in Michigan and in
Congress.

Young people turned out in record
numbers as well, which was evidenced
by the number of people under 40 who
were elected for the first time to Congress,
including Haley Stevens from Michigan’s
11th House District. The average age of
Congress has been steadily climbing
through the years, but with the election of
25 candidates under 40, that trend was

“Turning 18 motivated me to vote in this
election,” said Jarrison Vandenboom, a
senior at Lansing Eastern High School.
“The voting process was fairly easy. Young
people need to vote because the results
affect their future.”

Michigan and the nation have seen more
activity in politics, state houses and
congress from young people, including
those who can’t yet vote. Issues such as
climate change, gun control after recent
school shootings, and just the general
feeling that their elected officials don’t
represent them are driving youth to the
polls and to get involved.3

One area that seems to be a natural fit, but
does not receive the same attention, is local
education issues. Students have an obvious
stake in the decisions that are made by
their local school board. Getting them
involved in these debates not only lends
valuable insight to the process but leads to a
feeling of inclusion and fosters the desire to
remain involved.

they find something that hits home for
them; a personal issue that they see and
want to respond to,” said Sarah Hansen,
age 20 and a junior at Michigan State
University. “Education is a natural start for
us, but can lead to so many other issues,
such as mental health, gun control and
women’s rights, all through the lens of
education.”
Bringing students and recent graduates
into your district discussions opens up the
perspective of the board and broadens the
view of the issues, good and bad, that the
district faces. As we see from student-led
protests this past year and the election,
the youth are engaged and looking for an
outlet. As board members, inviting them to
the table gives them easy access to an outlet
that could benefit the whole community
(see p. 18 for more).
As we know, today’s students are
tomorrow’s leaders. Engaging them now,
involving them in local decisions, including
them when advocating on issues with
your elected officials and believing their
input matters, will lead to better-informed
citizens. And that outcome is good for all
ages.
Jennifer Smith is MASB’s Director of Government
Relations, and can be reached at jsmith@masb.org
or 517.327.5912.
French, R., Malewitz, J., Roelofs, T. and Pratt
Dawsey, C. Overnight, it’s a new Michigan. Women
sweep to power in change election, Bridge Magazine,
Nov. 7, 2018.
1

The Center for Information and Research on
Civic Learning and Engagement. Young People
Dramatically Increase their Turnout to 31%, Shape
2018 Midterm Elections. Retrieved from civicyouth.
org/young-people-dramatically-increase-theirturnout-31-percent-shape-2018-midterm-elections/,
Nov. 7, 2018.
2

Levin, D. They’re Young and They Want Change.
Now They’re Ready to Vote for the First Time., The
New York Times, Aug. 25, 2018.
3

“People get involved in politics because

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

W IN T E R 2019

41

MASB MAZE
Find your way to the center of the maze! Start on the left side.
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Michigan Association
of School Boards
1001 Centennial Way, Ste. 400
Lansing, MI 48917
MASB.ORG

EVENTS CALENDAR
JAN. 19, 2019

CBA 101: Fundamentals of School Board Service
ST. JOSEPH ISD, CENTREVILLE

JAN. 26, 2019

CBA 101: Fundamentals of School Board Service

FEB. 21, 2019

MASB Tool-Specific Superintendent Evaluation Training
WEBINAR

MARCH 1, 2019

MASB Labor Conference

COOR ISD, ROSCOMMON

RADISSON AT THE CAPITOL, LANSING

NSBA Equity Symposium

MARCH 4, 2019

WASHINGTON HILTON, WASHINGTON, D.C.

CBA 257: School District Safety and Security
U.P. DISTANCE LEARNING SITES

JAN. 27 – 29, 2019

NSBA Advocacy Institute

WASHINGTON HILTON, WASHINGTON, D.C.
FEB. 4, 2019

CBA 214: Open Meetings Act

U.P. DISTANCE LEARNING SITES
FEB. 8 – 10, 2019

MASB Winter Institute Featuring MASB/MASA Joint
Conference, Board Member Certification (CBA) Classes and
Board Presidents Workshops
DETROIT MARRIOTT AT THE RENAISSANCE CENTER
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MARCH 30 – APRIL 1, 2019

NSBA Annual Conference and Exposition

PENNSYLVANIA CONVENTION CENTER, PHILADELPHIA

NOV. 8 – 11, 2019

Annual Leadership Conference and Exhibit Show
GRAND TRAVERSE RESORT & SPA

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