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What is the role of a school board?



Our Mission

The Washington State School 
Directors’ Association provides 
leadership, advocacy and services 
to support public school directors’ 
efforts to improve student learning.



Standards task force charge 

“…research and propose a 
comprehensive set of voluntary 
customized standards for 
Washington school directors 
and boards.”



Developing the standards
• Task force created (Aug ‘08)
• Literature reviewed (Sept ‘08 – Jan ‘09)
• External input (Sept ‘08 – Dec ‘09)
• Framework selected (Jan ‘09)
• Drafts and revisions (Feb ‘09 – June ‘09)
• Internal vetting (Apr ‘09)
• Final revisions (May ‘09)
• Adoption by membership (Nov ‘09)



Applying the standards

• Guidelines for performance
• Board self-assessment
• Board development
• Recognition programs
• Curriculum development
• Assessment of training programs



The Lighthouse Project

An eleven-year study of the 
relationship between school 
board leadership and student 
learning



School director voice

“The board with full and direct 
engagement and the realism that 
all kids can learn will make a 
difference if we are all willing to 
make it happen.” (Rocky Simmons, 
Sunnyside)



Lighthouse
Research

Past-Present-Future

Original
Lighthouse Study

(1998-2000)

Lighthouse 
Project
Phase II

(2002-2007)

Multi-State
Leadership for
Achievement

(2007-present)

Do school boards matter?



Beliefs
• In high achieving districts, boards viewed the 

school system critically – were constantly 
looking for opportunities to improve.

• The social and economic conditions for the 
homes and community were seen as 
challenges.

• In low achieving districts, boards accepted 
limitations in students and the system.

• Their focus was on managing the learning 
environment. 



Findings from Phase II

How do boards influence conditions 
for success for improving student 
achievement?

• 5 roles of the board
• 7 areas of board performance
• Knowledge, skills and beliefs 

boards need to perform in these 
areas

• Effective development of 
board/superintendent teams



Superintendent voice

“We are eager to learn more about the roles 
and actions we can play that will support 
student achievement. The first two training 
sessions generated powerful conversations 
about our beliefs and whetted our appetite for 
more. We are ready to roll up our sleeves 
and get to work!” (Joan Zook, Shelton)



7 areas of board performance
• Connection across the system
• Knowing what it takes to change 

achievement
• Workplace support
• Professional development
• A balance between district-wide direction

and building-level autonomy
• A strong community connection
• Distributed leadership



Board president voice

“The Lighthouse Project is providing the 
foundation, tools and facilitation to cultivate 
in-depth conversations. The East Valley 
Board is excited about this collaborative 
process and believes the board’s role, 
committing to clear expectations and 
shared focus, will cultivate and support 
conditions for student success.”
(Kerri Lunstroth)



Key results (Phase II)

• Significant increase in the time 
boards spent discussing student 
achievement.

• Significant change in the 
presence of 6 of the 7 conditions.

• Significant change in beliefs.
• Significant change in 

achievement.



Changes in the conditions of 
practice (the culture)



Changes in beliefs



Superintendent voice 

“The role of the school board is changing 
from purely policy setting to being strategic 
leaders of the district.  The Lighthouse 
Project will provide common language and 
focus to guide this difficult work, insuring all 
kids receive the necessary skills to be 
successful.” (Sandra Sheldon, Warden)



Changes in student learning



Yes, boards matter!

Every student in every district 
deserves a strong leadership team 
that learns and works together to 
make achievement possible for all 
students.
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