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Introduction

INTRODUCTION

The New School Board Member Handbook with: A Guide to Surviving Your First Year provides new
school board members with some of the basics of school board service. It answers questions that new
board members commonly ask when they begin school board service. It’s written in a question-andanswer format for quick reading and includes a glossary of common education terms that new board
members will fnd helpful. Please note that throughout this text the terms “president” and “vice president“
refer to the offcers of a school board.
New School Board Member Handbook draws on the deep well of knowledge and expertise of the
New York State School Boards Association (NYSSBA). It includes references to NYSSBA’s premier
handbook, School Law 36th Edition, as well as the varied programs and services NYSSBA offers
members.

Introduction
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We hope you’ll fnd the New School Board Member Handbook a helpful reference as you begin
your school board service. And if you need NYSSBA for assistance at any time during your
term, please contact us at 800-342-3460 or 518-783-0200, or visit our website at www.nyssba.org.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
CHAPTER
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
1 BEGINNING YOUR SCHOOL BOARD SERVICE
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

-

1:1.

I’ve been elected. What now?

Congratulations! You’ve joined the ranks of more than
5,000 locally elected offcials in New York dedicated to
helping your community’s students succeed and ultimately
become productive citizens. Your position has three aspects:

• A member of a board made up of fellow members.
• A member of the district governance team composed
of school board members and the superintendent.
As a school board member you are a representative of your
community and you are a leader of your district. You are
a steward both of your district’s children and its tax dollars
and you are an advocate for all students, public education
and an educated public.

What are some of the powers and duties
of the board?
1:2.

New York Education Law defnes a school board’s
general powers and duties. Generally, a school board
member oversees the district’s affairs (students’ education),
personnel and properties. Chapter 6 provides detailed
information on a board’s general powers and duties.
1:3.

What exactly do school boards do?

A school board:
• Develops a shared vision and goals for the district.
• Ensures alignment of strategies, resources (including the
approved budget), policies, programs and processes with
district goals.
• Assesses and accounts for student achievement using
comprehensive data, thorough deliberation and open
communication.
• Conducts performance evaluations of the superintendent
to continuously set standards of improvement.
• Leads the district, accentuating and reinforcing the positive
while correcting the negative.
An effective school board member understands that it is
not his or her job to run the district, but instead ensures the
district runs effectively and effciently. In other words, the

Now that I’m a board member, what does
my community expect of me?

1:4.

As a new board member, you will be asked to make
decisions on major issues that affect the students and citizens
of your community. You will be asked to vote publicly on
matters that you may know little about. As with every new
job, it takes time to learn the ropes. You need to take the
time to learn about your job and the issues at the same time
you are performing your job.
Some of the activities expected of you are: attending board
meetings, participating on committees, attending school
functions, keeping yourself informed about issues, pursuing
developmental opportunities for yourself and interacting with
your fellow board members and the superintendent. These
activities require a signifcant amount of time, but it is time
extremely well spent when you consider that you are helping
to shape the future of the children in your community.
1:5.

I’m overwhelmed. How do I learn my job?

With help. Within your frst year in offce, you will be
required to complete two kinds of mandatory training.
New York State law requires newly elected school board
members and BOCES board members to complete six
hours of both fscal oversight training and a new member
orientation training on the powers, functions and duties
of boards of education. To help you satisfy the mandatory
training requirement, NYSSBA offers the New School Board
Member Academy at regional workshops throughout the
state. The event includes two courses, Essentials of School
Board Governance and Oversight Fundamentals training.
Through these two courses, you will fulfll all required state
training while learning board roles and responsibilities, the
importance of governance and your fscal duties. NYSSBA
also offers both courses online.
Even if you haven’t yet been sworn in, your superintendent
or district clerk, can register you as a board member-elect
for these and other NYSSBA leadership development
trainings through our website, www.nyssba.org. A full listing
of workshops can be found under “Training Events.”
The “School Board U” page offers additional resources,
including webinars. Most importantly, don’t hesitate to ask
questions. Nobody expects you to have all the answers,
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• An individual school board member.

board oversees the education of students and is responsible
for school district operations, but does not directly run the
district’s day-to-day operations.
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and most boards and superintendents welcome the
opportunity to get you up to speed.

How much time can I expect to spend on
school board responsibilities?

1:6.

Beginning Your School Board Service
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The time required to complete your school board
responsibilities will most likely vary by time of year. It depends
on how many meetings are scheduled, which committees you
serve on and what issues are going on in the district. For
example, if the district is going through a building project,
hiring a superintendent or conducting negotiations, the time
needed for board meetings may be more extensive. Most
board members spend at least six hours a week on board
service.1

How do the school board’s responsibilities
differ from the superintendent’s?

1:7.

The vice president often works closely with the president and
superintendent and will preside at board meetings when the
president is not there. The vice president assumes the offce of
president in the event of a vacancy until a new president
is elected.
1:9. Where, or to whom, do I go to for
information?

