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BREAKOUT OVERVIEW

 A number of ND school board members graciously completed a 
brief survey to support my dissertation, which was titled Analysis of 
Effective Governance Competencies of North Dakota School 
Board Members.  

 This session will briefly share the results of that research study, how 
some of those ideas have been implemented in Jamestown, as 
well as other concepts that could better support school boards 
and school board members. 



STATEMENT OF THE RESEARCH PROBLEM

 School board members are an important, but under-supported, 
member of the school leadership team.  School board members 
are legally accountable and societally expected to provide 
sound governance without blurring the lines between board and 
educational professionals.  Yet, school board members are also 
underserved with limited systemic support to improve the 
understanding and application of the complexities of education 
and governance. 



PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

 The purpose of this study was to examine the effect of board 
member demographics and the impact of professional 
development on the competencies of effective governance 
and to recommend competency areas that would enhance 
board member professional development both at the local and 
statewide levels. 



RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1. Does the age of a board member result in a difference in attitudes towards boardsmanship?
2. Does the gender of a board member result in a difference in attitudes towards boardsmanship?
3. Does the education of a board member result in a difference in attitudes towards boardsmanship?
4. Does the employment status of a board member result in a difference in attitudes towards 

boardsmanship?
5. Does the experience of a board member result in a difference in attitudes towards boardsmanship?
6. Does the socioeconomic status of a board member result in a difference in attitudes towards 

boardsmanship?
7. Does the enrollment of a school district that a board member represents result in a difference in the 

board member’s attitude towards boardsmanship?
8. Does the participation in state/national professional development result in a difference in the board 

member’s attitudes towards boardsmanship?
9. Does the attendance in local professional development result in a difference in the board 

member’s attitudes towards boardsmanship?
10. What competencies of highly effective boards, are reported most frequently in North Dakota 

school board members?
11. What competencies of highly effective boards, are reported least often in North Dakota school 

board members?



REVIEW OF RESEARCH LITERATURE

 An exhaustive literature review was conducted on the foundational 
concepts of this study.  This included the: 
 (a) purpose of school boards, 
 (b) school board strengths and weaknesses, 
 (c) erosion of local control, 
 (d) contemporary reform trends and criticisms, 
 (e) capacity building for board members, 
 (f) effective governance, 
 (g) impact of governance on student achievement, and 
 (h) examination of rural vs urban.



STUDY METHODOLOGY



PARTICIPANTS

 This study sought a sample of the 176 active school boards in 
North Dakota.  With a total of 1,019 individual board members, 
the minimum participation rate goal for the study was 100 school 
board members, which represented approximately 10% of school 
board members in North Dakota. 



STUDY DESIGN

 The non-experimental quantitative study design employed a 
questionnaire that included a framework of six competencies of 
effective governance.  The questionnaire measured the degree 
to which those competency areas exist in North Dakota school 
board members and correlated the results on demographic data 
collected to identify areas of strength and areas requiring further 
development amongst North Dakota rural school board 
members. 

 The questionnaire included a total of 18 questions across each of 
the competency areas.  



GOVERNANCE COMPETENCIES OF NORTH 
DAKOTA SCHOOL BOARD COMPETENCY 
QUESTIONNAIRE

 Contextual. Boards and board members understand and 
consider the culture, norms, and values of the school district 
governed.

 Educational. Boards and board members take necessary steps to 
ensure they are informed about the school district and the 
professions involved as well as the board’s own roles, 
responsibilities, and performance.

 Interpersonal. Boards and board members nurture the 
development of its members as a group, attends to the board’s 
collective welfare and fosters a sense of cohesiveness. 



GOVERNANCE COMPETENCIES OF NORTH 
DAKOTA SCHOOL BOARD COMPETENCY 
QUESTIONNAIRE

 Analytical. Boards and board members recognize the complex 
nature and subtlety of issues and utilizes multiple perspectives in 
problem-solving. 

