13 Essential Elements For An Effective School Board Member


The members of the Woodbridge Township Board of Education make the critical policy decisions that guide our schools.  Each April terms expire for three of the nine School Board seats and an election is held.  The choices our community makes at the polls are very important in determining what kind of schools we have in the future.

As part of our commitment to quality public education in Woodbridge, CUBS has compiled the following information for potential School Board candidates.  This is in no way intended as an endorsement or support for any individual candidate or group but is provided solely to inform interested candidates and Woodbridge residents about what we consider to be the most important election.

While there are many traits and characteristics that an individual should possess to be successful in the demanding and time consuming position of school board member we will address here what Dr. Terrel H. Bell, former United States Secretary of Education (1981-1984) defines as the 13 essential elements for an effective school board member.

In assessing candidates for the School Board, our recommendation would be to examine each individual from two perspectives:  their personal attributes and the criteria (or standard) expected of an elected Board Member. 
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1. A quality or characteristic inherent in or ascribed to someone or something. 

2. An object associated with and serving to identify a character, personage, or office: 
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A standard, rule, or test on which a judgment or decision can be based. 

1. A School Board member needs to have good common sense.    
As Dr. Bell once noted, and as we all know too well, “Common sense is very uncommon these days.”  An effective School Board member needs to know when not only when to follow the rules and procedures but also when to set the rules and procedures aside and address the needs or concerns of the community.

2. A School Board member needs to know about money, taxation and priorities in spending financial resources.  

The WTSD’s annual budget is in excess of $140 million dollars, more than most small businesses.  An effective School Board member needs to know how to read and interpret financial reports.  Understanding the fiscal responsibility of the School Board is critical.  

3. A School Board member needs to know the community – the entire community. 

Woodbridge Township, with a population of 97,000, is New Jersey's sixth largest municipality. The Township consists of ten communities -- Avenel, Colonia, Fords, Hopelawn, Iselin, Keasbey, Menlo Park Terrace, Port Reading, Sewaren, and Woodbridge proper.  Each of these communities has it own diverse populations.  To be successful an effective School Board member needs to understand and respect the diversity in the community and be willing to develop policies that benefit all segments of the community.  The School Board member should value diversity and include it in the decision-making process.

4. A School Board member needs to know politics – local, state and national.  
An effective School Board member needs a good understanding of politics and the government, and in the words of Dr. Bell, “how to get things done inside the system.”  Further, an effective School Board member needs to know how to work collaboratively with the local government administration and formulate an alliance that benefits the school community.

5. A School Board member needs to know the structure in the community.  
Good public policy does not develop in a vacuum.  An effective School Board member needs to understand how their work is related to organizations and governmental entities on the local state level and be willing to work alongside those groups to meet the community’s needs.  The School Board member should demonstrate an understanding of the importance of parental involvement and support in public education and be successful at seeking parental and community commitment in the decision making process.

6. A School Board member needs to be articulate.   
Each School Board member must be able to serve as a spokesperson for the entire BOE about policy issues and advocating quality education for our schools.  The School Board member should demonstrate effective listening and speaking skills.

7. A School Board member needs to have maturity.  
Elected School Board members must be able to disagree (with each other and with members of the community) without being disagreeable and must be able to separate personal issues from policy-making decisions.

8. A School Board member needs to be absolutely honest.  
An effective School Board member must have a strong personal code of ethics and be free from conflicts of interest that would influence or impede the decision-making process.

9. A School Board member needs to be able to make thoughtful decisions.  
An effective School Board member should be willing and able to assess information objectively and carefully before formulating policy decisions.

10. A School Board member needs to be a good team player, not a “lone ranger.”  
An affective School Board member needs to be able to participate group decision-making.  The School Board member should demonstrate ability to build consensus and achieve collaborative outcomes.

11. A School Board member needs to have the time and the willingness to spend in service. 

Serving on the BOE is a time-consuming task that requires ongoing commitment.  In addition to regularly scheduled meetings a board member will be required to attend special sessions, committee meetings and other School District events and functions.  

12. A School Board member needs to be open to learning about new ideas in education and able to evaluate beliefs objectively based on the data presented.  

An effective School Board member must be committed to quality through innovation, technology and professional development.

13. A School Board member needs to be absolutely and unequivocally committed to quality public education.  
An effective School Board member MUST possess nothing less than a firm belief that excellence in public education is the right of every student in the school system.  The School Board member should demonstrate a commitment to high standards of achievement for all students.
In short, an effective School Board member must be a visionary, risk taker and goal oriented.  They must exhibit personal qualities that serve as a positive role model for children and the community.  And finally, be willing to set an example and establish accountability at all levels for achievement of all students.
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