The president usually can answer your questions on
protocol or procedure, as well as issues facing the board.
The superintendent and other board members, both current
and past, are also good resources. NYSSBA is also a good
source for information and advice and has staff specialists
ready to answer your questions. Visit NYSSBA’s website
(www.nyssba.org) for in-depth information on school policy,
legal and legislative issues.

How do I translate all the educational
jargon I hear at each board meeting?

1:10.

The school board is the district’s board of directors and
is responsible for establishing goals, setting policy and
overseeing resource allocations for the school district. The
superintendent, the district’s chief executive offcer, works for
the school board and is the person who translates the policy
into action. Consistent with the goals established by the school
board, the superintendent and staff make the day-to-day
decisions that affect the operation of the school district,
deployment of resources, assignment of staff and
documentation of results.

Are school boards required to have offcers?
What are their duties?
1:8.

A school board is required by law to elect a president and
may, at its discretion, elect a vice president.2
The board president sets the tone on how the school
board will function. This offcer is a leader of the board
who envisions, plans, organizes and motivates; a presider
who articulates agendas, maintains order and announces
results; and a communicator who listens and speaks on
behalf of the board.

There are a lot of abbreviations and acronyms for educational
terms. A glossary of common education terms is available at
www.nyssba.org/schoolboardu. For jargon or acronyms that
are not included on the website, consider asking your
superintendent or other board members.

What is the board’s role when there are
problems with an administrator?

1:11.

The only employee who answers directly to the school
board is the superintendent. Accordingly, if there are concerns
about an administrator’s performance, the board should raise
these concerns with the superintendent in executive session.
It is the superintendent who has the responsibility to handle
these issues. Do not cross the line into micromanaging the
relationship with this administrator. It’s the superintendent’s
job to lead and manage the employees in the district.
If there is a problem with the superintendent, on the other
hand, the board needs to address the problem through the
annual review process or through informal feedback via
the president.

ROLES & RESPONSIBILITIES
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
1

Fact Finders, Inc. NYSSBA Survey of Members, 2015.

2

Educ. Law § 1701.
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2:1.

Is it all right to call the superintendent?

You need to establish a productive working relationship with
your superintendent. If you have questions, it is better to call
the superintendent and discuss them before the board meeting
rather than surprise him or her at a public meeting. If there
are questions or concerns relating to negative feelings from
the community, the superintendent will appreciate knowing
about these in advance of the board meeting so that he or she
can come prepared to address them. It is appropriate to call
the superintendent, set up a meeting to discuss questions, or
even email him or her with simple questions or requests.

If I disagree with board members or the
superintendent, what is the best way to let them
know how I feel?

2:2.

How do I approach my superintendent or
board if I have a suggestion for a change?

2:3.

If your suggestion needs to be discussed by the entire board
and voted on, it should be added to an upcoming board
agenda. Review your district policy or board operations
manual on agenda setting to understand how to do this.
Contact the superintendent or the president to discuss your
idea and have it either put on the agenda or referred
to committee.

Is it all right to talk to district administrators
and staff?

2:4.

In addition to the superintendent, you will come in contact
with district employees, including administrators, teachers and
other staff members. There is nothing wrong with talking to
district staff, but an individual board member does not have
authority to take action on his or her own.1 Keep in mind that
complaints should follow the chain of command. For example,
teachers report to principals; principals report to the
superintendent; the superintendent reports to the board.

Can I talk to board members outside the
board meeting?

2:5.

Yes. The state’s Open Meetings Law generally permits you
to converse with your fellow board members outside of
board meetings. As with the superintendent, you should try
to establish productive relations with each of the other board
members. Talking with them in social situations or at school
sporting events, for example, will give you an opportunity
to learn about them outside of the school board. Be careful
that you do not discuss any school board matters if you have
a quorum – a simple majority (more than half) of the total
number of members on your board. This would constitute a
meeting in violation of the Open Meetings Law. Remember
that such informal chats do not substitute for full deliberation
in a public meeting.
2:6.

What information is considered confdential?

Most employee personnel issues and information contained
in student educational records are considered confdential.2
Also, the information discussed in a closed board meeting,
more commonly known as an executive session, is
confdential.3 A board may call an executive session only
on the following subjects:
• Matters that would imperil the public safety if disclosed.
• Any matter that may disclose the identity of a law
enforcement agent or informer.
• Information relating to current or future investigation or
prosecution of a criminal offense that would imperil effective
law enforcement if disclosed.
• Discussions involving proposed, pending or current
litigation.
• Collective bargaining pursuant to Article 14 of the Civil
Service Law.
• The medical, fnancial, credit or employment history of a
particular person or corporation, or matters leading to the
appointment, employment, promotion, demotion, discipline,
suspension, dismissal or removal of a particular person or
corporation.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
1

Gen. Constr. Law § 41; Coughlan v. Cowan, 21 Misc.2d 667 (Sup. Ct. Suffolk Cnty 1959); Downey v. Onteora CSD, 2009 WL 2259086 (N.D.N.Y. July 29, 2009); Appeal
of Silano, 33 Ed Dept Rep 20 (1993), petition dismissed, Special Term (Supt.Ct. Albany Cnty.), Hughes J. (Jan. 10, 1994); Matter of Bruno, 4 Ed Dept Rep 14 (1964).

