
 
The board has five major governing responsibilities:  

1. Setting the direction for public schools in the community 
 Of all the responsibilities of governing boards, none is more central to the purpose of 
local governance than ensuring that a long-term vision is established for the school 
system. The vision reflects the consensus of the entire board, the superintendent and 
district staff, and the community as to what the students need in order to achieve their 
highest potential. The vision should set a clear direction for the school district/COE, 
driving every aspect of the district’s/COE’s program.  
 

2. Establishing an effective and efficient structure  
The board is responsible for establishing and maintaining an organizational structure 
that supports the district’s/ COE’s vision and empowers the professional staff. Although 
the board doesn’t implement policies or programs, the board is responsible for:  

a. employing the superintendent and setting policy for hiring other personnel; 
b. overseeing the development and adoption of bylaws and policies;  
c. setting a direction for and approving adoption of the curriculum;  
d. establishing budget priorities, adopting the budget and Local Control and 

Accountability Plan (LCAP), and overseeing facilities issues; and  
e. providing direction for and adopting collective bargaining agreements  

 
3. Providing support  

Through its behavior and actions, the board has a responsibility to support the 
superintendent and staff as they implement the established vision. This involves:  

a. acting with a professional demeanor that models the district’s/COE’s beliefs and 
vision;  

b. making decisions and providing resources that support mutually agreed upon 
priorities and goals;  

c. upholding district/COE bylaws and policies the board has approved;  
d. ensuring a positive personnel climate exists; and  
e. being knowledgeable enough about district/COE efforts to explain them to the 

public.  
 

4.  Ensuring accountability to the public  
The board represents the community and is accountable to the public for the 
performance of the schools in the community. The board establishes systems and 
processes to monitor results, evaluates the school system’s progress toward 
accomplishing the district’s vision and communicates that progress to the local 
community. In order to ensure personnel, program and fiscal accountability, the board is 
responsible for:  

a. evaluating the superintendent and setting policy for the evaluation of other 
personnel; 



 
b. monitoring, reviewing and revising policies;  
c. serving as a judicial and appeals body;  
d. monitoring student achievement and program effectiveness and requiring 

program changes as indicated;  
e. monitoring and adjusting district finances; 
f. monitoring the collective bargaining process; and  
g. evaluating its own effectiveness through board self evaluation. 

 
5.  Demonstrating community leadership  

As the only locally elected officials chosen solely to represent the interests of students, 
board members have a responsibility to speak out on behalf of children. Board members 
are advocates for students, the district’s/COE’s educational programs and public 
education. They build support within their communities and at the state and national 
levels.  
 
 

The board has a responsibility to involve the community in appropriate, meaningful ways and to 
communicate clear information to the community about district/ COE policies, educational 
programs, fiscal condition and progress on goals. Governing boards must also ensure that the 
community and stakeholders have engaged in the LCAP development process. These five 
responsibilities are so fundamental to a school system’s accountability to the public in our 
democratic society that they can only be performed by an elected governing body. Board 
members fulfill these roles by working together as a governance team with the superintendent to 
make decisions that will best serve all the students in the community.  
 
 

What makes an effective school board member?  
How board members perform their role is as important as the role itself. Board members’ 
relationships with each other, with the superintendent and other staff, and with the public have a 
profound impact on a board’s effectiveness. These boardsmanship skills affect the board’s 
ability to come to consensus about the direction of the school system, advocate with credibility, 
and establish a positive climate that encourages the best from staff. 
 
 While there is no ideal model of a board member, and while each serves with a unique style, 
background and perspective, there are some basic characteristics which effective board 
members have in common. Many of these qualities are acquired through experience and all are 
important to consider.  
 
Fundamental principles of effective governance are reflected in a series of Professional 
Governance Standards developed with input from board members and superintendents 
throughout California. 



 
 
Following adoption by the California School Boards Association’s Delegate Assembly, the 
standards have been adopted locally by hundreds of district and county boards across the state.  
 
These standards recognize that to be an effective trustee, an individual board member:  

● keeps learning and achievement for all students as the primary focus;  
● values, supports and advocates for public education;  
● recognizes and respects differences of perspective and style on the board and among 

staff, students, parents and the community;  
● acts with dignity, and understands the implications of demeanor and behavior;  
● keeps confidential matters confidential;  
● participates in professional development and commits the time and energy necessary to 

be an informed and effective leader;  
● understands the distinctions between board and staff roles, and refrains from performing 

management functions that are the responsibility of the superintendent and staff; and 
● understands that authority rests with the board as a whole and not with individuals. 

 
Furthermore, working with the superintendent as a “governance team,” the board must have a 
unity of purpose and must:  

● keep the district/COE focused on learning and achievement for all students;  
● communicate a common vision;  
● operate openly, with trust and integrity;  
● govern in a dignified and professional manner, treating everyone with civility and respect; 
● govern within board-adopted bylaws, policies and procedures;  
● take collective responsibility for the board’s performance;  
● periodically evaluate its own effectiveness; and  
● ensure opportunities for the diverse range of views in the community to inform board 

deliberations. 
 

Finally, effective board members focus on closing opportunity gaps. Given persistent gaps that 
have denied opportunity to many students based on their economic status, race and other 
factors, board members that are focused on closing these gaps can help to ensure that public 
schools truly serve all students. Effective board members look at all decisions through an equity 
lens, meaning that they are focused on allocating resources to students based on their needs 
and constantly consider how board actions can help to close or widen access to opportunity.  
 
 
Source: What it Takes to Lead: The Role and Function of California’s School Boards; California 
School Boards Association, 2018. 


