
What makes an effective school 
board — one that positively 
impacts student achievement? 

From a research perspective, it’s a 
complex question. It involves evalu-
ating virtually all functions of a 
board, from internal governance and 
policy formulation to communica-
tion with teachers, building adminis-
trators and the public. 

The National School Boards 
Association (NSAB) Center for 
Public Education examined indica-
tors of school board effectiveness. 
From this research, it became clear 
that school boards in high-achieving 
districts exhibit habits and character-
istics that are markedly different from 
boards in low-achieving districts. 

In the most dramatic examples, 
researchers compared districts with 
similar levels of poverty and disad-

vantage to determine factors that 
separate high-performing districts 
from those with low performance.  
In many cases, these differences 
included the approaches taken by 
local school boards. 

So, what do these boards do?  
Following are eight characteristics.

1. High Expectations,  
Clear Goals 

Effective school boards commit to  
a vision of high expectations for 
student achievement and quality 
instruction and define clear goals 
toward that vision. Effective boards 
make sure these goals remain the 
district’s top priorities and nothing 
else detracts from them. In contrast, 
low-achieving boards showed 
limited awareness of school 
improvement initiatives.

The research identified five spe-
cific district leadership responsibili-
ties that positively correlated with 
student achievement:

b establishing a collaborative 
process to set goals; 

b establishing nonnegotiable goals 
that all staff must act upon in at 
least two areas: student achieve-
ment and classroom instruction; 

b having the board align with and 
support district goals;

b monitoring goals for achieve-
ment and instruction; 

b using resources to support achieve-
ment and instruction goals.

2. Shared Beliefs and Values 
Effective school boards have strong 
shared beliefs and values about what 
is possible for students and their 

The Center for Public Education reports on what 
makes or breaks school boards

Characteristics of  
Successful School Boards

16   |  Wisconsin school neWs



ability to learn. The same is true of 
the school system and its ability to 
teach all children at high levels. 

In high-achieving districts, 
external pressures like poverty, lack 
of parental involvement and other 
factors were described as challenges 
to be overcome, not as excuses. 
Board members expected to see 
improvements in student achievement 
quickly as a result of initiatives. 

In low-achieving districts, board 
members frequently referred to 
external pressures as the main 
reasons for the lack of student 
success and expected it would take 
years to see any improvements. 
Their reasons for pursuing change 
often were simple ones — to meet 
state mandates and avoid sanctions 
and a desire to not “have the lowest 
test scores” in the state. 

3. Accountability and Focus 
Effective school boards are account-
ability-driven, spending less time on 
operational issues and more time 
focused on policies to improve 
student achievement. Researchers 
found that high-performing boards 
focused on establishing a vision 
supported by policies that targeted 
student achievement. 

In low-achieving districts, gover-
nance was characterized by factors 
such as micromanagement by the 
board; confusion about the appro-
priate roles for the board member 
and superintendent; and interper-
sonal conflict between the board 
president and superintendent. Other 

factors included board member 
disregard for the agenda process and 
a lack of respect for the chain of 
command.

4. Strong Collaboration, 
Communications 

Effective school boards have collab-
orative relationships with staff and 
the community. They also establish a 
strong communications structure to 
inform and engage both internal and 
external stakeholders in setting and 
achieving district goals. 

In high-achieving districts, school 
board members could provide spe-
cific examples of how they con-
nected and listened to the 
community. Board members received 
and shared information from many 
different sources, including the 
superintendent, curriculum director, 
principals and teachers.

By comparison, school boards in 
low-achieving districts were likely to 
cite communication and outreach 
barriers. Staff members from low-
achieving districts often said they 
didn’t know the board members at all.