2

20 USC § 1232-g; Pub. Off. Law §§ 87 (2)(b), 89(2), (3).

3

Application of Nett and Raby, 45 Ed Dept Rep 259 (2005).

Can We Talk?

Always treat your fellow board members, the superintendent
and other administrators with respect. However, don’t be
afraid to disagree on an issue. In fact, a discussion about an
issue that refects two or more views usually results in a better
decision than if everyone agrees with the frst solution offered.
Debate the issue, not the person. Demeaning comments or
angry discussions do not facilitate effective decision making.

If you have a request for information, you should ask the
superintendent unless he or she indicates otherwise.

3

• The preparation, grading, or administration of exams.
• The proposed acquisition, sale, or lease of real property
or the proposed acquisition, sale, or exchange of securities,
but only when their value would be substantially affected
by publicity.4

What can I say, or not say, to parents and
friends about school issues?

2:7.

School board business that is discussed in executive session or
relates to confdential matters (such as an employee personnel
issue or student discipline issue) should never be discussed with
anyone other than another board member, the superintendent
or the school district’s attorney. A good rule of thumb is to
discuss only items that have been made public at a school
board meeting. Adhering to this rule of thumb goes a long
way in maintaining trust with the superintendent and the other
board members and protecting staff and the public.

I have children in school. How can I talk
with their teachers now that I am on the school
board?
2:8.

Can We Talk?
4

This is a tricky area. No matter what you say about
“speaking as a parent, not a board member,” it is diffcult for
some teachers to separate your role on the school board from
your role as a parent. It’s not surprising that some teachers
may be somewhat intimidated by your role as a board
member. Some board members have indicated that their
spouses, the child’s other parent, or another family member
frequently take the lead in speaking to their children’s teachers.
Make sure you are not using your position as a school board
member to secure special treatment for your child. Your child
should be treated the same as other students and be subject
to the same rules and requirements. If there are issues you
wish to discuss with a teacher, you should follow the normal
procedures for contacting your child’s teacher to discuss them.
Keep in mind you should not relinquish your parental rights
now that you are a school board member. You are always a
parent frst and a board member second.
2:9.

As a board member, may I visit the schools?

You have the same right as a parent or community member
to visit the schools in your district, so long as you follow
whatever procedures your district has for visitors. As a school
board member, you may also visit the schools in an offcial
capacity, only with the board’s authority, for specifc purposes
such as building inspections.5

As a school board member, you should use school visits to
build good working relations with building principals and staff,
to celebrate in the positive accomplishments of the schools
and to show your pride as a member of the board. Look for
opportunities to visit when a school is hosting a special event
or recognition program for students and staff. In any event, be
sure to tell the superintendent and/or principal in advance of
your visit.

How do I respond to a community that
questions the school board’s decisions?

2:10.

It is normal to hear questions about the board’s decisions.
You will at times fnd yourself dealing with controversial,
complex issues and the board’s fnal decisions may be
unpopular. Explain the thought process that went into the
decision and why the board arrived at the conclusion it did,
even if you personally disagreed. Be sure to answer honestly
and without emotion. One of your roles as a school board
member is to be an advocate for the district. Being asked
about board decisions provides an opportunity to promote
the positive activities that are occurring in your schools while
at the same time responding to community questions.

How do I respond to questions from the
media?

2:11.

Your board has probably already adopted, at least informally,
a policy for responding to the media. Particularly on sensitive
issues, a single spokesperson – usually the president – may be
designated to speak for the board. If media are waiting to do
an interview following a board meeting, then it is appropriate
to refer the question to the president or the superintendent.
Individual board members should be free to explain their votes
or comments they may have made at a public meeting. If you
are contacted by a local reporter and you’re not prepared or
don’t have the relevant information, don’t say, “No comment.”
Instead, tell the reporter you’ll get an answer and follow up.
Ask what their deadline is and then promptly follow through.
In all situations, be honest – never lie! Talk in plain English,
in short, quotable sentences, but stay on message. Answer the
question that was asked. Don’t feel compelled to offer more
information than needed to answer the question. Be friendly
and warm. If you are on camera, remember that body
language is as important as what you say.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4

Pub. Off. Law § 105.

5

Appeal of Silano, 33 Ed Dept Rep 20 (1993), petition dismissed, Special Term (Supt.Ct. Albany Cnty.), Hughes J. (Jan. 10, 1994); Matter of Bruno, 4 Ed Dept Rep 14 (1964).

How should I respond to parental
complaints?

2:12.

