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Introduction
The Wisconsin Association of School Boards New School Board Member Handbook provides 
information about the basics of school board service and answers questions commonly asked by new 
board members. It’s written in a question-and-answer format for quick reading. It includes references 
to relevant sections of state statute, a glossary of common education terms and a list of commonly used 
acronyms that new board members may find helpful. 

The handbook draws on the deep well of knowledge and expertise of the WASB. It includes references 
to information available at WASB.org as well as the varied programs and services the WASB offers its 
members.

The online version of this handbook (pdf and html) includes dozens of embedded links to the referenced 
statutes, WASB resources and other guidance. Some WASB resources may be password protected for 
members only. Contact the WASB if you are a member and need assistance logging in to the WASB 
website. 

We hope you’ll find the handbook a helpful reference as you begin your school board service. Rely on 
the WASB for assistance at any time during your term. Contact us at 608-257-2622 or 877-705-4422 or 
info@wasb.org, or visit our website at WASB.org.

https://wasb.org/
mailto:info@wasb.org
https://wasb.org/
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Welcome Aboard!

Congratulations and welcome to the rewarding and challenging work of school board service. 
The WASB thanks you for your commitment to this important position to improve student 
achievement. The WASB works for you, focusing on supporting, promoting and advancing public 
education to enhance board governance through training and leadership. 

Administrators, teachers and staff play a tremendous role in impacting student learning and 
success. They are in school every day working directly with students and their families. However, 
the school board’s role in student achievement must not be overlooked. School boards are charged 
with the responsibility to create conditions that enable students to meet rigorous knowledge and 
performance standards.

Research shows that your commitment to school governance matters. And as Vince Lombardi said, 
“Individual commitment to a group effort – that is what makes a team work, a company work, a 
society work, a civilization work.” Let me add that it is also what makes a school board work well 
together.

Thank you, again, for what you do on behalf of our students, our schools, educators and 
communities.
 
Bill Yingst, Sr. 
WASB 2020 President
Durand-Arkansaw School Board
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Advocates for Children
School boards and school board members are uniquely positioned to be advocates for boys and 
girls.

A member of a school board is entrusted with one of the most important responsibilities that can 
be assigned to any citizen – that of helping to direct the education of our youth. Wisconsin school 
board members are the elected representatives of their districts and set policy for the education of 
the district’s children.

In Wisconsin, nearly 2,800 school board members are making decisions which affect more than 
800,000 children enrolled in the public schools of the 421 districts in the state. As an individual 
board member, you generally have no more power or authority than any other citizen in the 
district. It is when you are meeting as a board that you can make decisions affecting the district.

There are many qualities important to school board membership, including: 

•	 A commitment to the belief that all children are entitled to a beneficial educational 
program. 

•	 An open mind and readiness to learn. 

•	 A willingness to attend seminars and workshops to help you make intelligent decisions in 
school affairs. 

•	 A vision and an ability to understand changes in our society. 

•	 The ability to act with other school board members to advance the best interests of the 
school district. 

•	 The capability to articulate the philosophy and goals of the school and to listen carefully to 
the criticisms offered by people with differing views. 

•	 A willingness to invest the hours that will be necessary to faithfully discharge your duties. 

•	 Freedom from conflict with any other interest.

Thank you for stepping forward to serve on your local school board, and please accept my sincere 
congratulations on your new role. We look forward to having a chance to work with you.

John H. Ashley 
Executive Director 
Wisconsin Association of School Boards
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  Beginning Your
  School Board Service
  
1:1 I’ve been elected. Now what?

Congratulations! You are ready to take office!  You’ve joined the ranks of nearly 2,800 locally elected 
school board members in Wisconsin dedicated to helping our students succeed and ultimately become 
productive citizens. You hold positions as:

•	 An individual school board member; 

•	 A member of a board made up of other members; and 

•	 A member of the district leadership team composed of school board members, the 
superintendent and other administrators in the district.

As a school board member, you are a representative of the community and a leader of the district. You 
are a steward of your district’s children and its tax dollars. You are an advocate of public education and 
an educated public.  

To familiarize yourself with your district, use the WASB What Every New School Board Member Needs 
to Know Guide. 

1:2  When do I start?  

Elected school board members take office, provided they have taken and filed the official oath, on the 
fourth Monday in April. (See sections 120.06(4) and 120.42(2) of the state statutes.)  

For appointees, the school board should specify a date in connection with its appointment decision. A 
person selected to fill a vacancy, upon being notified of their selection, is deemed to have accepted the 
selection to the vacant board position unless he or she files a written refusal to serve within five days 
after notification. Assuming the appointee does not refuse to serve, the appointee must take and file the 
official (i.e., written) oath “on or prior to the day provided for taking office.” (See section 120.06(10) of 
the state statutes.)

Administration of oath: Don’t forget to take the oath of office! Under state law, a newly elected or 
appointed school board member must take and file the official oath of office on or prior to the fourth 
Monday in April. (See section 120.06(4) of the state statutes.) This requirement also applies to an 
incumbent who is reelected to the school board. The school district clerk, a notary public or other 

1

https://wasb.adobeconnect.com/_a992027598/pwlhdc930h6o/?launcher=false&fcsContent=true&pbMode=normal
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/what_every_board_member_needs_to_know-1.pdf
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/what_every_board_member_needs_to_know-1.pdf
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/120.06(4)
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/120.42(2)
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/120.06(10)
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/120/I/06/4
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authorized person may administer the oath of office. The forms are set out in section 19.01 of the state 
statutes. The official oath form (EL-154) can be found on the Wisconsin Elections Commission website.

1:3  What exactly do school boards do?

School boards lead and govern the schools and educational programs of our local, public school districts. 
That leadership role is performed as part of a team that includes the superintendent (also called the 
district administrator). The leadership team, in turn, operates within a unique framework of authority, 
duties and powers that are established by a variety of state and federal laws and supplemented by local 
policy decisions.

There are five types of public school districts in Wisconsin: K-12 common school districts, K-8 
common school districts, union high school districts, unified school districts and first-class city districts 
(i.e. Milwaukee Public Schools). If you are not sure if your district is common or unified, ask your 
superintendent.

While the different types of school districts and their boards share many general characteristics, there are 
some differences in the specific powers and responsibilities that are assigned to them. All school districts 
and school boards are alike, however, in that student learning and student achievement constitute the 
centerpiece of their mission.

The National School Boards Association has identified five core functions of school boards that, when 
pursued with rigor and intent, demonstrate effective local leadership and correlate with high levels of 
student achievement. The NSBA calls this governance model the “Key Work of School Boards,” and the 
WASB has adopted the model for use in connection with the WASB’s board development programs and 
resources.

Keep in mind the school board’s job is to focus on the ends while the superintendent focuses on the 
ways and means to attain the ends. In other words, the board oversees the education of students and is 
responsible for school district operations, but does not directly run the district’s day-to-day operations.

1:4  What are some of the powers and duties of the board?

School board and school board member roles and responsibilities are determined by state and federal law. 
These laws define what must be done and identify certain items which must be decided locally. Some of 
the major state laws that determine the powers and duties of the board are:

•	 Section 120.12 enumerates a list of specific duties of a school board in common and union high 
school districts. 

•	 Section 120.13 enumerates a list of specific powers of a school board in common and union high 
school districts. 

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/19/I/01
https://elections.wi.gov/forms/EL-154
https://wasb.org/customized-leadership-services/key-work-of-school-boards/
https://wasb.org/meeting-and-events/
https://wasb.org/legal-human-resources-services/basic-resources/
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/120.12
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/120.13
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•	 Section 120.10 enumerates a list of specific powers of an annual meeting (which, for unified 
school districts, are powers of the school board). 

•	 Section 120.44(2) gives unified school districts the powers and duties of the common school 
board and annual meeting. 

•	 Other statutes (particularly in chapters 118, 120, and 121) create other powers and duties. In 
addition, Chapter 119 has provisions that exclusively cover the Milwaukee Public Schools. 

1:5  What does the Key Work of School Boards Governance Model Cover?

The NSBA’s Key Work model focuses on five areas that provide a comprehensive overview of a school 
board’s critical governance responsibilities.

Vision: Effective school boards establish a clear vision and set high expectations for teaching and 
learning in a manner that supports strong student outcomes. The leadership team’s vision supports and 
guides the development of a strategic plan and district goals. Effective boards formulate budgets and 
allocate resources in a manner that is aligned with the district’s vision, strategic priorities and goals.

Accountability: Accountability means measuring and judging how well the district is putting the vision 
into practice and making progress on key goals. Accountability starts with (1) the adoption of goals and 
academic and other standards, and (2) the assignment of responsibility and authority.

Data and other assessments are used as tools. Success is acknowledged and rewarded while any lack 
of success, drives change and improvement efforts. School boards and individual board members also 
must be accountable, including by modeling desired behaviors and by establishing standards for and 
evaluating the board’s own internal operations and performance.

Policy: By establishing policies, a school board exercises its collective authority in order to serve students 
and achieve goals. Policies translate the board’s vision into action and should be closely linked to (and 
sometimes directly establish) accountability structures and processes.

While many policies are written statements that establish and provide direction for staff, students, 
programs and operations, the school district budget can be viewed as one type of policy decision. The 
scope and substance of a board’s policies also reflect and contribute to the ongoing evolution of the 
board-administrator relationship, including by embodying an understanding of the respective roles of the 
members of the leadership team.

The Board-Administrator Relationship: Research has shown that the board-administrator relationship 
is critical to the success of a school district. Both the school board and the superintendent have essential 
leadership roles that are interconnected but different. In simplistic terms, and keeping in mind that close 

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/120.10
http://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/120/II/44/2
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/ch.%20118
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/ch.%20120
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/ch.%20121
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/119
https://wasb.org/customized-leadership-services/key-work-of-school-boards/
https://wasb.org/customized-leadership-services/research-and-data-resources/
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collaboration is needed, the school board has the final authority to determine what needs to happen, and 
the superintendent and staff are given a degree of leeway to determine how to make it happen.

In order for the members of the leadership team to have a productive relationship that promotes public 
confidence in the school district, individual members of the team must understand the unique roles 
and responsibilities of their position. Shared goals and clear policies can help to define roles and build a 
strong, collaborative relationship.

In nearly all districts, issues will arise that will cause the leadership team to discuss and recalibrate their 
mutual understandings of their respective roles. However, effective leadership teams are consistently 
professional, fair and objective, honest and open, team-oriented, prepared, and respectful.

Community Leadership and Advocacy: Community leadership is demonstrated when a school board 
and its members act as ambassadors and advocates for district interests. Effective school boards engage 
the community in an ongoing conversation that is composed of a variety of communication channels 
and opportunities for participation and interaction. A school district’s public advocacy and community 
engagement initiatives can provide both formal and informal opportunities to identify and discuss 
information, ideas, needs and challenges with a variety of stakeholders.

School boards also have to forge relationships and work closely with legislators on legislative proposals 
that affect education, school funding and a variety of other issues. School board members have a 
prominent role to play in telling their school district’s story and in listening to stakeholders. Such 
communication can help to build support for the district and its students.

More detailed information on the leadership role of school boards and individual board members, as well 
as information on their powers, duties, and authority is available from the WASB.

1:6  Now that I’m a board member, what does my community expect of me?

As a new board member, you are expected to make decisions on major issues that affect the students and 
citizens of your community. As with every new job, it takes time to learn the ropes. You need to take 
time to learn about your job and the issues while performing your job. Some of the activities you will 
be expected to do are: attend board meetings, participate on committees, attend school functions, keep 
yourself informed about issues, pursue professional development opportunities for yourself and your 
school board, and interact with your fellow board members and the superintendent. These activities 
require a significant amount of time, but it is time extremely well spent when you consider that you are 
helping to shape the future of the children in your community.