 Political. Boards and board members recognize the importance 
of healthy relationships with stakeholder groups. 

 Strategic. Boards and board members set the vision of the school 
district and ensures that strategic planning is in place to guide 
the school district in that vision.  



RESULTS AND ANALYSIS



RESEARCH QUESTIONS NOT 
EXHIBITING STATISTICAL SIGNIFICANCE

 Through this analysis three of the eleven research questions did 
not exhibit any areas of statistical significance.  This includes:
 Research Question 1, “Does the age of a board member result in a 

difference in attitudes towards boardsmanship?,” 

 Research Question 4,  “Does the employment status of a board 
member result in a difference in attitudes towards boardsmanship?,” 
and   

 Research Question 6, “Does the socioeconomic status of a board 
member result in a difference in attitudes towards boardsmanship?.”



IMPACT OF DEMOGRAPHICS
Gender, Education, Experience, and School District Size



DOES THE GENDER OF A BOARD MEMBER 
RESULT IN A DIFFERENCE IN ATTITUDES 
TOWARDS BOARDSMANSHIP?  

 Results revealed that male board members are more likely to feel 
able to speak without fear of being ostracized and female board 
members are more likely to participate in local trainings, 
orientations, or mentoring for new board members.



DOES THE EDUCATION OF A BOARD 
MEMBER RESULT IN A DIFFERENCE IN 
ATTITUDES TOWARDS BOARDSMANSHIP? 

 Results revealed that the higher the educational level of the 
board member the more likely the board member is to serve on 
stakeholder committees and board members with graduate 
degree were the most likely to provide specific feedback to the 
superintendent during the evaluation process. 



DOES THE EXPERIENCE OF A BOARD 
MEMBER RESULT IN A DIFFERENCE IN 
ATTITUDES TOWARDS BOARDSMANSHIP?  

 Results revealed that board members with the least amount of 
experience on the school board are the most likely to highly rate 
the superintendent as the chief executive officer and 
educational leader of the school district with the most 
experienced board members least likely to highly rank the 
superintendent as the chief executive officer and educational 
leader of the school district.



DOES THE ENROLLMENT OF A SCHOOL 
DISTRICT THAT A BOARD MEMBER 
REPRESENTS RESULT IN A DIFFERENCE IN 
ATTITUDES TOWARDS BOARDSMANSHIP? 

 Results revealed that school board members from school districts 
with an enrollment range of 500-1,000 and 2,500+ are most likely 
to be more informed related to what students are learning 
through reports on student achievement, programs and activities 
as compared to board members representing the smallest 
enrollment ranges of less than 100, 100-250, and 251-500.



IMPACT OF PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT
Local, State and National



 While intuitive, the most significant variable on the individual 
competency questions and the compiled competencies was 
participation in local and state/national professional 
development.  

 However, it was not an area of priority as noted by the 
respondents. 28% board members reported that they never or 
rarely attend state/national professional development with an 
additional 51% reported the sometimes attend state/national 
professional development.  Only 21% reported they attend 
state/national professional development often or always.  

 The participation rates decrease with local professional 
development as 64% of respondents reported attendance at 
local professional development as never or rarely while an 
additional 26% reported sometimes. The remaining 10% of board 
members reported participation as often or always.  



INFLUENCE OF STATE/NATIONAL 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

 Results revealed that board members that more frequently attend 
state/national professional development report being: 

a) more informed related to what children are learning, 
b) a better understanding of roles and responsibilities and greater 
willingness to adhere to them, 
c) more willing to participate in professional development, orientations, 
and mentoring, 
d) more willing to speak freely at board meetings, and 
e) more likely to communicate school issues with the public.

 Board members that reported participation in state/national 
professional development as often or always exhibited higher 
Contextual, Educational, Interpersonal, and Political Competencies.



DOES BOARD MEMBER PARTICIPATION IN LOCAL 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT RESULT IN A DIFFERENCE 
IN ATTITUDES TOWARDS BOARDSMANSHIP? 

