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Roles of the board, individual
members and administrators

How do Boards exercise these
statutory powers and duties?

What do
Boards do?

Board Action
vs. the
Individual
Board Member
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Part I
School Board Roles and Responsibilities


School Board and District Administrator roles and
responsibilities are determined by state and
federal law.
◦ Laws define what must be done.
◦ Laws identify what gets decided locally.



Education research informs boards and
administrators regarding most effective practices.
◦ How are boards in high achieving districts different than
boards in other districts?
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§120.12 of the state statutes enumerates a list of specific duties
of a school board in common and union high school districts.
§120.13 of the state statutes enumerates a list of specific powers
of a school board in common and union high school districts.
§120.10 of the state statutes enumerates a list of specific powers
of an annual meeting (which, for unified school districts, are
powers of the school board).
§120.44(2) of the state statutes gives unified school districts the
powers and duties of the common school board and annual
meeting.
Other statutes (particularly in chs. 118, 120, and 121) create
other powers and duties.
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“The school board of a common or union high school district shall,
subject to the authority vested in the annual meeting and to the
authority and possession specifically given to other school district
officers, have the possession, care, control and management of the
property and affairs of the school district.” (§120.12(1))
“The school board of a common or union high school district may do all
things reasonable to promote the cause of education, including
establishing, providing and improving school district programs,
functions and activities for the benefit of pupils.” (§120.13)
“A unified school district is a body corporate with the power to sue and
be sued, to levy and collect taxes, to acquire, hold and dispose of
property and to do all other things reasonable for the performance of
its functions in operating a system of public education.” (§120.44(1))
See” WASB’s December 1996 Legal Note “The New Era of Expanded
Powers and Duties for Wisconsin School Boards”
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Delegation can occur through policy, through specific board
action/authorization, and sometimes the delegation of authority is
implied through practices.
Some non-delegable acts are of obvious significance (e.g.,
adopting and amending the budget, approving questions to submit
to referendum, employment and dismissal of teachers and
administrators, etc.)
Some arguably non-delegable acts don’t seem all that significant in
light of other responsibilities that can be delegated (e.g., a statute
provides that each school board shall adopt written policies that
include procedures for the storage of pupil medications).
WASB Legal Comment October 2012

How Do Boards
Exercise These
Statutory Powers And
Duties?
And
What Do Boards Do?
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The job description is derived from:
◦ Federal law.
◦ State law.
◦ Local School District Policy –
◦ Education research.
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How are boards in high achieving
districts different than boards in other
districts?
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Provide general
oversight for
administration and
district.
Hire and evaluate
District Administrator.
Review board
policies and update
as needed.
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Adopt a budget and allocate
resources consistent with board
priorities and district goals.
Oversee negotiation and
administration of critical contracts.
Be advocates for the district in
the community and at the state,
federal and other local
governments.
Make strategic decisions.

Good Governance Starts with a
Moral Imperative?
A strong belief or value that
compels an individual to act.
What is Your shared Moral
Imperative?
Relentless commitment to the
learning of ALL students
The Governance Core (Campbell & Fullan)
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School boards achieve their
vision by:
• developing a strategic plan
guided by the vision
• Establishing/approving goals
that support the vision
• making budgetary decisions
and allocating resources in
a manner that is aligned with
the school district’s vision and
goals
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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.
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Data and other assessments are used as a tool.
Success is acknowledged and rewarded, while any lack
of success drives change and improvement efforts.
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Boards decide what gets
done and what parameters
limit what gets done.
Administration decides who
does it and how to do it.
“Administration’s job is
to run the district, the
Board’s job is to make
sure the district is run
well.”
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School board members act as ambassadors and
advocates for district interests.
School boards share information, actions, and concerns
with the public.
School boards engage the community in a continuing
“conversation” that is composed of a variety of
communication channels and opportunities for
participation and interaction.
School boards need to know their legislators (i.e.,
cultivate a relationship) and work closely with legislators
on legislation affecting education, school funding, etc.

Board-Superintendent Relationships
Board

Superintendent

To serve as a policy making body.

To recommend and implement policies
by formulating and enforcing rules and
regulations.

To allow the superintendent to
administer the schools.

To make Board policy effective through
efficient administration.

To function as a Board rather than as
individuals.

To deal with the Board as a whole
rather than with individual members.
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Board-Superintendent Relationships
Board

Superintendent

To approve an organizational
framework for the administration.

To make assignments for each
position.

To carry on communications with staff
members through the Superintendent.

To see that the staff can have the
necessary communication through the
superintendent with the board.

To hold the superintendent
accountable for controllable results.

To accept responsibility for controllable
results.
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Leadership roles are interconnected.
Boards hire and evaluate the superintendent.
Superintendents function best with clear direction
and expectations.
Boards make the policy and superintendents
administer policy.
The jobs of board and superintendent are
interactive and at times overlapping.
Goals should be the same.