1:7  I’m overwhelmed. How do I learn my job?

With help from your fellow board members, the superintendent, administrative staff and the WASB. The 
WASB offers an array of services, training and resources that address current and emerging local needs 
including innovative training and leadership activities.

http://www.wasb.org
https://wasb.org/wasb-services/
https://wasb.org/meeting-and-events/
https://wasb.org/products-publications/
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The WASB team of experts range in skills from advocacy, communications, leadership development and 
board governance, legal and policy. Please review the WASB At Your Service brochure for an overview of 
services and products. The WASB can customize a response to a district’s unique needs and requirements.

Most importantly, don’t hesitate to ask questions. Nobody expects you to have all the answers, and your 
colleagues and superintendent welcome the opportunity to get you up to speed.

1:8  How much time can I expect to spend on school board responsibilities?

The time required to complete your school board responsibilities will most likely vary by time of year. It 
will depend on how many meetings are scheduled, which committees you serve on and what issues are 
going on in the district at the time. For example, if the district is going through a building project, hiring 
a superintendent or developing the school district budget, the time needed for board meetings may be 
more extensive. On average, however, you can anticipate spending about 9-12 hours a month on board 
service.

1:9  How do the school board’s responsibilities differ from the superintendent’s?

Administration’s job is to run the district. The board’s job is to make sure the district is run well. The 
school board is responsible for establishing goals, setting policy and overseeing resources for the school 
district. The superintendent works for the school board and translates the policy into action. Consistent 
with the goals established by the school board, the superintendent and staff make the day-to-day 
decisions that affect the operation of the school district, deploying board-approved resources, assigning 
staff and documenting results.

1:10  Where, or who, do I go to for information?

The board president and/or superintendent usually can answer your questions on protocol or procedure 
as well as issues facing the board. Other board members, both current and past, may also be good 
resources, but be aware of Open Meetings Law issues with such conversations (see section 2:5). The 
WASB is also a good source for information and advice and has staff ready to answer your questions. 
Visit WASB’s website, WASB.org, for in-depth information on many legislative, governance, legal and 
policy  issues.

1:11  Are school boards required to have officers? What are their duties?

Yes. If the board of a common or union high school district has more than three members, it must elect a 
president, vice president, treasurer and clerk each year. (See section 120.05(1)(c) of the state statutes.) 

The school board of a unified school district must elect a school district president, vice president, clerk 
and treasurer from among its members, and a school board secretary who need not be a member of the 
school board. (See section 120.43(1) of the state statutes.)

https://wasb.org/legislative-update/
https://wasb.org/communication-services/
https://wasb.org/customized-leadership-services/
https://wasb.org/customized-leadership-services/
https://wasb.org/legal-human-resources-services/
https://wasb.org/policy/
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/At-Your-Service.pdf
https://wasb.org/
https://wasb.org/legislative-update/
https://wasb.org/customized-leadership-services/
https://wasb.org/legal-human-resources-services/
https://wasb.org/policy/
https://wasb.org/legal-human-resources-services/basic-resources/
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/120.05(1)(c)
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/120.43(1)


Table of Contents

16

The election of officers shall occur on or within 30 days after the fourth Monday in April. (See sections 
120.05(1)(c) and 120.43(1) of the state statutes.)

Wisconsin statutes outline the basic duties of school board officers. For example, see sections 120.15  - 
120.17 (e.g., “School district president; duties”). Please note that many other statutes come into play. 

In addition, local board policy can assign additional responsibilities and provide additional guidance to 
the board’s officers, but policy cannot conflict with the statutes (i.e., district policy cannot be used to 
“opt out” of mandatory legal duties).

1:12  How do I translate all the educational jargon and acronyms I hear at each board meeting?

There are a lot of abbreviations and acronyms for educational terms. This Handbook includes a glossary 
of common education terms as well as a list of commonly used acronyms you may encounter throughout 
your school board service (see pages 53-60). For jargon or acronyms that are not included here, consider 
asking your superintendent or other board members. 

When communicating with your constituents, attempt to avoid abbreviations and acronyms for 
educational terms so stakeholders can more easily comprehend district communications.

1:13 What is the board’s role when there are problems with an administrator, teacher or other 
 staff person?

The only employee who answers directly to the school board is the superintendent. Accordingly, if there 
are concerns about the performance of another administrator, a teacher or other staff person that are 
unresolved after going through the appropriate steps of the chain of command, the board should raise 
these concerns with the superintendent in a properly posted closed session. It is the superintendent who 
has the responsibility to handle these issues. Take care not to cross the line into micromanaging the 
relationship with staff. It’s the superintendent’s job to lead and manage the employees in the district.

School boards may also have a review process established that enables board members to provide input to 
the superintendent regarding the other administrators. The superintendent may take collective input into 
account, but it is ultimately the superintendent who completes the final evaluation of the administrator.

If there is a problem with the superintendent, on the other hand, the board needs to address the problem 
through the evaluation process or through informal feedback via the board president or the board as a 
whole.

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/120/I/05/1/c
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/120.43(1)
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/120/I/15
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/120/I/15
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  Can We Talk?

2:1  Is it all right to call the superintendent?

You need to establish a productive working relationship with your superintendent. To do this, you need 
to talk to that individual. If you have questions, it is better to call the superintendent and discuss them 
before the board meeting rather than surprise the superintendent at a public meeting. If the questions are 
concerns or relate to negative feelings from the community, superintendents appreciate knowing about 
them in advance of the board meeting so they can come prepared to address them. It is appropriate to 
call the superintendent, set up a meeting to discuss questions, or send an email for simple questions or 
requests. When contacting the superintendent, it is important for a board member to keep the number 
and scope of such contacts within reason, to permit adequate time to receive a response, and to generally 
remain cognizant of the superintendents’ other responsibilities and the other demands on the their time. 

2:2  If I disagree with board members or the superintendent, what is the best way to let them  
 know how I feel?

Always treat your fellow board members, the superintendent and other administrators with respect. 
However, don’t be afraid to disagree on an issue. In fact, a discussion about an issue that reflects two or 
more views usually results in a better decision than if everyone agrees with the first solution offered. Be 
certain you debate the issue, not the person, and maintain decorum in debate. Demeaning comments or 
angry discussions do not facilitate effective decision making.

2:3  How do I approach my superintendent or board if I have a suggestion for a change?

If your suggestion needs to be discussed by the entire board and voted on, it should be added to an 
upcoming board agenda. Review your district policy on agenda setting to understand how to do this. 
Contact the superintendent or the board president to discuss your idea and have it either put on the 
agenda or referred to the appropriate committee for consideration.

2:4  Is it all right to talk to district administrators and staff?

In addition to the superintendent, you will come in contact with district employees, including 
administrators, teachers and other staff members. While there’s nothing wrong with talking to district 
staff, keep in mind that complaints should follow the chain of command. For example, teachers report to 
principals; principals report to the superintendent; the superintendent reports to the board. If you have 
a request for information, you should generally direct the request through the superintendent unless the 
superintendent or the board indicates otherwise. Keep in mind that individual board members generally 
do not have authority to direct the work of district staff members or demand that a staff member 

2

https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/board_conflict_June-July2016.pdf
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/board_conflict_June-July2016.pdf
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/C201704.pdf
https://wasb.portal.membersuite.com/onlinestorefront/ViewMerchandiseDetails.aspx?contextID=748580ea-00ce-ce1c-f728-0b3cf4b02f60&categoryID=
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prioritize the board member’s requests over other work duties. In addition, district staff generally are not 
obligated to create new records or produce a new report or analysis in response to interest that has been 
expressed only by an individual board member. Directing requests through the superintendent can assist 
with appropriate prioritization, identifying information that may be readily available, and determining 
when it may be appropriate to have the full board weigh in regarding certain requests and project ideas. 

In addition, individual board members may request and obtain records, statistics and reports, as directed 
by the board, as required by their office (i.e. president, clerk or treasurer), as available to them as a 
parent/guardian, or as available to them pursuant to a public records or directory data request.

2:5  Can I talk to board members outside the board meeting?

All board members have an obligation to ensure they do not violate the Wisconsin Open Meetings Law 
when participating in activities that pertain to school-related business. Board members must also be 
careful to avoid creating a walking quorum, which is defined by the Wisconsin Attorney General  as:

•	 Any series of communications among members of the board; 

•	 Who agree, tacitly or explicitly, to act uniformly; and  

•	 In sufficient number to determine the board’s course of action on any matter.

(See additional Open Meetings Law Resources including electronic communications (or other 
technology-facilitated activities).)

“The essential feature of a “walking quorum” is the element of agreement among members of a body 
to act uniformly in sufficient numbers to reach a quorum. Where there is no such express or tacit 
agreement, exchanges among separate groups of members may take place without violating the Open 
Meetings Law. The signing, by members of a body, of a document asking that a subject be placed on the 
agenda of an upcoming meeting thus does not constitute a “walking quorum” where the signers have 
not engaged in substantive discussion or agreed on a uniform course of action regarding the proposed 
subject. In contrast, where a majority of members of a body sign a document that expressly commits 
them to a future course of action, a court could find a walking quorum violation.”  (See Wisconsin Open 
Meetings Law Compliance Guide.)

2:6  What can I say, or not say, to parents and friends about school issues?

School board business that is discussed in closed session or relates to confidential matters (such as an 
employee personnel or student discipline issue) should never be discussed with anyone other than 
another board member or the superintendent. A good rule of thumb is to discuss only items that have 
been made public at a school board meeting. Adhering to this rule of thumb will go a long way in 
maintaining trust with the superintendent and the other board members and protecting staff and the 
public.

https://www.doj.state.wi.us/sites/default/files/office-open-government/Resources/OML-GUIDE.pdf
https://www.doj.state.wi.us/sites/default/files/office-open-government/Resources/OML-GUIDE.pdf
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/p-open_meetings_law_brochure.pdf
https://www.doj.state.wi.us/sites/default/files/office-open-government/Resources/OML-GUIDE.pdf
https://www.doj.state.wi.us/sites/default/files/office-open-government/Resources/OML-GUIDE.pdf
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2:7  What information is considered confidential? When can a closed session of the board 
 be held?

Many employee personnel issues and most information contained in student educational records are 
considered confidential and not subject to disclosure. Also, the information discussed in a closed board 
meeting is most likely confidential. 

A school board is expected to conduct all its business in open session, unless a statutory exemption 
allowing the board to convene in closed session applies. The appropriateness of scheduling a closed 
session meeting of the board should be judged based on an analysis of each item of business proposed for 
the closed session. A closed session may be held only if the reason for such a session falls within one of 
the specific exemptions outlined in section 19.85(1) of the state statutes.  

In order for a school board to convene in closed session, a motion must first be made in open session 
and carried by a majority vote of the board in such a manner that the votes of each member are 
ascertained and recorded in the minutes. The chief presiding officer is required to announce to those 
present at the meeting the nature of the business to be considered in closed session and the specific 
statutory exemption(s) authorizing the closed session. The meeting notice and the presiding officer’s 
announcement should describe the specific subject matter that is proposed for consideration in the closed 
session. Merely identifying the number of the applicable statutory section(s) and quoting the language 
of the entire exemption is unlikely to be adequate. The minutes must reflect this announcement. No 
business may be taken up at any closed session except that which relates to matters contained in the chief 
presiding officer’s announcement of the closed session.

One of the main purposes of the announcement and motion requirements for convening in closed 
session is to ensure that each board member who is present at the meeting makes an informed decision as 
to whether to support the motion and/or whether to attend and participate in the closed session. This is 
important because a member of a governmental body may be subject to a forfeiture for violations of the 
Open Meetings Law. 