 Results revealed that board members that more frequently 
attend local professional development report being: 

a) more willing to participate in professional development, orientations, 
and mentoring 

b) more willing to communicate school issues with the public. 

 Board members that reported participation in local professional 
development as often or always exhibited a higher Educational 
Competency.



WHAT COMPETENCIES OF HIGHLY EFFECTIVE BOARDS, ARE 
REPORTED MOST FREQUENTLY IN NORTH DAKOTA SCHOOL BOARD 
MEMBERS?

 The components of effective governance which were reported 
as occurring frequently were: 
 a) recognition of the superintendent as the chief CEO and 

educational leader, 
 b) knowledgeable on roles and responsibilities of school board 

members, 
 c) willingness to work with other board members even after 

disagreements, 
 d) confidence to speak without fear of being ostracized, 
 e) examination of multiple perspectives prior to making decisions, 
 f) request clarifications, when necessary, for recommendations, 
 g) lack of influence from special interest groups, and 
 h) focus on future planning.  



WHAT COMPETENCIES OF HIGHLY EFFECTIVE BOARDS, ARE 
REPORTED MOST FREQUENTLY IN NORTH DAKOTA SCHOOL BOARD 
MEMBERS?

 School board members reported that the Contextual 
Competency and Analytical Competency were most strongly 
represented components of effective governance.  Both 
compiled competency areas were reported as occurring 
frequently.  



WHAT COMPETENCIES OF HIGHLY EFFECTIVE BOARDS, ARE 
REPORTED LEAST OFTEN IN NORTH DAKOTA SCHOOL BOARD 
MEMBERS?

 The creation of specific board goals, separate from district goals, 
was the component of effective governance that was least 
reported by North Dakota school board members.  It was the 
only component that was collectively exhibited only sometimes.  

 The components of effective governance which were reported 
as occurring only occasionally were: 
 a) presentations from stakeholders on issues of school importance, 
 b) presentations on student achievement, programs, and activities, 
 c) participation in local training, mentoring, and orientations, 
 d) communication with the community on school issues, 
 e) find alternative and creative solutions to important issues, 
 f) seek stakeholder input through committees, 
 g) participate in long-term planning, and 
 h) provide specific feedback to the superintendent in evaluations.   



WHAT COMPETENCIES OF HIGHLY EFFECTIVE BOARDS, ARE 
REPORTED LEAST OFTEN IN NORTH DAKOTA SCHOOL BOARD 
MEMBERS?

 School board members reported that the Educational 
Competency and Political Competency occur the least often 
with both averaging in the occasional range.   



DISCUSSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS



BEST PRACTICES FOR NORTH DAKOTA 
SCHOOL BOARDS

 The findings to improve school board governance in North 
Dakota build from three areas: 
 (a) awareness of specific areas of the North Dakota School Board 

Competency Questionnaire, 
 (b) board education supporting effective governance, and 
 (c) other high leverage governance strategies.



GENERAL AWARENESS

 As measured by the North Dakota School Board Competency 
Questionnaire, the demographics of gender, level of education, 
experience and school district enrollment may influence 
governance. General awareness may enhance governance by 
improving relations and actions of board members who are 
impacted by those variables.  

 These areas should be considered in orientations, professional 
development, and in situational governance.  



BOARD EDUCATION

 According to Hargreaves and Fullan (2015), changing education 
is predicated on a true understanding of it. School boards have a 
distal impact (i.e. they create conditions for success).  A lack of 
understanding of education and governance significantly 
hampers the ability to create the appropriate conditions for 
success. 

 The North Dakota School Board Competency Questionnaire 
found that participation in local, state, and national professional 
development has a profound impact on governance.  This 
reinforces the need for school boards to prioritize continuous 
professional development for individuals.



