
 
 

lead Your district with Strong Policies

 A
s school bells ring in the 
start of another school year, 
challenges and opportuni-
ties await school leaders. 
To make the most of the 

opportunities, school boards will 
need the right policies to guide  
their districts.

In today’s world, the ubiquitous 
access to information and the 
demand for transparency in gover-
nance continues to grow. In years 
past, board policies may have  
collected dust while coming into 
conflict with collective bargaining 
agreements and day-to-day practices. 
One policy may have come into 
conflict with another — with  
hardly anyone noticing. Those days 
are gone. 

As society’s expectations for 
college and career preparation evolve, 
the need to promote a culture of 
excellence and higher expectations 
for student learning is paramount. 
School board policies created with 
input by staff and community 
members, accessible, implemented 
appropriately, and updated to meet 
changing needs, can drive the sound 
practices that will ensure higher 
expectations are being met. The need 
for boards to adopt good policies — 
and to take the proper amount of 
time and thought to make sound 
policy choices — is crucial.

With passage of Act 10, decades 
of collective bargaining agreements 
disappeared — or soon will. In their 
place, employee handbooks are 
setting the tone for employee/
employer relations and laying out the 
parameters of working conditions.

With a federal waiver ushering in 
a new era of accountability, gone is 
the federal No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) framework that gave schools 
a pass-fail grade. In its place, new 
school — and district — report cards 
are coming, along with new academic 
standards and more rigorous profi-
ciency measurements. These will be 
followed by new teacher and prin-
cipal evaluation systems, and online 
state assessments providing results 
and feedback almost in real time.

These changes translate into 
greater responsibility for local school 
boards. Parents and community 
members will be paying close atten-
tion to how boards handle this 
responsibility. School boards and 
district administrators will, no doubt, 
be evaluated on how they respond to 
the changes and the information they 
bring to the public’s attention.

Recent polling shows that the 
public wants local control of schools 
with elected school boards, but looks 
to federal and state authorities to 
ensure equitable distribution of 
funding and shared standards for 
what children learn.

It’s our job at the WASB to ensure 
that you — locally elected school 
boards — have the tools and infor-
mation you need to make decisions 
and set policies that maximize local 
control and build public support for 
public education.

As the new post-Act 10 context 
was emerging, the WASB legal staff 
began working on a model employee 
handbook, now in use by more  
than 200 school districts. The WASB 
policy services staff began acceler-

ating its work on the Policy 
Resource Guide (PRG) to highlight 
for boards the policy changes they 
need to consider while promoting 
local options that may not have been 
available under collective bargaining 
agreements.

As board members steer their way 
through the changing landscape, the 
WASB will continue to offer our 
expertise. The WASB staff is working 
to integrate and align handbook and 
PRG materials, and to make access to 
this information easier for board 
members. When there are legal 
changes, districts will continue to get 
timely policy and handbook updates 
to make the necessary local changes. 
Based on your needs, the WASB 
policy staff has several new services 
available specifically to help keep 
your policies up to date in the most 
cost-effective manner possible (see 
page 19). The WASB Governance and 
Leadership Development (GoLD) 
team stands ready and equipped to 
help your district govern in the midst 
of today’s challenges and community 
expectations.

The challenges facing public edu-
cation present an opportunity. Each 
of our 424 school districts is a labo-
ratory for innovation, and boards 
may try some new things in Wis-
consin. Locally elected school boards 
are in the best position to determine 
what works for their district and to 
drive the sound practices that will 
help to ensure a culture of excellence 
in every school.   n

As society’s expectations for college and career preparation evolve,  
the need to promote a culture of excellence and higher expectations  
for student learning is paramount.
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