However, members of a governmental body are not liable under the Open Meetings Law on account of 
their attendance at a meeting held in violation of the Open Meetings Law if they make or vote in favor 
of a motion to prevent the violation from occurring, or if, before the violation occurs, their votes on all 
relevant motions were inconsistent with all those circumstances which cause the violation.

Also, note that an intent to reconvene in open session within 12 hours after a closed session must be 
noticed at the same time and in the same manner as notice of the meeting convened prior to the closed 
session. (See section 19.85(2) of the state statutes.)
In general, the Open Meetings Law gives wide discretion to a school board to admit into a closed session 
anyone whose presence the board determines is necessary for the consideration of the matter that is the 
subject of the meeting.

https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/C201808BasicResources.pdf
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/C201705.pdf
https://wasb.portal.membersuite.com/onlinestorefront/ViewMerchandiseDetails.aspx?contextID=748580ea-00ce-c274-b12e-0b3cf4b349b4&categoryID=
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/19.85(1)
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/19.85(2)
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2:8  I have children in school. How can I talk with their teachers now that I’m on the 
 school board?

This can be a tricky area. No matter what you say about “speaking as a parent, not a board member,” it 
may be difficult for some teachers to separate your role on the school board from your role as a parent. 
It’s not surprising that some teachers may be somewhat intimidated by your role as a board member. 
Some married board members have indicated that their spouses frequently take the lead in speaking to 
their children’s teachers.

Make sure you’re not using your position as a school board member to secure special treatment for 
your child. Your child should be treated the same as other students and be subject to the same rules 
and requirements. If there are issues you wish to discuss with a teacher, you should follow the normal 
procedures for contacting your child’s teacher to discuss them.

Keep in mind that you do not relinquish your parental rights now that you’re a school board member. 
You are always a parent first and a board member second.

2:9  As a board member, may I visit the schools?

You have the same right as a parent or community member to visit the schools in your district as long as 
you follow whatever procedures your district has for visitors. As a school board member, you may also 
visit the schools in an official capacity with the board’s authority or to fulfill a specific duty required of 
you as a board officer.

As a school board member, you should use school visits to build good working relations with building 
principals and staff, to celebrate the positive accomplishments of the schools, and to show your pride 
as a member of the board. Look for opportunities to visit when a school is hosting a special event or 
recognition program for students and staff. In any event, be sure to tell the superintendent and/or 
principal in advance of your visit. 

For individual requests to visit schools that were not approved or directed by the board as a whole, an 
individual board member should be sure to remain respectful of the administration’s judgment regarding 
possible disruption and the most appropriate times and settings for board member visits. In addition, 
board members need to be sure that their purpose in conducting a school visit is appropriate. For 
example, seeking to visit a classroom to personally evaluate a teacher’s job performance after hearing a 
complaint is not the role of an individual board member.

2:10  How do I respond to a community that questions the school board’s decisions?

It’s normal to hear questions about the board’s decisions. You will at times find yourself dealing with 
controversial, complex issues, and the board’s final decisions may be unpopular. Explain the thought 

https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/C200612.pdf
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process that went into the decision and why the board arrived at the conclusion it did, even if you 
personally disagreed. Be sure to answer honestly and in a straightforward manner. One of your roles as a 
school board member is to be an advocate for the district. Being asked about board decisions provides an 
opportunity to promote the positive activities that are occurring in your schools while at the same time 
responding to community questions.

2:11  How do I respond to questions from the media?

Your board has probably already adopted, at least informally, a policy for responding to the media. 

Individual board members should be free to explain their votes or comments they may have made at 
a public meeting. If you are contacted by a local reporter and you’re not prepared or don’t have the 
relevant information, don’t say, “No comment.” Instead, tell the reporter you’ll get an answer and get 
back to them or refer the reporter to the appropriate person in the organization who can respond to the 
reporter’s questions. Ask what kind of deadline they have, and then promptly follow through.

In all situations, be honest — never lie! Talk in plain English, in short, quotable sentences, but stay on 
message. Answer the question that was asked if you can. Don’t feel compelled to offer more information 
than needed to answer the question. Be friendly and warm. If you are on camera, remember that body 
language is as important as what you say.

When individual board members interact with the media or make other public statements about school-
related matters, it is often important to expressly clarify that they are speaking only as individual board 
members and not on behalf of the entire board or on behalf of the school district. Also, with respect 
to some issues, it is not unusual for individual board members to be advised, or to conclude on their 
own, that commenting as an individual board member would be inappropriate or premature. In such 
situations, a board member may instead defer to a designated district spokesperson or emphasize that 
they intend to work with the leadership team as appropriate to address the specific issue.

Particularly on issues of great sensitivity or in response to a crisis, a single spokesperson — usually the 
board president or superintendent  — should be designated to speak for the board and the district 
respectively in order to ensure that accurate information is provided and there are no conflicting 
messages. Be aware of federal student privacy laws as well to ensure that no confidential information is 
released.

If the media is waiting to do an interview following a board meeting, it is appropriate to refer the 
question to the president or the superintendent.
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2:12  How should I respond to parental or staff complaints?

First, be familiar with your board policy on public complaints. The best way to respond to parental 
complaints is to be a good listener and be familiar with the district’s chain-of-command protocols. This 
allows you to ask questions to understand the situation better. Be careful, though, that the parent or staff 
person does not interpret your questions or comments as an indication of future board action. 

Once parents or staff persons have shared their complaints with you, try to give them guidance on how 
to get their concerns addressed through proper channels, perhaps by referring them to the applicable 
person in the school district or to the appropriate complaint policy. 

It’s safe to say that most of the complaints you’ll hear are administrative in nature and not policy issues. 
As such, they don’t belong on the board’s table. It is not your responsibility to solve each parent’s or staff 
person’s problem. By all means listen to them, but then make sure they know to contact the school staff 
to have their concerns addressed. You owe the superintendent and staff the opportunity to respond and 
to support them if they are properly following board policy.

2:13  Can I use email or social media to communicate with my board colleagues?

The Wisconsin Attorney General’s Office strongly discourages the members of every governmental body 
from using electronic mail to communicate with each other about issues within the body’s realm of 
authority except for procedural elements relating to creating the agenda or establishing meeting dates 
and locations (see question 2:5).  

That being said, school board members may use email to communicate with each other if they are not 
using it to discuss board business or influence votes on issues in advance of a meeting or as a means of 
avoiding Open Meetings Law requirements. The same holds true with social media, such as Facebook, 
LinkedIn or Twitter. 

Also, it can be important to differentiate between using email as an efficient method of delivering 
a one-way communication of information to all board members versus using email to conduct an 
electronic conversation or discussion that involves multiple board members and a substantive topic of 
board or district business. The former is much less of a concern than the latter. It is not uncommon 
for a superintendent or board president to use email to provide all board members with notice of an 
important matter or to convey a useful resource or other background information — often expressly 
cautioning the recipients not to “reply all” or otherwise start an electronic discussion. 

It is also generally permissible for one board member to email or “direct message” another board member 
with a question or with a response to such a question.  However, even such one-to-one communications 
can create record management issues, and the members of small school boards or committees (e.g., with 
only three or five members) must take special care to evaluate whether they could potentially be creating 
a quorum or negative quorum through such communications. A negative quorum means enough board 

https://wasb.portal.membersuite.com/onlinestorefront/ViewMerchandiseDetails.aspx?contextID=748580ea-00ce-ce1c-f728-0b3cf4b02f60&categoryID=
https://wasb.portal.membersuite.com/onlinestorefront/ViewMerchandiseDetails.aspx?contextID=748580ea-00ce-c903-5d25-0b3f9ba2f0dc&categoryID=748580ea-0066-c5fe-ee64-0b3cf4af0681
https://www.doj.state.wi.us/sites/default/files/dls/ompr/20001003-krischan.pdf
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members to defeat a particular action. As previously mentioned, all school board members must avoid 
contributing to a series of sequential communications that may constitute a walking quorum.  

Aside from possible violations of the Open Meetings Law, electronic conversations that involve multiple 
board members and that address substantive topics of board business may sometimes be criticized as 
secretive or nontransparent practices. This is because such communications are likely to affect the board’s 
discussion at the meeting and can preclude the community from hearing the board debate important 
issues.

Be forewarned, if you are using a school email address, essentially all of the emails within the account 
can be requested by the public or media under the Public Records Law (additional WASB resources are 
available on the Public Records Law). If you are using a private email address for school related matters, 
all emails related to school business can be requested under the Public Records Law, even if such emails 
are contained on a private network or server. Your other online communications may also become 
public as well, even with privacy settings set to “friends only.” If you don’t want your conversations and 
comments to become front-page fodder, don’t have them online.

https://www.doj.state.wi.us/sites/default/files/office-open-government/Resources/PRL-GUIDE.pdf
https://wasb.org/legal-human-resources-services/basic-resources/
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3 Time for Meetings

3:1  What should I expect at my first board meeting?

If you have never participated in a board meeting, you may be overwhelmed at first. There are basic rules 
of parliamentary procedure that should be followed, but each board operates in its own way. Ask for an 
orientation if one isn’t scheduled. 

There will be a meeting agenda and protocol. Talk with the board president before attending your first 
meeting to ask basic questions such as:

•	 Where should I sit?
•	 How is the agenda set up?
•	 How long do the meetings usually take?
•	 When should I speak?

You should also receive your board packet containing the agenda and any supporting information several 
days before the meeting although sometimes items are added to the agenda 24 hours or more prior to 
the meeting if a specific need necessitates such an addition. Be sure you go through the material carefully 
and take the time to call the superintendent or board president to ask questions about anything you 
don’t understand.

Remember, this is a meeting of the school board. Staff and community members are invited to attend 
and participate either through a public comment period or as posted on your agenda. But this is your 
board’s opportunity to conduct business. As such, the board should remain in control of the meeting at 
all times.

3:2  Where should I sit?

Many boards have their rooms set up in a consistent configuration for board meetings with name 
plates for each person at the table. Some boards have assigned seats that do not change from meeting to 
meeting. Other boards mix the seats up each time. And others do not have name tags or assigned seats 
and may alter the meeting room configuration depending upon the focus of the meeting. 

To feel comfortable prior to attending your first meeting, you might want to contact the board president 
and ask if there are any “traditions” that you should know about in advance of the meeting, including 
where you should sit.

https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/coming_to_order_Dec_2016.pdf
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/second_that_Sept_2011.pdf
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/second_that_Sept_2011.pdf
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/C201408.pdf
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3:3  What is considered an acceptable dress code at board meetings?

Your board decides how formal or informal the meeting should be. A good rule of thumb, though, is to 
dress appropriately for a business meeting, as board meetings are business meetings. Remember also that 
the public may attend as well as the media. Your dress should reflect the professional approach that your 
school board takes in overseeing the operations of the school.

3:4  How does being on TV or having your meeting live streamed affect board members?

Any time you are being filmed or are in the public eye, it is normal to be more self-conscious and nervous. 
Some, but not all, boards broadcast live or tape their meetings for later broadcast on a local cable access 
station or through the district’s website. Naturally, the first time you participate in a recorded or televised 
board meeting you may find that you are less articulate and forget some of what you want to say. After 
you attend a few meetings, though, you should become comfortable and even forget the camera is 
on. Periodically reviewing the video recording to see how the board is presenting itself is a good idea. 
Board members are often surprised by their unconscious body language that may or may not accurately 
communicate their feelings.

3:5  How professionally must a board meeting be run? What is considered too lax or too formal?