An effective Board/Superintendent team is:
• Prepared
• Professional & Objective
• Fair, Honest & Open
• Comprised of team players
• Respectful of everyone’s time
20
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“Legislative”
Making policy, determining the budget and the tax levy.
“Judicial”
Serving as an impartial decision-maker in a “due
process” hearing (finding facts, applying law/policy,
reaching conclusions, issuing orders). For example,
expulsion proceedings, non-renewals and terminations of
employees.
“Executive”
Serving as an employer
(hiring, evaluating, compensating).
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Annual Board Self-Evaluation Tool
◦ The complimentary Annual Board Development Tool
online survey. Created by School Perceptions and the
Wisconsin Association of School Boards (WASB), the
survey is designed to help boards identify their areas
of strength and alignment as well as where further
dialogue and discussion is needed.
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Board members have very few statutory powers to
exercise as individuals.
Some of the legal duties that individual board
members have are duties to refrain from certain
conduct.
Local policy can grant power to and place boundaries
on the authority of individual board members.
The board’s officers have statutory powers and duties
specific to their individual office.
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General Rule:
Officers may not delegate discretionary duties of their office to nonboard members except as otherwise expressly provided by law.
Officers may delegate ministerial and administrative duties to nonboard members (e.g., the clerk may delegate the duty of receiving
declarations of candidacy and other election documents to the school
district administrator).
A number of officer duties would likely be deemed “ministerial” or
“administrative,” but there is no clear line that can be relied upon.
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Delegation of Actual Responsibility Does Not
Necessarily Transfer Legal Responsibility





26

The preceding slides are included as examples and do not
represent the complete set of duties assigned to each officer
by statute or board policy.
For a more comprehensive presentation on the duties and
responsibilities of board officers, please view the WASB’s
recorded webinar entitled “Reorganization Meeting and
Officers’ Roles,” which is located on the WASB’s YouTube
channel at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BkGzOEZNNR4&feature
=youtu.be
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What is the single
most important
power that an
individual board
member has?

Attend school board meetings.
Be prepared to discuss and act on meeting agenda
items.
Be informed about meeting agenda items and
educational issues in general.
Participate when the board
exercises its duties.
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Flow of Communication/Information Among the District’s Leadership
Team (e.g. chain of command)
Establishing Meeting Agendas
Attending Meetings
Speaking on Behalf of the District - Who is the spokesperson for the
District?

Handling Complaints and Concerns (e.g., a personnel concern)
Requests / Directives to Staff

Visiting School Buildings / Classes
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Question?
How the board meeting agenda is
developed and reviewed and by
whom?
Placing items on the board meeting
agenda?
Obtaining additional information about
board meeting agenda items before
the meeting?
Obtaining answers to questions about
board meeting agenda items before
the meeting?
Alerting the board president of the
desire to speak on a particular agenda
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item?

Local District Answer

Question?
Introducing new Ideas for the board's
consideration?
Responding to staff or community
complaints or concerns at board
meetings?
Communications between and among
the board, board members and the
superintendent?
Communications between the board
and other staff?
Responding to community or staff
complaints or concerns outside of
31
board
meetings?

Local District Answer

Question?

How, when and whom to notify about
visiting school sites or participating in
district activities?
Board member participation on district
committees and in district activities?
When and how the board conducts a
self-evaluation?
When and how the board evaluates
the superintendent?
Is there a policy that defines the
relationship between the board and
superintendent?
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Local District Answer

Bob Butler has been a WASB staff counsel since 1990. He is also, along
with attorney Barry Forbes, the Association’s co-associate executive
director. Bob directly represents more than 40 school districts in Wisconsin
on employment, human resources and school law matters. Bob also
provides membership services, including general legal information, to all
school districts that are members of WASB.
He graduated from the University of Wisconsin Law School and received
his undergraduate degree in industrial and labor relations from Cornell
University. Bob can be contacted at:
bbutler@wasb.org
1-877-705-4422 (phone)
1-608-512-1703 (direct phone)
1-608-257-8386 (fax)
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Specializes in developing superintendent and school board relationships,
leadership coaching, strategic planning, effective decision-making and conflict
resolution strategies as well as curriculum development and instructional
programming to maximize district accountability and student achievement.
Louise earned a doctorate degree in Leadership, Learning and Service from
Cardinal Stritch University in Milwaukee and a master’s degree in Educational
Leadership from Marian College in Fond du Lac. Louise has 34 years of
effective leadership in a variety of teaching and administrative experiences in
urban and rural districts. She has facilitated school board and superintendent
teams through challenging issues such as a school closing, declining
enrollment, referendums and budget reductions.
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