
Each school district addresses finan-
cial accountability, defines student 
success, and establishes a coopera-
tive atmosphere at the board level  
in different ways based on the local 
school culture. Simply saying that 
teamwork is all that is necessary to 

create quality leadership in a school 
district is not enough. In this article, 
we will examine these issues from 
the perspective of the WASB Peer 
Mentors, who are long-serving 
school board members, and the 
superintendent perspective.

 The School Board Perspective: 

• Gary Vose, Kettle Moraine  
School Board

• Howard Kruschke, Saint Croix 
Central School Board

• Larry Dux, Pewaukee  
School Board

 Superintendent Perspective: 

• Dr. Al Brown, WASB  
Organizational Consultant

What is the role of a  
school board member or  
a superintendent in fostering 
student success?

  School board perspective: You 
must define student success in order 
to fully support it. It is critical that 
the school board and superintendent 
fully agree upon what constitutes 
student success and how it will be 
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 S
CHOOL DISTRICT LEADERSHIP is always in the public lens with respect  

to its operation and the performance of the district’s students. There is  

good reason for this constant examination since school districts are  

often the largest, or one of the largest organizations, in a community.  

A focused vision, clear expectations, and a cooperative working relationship 

between the school board and superintendent are the hallmarks of a  

successful district. 
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measured. To determine this, a 
process needs to be developed that 
includes the board, administration, 
teachers, parents and the community 
— this is a joint responsibility of the 
board and superintendent.

The roles of the board and super-
intendent are very similar in some 
ways and yet differ significantly 
when implementing a district’s  
definition of student success. For 
example, both the board and super-
intendent have similar leadership 
and communication roles. However, 
the board is responsible for moni-
toring results while the superinten-
dent must implement the strategies 
necessary to result in successful 
student outcomes. The board also 
needs to ensure the necessary 
resources (financial, staffing,  

facilities, etc.) are made available 
while the superintendent is respon-
sible for the proper and most effi-
cient use of these resources. The 
board is also responsible for setting 
policy that defines staff expectations 
while the superintendent provides 
opportunities for staff development 
in support of student success.

Lastly, in order for the school board 
and superintendent to maximize 
student success, it is critical for both to 
be “on the same page.” In other 
words, the effect of a consistent and 
dedicated approach to student success 
creates a synergy. — Gary Vose

  Superintendent perspective:  
The school board and the superinten-
dent work as a team to develop an 
organizational culture that focuses  
on student success. This success is 

created by having a shared vision for 
the future, shared goals to reach this 
vision, and shared values or beliefs to 
build strong relationships. The 
culture of continuous improvement is 
essential to having a positive impact 
on student success. The school board 
and superintendent relationship or 
teamwork is also strengthened by a 
laser-like focus on learning.

There are any number of innova-
tions, ideas and politics that can 
distract or side-track a board and/or 
administration from its identified 
improvement aspirations. The dis-
cussion and documentation of the 
district vision and goals will aid in 
navigating the plethora of ideas and 
focus on improving education within 
their community. The documenta-
tion of this work will also aid future 

T he WASB Peer Mentoring Program is a compli-
mentary service for school board members — new 
and experienced. Whether you are new to the board, 

new to being a board officer or just would like an addi-
tional resource, WASB Peer Mentors are available for 
advice, support and guidance.

Mentors are available to listen to a board member’s 
concerns and help them identify the problem.
Mentors can support a board member in understanding 
his/her primary role and responsibility, including:

● Setting a vision for the district,

● Ensuring accountability for the public,

● Setting district policies,

● Providing community leadership, and

● Developing effective board and superintendent 
relationships.

If you are interested in working with a Peer Mentor, visit 
wasb.org or contact Sheri Krause, WASB Communica-
tions Director, at skrause@wasb.org or 608-512-1705.

WASB Peer Mentors: Diana Bohman, Tomorrow River; 
Larry Dux, Pewaukee; Gabe Kolesari, Hamilton;  
Howard Kruschke, Saint Croix Central; Patrick Sherman, 
Lake Geneva; Tom Steiner, Trevor Wilmot; Gary Vose, 
Kettle Moraine
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boards in managing their work by 
creating a strong foundation for the 
future. The vision and goals must 
also be communicated with the 
stakeholders within a community. 
This linkage with the community  
is essential to sharing the district’s 
story or the creation of a strong 
district message.

Values are the third component  
of developing a strong continuous 
improvement culture. You do not 
create or establish core values: you 
discover or identify them. The process 
of discovering organizational values is 
based on the individual values of the 
board, staff and community. In other 
words, you begin with individual 
values and move up to organizational 
values. Core values or beliefs are why 
you do what you do and what you 
stand for. These are strongly held 
convictions, assumptions, and priori-
ties that guide attitudes and behaviors. 
— Al Brown

How would you describe your 
role with fiscal responsibility?

  School board perspective: Fiscal 
responsibility of a school board is  
a responsibility that covers several 
aspects. You need to ensure money  
is available to achieve the district’s 
vision and mission. Working with 
the superintendent, a strategic plan 
should be developed as to how the 
budget is spent to achieve the goals 
of the district. 

The school board should under-
stand the district’s strategic goals 
and not be distracted by unbudgeted 
spending on short-term resources 
which will deplete funds to achieve 
the strategic goals. Spending for 
additional personnel or unbudgeted 
items during a year may not leave 

enough resources to hire needed 
teachers or fund needed programs. 
When proposals for spending 
outside the budget come before  
the board, the board must ask itself 
a few questions.