All board meetings need to follow some set of “rules of order,” often based on parliamentary procedure. 
The method that your board selects should be identified in a policy. Some boards elect to follow Robert’s 
Rules of Order (as it applies to the meetings of small bodies, rather than large assemblies) while others 
prefer a more basic version of parliamentary procedure. Your school board can generally be as relaxed or as 
formal as it chooses (e.g., in the method used to conduct discussion at a meeting, as to whether the board 
requires motions to be seconded, etc.) as long as the board’s meeting procedures are consistent with the 
board’s own policies and with any applicable legal requirements. For example, a board’s rules of order and 
other meeting procedures must not violate the requirements of the Open Meetings Law. In addition, state 
law requires school boards to capture certain information about their motions, resolutions and votes in the 
minutes and written proceedings of their meetings. 

To further illustrate the point that any local rules of order must yield to the requirements of state law, 
there are several instances where state law establishes a special voting requirement for the board to take 
particular actions. Normally, a school board can approve a motion or take other official action if the action 
is approved by a standard majority vote. When at least a quorum of the board is present and participates 
in the vote, a standard majority means a majority of the actual votes that were cast. Examples of special 
statutory voting requirements that deviate from the normal rule can be found in section 118.22(2) of the 
state statutes (requiring a majority vote of the full membership of the school board to employ or dismiss 
a teacher who holds a contract under that statute) and in section 65.90(5)(a) (requiring a two-thirds vote 
of the entire membership of the board to change the appropriations stated in the approved annual district 
budget). Boards must be careful to observe all such special voting requirements. 

https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/second_that_Sept_2011.pdf
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/118.22(2)
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/65.90(5)
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As a final example, because the school board president is, first and foremost, an elected member of the 
school board, the board president has the same voting rights and duties as all other board members, 
notwithstanding that under some applications of Robert’s Rules of Order the presiding officer of a 
meeting would only vote in the case of a tie.

3:6  How often does my board meet?

School boards are required to hold a regular board meeting at least once each month at a time and place 
determined by the school board, according to sections 120.11(1) and 120.43(2) of the state statutes. 
School boards may choose to have more than one regular board meeting each month as a matter of local 
policy or by any decision of the board.

Aside from the meetings that are approved or scheduled by a policy or other decision of the school 
board, state law also establishes procedures for calling additional, special meetings of the board. The 
procedures for calling a special meeting are different for different types of school districts. In common 
and union high school districts, the procedures are found in section 120.11(2) of the state statutes. In 
unified districts, the procedures are set forth in section 120.43(2). Contact your district’s superintendent 
or board president if you have questions about holding special meetings in your district.

3:7  What are the legal requirements for school board meetings?

School boards must meet in compliance with the Open Meetings Law and make public records available 
consistent with the Public Records Law. Basically, the Open Meetings Law requires that all school board 
meetings, including most committee meetings, be open and accessible to the public. Proper notice must 
be given to announce regularly scheduled meetings as well as special meetings. Minutes of the meetings 
must be taken and include specific information required by state law.

3:8  What is the Open Meetings Law premised upon?

The Wisconsin Open Meetings Law is premised on the following beliefs: 

In recognition of the fact that a representative government of the American type is dependent upon an 
informed electorate, it is declared to be the policy of this state that the public is entitled to the fullest 
and most complete information regarding the affairs of government as is compatible with the conduct 
of governmental business. (See section 19.81(1) of the state statutes.) 

An understanding of the basics of the Open Meetings Law is necessary in order to be an effective school 
board member.  

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/120.11(1)
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/120.43(2)
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/120.11(2)
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/120.43(2)
https://www.doj.state.wi.us/sites/default/files/office-open-government/Resources/OML-GUIDE.pdf
https://www.doj.state.wi.us/sites/default/files/office-open-government/Resources/PRL-GUIDE.pdf
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/C201704.pdf
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/C201704.pdf
https://www.doj.state.wi.us/sites/default/files/office-open-government/Resources/OML-GUIDE.pdf
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/19/V/81/1
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3:9  How can a board have thorough exploratory discussions given the restrictions of the 
 Open Meetings Law?

The Open Meetings Law does not preclude thorough exploratory discussions. You may find it awkward 
to talk about some topics openly, but the board is obligated to conduct all discussions in open session 
except during the limited and narrow situations that permit closed sessions.

3:10  Can board members meet socially or as a group at training conferences without violating 
the Open Meetings Law?

Yes. Social gatherings and conferences, including attendance at the WASB/WASDA/WASBO Joint State 
Education Convention, are not considered school board meetings, even if a quorum is present, as long as 
the board members in attendance do not discuss school business or arrive at decisions about an issue.

3:11  What role does the superintendent play at school board meetings?

The superintendent is a key person at all school board meetings. The superintendent and president 
commonly plan the meeting agenda together. The superintendent makes certain the meeting room is set 
up as required and all tools that are needed are available, such as audio or visual recording equipment, 
smart board, internet access, network access, easel, projector, microphone, etc. Each item on the agenda 
is introduced by the president; however, for discussion or action items, the superintendent or a designee 
is often asked to explain the issue. The superintendent’s opinion or recommendation should be solicited 
before a vote is taken.

3:12  How do I get involved in board committees?

State law does not require the use of standing or special-purpose committees. The use of such committees 
is a matter of local policy and left to the discretion of school boards. 

There are circumstances, however, where school boards are required to appoint a committee or group 
of individuals to advise the school board on specific matters of school district interest or concern. For 
example, school boards are required by section 118.019 of the state statutes to appoint a committee to 
advise the board on human growth and development instruction. 

Similarly, the federal law governing school nutrition programs requires school boards to develop school 
wellness policies with the involvement of the school board, school administrators, school food service 
representatives, physical education teachers, school health professionals, students, parents and the public.

The breadth of committees, the composition of board committees and how committee members and 
chairs are appointed is a matter of local policy. In some Wisconsin school districts, board committees are 
comprised of board members only (i.e., subunits) and in some cases they consist of a variety of people as 
deemed appropriate given the issue the committee is charged to study.

https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/C201808BasicResources.pdf
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/C201901.pdf
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/C201901.pdf
https://wasb.org/meeting-and-events/
https://wasb.org/meeting-and-events/convention/
https://wasb.org/meeting-and-events/convention/
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/118.019


Table of Contents

29

3:13  Who is responsible for setting the agenda?

The superintendent and board president are responsible for setting the agenda according to most boards’ 
policies. It is helpful to familiarize yourself with the policy on agenda setting in your district.

3:14  How can I get my issues onto the board agenda?

The best way to get an item onto the board agenda is to follow your board policy and protocols — 
usually by contacting the board president, or in some districts by contacting either the board president or 
superintendent, prior to the posting of a meeting. In some districts, the board may set aside a portion of 
its regular meetings for the identification of future agenda topics. 

Be prepared to be patient with your agenda requests. The need to prioritize the board’s work and ensure 
that the leadership team is adequately prepared to address a topic can sometimes mean that it can take a 
while to go from an initial suggestion to an actual agenda item. If only one or two board members have 
any interest in pursuing an issue, it might even mean that the school board never takes up the issue in a 
substantive manner. 

If you feel as though the normal process for establishing meeting agendas is not giving an issue that is 
important to you a fair chance, consider asking for an upcoming meeting to include an agenda setting 
topic where the board as a whole will be asked to decide only whether the issue should be taken up in 
a substantive manner at a future board meeting. If, at that point, the board does not vote in favor of 
including the issue on a future agenda, the board’s decision regarding its current priorities should be 
respected.

3:15  Does public comment only pertain to agenda items?

Although school board meetings must be open to the public, there is no requirement that the public be 
allowed to speak and participate in the school board meeting. This decision is left up to the individual 
board if it wants a public comment period. If the board decides to allow public comment, as most do, 
it may set rules that restrict at what school board meetings (regular and/or special) public comment will 
be taken, topics that can be addressed (agenda only or all topics), the total amount of time for the public 
comment period and the duration of each presentation. 

For more information on public comment periods, see pg. 22 of the Open Meetings Law Compliance 
Guide from the Department of Justice and the April 2010 WASB Legal Comment by Boardman and 
Clark.

3:16  What if a member of the public complains at a board meeting?

The grocery store isn’t the only place board members will hear complaints. If an individual raises a 
complaint during a board-established public comment period, it’s best to listen to the individual and 

https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/C201704.pdf
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/C201704.pdf
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/C201408.pdf
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/C201408.pdf
https://www.doj.state.wi.us/sites/default/files/office-open-government/Resources/OML-GUIDE.pdf
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/C201004.pdf
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then say that the board will take the issue under advisement and direct the concern to the appropriate 
person in the chain of command to respond to the constituent. You can expect the board president and/
or superintendent to take control of this situation. 

3:17  What is a consent agenda?

A consent agenda is an item listed on the regular agenda that groups several routine items under one 
agenda heading. Routine items (such as paying bills, approving minutes of the last meeting, etc.) can 
thus be approved by a single unified motion and vote of the board. The purpose of the consent agenda is 
to expedite business and streamline the meeting. There is normally no discussion of items on a consent 
agenda. However, any board member may request that any of the items within the consent agenda be 
removed from the group for individual discussion and a separate motion and vote.

3:18  Can I ask questions during the board meeting?

Absolutely! Hopefully, you have taken time to review your materials in your board packet and have asked 
for any clarifications from the superintendent or board president prior to the meeting. Certainly, as the 
discussion of an item ensues, other questions may occur to you that you have not previously asked.

3:19  How may I ask questions at a board meeting and still adhere to the “no surprises” rule?

If you think your question may be controversial, let the superintendent, the president or both know 
ahead of time. They can help you decide if there is a better way to address the issue. If your question is to 
clarify an issue or if it is prompted by the discussion, then it is appropriate to ask it at the board meeting 
as long as you don’t broach topics properly discussed in closed session. 

If you have a question that may require collecting data or information not already in your board packet, 
you might let the superintendent know prior to the meeting so that he or she can come prepared to 
answer your questions or bring the matter to the full board to determine if it would like to have the 
effort and time put into the response to those questions. 

If your question is about a matter not included in the meeting notice, the resulting discussion may 
violate the Open Meetings Law requirement that the public receive notice of the matters discussed at the 
meeting. 

3:20  How is voting done at a board meeting? 

All votes taken at a school board meeting are a matter of public record and must be recorded in the 
minutes. Secret ballots are not permitted except in the election of board officers. 

Section 19.88 of the state statutes requires all motions and roll call votes taken at meetings of a 
governmental body (e.g., a school board or a committee created by a school board) to be recorded. This 

https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/C200704.pdf
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/19.88
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applies to open and closed sessions of the meeting. A board member may require that a vote be taken in 
such a manner that the vote of each member is ascertained and recorded. As a result, if a board member 
makes such a request, the minutes must reflect the vote of each board member.

3:21  Do most school boards vote in a rotating order or consistent order, or doesn’t it matter?

The manner in which your meeting is run is determined by your school board. How you vote — in a 
rotating order or the same order each time — doesn’t matter as a legal matter. A rotating order allows for 
a different member of the board to be the first and last to vote. The Open Meetings Law simply requires 
that the public must be able to determine how each board member voted.

3:22  When does the board president vote?

The board president votes each time a vote is called. Some people think that the board president only 
votes to break a tie as the chair generally does under Robert’s Rules of Order. This is not true. The board 
president is expected to vote as a member of the board in whatever sequence the board is following. 
Whether the vote is rotated each time or each member votes in the same sequence, the board president 
votes in the same way as the other board members.

3:23  Can a school board member vote by proxy at regular or special board meetings?