BOARD EDUCATION – ATTENDANCE AT 
LOCAL, STATE AND NATIONAL 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

 Attendance at state and/or national professional development 
opportunities is not typical for school board members in North 
Dakota as 28% of respondents reported that they never or rarely 
attend state and/or national professional development opportunities 
while only 20% reported that they often or always attend these 
opportunities. 

 The participation in local professional development is even less with 
59% of respondents reporting that they rarely or never participate in 
local professional development as compared to 15% reporting that 
they often or always participate in these improvement opportunities.  
As such, local professional development, in particular, represents an 
opportunity to improve and support strong governance. 



EXAMPLE FROM JAMESTOWN

 As part of our district’s strategic plan, the board has made the 
commitment to send no less than 5 of our 9 board members to each 
NDSBA convention.  Over the last 3 years, all 9 board members have 
attended at least part of the each NDSBA convention. 
 This has allowed for access to the excellent content provided through 

the conference, but also the critical interpersonal board development 
that can, too often, be missed when thinking about effective 
governance.   

 The district has also committed to sending at least two board 
members to NSBA convention in 5 of the last 6 years.  While this is 
certainly a financial and time commitment, our board has felt that it 
is an investment in governance.  
 Our new board members attend with their mentors.  
 A rolling 5-year schedule is maintained to provide the opportunity for all 

board members to attend a national conference.  Board members are 
expected to attend in their year.   

 Board members report on both the state and national conventions 
as part of the agenda.  



BOARD EDUCATION – COMPREHENSIVE 
ORIENTATION PROGRAM

 School board members in North Dakota are only required to 
attend a one-day training within one year of election (North 
Dakota Century Code 15.1-09-32) with no required support 
beyond that initial training. 

 If new school board members are to be successful additional
systems of support must exist to guide school board members.

 An orientation process to better support school board members 
would allow capacity building to occur more quickly than simply 
through experiential means.  
 A comprehensive orientation program should be scaffolded with 

priority needs and conducted throughout the first term.  
 Orientations should be organized in manageable chunks.  
 Mentors should be incorporated as part of the orientation.



EXAMPLE FROM JAMESTOWN

 Jamestown Orientation Agenda
 The Jamestown School Board assigns mentors to new board members.  The 

mentors and mentees attend the orientation together. 
 Many of the activities included opportunities for the mentors and mentees to work 

together.  This is especially true in the boardsmanship module to model effective 
governance.  
 One of the more popular activities have been scenarios in which the mentor and 

mentee work different situations.  These include issues such as open meeting/open 
records, chain of command, and other areas of boardsmanship.  

 The modules are done over a series of short bursts as opposed to one or two 
three-hour orientations.
 In our most recent orientation, we organized the orientation meetings to be one 

hour before our regular board meetings.  We covered the information we could 
during that time and continued to meet until we completed the various modules.  

 We focused on the priorities that would be most helpful to new board 
members (boardsmanship, agenda, policy, budget/finance).  

 One new strategy we are implementing this year is a mid-year 
(January/February) return to the orientation.  Mentors and mentees will meet 
again to discuss timely issues, readdress any issues that need additional 
support, Q&A, etc.  

http://www2.jamestown.k12.nd.us/schbrd/files/2018/10/7-24-2018-New-Board-Member-Orientation.pdf


BOARD EDUCATION – COMPREHENSIVE 
AND SYSTEM LOCAL PROCESS

 With the vast complexities of education and governance, 
traditional professional development provided at a state or 
national conference doesn’t provide the collective capacity to 
allow a learning transfer beyond the surface level or strategies to 
enact that vision. 

 It is recommended for school boards consider a systemic process 
that embeds professional development into the board meeting.  

 Additionally, Cronin, Goodman & Zimmerman (2004), 
recommend a liberal use of board retreats to sustain and 
cultivate positive interpersonal relationships between board 
members as well as the central office leadership. 



EXAMPLE FROM JAMESTOWN

 The Jamestown School Board has recognized that regular and on-going 
professional development is crucial to board development, respects the 
value of building collective capacity, and models continuous improvement.  