5. Data-Driven Toward  
Continuous Improvement

Effective school boards are data 
savvy. They embrace and monitor 
data, even when the information is 
negative, and use it to drive contin-
uous improvement. Board members 
in high-achieving districts identified 
specific student needs through data 
and justified decisions based on that 

A DOZEN 
DANGER SIGNS

 While the Center for Public 
Education study on suc-
cessful school boards did 

not specifically focus on ineffec-
tive boards, following are 12 
characteristics of such boards.
Ineffective boards:

b Are only vaguely aware of 
school improvement 
initiatives and are seldom 
able to describe actions 
being taken to improve 
student learning;

b Focus on external pressures 
as the main reasons for lack 
of student success, such  
as poverty, little parental 
support, societal factors or 
low motivation;

b Make negative comments 
about students and teachers;

b Micromanage day-to-day 
operations;

b Disregard the agenda 
process and chain of 
command;

b Are left out the information 
flow and have little 
communication with the 
superintendent;

b Are quick to point to 
communication and 
community outreach barriers 
as reasons for poor student 
performance;

b Look at data from a 
“blaming” perspective, 
describing teachers, students 
and families as major causes 
for low performance;

b Have little understanding of 
the importance of staff 
development for teachers;

b Are slow to define a vision;

b Do not hire superintendents 
who agree with their vision; 
and

b Participate in little 
professional development 
together as a board.
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data. Board members regularly 
sought such data and were not shy 
about discussing it. 

Board members in low-achieving 
districts tended to greet data with a 
“blaming” perspective, describing 
teachers, students and families as 
major causes for low performance. 
In these districts, board members 
frequently discussed their decisions 
through anecdotes and personal 
experiences rather than by citing 
data. They left it to the superinten-
dent to interpret the data and recom-
mend solutions. 

6. A Commitment to Aligning 
and Sustaining Resources

Successful school boards align and 
sustain resources to meet district 
goals and recognize the need to 
support high priorities, even during 
times of fiscal uncertainty. They saw 
it as their responsibility to provide 
professional development for 
teachers, administrators and other 

staff despite budget challenges. 
In addition to providing funding 

for professional development, board 
members were highly engaged in the 
process. They could cite specific exam-
ples of activities and describe how 
they linked to teacher training and 
board or district goals for students.

In low-achieving districts, 
however, board members said 
teachers made their own decisions 

on staff development based on per-
ceived needs in the classroom or for 
certification. Board members knew 
there was a staff development 
budget but were unsure if there was 
a staff development plan. In fact, the 
study noted board members fre-
quently made disparaging remarks 
about staff development, calling it 
an ineffective strategy.
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7. United Leadership 
Effective school boards lead as a 
united team with the superintendent, 
each from their respective roles, with 
strong collaboration and mutual 
trust. In successful districts, boards 
defined an initial vision for the dis-
trict and sought a superintendent 
who matched this vision. They con-
tinually refined the vision through 
effective communication between the 
board president and superintendent 
and among board members. 

In stagnant districts, boards were 
slow to define a vision and refine it 
over time. They often recruited a 
superintendent with his or her own 
ideas and platform who would 
develop solutions without board 
involvement. This proved to be a 
barrier to the board and superinten-
dent being in alignment. In addition, 

such boards frequently did not hold 
their superintendents accountable 
for goals. 

8. Ongoing Professional 
Development 

Successful school boards take part in 
team development and training, 
sometimes with their superinten-
dents, to build shared knowledge, 
values and commitments for their 
improvement efforts. High-achieving 
districts had formal, deliberate 
training for new board members. 
They also often gathered to discuss 
specific topics. 

Low-achieving districts had 
board members who said they did 
not learn together except when the 
superintendent or other staff 
members made presentations of 
data. They did not see professional 

development as a priority.
The studies included in this report 

make it clear that school boards in 
high-achieving districts have atti-
tudes, knowledge and approaches 
that separate them from their coun-
terparts in lower-achieving districts. 
In an era of fiscal constraints and an 
environment focused on account-
ability, boards in high-performing 
districts can provide an important 
blueprint for success. In the process, 
they can offer a road map for school 
districts nationwide. n

This article was reprinted with permission 
from the Center for Public Education,  
an initiative of the National School  
Boards Association. To access the full  
report on which this article is based,  
visit goo.gl/CDmrZ6.

This article first appeared in the Journal,  
a publication of the Ohio School Boards 
Association.
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“The EMC Milwaukee 
Branch sends someone out 

on a regular basis to conduct 
safety seminars for our staff.

We really appreciate the service 
EMC provides to our school.”

Keith Brandstetter

Waterford Union High School 
Superintendent

Successful school boards take part in team development and training, sometimes with their superintendents,  
to build shared knowledge, values and commitments for their improvement efforts.
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