No, it is not permissible for a board member to vote by proxy. The Open Meetings Law requires that 
a governmental body take action on a motion only when that motion is voted on by a quorum of the 
members who sit on the governmental body at a lawfully convened meeting.  There may be other specific 
voting requirements on specific items that have different voting requirements (see question 3:5).

Opinions of school attorneys can vary as to, for example, whether a board member participating in a 
meeting via teleconference or web/video conference should be counted in the quorum requirements, and 
whether it is appropriate to allow a board member to vote on a matter when the board member is not 
physically present. 

Many school attorneys have taken the position that it is inadvisable for a school board to permit an 
individual board member, who is not physically present at a meeting, to participate in the discussion, 
deliberations or vote on any matter that involves an individual’s due process rights or a quasi-judicial 
proceeding (e.g., expulsions, employee discipline, etc.). Concerns can also arise with allowing an 
individual board member to participate in a meeting remotely when the board has convened in closed 
session. (See the April 2017 WASB Legal Comment for more information.)

https://www.wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/C201704.pdf
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3:24  Can I abstain from a vote?

There is no statutory requirement that a school board member vote on all motions that come before 
the board. However, there is a legislative policy that favors the accountability of public officials for their 
actions. Therefore, board members who routinely abstain from voting on school board business, may 
find that their actions/inactions constitute a breach of their responsibility to those who elected them.

School board members should be aware of any potential conflicts of interest that may exist (or the 
appearance thereof ) and abstain from discussions or votes in such instances. As a general rule, school 
board members should abstain from discussions or votes on issues which involve a direct financial 
interest for the board member. School board members should keep in mind related state statutes 
including, for example, section 19.59 addressing ethical standards for local governmental officials and 
section 946.13 addressing private interests in public contracts.

3:25  What if I disagree with a board decision?

If you don’t agree with a decision that the board has made, you may express your position for the record. 
But it is still your responsibility to support the board’s final decision. The time to disagree is during the 
discussion and with your vote (which is in the public record). If you are asked about the decision, explain 
why the board voted the way that it did. You may say why and how you voted; however, you should not 
do it in a way that undermines the board’s majority decision. As long as your comments remain factual 
and do not evaluate the board action, you are showing support for the decision. You should also direct 
questions to the board’s spokesperson if one has been assigned to that particular issue.

3:26  Can a board president offer motions?

Normally the board president calls for the motions on agenda items. The president is a member of the 
board with the same voting rights, no more and no less. It is permissible for the president to offer a 
motion.

https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/C201305.pdf
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/19.59
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/946.13
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  Working with
   the Board

4:1  Should I ask for a mentor?

Many boards will have a designated person who mentors the new board member. Serving as mentor 
may be a defined responsibility for one of the officers, such as the vice president, or it may be a rotating 
position. 

A mentor will orient the new board member prior to their first board meeting. The mentor will also 
check in with the new board member periodically during the year to explain key activities, such as the 
process for evaluating the superintendent or the budgeting process. If you find your board does not 
have a person designated as mentor, you might suggest it, particularly if you prefer working this way. In 
addition, the WASB has a Peer Mentoring Program, which is a complimentary service for school board 
members — new and experienced. Whether you are new to the board, new to being a board officer 
or just would like an additional resource, WASB Peer Mentors are available for advice, support and 
guidance.  

4:2  When are issues serious enough to bring to the board?

You are the link between the school district and the community. You should be aware of issues 
confronting other districts that could become an issue in your district. You must also filter what you 
bring to the board for consideration to be sure it truly requires board attention. If you are hearing 
concerns from community members, you might want to bring that issue to the superintendent or board 
president first. An issue or activity that is counter to board policy should be brought to the attention of 
the president or the superintendent. 

When in doubt, feel free to discuss concerns with the superintendent or, particularly if the school board 
has at least five members, the board president. They can help decide if the board needs to be proactive 
about a particular issue. Remember to be careful of “walking quorums” when having conversations with 
the board president or fellow board members. (See question 2:5 for more on “walking quorums.”)

4:3  What is the committee structure, function and role?

State law does not require the use of standing or special-purpose committees of the board itself. The use 
of such committees is a matter of local policy and left to the discretion of school boards. (See question 
3:12 for examples of state- and federal-mandated committees.)

The composition of board committees and how committee members and chairs are appointed is a 
matter of local policy. Some boards operate as a committee of the whole where all issues or activities are 

4

https://wasb.org/customized-leadership-services/peer-mentoring-program/
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addressed by the entire board together. Members of boards that choose this method generally receive 
the same information at the same time and have the authority to deliberate on each issue. Other boards 
function with a well-defined committee structure where board members serve on several committees, 
which first address issues or activities before they come to the full board.

Board members are appointed to standing committees by the president and serve one-year terms. Ad hoc 
committees or task forces can also be established to deal with a one-time issue, and their length of term is 
often less than one year. A task force is a good approach to invite staff and community members to offer 
their insights and/or special expertise on a particular issue.

The committee structure works best when the board fully trusts all the board members and is willing 
to accept the work and recommendation of this smaller subset of the board. This does not mean the 
full board cannot ask questions and become informed prior to voting on a motion at a board meeting; 
in fact, all need to become informed in order to vote responsibly. Rehashing the entire work of the 
committee, though, defeats the committee’s purpose. 

Boards that use a committee structure feel it saves time and allows each board member to delve more 
deeply into fewer areas. Some boards find they are able to deal with more issues with this approach and 
board meetings are more reasonable in length. Possible standing committees include policy, finance, 
curriculum, public information, students and athletics, buildings and grounds, and personnel. None of 
these committees are required by law.

Keep in mind that committees or task forces report to the board, not to the community or media. They 
should not take on life of their own. One last important point to be aware of is that, with very limited 
exceptions, formal committees are subject to the Open Meetings Law requirements even when there is 
no quorum of the full membership of the board. 

4:4  How can I survive the politics?

Don’t think of it as surviving politics; instead, view it as cultivating relationships. School governance is 
founded on the belief that a group of very different people representing various constituencies in their 
district can make better decisions than any one person alone. That diversity is the board’s strength.

With this in mind, it’s best to be open-minded about the opinions of your fellow board members. Your 
goal should not be to convert them to your point of view, but rather to determine the best solution to an 
issue by working together to try and accommodate all views. You want the students to be the “winners” 
— not one board member or another.

When you do not prevail in a non-unanimous decision, try to keep the perspective that reasonable 
minds can disagree as to the best approach to almost any school issue. Also, not every decision sets things 
in stone for all time. There may be an opportunity for the leadership team to revisit the issue at some 
point in the future.
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4:5  How can I best assimilate into the team?

You may be joining a board with members who have been together for a number of years. As the “new 
kid on the block,” it will take time to become part of the team. Talk with your new colleagues. Respect 
their expertise. Listen and observe. Ask questions. Do your homework. Make recommendations. 

4:6  What should a board do when it is not working well as a team?

Open communication is critical to the proper functioning of your board. If you feel your board is not 
functioning well, it may be appropriate to suggest a legal and/or governance workshop where the board 
reviews its ground rules, board policies on board operations and board/administrative relations that 
establish how the leadership team will function. If these ground rules and policies are not effective, 
then consider modifications to them. Consider developing a specific set of policies that address board 
operational protocol, board code of conduct and board/administrator relations. You may want to hire 
a facilitator to assist your board in improving the board’s working relations. The WASB can help with a 
custom board retreat tailored to your board’s specific situation.

4:7  How do school boards make decisions?

School board members are trustees, responsible for a trust established with the community. When 
making decisions, the board should seek the advice, where appropriate, of the district’s administrators, 
teachers, employees, community members and experts such as the school district’s legal counsel, financial 
advisor or auditor. With this information, the board can act only during legally called board meetings. 
Therefore, it is important that board members do their “homework” prior to attending a board meeting 
so that they can discuss the issue and be prepared to take action at the meeting.

4:8  What is the most important consideration when making a decision?

The primary consideration is the tangible impact the decision will have on your district’s students. If 
you understand the facts and relevant data and you keep the needs of all students in mind when making 
decisions, you will undoubtedly make good decisions. Remember, your first responsibility is to every 
student in your district. Keeping this in mind will greatly assist you in making the right decisions despite 
pressures that certain constituent groups may exert.

4:9  What can or can’t school board members reveal to each other?

School board members will learn information that is confidential and should not be discussed outside 
of a board’s closed session with friends, family or other unauthorized individuals. This does not limit 
discussions among school board members at appropriate times in conformity with the Open Meetings 
Law. Board members should feel they can discuss issues among each other that are before and within the 
jurisdiction of the board.

https://wasb.org/legal-human-resources-services/
https://wasb.org/customized-leadership-services/
https://wasb.org/policy/prg/
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4:10  When I’m in the minority on the board, how can I influence the other board members to  
 consider my point of view?

Research the issue, use data, practice patience, disagree respectfully, and develop your skills. Genuinely 
listen to your colleagues. Don’t interrupt. Wait to be recognized, then make your point, but don’t deliver 
a monologue. Argue primarily from facts, not emotion. Concisely identify the problem or the potential 
opportunity. State your recommendation and explain how it helps attain a district goal. Finally, be 
prepared to compromise and do not actively undermine the board’s ultimate decision.

4:11  Should the school board set goals for itself each year?

Yes, it is a good idea for a board to have goals for the effectiveness and efficiency of board operations and 
evaluate them on a yearly basis. In this way, you have a scheduled forum for discussing the proficiency of 
your board and how to improve it.

4:12  Are there term limits for board members?

No. However, the opportunity to make a change on the board occurs annually during the school board 
election when community members can choose to run for seats on the board whose terms have expired 
or to fill the remaining term of a recent vacancy. A board with both new and seasoned members can 
provide the best of both worlds: new thinking is introduced while institutional history is maintained.
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  Building a Relationship
  with the Superintendent

5:1  What is the role of the superintendent relative to the school board?

Consider the superintendent the chief executive officer of the school district who reports to the board of 
directors — the school board. The superintendent is the only employee who is employed and evaluated 
directly by the board. All other administrators, teachers and staff are hired by the superintendent, 
pending board approval. Teacher and administrator contracts must be approved by a majority vote of 
the full membership of the board. The board could delegate to administration the hiring of support staff 
personnel who are not required to have a contract underneath section 118.22 or section 118.24 of the 
state statutes, but the board-approved budget must fund these support staff positions. 

While the school board is responsible for setting the vision and goals for the district, it is the 
superintendent who implements the policies to attain the goals the board sets. The school board tells 
the superintendent what it wants done; the superintendent determines the best way to do it. The 
superintendent is also the board’s principal advisor — identifying operational needs and recommending 
policies for board action.

5:2  How do I communicate with the superintendent?

You should feel free to communicate in any way you are comfortable. Usually the superintendent is more 
than willing to meet with you, discuss issues on the phone or respond by email. The important thing is 
not how to communicate, but that you do communicate with the superintendent, especially when you 
have questions about agenda items being discussed at your board meeting. As mentioned earlier in this 
publication, when you do contact or ask to meet with the superintendent, try to remain cognizant of the 
superintendent’s other responsibilities and the other demands on the superintendent’s time.

5:3  When and how does the board evaluate the superintendent?

Section 121.02(1)(q) of state statutes requires the board to evaluate the superintendent at the end of the 
superintendent’s first year of employment and at least once every three years thereafter. The evaluation 
should be done according to procedures developed by the board in consultation with the superintendent.

Leadership assessment is an integral part of any school district progress assessment. An environment 
of continuous improvement requires a developmental approach to evaluation. Evaluation of the 
superintendent has not been established under the Wisconsin Educator Effectiveness Model. However, 
school districts need to be ready and informed by setting a tone for executive leadership evaluation. 