1. Does the expenditure fit  
with the strategic plan?

2. Is the expenditure necessary?

3. Are the funds available  
in the budget?

4. Is there another way to 
achieve the same results?

Board members should have a 
basic understanding of the budgetary 
process, taxation, and the school aid 
funding in order to understand 
revenues, expenses, and how budgets 
are developed.

In summary, fiscal responsibility of 
a board is extremely important. 
School boards serve as stewards of the 
taxpayer dollars. They need to ensure 
funds are spent appropriately and 
achieve the district’s vision and 
mission. Lastly, strategic planning is 
important to ensure resources are 
available for district achievement and 
facility maintenance goals necessary 
for educational needs. — Howard 
Kruschke

  Superintendent perspective:  
The district administrator’s key role 
in fiscal responsibility is to provide 
current and accurate financial data. 
This data should not only monitor 
current expenditures, but also align 
school district finance to future 
district goals. School finance is not 
an activity that takes place only at 
the monthly board meeting, but is  
a constant in the district’s ongoing 
planning process.

The budget assumptions can be 
identified and agreed upon with 
improved accuracy when staff and 
board members are using consistent 
and understandable financial infor-
mation. Financial decisions and 
discussions can then be aligned to 
district goals. Long-range planning 
can also provide lead time in the 
decision-making process. This lead 
time increases the potential for 
administrators and school boards  
to make proactive decisions.

There are a number of models for 
assessing a district’s current financial 
status but these models can also 
forecast future financial conditions. 
This a key tool to be used in the 
planning and decision-making 
process. If past trend data is com-
bined with forecasting, school 

To learn more about our services, 
contact our knowledgeable team:
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One of the foundational pieces to building strong, working  
relationships within and between school board members  
and the superintendent is to be very clear on the role of  

the school board and the role of the superintendent.

12   |  Wisconsin school neWs



boards can make financial decisions 
that better align with district goals. 
These documents will also organize 
a great deal of financial information 
for future reference. — Al Brown

How do you build a working 
relationship (i.e., partnership, 
team atmosphere) within and 
between school board members 
and between the school board 
and superintendent?

  School board perspective: One of 
the foundational pieces to building 
strong, working relationships within 
and between school board members 
and the superintendent is to be very 
clear on the role of the school board 
and the role of the superintendent. 

The Pewaukee School District has 
reviewed the National School Boards 
Association’s Key Work of School 
Boards Guidebook to help clarify 
those roles and also regularly 
reviews its board policies to ensure 
they are consistent with the separa-
tion of duties and responsibilities 
suggested in the guidebook. 

In our district, the process of 
developing a relationship between a 
potential board member and the 
superintendent begins when a person 
decides to run for the school board. 
Per board policy, all candidates for 
the board of education are invited to 
attend a meeting with the superin-
tendent where they are provided 
with materials on district operations, 
the district budget, and are invited to 
attend board of education meetings. 

The board member orientation 
continues after the person is sworn 
in, with both the superintendent and 
the board president meeting with the 
new board member to cover the 
board policies related to board 

member expectations and other 
aspects of how the board functions. 

The ongoing maintenance of 
strong working relationships involves 
using the WASB/School Perceptions 
Annual Board Development Tool. 
This self-evaluation survey tool is 
used to determine areas where further 
discussion and dialogue may be 
needed to ensure alignment between 
board members and the superinten-
dent. — Larry Dux

  Superintendent perspective:  
In past workshops, participants have 
heard that communication, relation-
ships and trust are the key compo-
nents of effective school governance. 
Trust has been a foundational con-
struct that has accumulated a 
number of vague meanings and 
interpretations. This term could have 
a number of meanings and was 
interpreted to mean different things 
to different people. David Horsager’s 
presentation at the 2017 State Edu-
cation Convention in Milwaukee 
provided a clear understanding of 
the components of trust.

Horsager’s eight pillars develop a 
connection between success and 
trust. These pillars are: clarity, com-
passion, character, competency, 
commitment, connection, contribu-
tion, and consistency.

These pillars are critical for cre-
ating trust within an organization. 
This improved trust can then be 
translated into better results, more 
effective operations, and improved 
student learning. Horsager’s book, 
“The Trust Edge,” would make an 
excellent book study for board/
superintendent teams. The dialogue 
that will be generated by this book 
study can aid in the building of 
strong board/superintendent rela-
tionships and a broader under-

standing of individual values and 
organizational beliefs. — Al Brown

 | Final Thoughts
Open and honest communication is 
the foundation to building a strong 
working relationship. A strong  
communication foundation has an 
underpinning of role responsibility,  
a constant focus to align actions 
with the school district vision/goals, 
and monitors student learning 
results. The final questions for your 
leadership team (school board and 
superintendent) are:

1. Do you have a documented 
long-range or strategic plan?

2. Do you have a current school 
district vision?

3. Are your actions in alignment 
with your school district 
vision/goals?

4. Does the school board and 
leadership staff understand 
and function within their 
organizational leadership 
roles?

5. Do you annually take time  
to examine the changing 
perspectives of school board 
members and the superinten-
dent on district issues and 
operational items?

If you answer “no” or “do not 
know” to any of these questions, the 
WASB Organizational and Gover-
nance Consultants as well as WASB 
Peer Mentors could provide help to 
your school district. WASB Organi-
zational and Governance consultants 
can provide customized services to 
get your district on track to improve 
team leadership skills and focus on 
student learning — just give us  
a call at 608-257-2622 or email 
info@wasb.org. n

One of the foundational pieces to building strong, working  
relationships within and between school board members  
and the superintendent is to be very clear on the role of  
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