 With board meetings as the only time that board members are “on the job” 
together, a commitment was made to include board education at each 
meeting.  Since 2016, a total of 50 topics have been conducted.  
 Topics are organized through the framework of effective governance in the 

research study (Contextual, Educational, Interpersonal, Political, Analytical and 
Strategic).

 Topics are generally selected by the superintendent, but any item can be 
requested by a board member.  Presenters can include superintendents, 
teachers, students, community members, consultants, or other board 
members.  

 The Jamestown School Board also conducts at least one board retreat 
annually with topics developed by board members and central office 
administration. The retreats usually allow for 90 minutes of meeting time and 
another 30-45 minutes for a meal.   

http://www2.jamestown.k12.nd.us/schbrd/files/2018/10/Board-Memo-37-Board-Education-on-Professional-Learning-7-16-2018.pdf
http://www2.jamestown.k12.nd.us/schbrd/files/2018/10/9-4-2018-Agenda-Regular-Meeting-of-the-Jamestown-School-Board.pdf
http://www2.jamestown.k12.nd.us/schbrd/files/2018/09/Report-Board-Education-Topics-Since-Inception.xlsx


ADDITIONAL DEVELOPMENT

 I believe there is an opportunity for a collective effort to develop 
board education that could be accessed by any school board to 
provide consistent and effective local board education.  Perhaps 
a clearinghouse of board education that could be available to 
all board members and superintendents.  

 An NDSBA/NDCEL partnership could certainly provide this 
opportunity.  



BOARD EDUCATION – COMPREHENSIVE 
ORIENTATION PROGRAM

 An intriguing consideration for an expansion of board orientation is 
the preparation of prospective board members in effective school 
board governance prior to their election to the school board. 
Conceptually, this is similar to orientation, but would exist for 
prospective, instead of recently elected, school board members.  

 Anderson (2003) stated that stability and long-term relations are 
critical to effective school boards, however, Hess (2002) found that 
relatively few board members serve for extended periods of time.  
This limits the positive impact of institutional memory and prioritizes 
the necessity to adequately prepare and support board members 
throughout their tenure. 

 A systemic pathway to generate interest and cultivate the next 
generation of board members may provide an opportunity to 
improve governance.   If interested board candidates, or even 
interested community members, are able to receive training on 
boardsmanship prior to election a powerful community capacity is 
created that potentially includes a cadre of potential school board 
members. 



ADDITIONAL DEVELOPMENT

 I believe there is real potential and value in all districts, especially 
in larger districts, for this concept.  It would almost certainly 
require support and collaboration with educational entities like 
NDSBA and NDCEL.  I could ultimately envision an online option.   



OTHER HIGH LEVERAGE STRATEGIES

 Beyond professional development, there are other strategies that 
exist that could support North Dakota school board members in 
improving governance.  These strategies include: 
 (a) board goals and meeting assessments, 

 (b) benchmarking, 

 (c) stakeholder outreach, and 

 (d) requirement for additional professional development. 



OTHER HIGH LEVERAGE STRATEGIES –
BOARD GOALS AND MEETING 
ASSESSMENTS

 Effective school boards are able to create board goals that are 
separate from the goals of the district that includes a system to 
progress monitor (Feuerstein, 2009; Dervarics & O’Brien, 2011).  

 According to the North Dakota School Board Competency 
Questionnaire, however, this is an uncommon practice by North 
Dakota school boards.

 A process that embeds a regular meeting assessment and 
includes regular progress monitoring would provide feedback 
and accountability that allows the school board to be nimble 
and react to the various changes necessary to evolve effectively 
in governance practices.



EXAMPLES FROM JAMESTOWN

 The Jamestown School Board went through a norming process 6 years ago.  
The creation of norms was an exercise that supported the interpersonal 
competency.  

 Our school board, at that time, was dysfunctional.  This exercise was 
conducted to establish common expectations through which all board 
members would operate and to focus on the areas in which board members 
agreed.  