5

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/118/22
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/118/24
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/121/II/02/1/q
https://dpi.wi.gov/ee
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The superintendent’s evaluation should be a comprehensive and objective review of their performance 
during the preceding year. The evaluation should be based on a consensus of the board’s assessment of 
the superintendent’s performance relative to the stated objectives for the position. The board should also 
consult the superintendent’s contract to determine if it includes provisions related to evaluation.

The superintendent should be provided with a written copy of the board’s evaluation and should discuss 
it with the board, most typically in closed session. 

WASB Governance Consultants can assist your school district in developing a superintendent evaluation 
system which complies with Wisconsin statutes, incorporates your job description, and builds on the 
concepts of continuous improvement.

5:4  As a new board member, how should I approach the superintendent about making a change  
 without being overly aggressive?

You should feel free to contact the superintendent or the board president to discuss your idea and have it 
either put on the agenda or referred to committee.

If you are tactful and ask thoughtful questions about the way the board currently operates and why, you 
won’t be perceived as pushy. If your suggestion relates to district operations, you should first ask yourself 
if you are getting too involved in the management of the school district. Even so, if you do it tactfully, 
the superintendent will be willing to discuss how the school district functions and be open to new ideas.

5:5  How do I gain the respect of the superintendent and other administrators?

As with any relationship, you have to earn it. Respect the superintendent and other administrators. 
They’re the education experts. Seek their advice. Listen to what they have to say. Ask thoughtful 
questions. Be open, honest and direct. Take time to learn about the school environment and issues that 
may be unique to your district prior to making suggestions and trying to effect change.

https://wasb.org/customized-leadership-services/governance-consulting/
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/C201704.pdf
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  Basics of School
  Law and Budgeting

6:1  What are the powers and duties of school boards?

School board powers and duties are determined by state and federal law. These laws may define what 
must be done and they may identify what gets decided locally. Some of the major state laws that 
determine the powers and duties of the board are outlined in question 1:3.

6:2  What are the primary legal functions of school boards?

The school board in and of itself operates like the three branches of government. In its “legislative” 
function, the board makes policy and determines the budget and the tax levy. In its “judicial” function, 
the board serves as an impartial decision-maker in any “due process” hearings (expulsion, termination, 
etc.), finding facts, applying law/policy, reaching conclusions and issuing orders.

In its “executive” function, the board serves as an employer by hiring, evaluating [the superintendent], 
and compensating employees.

6:3  What is the legal manner in which school boards make decisions?

School boards make decisions at properly posted school board meetings. Normally school boards require 
a simple majority vote of those present at the board meeting for motions to carry. School boards should 
keep in mind, however, that state law and/or board policy may include other voting requirements. 
For example, section 118.22(2) of the state statutes requires a majority vote of the full membership 
of the school board to employ or dismiss a teacher who holds a contract under that statute, and 
section 65.90(5)(a) of the state statutes requires a two-thirds vote of the entire membership of the board 
to change the appropriations stated in the budget. In case of a conflict between the board’s rules of order 
or policy with a state statute, the board must yield to the state statute.

6:4  What constitutes a conflict of interest on the part of school board members?

There are both statutory provisions and common law (i.e., court) decisions that address potential 
conflicts of interest and related ethical issues for school board members. The state statutes that may come 
into play include: sections 19.41-59 (the local government code of ethics and related liability), section 
946.12 (misconduct in public office), and section 946.13 (prohibiting certain private interests in public 
contracts). Under the common law, school board members also need to be aware of additional conflict 
of interest concerns and the doctrine of incompatible offices. The restrictions established under these 
various sources of law extend beyond the receipt of improper monetary gains and address a variety of 
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https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/118.22(2)
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/65.90(5)(a)
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/19/III/41
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/946/II/12/
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/946.13
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situations where a board member may have divided loyalties or neglect or abuse their duties or authority. 
Some examples of the restrictions that apply to school board members are presented in this section.

One of several prohibitions established under section 19.59 of the state statutes is that local public 
officials may not use their public position or office to obtain financial gain or anything of substantial 
value for the private benefit of themselves or their immediate family, or for an organization with which 
they are associated. This statutory rule prohibits a board member from, for example, participating in any 
discussions or votes concerning the district’s employment of or other business arrangements with the 
board member’s spouse or, if there is a sufficient level of financial dependency, with any parent or child 
of the board member. (Under the common law, a board member may face conflict of interest scenarios 
that involve additional relatives of the board member.) The restrictions found in section 19.59 and in 
other areas of the law also dictate that board members must proceed with great caution in any dealings 
with vendors who might offer gifts of goods, entertainment, travel or meals. Conducting business in the 
public sector is very different from conducting business in the private sector.  

Under section 946.13 of the state statutes, the general rule is that an employee or board member 
may not have a direct or indirect private pecuniary interest in contracts with the school district if 
those contracts involve receipts and disbursements of more than $15,000 in any year. A violation of 
this requirement constitutes a felony. This is a “strict liability” statute, meaning that a person can be 
convicted under the statute regardless of their specific intent or any advance knowledge that their 
conduct was prohibited by the statute. Section 946.13 can be violated by actions taken either in a board 
member’s private capacity (e.g., by bidding on or entering into a district contract for their personal 
business) or in a board member’s public capacity (e.g., by participating in a decision to change a group 
insurance contract when the board member has coverage under the plan as a retiree from the district). 
Abstention from all board discussion/action on a contract does not necessarily cure this kind of conflict 
of interest. At best, abstention would address only the portion of the statute that restricts the board 
member’s actions as an elected official, and it would still be possible for the board member to commit 
a violation in the board member’s private capacity. Nonetheless, many school attorneys and WASB 
attorneys advise that non-participation in one’s official capacity is a minimum step that a board member 
must take if, for example, the board member’s spouse is seeking employment or some other business 
arrangement with the district.

Moreover, any time that a board member abstains from participating in a board discussion or board 
decision due to a known or potential conflict of interest, WASB attorneys and other school attorneys 
have further advised that it is best practice for the board member to physically leave the board room and 
have the minutes of the meeting expressly state that the affected board member was not present during 
that discussion or action. Again, depending upon the specific facts, taking these steps may not insulate 
the board member from all liability under the conflict of interest laws. 

Abstention also does not solve issues with incompatible offices (i.e., two offices or positions that a board 
member cannot hold at the same time). For example, being a school board member is generally thought 
to be legally incompatible with being a paid employee of the same school district in any capacity. When 
offices are incompatible, the person affected must choose one position or the other.

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/19/III/59
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/19/III/59
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/946/II/13
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/946/II/13
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As mentioned earlier in this section, even if section 946.13 of the state statutes and the statutory Code of 
Ethics did not exist in Wisconsin, judicial decisions have developed a common law doctrine surrounding 
conflicts of interest. As explained in the May 2013 WASB Legal Comment, “The long-established policy 
of the state is that public officers shall be free from any influence other than influence which comes 
from the obligations owed to the public. For school board members, this means that, as a general rule, 
no board members can vote on any question (or any contract) in which they have a direct, personal or 
financial interest. If a school board member votes on a matter in which he/she has a conflict of interest, 
a court is likely to set aside the school board member’s vote and/or allow a school board to declare the 
action void.” School boards should consult with their local school district legal counsel when these 
situations arise. 

6:5  May school board members run for or hold an additional public office or position?

If a board member runs for or attempts to serve in another office or position, issues may arise under the 
doctrine of incompatibility of office and particular statutes or rules. (See Article VII, section 10 (1) of the 
Wisconsin Constitution and Supreme Court Rule 60.06).

Incompatibility of office is a common law doctrine (i.e., a judicial doctrine created by courts rather 
than a statute) that bars a person from holding two offices where one office is superior to the other such 
that the duties exercised under each might conflict to the detriment of the public, or where the nature 
and duties of two offices are such that public policy considerations bar one person from discharging the 
duties of both offices.

Incompatibility can arise in regard to an individual who is elected or appointed to two public offices that 
have overlapping terms of office. However, the most common application of “incompatibility of offices” 
in school districts is probably the notion that a board member cannot simultaneously hold a position 
of paid employment in the district. Opinions of the Wisconsin Attorney General and the former State 
Ethics Board suggest that holding even a relatively minor employment position (e.g., substitute teaching) 
can give rise to incompatibility concerns.

There is an exception to this for a board member who volunteers to be a coach or an advisor in the 
school district for which the board member serves. There is not an exception for a board member who 
chooses to be a paid employee/independent contractor, either full-time or part-time. There also is not an 
exception for a board member who wants to volunteer in an area beyond being a coach or advisor. (See 
Section 120.20 of the state statutes.)  

The statute requires the board member to abstain from voting on a coaching or advisor position even if 
they are not receiving any compensation, directly or indirectly. The doctrine is designed to preclude the 
possibility of conflicts or inconsistency in carrying out the functions of two offices. It is well recognized 
that if one office is subordinate to another, the two offices are incompatible. 

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/946.13
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/19.59
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/19.59
http://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/C201305.pdf
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/2011/related/wiscon/_17
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/2011/related/wiscon/_17
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/scr/60/06
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/120/I/20
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Incompatibility is generally resolved by refusing, or resigning from, one of the incompatible offices or 
positions. For example, if a district employee wins an election for a school board seat but decides that 
they prefer to retain their employment, then the employee would refuse to take the oath of office and not 
serve as a board member. In contrast, a sitting board member may not have the luxury of first obtaining 
an offer of employment from the school district and then choosing between the two positions because 
they would have to additionally consider the potential application of section 946.13 of the state statutes 
to the application, interview and selection processes.

One avenue that a board member might consider pursuing would be seeking a formal (and confidential) 
ethics opinion from the State Ethics Board (now called the Wisconsin Ethics Commission). There is a 
process established for this under Chapter 19 of the state statutes. 

6:6  Must school boards fill vacancies on the board when they occur?

Yes. A vacancy must be filled by appointment by the remaining members of the board. In 
addition, the school board of each common, union high and unified school district is required by 
section 120.12(28) of the state statutes to adopt a policy addressing how a school board vacancy will 
be filled if the remaining school board members have not appointed a replacement within 60 days of 
the date on which the vacancy first exists. Such policies may rely on locally defined procedures such 
as drawing lots to break a deadlock or fully delegating the appointment decision to the school board 
president.

6:7  Are school district purchases subject to competitive bidding?

Generally, most purchasing and procurement procedures are at the local school district’s discretion. 
Exceptions include mandatory bidding procedures that apply to energy savings contracts (under section 
66.0133 of the state statutes) and health care insurance (under section 120.12(24) of the state statutes),
and extensive competitive procurement requirements that apply to certain purchases that are made using 
federal funds (including, as an example, goods and services that a district purchases in connection with 
federal school nutrition programs).

In situations where competitive procurement procedures (such as the use of competitive bids) are not 
dictated by a state or federal law, board policy may state that the district will competitively bid or 
otherwise seek competitive quotes or competitive proposals for contracts or purchases that are over a 
specific dollar amount. Such a policy may also state how the district’s purchasing needs and any bid or 
proposal specifications will be publicized. Court decisions have established a general principle that once a 
governing body, such as a school board, exercises its discretion and commits to a particular procurement 
process for a particular purchase, the school district is generally required to follow that process through. 
For example, if a school district has solicited sealed bids for a contract and expressly committed to 
awarding the contract based on the district’s assessment of specific criteria, then the district is not 
permitted to drop those criteria and start a negotiation with just one of the bidders in the middle of the 
process. 