First, be familiar with your board policy on public complaints.
The best way to respond to parental complaints is to be a good
listener. This allows you to ask questions to understand the
situation better. Be careful, though, that the parent does not
interpret your questions or comments as an indication of future
board action. Once parents have shared their complaints
with you, give them guidance on how to get their concerns
addressed through the proper channels, perhaps by referring
them to the public complaint policy. It is safe to say that most
of the complaints you will hear are administrative in nature
and not policy issues. As such, they don’t belong on the
board’s table.

You owe the superintendent and staff the opportunity to
respond and to support them if they are properly following
board policy. A parent may follow up with you if the complaint
is not resolved. However, board members should communicate
complaints of grave importance directly to the superintendent
and the rest of the board, so everyone can be on the same
page.

Can I use email, text messages or social
media to communicate with my board
colleagues?

Be forewarned, all emails can be requested by the public
or media under the Freedom of Information Law, even if
you use a personal email account.8 The content within
an email determines whether it must be released. For
example, emails that contain factual data must be
disclosed, but other portions of the document may be
redacted.9 Records retention laws and rules of discovery
also apply to any email account utilized for board business.10

If the school district asks board members to use a school email
for board business, it is helpful to do so in order to comply
with those laws and rules. Your social media communications
may also become public as well, even with privacy settings set
to “friends only.” To avoid having your conversations become
front page news, do not have them online.

2:13.

It depends. School board members may use email and other
sources to communicate with each other, but they cannot be
used to discuss board business or to infuence votes on issues
or as a means of avoiding the Open Meetings Law.

COMMUNICATION
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
6

NYS Department of State, Committee on Open Government, OML-AO-5205 (Nov. 18, 2011); OML-AO-4534 (Dec. 14, 2007).

7

Pub. Off. Law § 100.

8

Pub. Off. Law § 87; NYS Department of State, Committee on Open Government, FOIL-AO-18052 (Nov. 24, 2010).

9

Pub. Off Law § 87(2)(g).

10

See Arts and Cult. Aff. Law §§ 57.19, 57.25, Records Retention and Disposition Schedule ED-1.

Can We Talk?

It is not your responsibility, nor do you have the authority, to
solve each parent’s problem. By all means listen to them, but
then make sure they know to contact the school staff. Becoming
involved in the issue can compromise your impartiality, which
may be needed if the board rules on an appeal.

The same holds true with social media. You should be
particularly careful to avoid sequential email, texts or social
media conversations which result in a collective decision. While
you may email or “direct message” another board member
with a question, it is not appropriate to engage in online
discussions with a majority of the board in a chat room.6
Email, text messages and social media communications
that preclude the community from hearing the board
debate important issues is problematic. The intent of the
Open Meetings Law is to allow the public to “observe the
performance of public offcials and attend and listen to the
deliberations and decisions that go into the making of
public policy.” 7

5

CHAPTER

3 TIME FOR MEETINGS
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___________________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________
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What should I expect at my frst board
meeting?
3:1.

If you have never participated in a board meeting, you may
be overwhelmed at frst. There are basic rules of parliamentary
procedure that should be followed, but each board operates in
its own way. There will be a meeting agenda and protocol.
Talk with the president before attending your frst meeting to
ask basic questions such as:
• Where should I sit?
• How is the agenda set up?
• How long do the meetings usually take?
• When should I speak?

Time For Meetings
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Ask for an orientation if you haven’t yet had one. You should
also receive your board packet containing the agenda and any
supporting information several days before the meeting. Be
sure you go through the material carefully and take the time
to call the superintendent or president to ask questions about
anything you don’t understand.
Remember, this is a meeting of the board of education in
public, not a public meeting. Staff and community members
are invited to observe and may comment if a public comment
period is established. But this is your board’s opportunity to
conduct business. As such, the board should remain in control
of the meeting at all times.
3:2.

Where should I sit?

Many boards have their rooms set up in a consistent
confguration for board meetings, with name plates for each
person at the table. Some boards have assigned seats that
do not change from meeting to meeting. Other boards mix
the seats up each time. And others do not have name tags or
assigned seats. To feel comfortable prior to attending your frst
meeting, you might want to contact the president and ask if
there are any “traditions” that you should know about
in advance of the meeting.

a business meeting, as board meetings are business meetings.
Remember that the public and media may attend as well. Your
dress should refect the professional approach that your school
board takes in overseeing the operations of the district.
3:4.

How does being on TV affect board members?

Any time you are being flmed or are in the public eye, it is
normal to be more self-conscious and nervous. Some, but not
all, boards broadcast live, stream online or tape their meetings
for later broadcast on a local cable access station. Naturally,
the frst time you participate in a recorded board meeting you
may fnd that you are less articulate and forget some of what
you want to say. After you attend a few meetings you should
become comfortable and even forget the camera is on.
Periodically reviewing a tape to see how the board is
presenting itself is a good idea. Board members are often
surprised by their unconscious body language that may or
may not accurately communicate their feelings.

How professionally must a board meeting be
run? What is considered too lax or too formal?
3:5.

