
Principles of Effective Board Governance 
     (from NASB “Leading the Board to Success”) 
 
The Board of Education is entrusted by the community to protect the public’s interest in 
education, ensure a high quality education is available to every student, and to carry out these 
responsibilities in an effective manner.  These expectations must be a shared responsibility of 
the board and district administrations. 
 
There are three critical components to the board’s ability to carry out governance in an effective 
and responsible manner: 
 

1. Board member principles: 
● Understand that student achievement for all students must be the primary focus of the 

board. 
● Values, support, and advocates for public education 
● Recognizes and respects the perspective of fellow board members, administrators, staff, 

and patrons. 
● Performs their board responsibilities in a manner that is dignified and respectful 
● Maintains confidential matters 
● Participates in professional development and commits the time necessary to be an 

informed and effective board member 
● Understands the distinct role of the board and delegates authority to the superintendent 

and staff 
● Understands authority rests with the board as a whole and not with an individual board 

member 
 
     2. Board of Education principles: 

● Conducts board business in unity and purpose as a body 
● Understands that student achievement for all students must be the primary focus of the 

board 
● Defines and adopts the vision and goals which provide clarity and purpose and enables 

the board to effectively and efficiently monitor district performance and success 
● Governs with board-adopted policies and procedures to guide administrators and staff 
● Conducts a board self-assessment to ensure effective board governance 
● Engages and respects the values of the community in support of education 

 
     3. Principles of effective board governance: 

● Hire and evaluate the superintendent to ensure the vision and goals for learning and 
student achievement are attained 

● Develop and maintain a productive relationship with the superintendent through mutual 
respect, a clear understanding of respective roles, responsibilities, and expectations 
identified in the contract, job description, goals and the evaluation tool 

● Carry out an effective practice to establish, review, and adopt current and appropriate 
policies to govern the district 



● Adopt a fiscally responsible budget based on the district’s vision and goals 
● Continuously monitor the expenditures and financial statements, ensures administrative 

accountability and compliance with policies and state and federal regulations 
● Engage community members, parents, student, and staff in an ongoing review and 

update of the district’s vision in support of student achievement 
● Monitor progress utilizing data as the basis for assessment to ensure accountability  for 

student achievement 
● Assume full responsibility for board behavior and performance.  Individual board 

members may express their opinions; however, ultimately the board must speak with 
one clear voice utilizing policy to guide board operations, orienting new members, 
continuing education for all members, and nurturing a positive board culture. 

 
Board Member Ethics 
Commitment to serving public education is most rewarding; however to fulfill the role to the best 
of a board member’s ability he/she must: 

● Learn how to assess the facts 
 

● Devote sufficient time and thought to proposed actions 
 

● Base decisions on the available facts and independent judgement, and refuse to 
surrender personal judgment to individuals or special-interest groups. 

 
● Take no private action that will compromise the school system, the board, or the 

administration and avoid being placed in a conflict of interest position. 
 

● Keep an open mind so that he/he can accept and evaluate new concepts 
 

● Know the difference between personal influence and factual persuasion 
 

● Do not avoid confrontation to improve chances of reelection 
 

● Share the responsibility for all board decisions regardless of how they voted 
 

● Do not undermine the authority of the superintendent or intrude upon the responsibility of 
school administration 

 
The board must have a set of operating principles.  Without an operating framework, the board 
could destroy the credibility of the district as well as undermine the community’s support. 
 
to Maintain Board Unity: 
AVOID……. 

● Micromanaging:   Boards or board members are often accused of micromanaging or 
assuming the roles and responsibilities of the superintendent.  Board members may be 
trying to solve problems for patrons or other board members, they may be trying to 



prevent or influence a major decision of the board, or they are driving their own personal 
agenda.  The board member may have good intentions, and sincerely believe that 
he/she has a duty to intervene for the good of the district.  Unfortunately with good 
intentions or not, micromanaging cannot be tolerated or it will create problems for the 
board/superintendent working relationship. Micromanaging impacts administrators 
creating problems for the board’s ability to govern effectively. NOTE:  Micromanaging 
not only occurs at the board level, but can also be a problem when an administrator 
bypasses the board by failing to engage the board in decision-making, or when a 
teacher refuses to follow a district  goals and / or the plan for improvement. 

 
● Partisan Voting:   The partisan approach is easy to spot because subgroups of board 

members almost always vote the same way, regardless of the issues brought forward.  
This behavior is highly emotional and resistant to local and collaborative problem-
solving.  It is difficult to accept an objective analysis when one feels a highly emotional 
commitment to something or someone other than the issue itself. 

 
● Continued opposition to majority decision-making:  A positive response to a split 

vote is simply to move on, but if board members do not sincerely back the majority’s 
decision they destabilize not only the board, but the administration and district as a 
whole.   A split board creates uncertainty of the future.  Productive board debate must be 
a part of the discussion before the vote, not after the decision has been made.  Board 
members need to move on and present a united front for the sake of the district. 

 
● Responding to community and/or staff discontent without data or process:   The 

public’s and/or staff’s discontent is a reality even for an effective and collaborative board.  
What matters is how the board handles the discontent of its stakeholders.  It is critical to 
determine if the discontent stems from a personal issue or a district issue.  Allow 
administration to address the board with proper supporting data.  Accurate data enables 
the board to respond properly to a stakeholder.  If the issue does not resolve itself, the 
board must be consistent in its response to the district’s strategic vision and goals. 

 
● Boards conducting their own research:   Administrators--not board members--are 

equipped to conduct a search of data to support a board request.  Often times the board 
member who attempts to personally conduct research, indicates they do not trust the 
quality of information received from staff members.  Rather than conducting such 
research, he/she needs to take the concern to the full board.  The board in turn should 
establish clear criteria for administrators to follow when reporting to the board. 

 
● Ignoring the impact of culture on change:   A school district’s culture is a web of 

habit, understanding, and perception about “the way things have always been done 
around here.”  Culture is what holds a district together.  When a district is contemplating 
needed change, the board and superintendent must not  ignore the impact of culture.  
The leadership team’s disregard can delay or completely derail the implementation of 



the strategic plan. Stakeholders will push back when change appears to be random and 
/ or unnecessary.  Culture can be an impediment to continuous improvement. 

 
● Not supporting district policies:   Board members must refrain from addressing 

complaints, but redirect the stakeholder or staff member through the appropriate 
channels prior to bringing it to the board.  A board member that redirects the 
stakeholder and / or staff member through proper channels also empowers the 
appropriate administrator to provide appropriate support utilizing district policy to aid in 
the resolve of the issue if necessary. 

 
Dealing with Personnel Issues: 

● The only employee the board hires and evaluates is the superintendent. 
 

● Personnel matters are the responsibility of the superintendent and building 
administrators. Investigations of personnel issues must be conducted and resolved by 
administrators, not the board. 

 
● When and if an employment issue comes before the board, the board must be able to 

make an impartial judgment on the case. 
 

● Discussions and decisions must be based on facts--not rumors or personal opinions. 
 Allow the process to work and administrators to investigate. 
 

● The board is the employer and the protector of employee rights  Pressures from citizens 
to address employee issues must be balanced with the board’s responsibility to ensure a 
fair and just process. 

 
 
 
 
 