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/946.13
http://ethics.wi.gov/content/contact-us
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/19
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/120.12(28)
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/66/I/0133
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/120/I/12/24
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For all purchases and contracts that are subject to school district discretion when it comes to 
determining the procurement procedures that the district will use, school districts generally find that 
it is advantageous to strike a balance between establishing some general parameters via policy while 
retaining substantial flexibility to customize procurement procedures on more of a case-by-case basis. 
Your district’s superintendent and business manager can provide more information about your district’s 
current approach to purchasing and procurement. 
 
6:8  How is the budget formulated and approved?

The school board considers and adopts an annual operating budget for the district in accordance 
with state law. A school board should do all of the following in the development, approval and 
implementation of the annual operating budget:

•	 Set goals and parameters that advise budget preparation.

•	 Confirm the board’s agreement with a tentative timeline for key process steps that are proposed 
to the board by the superintendent and, if applicable, the director of business services. The 
administration’s proposal for the tentative timeline shall coordinate with the dates that important 
input data (such as the state budget and reasonable estimates of revenue and aid) are expected to 
be available. 

•	 Approve the proposed budget that will be forwarded for public review in connection with a 
budget hearing.

•	 Issue appropriate notice of, hold and attend the annual public budget hearing and annual 
meeting (if applicable – unified school districts do not have an annual meeting). The budget 
hearing shall provide district residents and taxpayers with an opportunity to be heard on the 
proposed budget.

•	 After the annual meeting (if applicable), budget hearing and no later than the date designated in 
state law for determining the district’s tax levy, adopt the final annual operating budget in light of 
the board’s goals, any feedback received from the public and applicable financial constraints.

•	 Determine the district’s final tax levy in light of the final budget, with the board clerk timely 
certifying the tax levy to the appropriate municipalities. 

•	 During the period between July 1 and the board’s adoption of a final annual budget, the district 
may spend funds as needed to meet the immediate expenses of operating and maintaining the 
district’s educational programs. As to such expenditures made prior to final adoption of the 
annual budget, the district’s standard procedures for obtaining approval of purchasing decisions 
and payments shall apply, with added consideration given to temporarily deferring expenditures, 
purchasing decisions, and payments when reasonably practical and when the district will not be 
disadvantaged by doing so. 

https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/C201006.pdf
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/65/90
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/P-annual_meeting_book.pdf
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/P-annual_meeting_book.pdf
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Solely to the extent required by state law, changes to (1) the amount of tax to be levied or certified, 
(2) the amounts of the appropriations, or (3) the purposes for such appropriations, as stated within 
a board-approved budget may require a two-thirds vote of the entire membership of the board for 
approval. (See section 65.90(5) of the state statutes.)

For detailed information, consult the WASB/WASBO Budget Cycle Handbook. 

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/65/90/5
https://wasb.org/products-publications/school-finance/
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  Doing Your
  Homework

7:1  Is it important that I know every policy in the district’s policy book?

One of your school board’s most important functions is policymaking. Through policy, the board sets 
goals for the entire school system and provides directives for administrators and other staff to follow 
while working toward achieving these goals. Policymaking is a continuous process; it doesn’t end once a 
policy decision is made. Your school board should review its policies on a regular basis. As a new board 
member, you will want to become familiar with your district’s policies and, in particular, the policies that 
cover board operations and administration.

As a member of the WASB, your district can access policy development materials and other Policy 
Services resources on the WASB website. Sample policies from other Wisconsin school districts and other 
information on policy topics are available upon request as well.

Use the WASB Policy Perspectives newsletter and the electronic Legal and Policy Services newsletter as 
well as the WASB publication The FOCUS, if your district is a subscriber, to stay on top of law changes 
affecting district policies and “hot policy topics.” If your district subscribes to the WASB’s web-based 
policy tool, the Policy Resource Guide (PRG), you have direct access to background information, sample 
model policies, and other related resources on specific policy topics as well as recorded WASB legal 
webinars. 

7:2  How can I build my skills and knowledge to become a better board member?

First, become knowledgeable about your district, from its policies to its budget.  

Second, engage in professional development. From school law and policy to community relations and 
strategic planning, there’s a WASB program, presentation or resource available that can improve the 
knowledge and skills of school board members, administrators and other employees in your school 
district.

Some of the best board training often happens with individual boards on topics customized to meet their 
needs. With the WASB’s cadre of experienced school attorneys and consultants, we’re able to provide a 
wide spectrum of board governance training. If needed, we can blend legal and governance topics into a 
single, tailored workshop with an attorney and a governance consultant participating.

Avail yourself of the WASB resources. In addition to the policy resources listed above, the WASB sends 
out legal and legislative updates to all members through the Legal and Policy Services newsletter and the 

7

https://www.wasb.org/policy/policy-development-materials/
https://www.wasb.org/policy/
https://www.wasb.org/policy/
https://www.wasb.org/products-publications/policy/policy-perspectives-archive/
https://www.wasb.org/legal-human-resources-services/school-law-resources/legal-policy-services-newsletter/
https://www.wasb.org/products-publications/policy/focus-archive/
https://wasb.org/policy/prg/
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Legislative Update newsletter. The association also publishes an award-winning magazine, the Wisconsin 
School News, which includes information about a wide range of topics. In addition, there are numerous 
other legal publications as well as a wide range of resources on the WASB website. 

Third, watch and listen to your colleagues.

7:3  Is board development mandatory?

No. However, research has demonstrated that “effective school boards take part in team development and 
training, sometimes with their superintendents, to build shared knowledge, values and commitments 
for their improvement efforts. High-achieving districts have formal, deliberate training for new board 
members. They also often gather to discuss specific topics. Low-achieving districts have board members 
who said they did not learn together except when the superintendent or other staff members made 
presentations of data. (Lighthouse I; LFA; LaRocque and Coleman)” (See Center for Public Education – 
Eight characteristics of effective school boards, 2011.)

In recognition of the importance of professional development, the WASB awards points to board 
members who participate in WASB and National School Boards Association activities through the 
Member Recognition Program. Each August, the WASB sends out a Member Recognition Report, 
which reflects WASB programs attended for that year and the total accumulated points. Qualifying 
board members receive pins and certificates at their Regional Meeting that fall.  

7:4  Do I pay for these programs or does the district?

Most of the time the district pays for the board development. It is legal and appropriate for the district 
to pay for board members’ attendance at conventions, conferences, workshops, webinars and other 
developmental events that enhance the board’s knowledge and ability to do the district’s business. 
Payment must be authorized by a board resolution adopted prior to attendance or the board may 
delegate authorization to an executive officer. Because leaders are learners, it is prudent to include funds 
for board leadership training in the annual budget.

7:5  What services does the WASB offer?

The WASB team of experts range in skills from advocacy, leadership development and board governance, 
legal, policy and communications. Review the WASB At Your Service brochure for an overview of 
services and products. The WASB can customize a response to a district’s unique needs and requirements.

7:6  How do I manage the volume of reading that I have as a school board member?

Becoming a school board member is similar to going back to school, in that there are continuing 
education courses available, and there is “homework” you will have to prepare for board meetings. You’ll 
have a lot of reading to be fully prepared to discuss and vote on issues.

https://wasb.org/legislative-update/
https://wasb.org/products-publications/wisconsin-school-news/
https://wasb.org/products-publications/wisconsin-school-news/
https://wasb.org/products-publications/legal-and-human-resources/
https://www.wasb.org/
https://www.nsba.org/-/media/NSBA/File/cpe-eight-characteristics-of-effective-school-boards-report-december-2019.pdf?la=en&hash=1E19C481DAAEE25406008581AE75EB2ABA785930
https://www.nsba.org/-/media/NSBA/File/cpe-eight-characteristics-of-effective-school-boards-report-december-2019.pdf?la=en&hash=1E19C481DAAEE25406008581AE75EB2ABA785930
https://wasb.org/communication-services/member-recognition-program/
https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/At-Your-Service.pdf


Table of Contents

47

As every student learns, don’t wait until the last minute to do your homework. If you find you don’t have 
enough time to review materials prior to your board meetings, ask if it’s possible to get materials earlier. 
You’ll find as you become more experienced that the material becomes more manageable and easier to 
absorb.

7:7  Where can I get comparative information relative to other schools?

The Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction provides a wide array of statewide student data 
through its WISEdash platform. This encompasses everything from the school district’s report card to 
demographic data. The site includes guides, videos and other resources to learn how to use the platform.

The U.S. Department of Education also has a wide array of data available for review. In addition, the 
WASB provides employee compensation and employee handbook information. 

https://dpi.wi.gov/families-students/data
https://wisedash.dpi.wi.gov/Dashboard/portalHome.jsp
https://www2.ed.gov/rschstat/landing.jhtml
https://wasb.org/legal-human-resources-services/district-handbook-compensation-data-surveys/
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  Community
  Connections

8:1  With whom in the community should the board connect?

Community members are both the district’s “owners” and its clients. They pay for the district’s products 
and services and incorporate its graduates. Keep in mind that people support what they help create. 
If the district’s stakeholders don’t help to create the district’s vision, goals, standards, strategic plans, 
policies, budgets, etc., they may feel no ownership of them.

Although your board may not be able to engage every single group and community member, you 
should identify and engage key internal and external stakeholders. These individuals and groups can 
help or hinder the district in achieving its vision and goals. Key internal stakeholders may include 
students, faculty, staff, administrators, volunteers, PTA/PTO, etc. Key external stakeholders may include 
parents, taxpayers, unions, public officials, community leaders of business, civic, social and religious 
organizations, and representatives of higher education, health, social and youth services organizations.

8:2  How should the board engage the community?

Be proactive. Engage key stakeholders by inviting and appointing them to participate in standing and ad 
hoc committees, advisory panels, focus groups, forums and surveys to describe a vision for the district, 
set its goals, plan strategically, align resources with goals, and other actions offering them an opportunity 
to learn about public education and to influence governance decisions. 

Use a variety of means to engage community members, inform them about the district, and learn about 
their interests, priorities and concerns. Print and electronic media, social media (be mindful of emerging 
trends for younger parents), the district’s website and face-to-face conversations all play important roles 
in a year-round district campaign to inform and to be informed.

While accentuating the positive — student successes and district progress — don’t neglect the negative. 
Be the first to let your community know about clouds looming on the horizon, and what you’re doing 
to dispel them. Board members and the superintendent can be effective ambassadors for the district, 
especially by scheduling dialogues with a cross section of your community — preferably in their 
neighborhoods as well as in online forums. And be prepared to address negative comments and feedback 
in a positive, proactive manner.

Part of your community engagement strategy should also encourage all members of the community to 
visit their schools. Invite them to extracurricular activities, schedule grandparents’ day, offer tours and 
briefings. In public education, familiarity often breeds support.

8
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In addition, be mindful of your district’s brand and its customer service. The expectations of parents and 
community members are changing. The parents of your seniors may have far different expectations than 
the parents of your kindergartners.  

All these actions and more should be in your district’s community engagement policy.

8:3  How do you bridge a gap between community and board?

Most gaps result from poor communication. Remember that communication is a team sport — both 
parties must have the opportunity to speak and both must actively listen. You should review your school 
board policy on community engagement. If none exists, develop one.

Check whether your policy provides a variety of methods for informing the community about the 
district. Does it use varied means of communication — print media (such as newsletters and board 
member or superintendent articles in local newspapers), a user friendly website, multiple social media 
(Facebook and Instagram, for instance, to target different demographics) and oral delivery (such as board 
or superintendent talks with community organizations)? Does it provide various means for the public 
to inform the board and administration about its interests, priorities and concerns? Such means include 
opportunities for participation in district committees and advisory panels, focus groups, polling, social 
media and other online forums.