All board meetings need to follow some set of “rules of order,”
often based on parliamentary procedure. The method that your
board selects should be identifed in a policy. Some boards
elect to follow Robert’s Rules of Order. Other boards may
specifcally elect to not follow Robert’s Rules, but prefer a basic
version of parliamentary procedure. Your school board can
be as relaxed or as formal as it chooses, as long as a policy
identifes the method you will employ and this method does
not violate the Open Meetings Law.
If your board elects to follow Robert’s Rules of Order, school
boards must follow New York State law where it differs from
Robert’s Rules. For example, under Robert’s Rules, action can
be taken by a majority present or voting. Under state law, an
action can only be taken with a vote by the majority of the
entire board, regardless of vacancies or absences.1

What is considered an acceptable dress code
at board meetings?
3:3.

Your board decides how formal or informal the meeting should
be. A good rule of thumb, though, is to dress appropriately for

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
1

Educ. Law §§ 1606, 1710, 1804(1), 2502(1), 2503(1), Gen. Constr. Law § 41.

3:6.

How often does my board meet?

Education Law requires city school district boards to meet
at least monthly and all other school boards to meet at least
quarterly.2 Most boards, however, meet once or twice a
month. Consistent attendance at board meetings is required.
If a board member fails to attend three consecutive meetings
without a valid excuse, the board may declare the seat vacant.3
Most boards are required to hold an annual organizational
meeting in July to elect and appoint offcers for the coming
year.4 Individual board members can also call a special
meeting to address a particular item.5

What are the legal requirements for school
board meetings?
3:7.

3:8.

What is the Open Meetings Law?

The basic intent of the state Open Meetings Law is to
strengthen the right of all New York State citizens to know
what goes on in government by requiring public bodies to
conduct nearly all business at open meetings. For more
information about the Open Meetings Law, see School Law,
36th Edition, 14:21-14:26.

How can a board have good exploratory
discussions given the restrictions of the Open
Meetings Law?
3:9.

The Open Meetings Law does not preclude good exploratory
discussions. You may fnd it awkward to talk about some topics
openly, but the board is obligated to conduct all discussions in
open session except during the limited situations that permit
executive sessions.9 All offcial board votes must be conducted
in public at an offcial meeting of the board, with the exception
of voting on disciplinary charges against a tenured teacher or
administrator.10

Yes. Social gatherings and conferences, including retreats, are
not considered school board meetings, even if a quorum is
present, so long as the board members in attendance do not
discuss school business or arrive at decisions about an issue.

What role does the superintendent play at
school board meetings?

3:11.

The superintendent is a key person at all school board
meetings. The superintendent and president plan the meeting
agenda together. The superintendent makes certain the
meeting room is set up as required and all tools that are
needed are available. This includes audio or visual recording
equipment, an easel, an overhead projector, a microphone,
etc. Each item on the agenda is introduced by the president;
however, for discussion or action items, the superintendent or
a designee is often asked to explain the issue. The superintendent’s opinion or recommendation should be solicited before
a vote is taken.
3:12.

How do I get involved in board committees?

The president is typically responsible for assigning board
members to committees if your board uses them. If you have
an interest in a particular committee, let the president know of
your interest prior to identifying committee assignments. This is
usually done at or shortly after the organizational meeting
in July.
3:13.

Who is responsible for setting the agenda?

The superintendent and president are responsible for setting
the agenda according to most board policies. In some districts,
the vice president also participates in the pre-agenda meeting. This enables the vice president to be ready for the board
meeting, suggest topics to be covered and be prepared to act
as president if needed. It is helpful to familiarize yourself with
the policy on agenda-setting in your district.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2

Educ. Law §§ 1708(1), 2504(2), 2563(2), 2590-b(1)(b), 2590-e(14).

3

Educ. Law §§ 2109, 2502(8), 2553(8), 2590-b(7)(g), 2590-c(6)(a); Appeal of McQuaid Kaplan, 50 Ed Dept Rep, Dec. No. 16,113 (2010).

4

Educ. Law §§ 1701, 1707, 1904, 2502(9)(o), 2502(9-a)(o), 2504(1), 2553(9)(f), 2553 (10)(o), 2563(1).

5

Educ. Law § 1606(3); Appeal of Campbell, 50 Ed Dept Rep, Dec. No. 16,246 (2011); Matter of Felicio, 19 Ed Dept Rep 414 (1980).

6

Pub. Off. Law § 103.

7

Pub. Off. Law § 104.

8

Pub. Off. Law § 106(1).

9

Pub. Off. Law § 105.

10

Educ. Law §§ 1708, 3020-a(2).

Time For Meetings

School boards must meet in compliance with the Open
Meetings Law and make public records available as defned
by the Freedom of Information Law. Open Meetings Law
requires that all school board meetings, including most
committee meetings, be open to the public.6 Proper notice
must be given to announce regularly scheduled and special
meetings.7 Minutes of the meetings must be taken and include
specifc information required by the Open Meetings Law.8

Can board members meet socially or as a
group at training conferences without violating
the Open Meetings Law?