 These norms are a part of each regular meeting agenda read at the 
beginning of every meeting and board members assess the board at the 
end of each meeting. 

 The norms are reviewed every other year (following board elections) at the 
board retreat.  

 Each board member as well as the board president is accountable to 
address deviation from the norms.  This may happen in the meeting 
assessment, it may be a personal communication, or, if necessary, it may be 
a meeting with the board president.   

http://www2.jamestown.k12.nd.us/schbrd/files/2017/10/Agenda-Board-Norms.pdf
http://www2.jamestown.k12.nd.us/schbrd/files/2018/10/9-4-2018-Agenda-Regular-Meeting-of-the-Jamestown-School-Board.pdf


OTHER HIGH LEVERAGE STRATEGIES –
BENCHMARKING

 According to Marino (2009), benchmarking is comparing the 
work of a board to the best practices and results of other school 
districts.  Benchmarking allows school boards the opportunity to 
assess their own practices through the examination of how other 
boards have opted to address governance.  It also provides the 
opportunity to examine the practices of other boards and learn 
new strategies that may be locally appropriate. 

 Benchmarking is partly what we do at conferences as we gain 
new ideas and assess our own practices.  That requires, however, 
a commitment by school boards to present their own best 
practices.



EXAMPLES FROM JAMESTOWN

 The Jamestown School Board has, through its strategic plan, 
committed to presenting at the NDSBA conference, at minimum, 
once every 3 years.  



OTHER HIGH LEVERAGE STRATEGIES –
STAKEHOLDER OUTREACH

 It is critical for school boards to connect with the community in 
order to assess the symmetry between the values of the 
community and the actions of the school board and school 
district (Alsbury, 2008).  Many school boards, however, do not 
include a system to gauge this congruence between the 
community and school board.

 Hess (2002) found that only 20-25% of boards seek out 
community perspective on student achievement and board 
performance while other areas, such as the budget, curriculum 
and district leadership selection occur much more frequently.  
Targeted and holistic community engagement represents a 
potential high leverage strategy to improve governance. 

 Beyond the community, it is important to build positive and 
collaborative relationships with other educational stakeholders 
(Hofman, 1995). 



EXAMPLES FROM JAMESTOWN

 At this time, the Jamestown School Board has not targeted any 
areas for stakeholder outreach outside of ad hoc committees 
(i.e. Citizen’s Advisory Committee for a recent referendum, 
strategic planning, etc.). In our current strategic planning 
process, it will be recommended to consider how stakeholder 
outreach can be improved within the district.  

 Other opportunities to consider are joint meetings or regular 
collaborations that exist between the school board and other 
political entities (i.e. park districts, city councils, county 
commissions, etc.).  



OTHER GOVERNANCE PRACTICES 
FROM JAMESTOWN

 While not a research-based practice, the Jamestown School Board has also 
begun to embed the superintendent evaluation in the agenda as a part of 
each board meeting.  

 Questions across 6 competency areas (Goal and Vision Setting, Board 
Relations, Human Resources Management, Curriculum and Student Support 
Services, Community Relations, and Operations and Resources 
Management) are provided at the conclusion of each meeting.  

 Two competency areas per month are scheduled to be completed each 
month.  The competencies are generally coordinated based on board 
actions (i.e. Operations and Resources Management when preliminary 
budget and final budgets are presented/approved).  Board members must 
complete those two areas, at minimum, but could address other 
competency areas as well.  

 The district created a google form to manage the responses.  The board 
president compiles the results for the formative and summative evaluations.  

 The board felt that this was the most timely and relevant opportunity to 
provide a high quality evaluation with actionable feedback to support the 
professional growth of the superintendent.  

http://www2.jamestown.k12.nd.us/schbrd/files/2018/10/9-4-2018-Agenda-Regular-Meeting-of-the-Jamestown-School-Board.pdf
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