Does the policy seek to involve all elements of the community in district activities —  e.g., encouraging 
volunteers, scheduling tours and briefings, inviting them to extracurricular events and special occasions? 
WASB’s Policy Department can help with policy updates.

Transparency is key. If your district operates separately from the community, gaps will remain. When you 
bring the community into their schools, and when you bring school information into the community, 
knowledge and trust will improve as the community senses that “your” schools are “their” schools — and 
that their schools are in your good hands.

8:4  How can I make sure I represent community sentiment?

No community is a single, uniform entity. Every community is comprised of various subgroups, such as 
parents and senior citizens and they want to engage in different ways. So, to represent your community, 
your first task is to identify the groups and subgroups that together compose your community, and learn 
about best practices for engaging them. It’s helpful to have a demographic and socioeconomic profile of 
community members served by your district. With it, you can check whether you really are aware of all 
community members, and whether your data and analysis truly reflect the total community.

Although individual board members may not be able to speak with everyone in your community about 
all issues, the board as a whole should be able to acquire valid input from a sound cross section of 

https://wasb.org/policy/
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community members. Varied approaches can be used. One is to include the public in committees, panels 
and forums as mentioned above. Some boards find it useful to rotate their meetings among various 
locations in the community. A telephone hotline number, dedicated email address or social media tool 
where citizens can leave comments and questions can also sometimes be helpful as long as the district 
consistently monitors the input that it receives and is reasonably comfortable navigating the records 
management or other possible challenges that might arise. Of course, all board members should make 
opportunities to converse with people throughout the community about district education. Listening is 
key.

8:5  How does one encourage school board service?

Promoting school board service as a meaningful way to contribute to your community is an ongoing 
responsibility of school board members. Your actions, teamwork and enthusiasm for board service will 
influence people in your community to consider serving on your school board.

Attracting qualified and energetic candidates results from activities taking place year-round, not just at 
election time. By increasing community participation within the schools, you can identify community 
members who might be willing to consider school board service. Invite individuals to join ad hoc 
committees, to volunteer in the classroom, or simply to attend various events at school to strengthen 
their involvement. In this way, potential candidates can become more aware of the challenges facing your 
schools and the successes you have enjoyed.

See the Guide for Candidates brochure. The WASB designed this pamphlet to provide a quick overview 
of school board service aimed at potential school board candidates.

8:6  How can boards increase public participation and support at meetings?

The first way to encourage public participation at meetings is to review how you treat the public when 
they come to your board meetings. A pleasant environment, a few social amenities and a procedure by 
which the public can address the board not only contributes to good decision-making, it fosters good 
public attitudes about those decisions. The cardinal rule in building support for public education is to 
invite input and treat the public with respect. District policies and procedures should make people feel 
that they are a welcome part of the board meeting and resulting decisions.

https://wasb.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/2020_Guide_for_Candidates-web.pdf
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  Glossary of 
  Educational Terms

Academic intervention services – Services required of the school district to provide extra help to 
students who are not yet meeting the learning standards.

Accountability – Requiring school districts and states to ensure that schools meet their goals/standards.

Adequate yearly progress – The measurement established to determine the progress toward attaining 
proficiency in state assessments for all students and students in certain specified accountability groups in 
each public school, school district and charter school.

Alternative assessment – Any testing instrument other than standardized, multiple-choice questions, 
such as short-answer response and extended response, observation, individual or group performance 
assessment, and portfolios.

Appropriation – An authorization from the board of education or voters to make expenditures and to 
incur obligations for specific purposes.

Assessed valuation – The monetary worth of all property in the district as determined by the municipal 
assessor.

Assessment – Measuring or judging the learning and performance of students or teachers.

Average daily attendance – The aggregate days of attendance during a given reporting period divided by 
the number of days school is in session during that period. An important element in determining state 
aid.

Behavioral intervention plan – A behavioral intervention plan is most commonly a plan that is based 
on the results of a functional behavioral assessment (FBA) under a student’s Individual Education 
Plan (IEP) (it can be also be a district initiated standalone plan outside of an existing IEP) and, at a 
minimum, includes a description of the problem behavior, global and specific hypotheses as to why 
the problem behavior occurs and intervention strategies that include positive behavioral supports and 
services to address the behavior.

Benchmark – A detailed description of a specific level of performance expected of students at particular 
ages, grades or developmental levels, typically used to monitor progress toward meeting performance 
goals within and across grade levels.

9
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Block grants – Federal or state funding distributed in a lump sum directly to states or localities to 
administer and direct programs.

Categorical aid – State or federal aid which is intended to finance or reimburse a specific category of 
instructional or support programs or to aid a particular target group of pupils.

Charter school – An “independent and autonomous public school” established under state charter 
school law, eligible for funding from both private and public local, state and federal monies.

Cohort – A group of students who share the same statistical or demographic characteristic, such as grade 
level.

Common Core Learning Standards – A set of national standards that define the knowledge and skills 
students should have within their K-12 education careers in order to graduate from high school able to 
succeed in entry-level, credit-bearing academic college courses and in workforce training programs.

Core curriculum – The body of knowledge that all students are expected to learn.

Data-driven (or data-based) decision-making – Analyzing varied forms of data to identify educational 
strengths and/or weaknesses to plan for and implement improvements in student achievement as well as 
monitoring trends, and using this information to make decisions about the effectiveness of continuation 
or changes in district practices, curriculum, programs, procedures and policies.

Deficit – The amount by which total expenditures exceed total revenues for the fiscal year.

Demographic data – Information describing the students and citizens of a school district; usually 
includes characteristics such as race, age, gender, income, educational level and profession.

Distance learning – A mode of delivering education and instruction via the internet without a student 
physically attending the class.

Educator Effectiveness - The Wisconsin Educator Effectiveness System is a performance-based 
continuous improvement system designed to improve the education of all students in the state of 
Wisconsin by supporting guided, individualized, self-determined professional growth and development 
of educators.

Equalized Value – The Equalized Value is the estimated value of all taxable real and personal property in 
each taxation district, by class of property, as of January 1, and certified by the Department of Revenue 
on August 15 of each year.

Executive session – A portion of the school board meeting that is not open to the public, most 
commonly referred to under the law as a closed session.

https://dpi.wi.gov/ee
https://www.revenue.wi.gov/DOR%20Publications/wieqval.pdf
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Fund balance – The reserves districts have to protect education programs and avoid property tax spikes 
when state aid is reduced or unexpected contingencies occur.

GASB – Governmental Accounting Standards Board, which sets the accounting rules for all 
governmental entities, including school districts.

Growth model – An accountability system that tracks student achievement over time.

Inclusion – Educating students with disabilities as appropriate in a regular classroom setting along with 
students without disabilities.

Individualized Education Program (IEP) – A written statement outlining the plan for providing an 
educational program for a disabled student based on the unique needs of that student.

Learning standards – The level of knowledge, skills and understanding that students should be able 
to demonstrate over time as a result of instruction or experience. There are two types of standards, 
according to the State Education Department: content standards (what children should know, 
understand and be able to do as a result of their schooling) and performance standards (acceptable levels 
of student achievement).

Magnet school – A school that offers enriched curriculum in one or more subject areas; sometimes used 
as a means of desegregation.

Open Meetings Law – A state law that governs the conduct of board of education meetings. See also 
Public Records Law.

Parliamentary procedure – A system of organizing a meeting to ensure an orderly, democratic process; 
Robert’s Rule of Order is most commonly used in Wisconsin.

Performance-based assessment – Tests which measure students’ abilities to perform tasks and solve 
problems rather than choosing answers from a number of possibilities.

Public Records Law – A state law that gives the public access to government records, as a way to foster 
increased understanding of and participation in government. The law provides a list of the kinds of 
records that are exempted. See also Open Meetings Law.

Rubric – Used to evaluate student or teacher performance on specific tasks that cannot be scored 
by machine; specific descriptions, usually three or four, of what a particular task looks like at several 
different levels of performance.

Title I – A federal aid program to provide schools with a high percentage of low-income families with 
additional funds to improve academic achievement.
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Value-added assessment – A type of growth model that focuses on the gains made year to year by 
individual students, their schools and districts.

Voucher – A way to allocate and distribute education money directly to parents to pay for their 
children’s education in a public or private school.
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ADA – Average Daily Attendance

ADD/ADHD – Attention Deficit Disorder/
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

AED – Automated External Defibrillators 

AFT – American Federation of Teachers 

AP Program – Advanced Placement Program 

AYP – Adequate Yearly Progress

BIP – Behavioral Intervention Plan

CIMS – Comprehensive Instructional 
Management System

CIPA – Children’s Internet Protection Act

CRT – Criterion Referenced Test

CSE – Committee on Special Education 

CTE – Career and Technical Education 

DARE – Drug Abuse Resistance Education 

DDDM – Data Driven Decision Making 

ECS – Education Commission of the States 
ELA – English Language Arts

ELL – English Learners

   Common 
   Acronyms

EPIC – Effective Parenting Information for 
Children

ERIC – Educational Resources Information 
Center 

ERSS – Educationally Related Support Services 

ESEA – Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

ESL – English as a Second Language

ESSA – Every Student Succeeds Act

ETS – Educational Testing Service

FAPE – Free Appropriate Public Education

4K – Four-year-old Kindergarten

FERPA – Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act 504 

FTE – Full-Time Equivalent

GAO – General Accounting Office

GED – General Education Diploma 

IDEA – Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act
IEP – Individualized Education Program

K-16 – Kindergarten Through College

10
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LEA – Local Education Agency

LEP – Limited English Proficiency

LGBTQ – Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, 
Questioning

LRE – Least Restricted Environment

NAEP – National Assessment of Educational 
Progress

NCLB – No Child Left Behind Act

OML – Open Meetings Law

PAC – Political Action Committee

PBIS – Positive Behavior Intervention and 
Supports

RTI – Response to Intervention
SAT – Standardized Assessment Test

SEA – State Education Agency

SED – State Education Department

SES – Supplemental Educational Services 

SINI – School In Need of Improvement 

ST-3 – School District Annual Financial Report

STEM – Science Technology Engineering Math

STW – School-to-Work

UPK – Universal Pre-Kindergarten

WRS – Wisconsin Retirement System

YRE –Year-Round Education

AASA – American Association of School 
Administrators

AFT – American Federation of Teachers

ASCD – Association for Supervision and 
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Curriculum Development

ASBO – Association of School Business Officials

AWSA – Association of Wisconsin School 
Administrators

COPE – Cooperative Organization for Public 
Education

DPI – Department of Public Instruction

ECS – Education Commission of the States

ERIC – Educational Resources Information 
Center

ETS – Educational Testing Service

GASB – Governmental Accounting Standards 
Board

NAESP – National Association of Elementary 
School Principals

NAPT – National Association for Pupil 
Transportation

NASBE – National Association of State Boards of 
Education

NASSP – National Association of Secondary 
School Principals
NBPTS – National Board for Professional 
Teaching Standards

NCATE – National Council for Accreditation of 
Teacher Education
NCES – National Center for Education Statistics

NEA – National Education Association

NSBA – National School Boards Association

OCR – Office for Civil Rights, part of US 
Department of Education

UFT – United Federation of Teachers

USDOE – U.S. Department of Education

WASB – Wisconsin Association of School Boards

WASBO – Wisconsin Association of School 
Business Officials

WASDA – Wisconsin Association of School 
District Administrators

WEAC – Wisconsin Education Association 
Council

WERC – Wisconsin Employment Relations 
Commission

WIAA - Wisconsin Interscholastic Athletic 
Association

WFT – Wisconsin Federation of Teacher

WRCCS – Wisconsin Resource Center for Charter 
Schools

   Acronyms of 
   Well-Known Organizations11
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