3:10.

7

3:14.

How can I get my issues onto the board
agenda?

you should request that the item be removed from the consent
agenda and considered by the board as a separate motion.

The best way to get an item onto the board agenda is to
follow your board policy and protocols – usually by contacting
the president. In some districts it can be done by contacting
either the president or superintendent prior to the pre-agenda
meeting. If you have an issue that comes up after the agenda
has been distributed, you may still be able to have it added
to the agenda the night of the meeting, depending on your
district’s policies. If a decision is not needed immediately, it is
better to have the topic added to the agenda for a subsequent
meeting, giving your colleagues suffcient time to prepare
for discussion.

3:18.

Does public comment pertain only to
agenda items?
3:15.

Time For Meetings
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Although school board meetings must be open to the public,
there is no requirement that the public be allowed to speak.
This decision is left up to the individual board. If the board
decides to allow public comment, as most do, it may set rules
that restrict topics and the duration of each presentation.
For more information on public comment periods, please
see School Law, 36th Edition, 14:31-32.

What if a member of the public complains
at a board meeting?

3:16.

The grocery store isn’t the only place board members will
hear complaints. If an individual raises a complaint during a
board-established public comment period, it is best to listen to
the individual and then say that the board will take the issue
under advisement. The individual may also be referred to the
appropriate person to handle the complaint. You can expect
the president to take control of this situation. Your board should
refrain from engaging the individual in public debate during
the meeting.
3:17.

What is a consent agenda?

A consent agenda is an item listed on the regular agenda
that groups routine items under one agenda heading.
Routine items (such as paying bills, approving minutes of
the last meeting, approving the agenda, etc.) can thus be
approved by a single unifed motion and vote of the board.
The purpose of the consent agenda is to expedite business and
streamline the meeting. There is no discussion of items on a
consent agenda. If clarifcation of an item is necessary, then

Can I ask questions during the board
meeting?

Absolutely! Hopefully, you have taken time to review the
materials in your board packet and have asked for any
clarifcations from the superintendent or president prior to the
meeting. Certainly as the discussion of an item ensues, other
questions may occur to you that you have not previously asked.

How may I ask questions at a board
meeting and still adhere to the “no surprises”
rule?
3:19.

If you think your question may be controversial, let the
superintendent or president or both know ahead of time.
They can help you decide if there is a better way to address
the issue. If your question is to clarify an issue or if it is
prompted by the discussion, then it is appropriate to ask it
at the board meeting, as long as you don’t broach topics
properly discussed in executive session. If you have a question
that may require collecting data or information not already in
your board packet, you might let the superintendent know prior
to the meeting so that he or she can come prepared to answer
your questions.
3:20.

How is voting done at a board meeting?

All votes taken at a school board meeting are a matter of
public record and must be recorded in the minutes. Secret
ballots are not permitted.11 The vote must be taken in such
a way that a person attending the meeting or reading the
minutes can see how each board member voted.12 This can be
done by roll call vote, show of hands or any other method by
which each board member’s vote is made known to the public.

Do most school boards vote in a rotating
order or consistent order, or does it not matter?

3:21.

The manner in which your meeting is run is determined by your
school board. How you vote – in a rotating order or the same
order each time – doesn’t matter. A rotating order allows for a
different member of the board to be the frst and last to vote.
The Open Meetings Law simply requires that the public must be
able to determine how each board member voted.13

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
11

Pub. Off. Law § 87(3)(a); Smithson v. Ilion Housing Auth., 130 A.D.2d 965 (4th Dep’t 1988), aff’d, 72 N.Y.2d 1034 (1988).

12

Pub. Off. Law § 106.

13

Id.

3:22.

When does the board president vote?

The president votes each time a vote is called. Some people
think that the president only votes to break a tie as the chair
generally does under Robert’s Rules of Order. This is not true.
The president is expected to vote as a member of the board,
in whatever sequence the board is following. Whether the
vote is rotated each time or each member votes in the same
sequence, the president votes in the same way as the other
board members.

Can a school board member vote by proxy
at regular or special board meetings?

3:23.

No, it is not permissible for a board member to vote by proxy.
The Open Meetings Law requires that a board member be
present physically or through the use of videoconferencing in
order to lawfully cast a vote.14

Can I abstain from a vote?

Yes. Understand, however, that while an abstention means
neither a “yes” or “no” vote, it can have the effect of a “no”
vote in that it makes it more diffcult for the proponents of
a motion to win a needed majority. The commissioner of
education has ruled that board members cannot abstain

3:25.

What if I disagree with a board decision?

If you don’t agree with a decision that the board has made,
you may express your position for the record. But it is still your
responsibility to support the board’s fnal decision. The time
to disagree is during the discussion and your vote, which is
public record. If you are asked about the decision, explain
why the board voted the way that it did. You may say why and
how you voted; however, you should not do it in a way that
undermines the board’s majority decision. As long as your
comments remain factual and do not evaluate the board
action, you are showing support for the decision. You should
also direct questions to the board’s spokesperson if one has
been assigned to that particular issue.
3:26.

