EIGHT TRAITS OF AN
EFFECTIVE SCHOOL BOARD

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 that nothing else detracts
from them. In contrast, low-achieving boards “were only vaguely aware of school improvement initiatives”
(Lighthouse I). “There was little evidence of a pervasive focus on school renewal at any level when it was
not present at the board level,” researchers said. (Lighthouse I)

Effective school boards have strong shared beliefs and values about what is
possible for students and their ability to learn, and of the system and its ability
to teach all children at high levels.
In high-achieving districts 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 lack of student success. (Lighthouse I)

Effective school boards are accountability driven, spending less time on
operational issues and more time focused on policies to improve student
achievement.
In interviews with hundreds of board members and staff across districts, researchers Goodman, Fulbright
and Zimmerman found that high-performing boards focused on establishing a vision supported by policies
that targeted student achievement. Poor governance was characterized by factors such as
micro-management by the board.

Effective school boards have a collaborative relationship with staff and the
community and 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 specific examples of how they connected
and listened to the community, and school board members received information from many different
sources, including the superintendent, curriculum director, principals and teachers. Findings and research
were shared among all board members (Lighthouse I; Waters and Marzano). 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.

Effective boards are data savvy; they embrace and monitor data, even when the
information is negative, and use it to drive continuous improvement.
The Lighthouse I study showed that board members in high-achieving districts identified specific student
needs through data, and justified decisions based on that data. Board members regularly sought such data
and were not shy about discussing it, even if it was negative. By comparison, 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
superintendent to interpret the data and recommend solutions.

Effective school boards align and sustain resources, such as professional
development, to meet district goals.
According to researchers LaRocque and Coleman, effective boards saw a responsibility to maintain high
standards even in the midst of budget challenges. “To this end, the successful boards supported extensive
professional development programs for administrators and teachers, even during times of [fiscal]
restraint.” In low-achieving districts, however, board members said teachers made their own decisions on
staff development based on perceived needs in the classroom or for certification.

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 district and sought a superintendent who
matched this vision. In contrast, in stagnant districts, boards were slow to define a vision and often
recruited a superintendent with his or her own ideas and platform, leading the board and superintendent
to not be in alighment. (MDRC/Council of Great City Schools)

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 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
exept when the superintendent or other staff members made presentations of data. (Lighthouse I; LFA;
LaRocque and Coleman)
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