Can a board president offer motions?

Normally the president calls for the motions on agenda items.
The president is a member of the board with the same voting
rights, no more and no less. Although it is permissible for the
president to offer a motion, it is preferable for other members
of the board to offer and second a motion.

Time For Meetings

3:24.

from voting simply because they have philosophical problems
with what they are being asked to vote upon, such as teacher
tenure.15

9
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Pub. Off. Law §§ 102-104; NYS Department of State, Committee on Open Government, OML A-O-3025 (May 1, 1999); Town of Eastchester v. NYS Bd. of Real Property
Services, 23 A.D.3d 484 (2d Dep’t 2005).

15

Appeal of Craft and Dworkin, 36 Ed Dept Rep 314 (1997).
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Should I ask for a mentor?

Many boards will have a designated person who mentors new
board members. Serving as mentor may be a defned responsibility for one of the offcers, such as the vice president, or it
may be a rotating position. A mentor will orient the new board
member prior to his or her frst board meeting. The mentor
will also check in with the new board member periodically
during the year to explain key activities, such as the process for
evaluating the superintendent or the budgeting process. If you
fnd your board does not have a person designated as mentor,
you might suggest it, particularly if you prefer working this way.

Working With The Board
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When are issues serious enough to bring
to the board?

4:2.

You are the link between the school district and the
community. You should be aware of issues confronting other
districts that could become an issue in your district. You must
also flter what you bring to the board for consideration to
be sure it truly requires board attention. If you are hearing
concerns from community members, you might want to ask
other board members whether they are hearing the same
concerns. An issue or activity that is counter to board policy
should be brought to the attention of the president or the
superintendent. When in doubt, feel free to discuss concerns
with the superintendent and the president. They can help
decide if the board needs to be proactive about a
particular issue.

What is the committee structure, function
and role?
4:3.

School boards operate in various ways. Some boards operate
as a committee of the whole where all issues or activities are
addressed by the entire board together. Members of boards
that choose this method of operation generally receive the
same information at the same time and have the authority
to deliberate on each issue. Other boards function with a
well-defned committee structure where board members serve
on several committees and a committee frst addresses issues
or activities before the issue comes to the full board.
Generally, board members are appointed to standing
committees by the president and serve one-year terms.
Ad hoc committees or task forces can also be established to

deal with a one-time issue and their length of term is often less
than one year. A task force is a good approach to invite staff
and community members to offer their insights and/or special
expertise on a particular issue.
The committee structure works best when the board fully trusts
all the board members and is willing to accept the work and
recommendation of this smaller subset of the board. This does
not mean the full board cannot ask questions prior to voting
on a motion at a board meeting; in fact, all need to become
informed in order to vote responsibly. Rehashing the entire
work of the committee, though, defeats the committee’s
purpose. Boards that use a committee structure feel it saves
time and allows each board member to delve more deeply into
fewer areas. Some boards fnd they are able to deal with more
issues with this approach and each board meeting is more
reasonable in length. Possible standing committees include:
policy, fnance, curriculum, public information, students and
athletics, buildings and grounds and personnel. None of these
committees are required by law, but an audit committee is.1
Keep in mind that committees or task forces report to the
board, not to the community or media. They should not take
on a life of their own.
One last point to be aware of is that committees can be subject
to the Open Meetings Law requirements even when there is
less than a quorum of board members on the committee.2
See School Law, 36th Edition, 14:24, for further clarifcation.
4:4.

How can I survive the politics?

Don’t think of it as surviving politics. Instead, view it as
cultivating relationships. You are now part of the largest body
of elected offcials in the state. School governance is founded
on the belief that a group of very different people representing
various constituencies in their district can make better decisions
than any one person alone could. That diversity is the board’s
strength.
With this in mind, it is best to be open-minded about the
opinions of your fellow board members. Your goal should
not be to convert them to your point of view, but rather to
determine the best solution to an issue by working together
to try and accommodate all views. You want the students to
be the “winners” – not one board member or another.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
1

Educ. Law § 2116-c; 8 NYCRR § 170.12(d).

2

Pub. Off. Law § 102; see also NYS Department of State, Committee on Open Government, OML-AO-4158 (Mar. 15, 2000); OML-AO-4093 (Dec. 14, 2005); OMLAO-5068 (Mar. 18, 2011).

4:5.

How can I best work with the team?

You may be joining a board with members who have been
together for a number of years. As the “new kid on the block,”
it will take you time to become part of the team. Talk with your
new colleagues. Respect their expertise. Listen and observe. Ask
questions. Do your homework. Make recommendations. Time
and experience will help you become a contributing member.

What should a board do when it is not
working well as a team?

4:6.

4:7.

How do school boards make decisions?

School board members are trustees, responsible for a trust
established with the community. When making decisions,
the board should seek the advice, where appropriate, of
the district’s administrators, teachers, employees, community
members and experts such as the school district’s legal
counsel, fnancial advisor or auditor. With this information,
the board can act only during legally called board meetings.
Therefore, it is important that board members do their
“homework” prior to attending a board meeting so that
they can discuss the issue and be prepared to take action
at the meeting.
4:8. What is the most important consideration
when making a decision?

The primary consideration is the tangible impact the decision
will have on your district’s students. If you understand the facts
and relevant data and you keep the needs of all students in
mind when making decisions, you will undoubtedly make good
decisions. Remember, your frst responsibility is to every student
in your district. Keeping this in mind will greatly assist

What can or cannot school board members
reveal to each other?
4:9.

School board members will learn information that is
confdential and should not be discussed outside of a board’s
closed session with friends and family.3 This does not limit
discussions among school board members at appropriate
times in conformity with the Open Meetings Law. Board
members should feel they can discuss issues among each
other that are before and within the jurisdiction of the board.

When I’m in the minority on the board,
how can I infuence the other board members to
consider my point of view?

4:10.

Genuinely listen to your colleagues. Don’t interrupt. Wait
to be recognized, then make your point, but don’t deliver a
monologue. Argue from fact, not emotion. Concisely identify
the problem or the potential opportunity. Use facts to make
the point that it is a districtwide problem or opportunity. State
your recommendation and explain how it helps attain a district
goal. Finally, be prepared to compromise and remember that
democracy is based on the will of the majority with the support
of the minority.

Should the board of education set goals for
itself each year?

4:11.

Yes, it is a good idea for a board to have goals for the
effectiveness and effciency of board operations and evaluate
them on a yearly basis. In this way, you have a scheduled
forum for discussing the profciency of your board and how
to improve it.
4:12.

Are there term limits for board members?

No, Education Law does not contain term limits on board
service. The opportunity to make a change on the board occurs
annually during the school board election when community
members can choose to run for the board for seats whose
terms have expired. A board with both new and seasoned
members can provide new thinking while maintaining
institutional history. Similarly, limits cannot be placed on
the president and vice president roles.

GOALS & DECISIONS
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3

Application of Nett and Raby, 45 Ed Dept Rep 259 (2005).

Working With The Board

Open communication is critical to the proper functioning of
your board. If you feel your board is not functioning well, it
may be appropriate to suggest a workshop where the board
reviews its ground rules that establish how it will function.
If these ground rules are not effective, then consider adding to
or clarifying them. Consider developing a specifc set of guidelines or a board protocol or code of conduct. You may want to
hire a facilitator to assist your board in improving the board’s
working relations. NYSSBA can help here with a Custom Board
Retreat tailored to your board’s specifc situation.

you in making the right decisions despite pressures that certain
constituent groups may exert.
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CHAPTER

5 BUILDING A RELATIONSHIP WITH THE SUPERINTENDENT

What is the role of the superintendent
relative to the school board?

5:1.

Building a Relationship with the Superintendent
12

Think of the superintendent as the chief executive offcer of
the school district. He or she reports to the board of directors,
the school board. The superintendent is the only employee
who is employed directly by the board. All other administrators,
teachers and staff are hired by the superintendent, pending
board approval. While the school board is responsible
for setting the vision and goals for the district, it is the
superintendent who implements the policies to attain the
goals the board sets. The school board tells the superintendent
what it wants done; the superintendent determines the best
way to do it. The superintendent is also the board’s principal
advisor – identifying operational needs and recommending
policies for board action.

How do I communicate with the
superintendent?

5:2.

You should feel free to communicate in any way you are
comfortable. Usually the superintendent is more than willing
to meet with you, discuss issues on the phone, or respond by
e-mail. The important thing is not how to communicate, but
that you do communicate with the superintendent, especially
when you have questions about agenda items being discussed
at your board meeting.

When and how does the board evaluate
the superintendent?

5:3.

The commissioner’s regulations require the board to evaluate
the superintendent annually according to procedures developed by the board in consultation with the superintendent.
The superintendent’s evaluation should be a comprehensive
and objective review of his or her performance during the
preceding year. Whatever procedure the board chooses to use,

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________

it should be fled in the district offce by September 10 of each
year.1 The evaluation should be based on a consensus of the
board’s assessment of the superintendent’s performance
relative to the stated objectives for the position. The board
should also consult the superintendent’s contract to determine
if it includes provisions related to evaluation.
The superintendent should be provided with a written copy of
the board’s evaluation and should discuss it with the board in
executive session.

As a new board member, how should I
approach the superintendent about making a
change without being overly aggressive?

5:4.

You should feel free to contact the superintendent, or the
president, to discuss your idea and have it either put on the
agenda or referred to committee.
If you are tactful and ask thoughtful questions about the way
the board currently operates and why, you won’t be perceived
as pushy. If your suggestion relates to district operations,
stop and ask yourself if you are getting too involved in the
management of the school district. Even so, if you do it tactfully,
the superintendent should not mind discussing how the school
district functions and be open to new ideas.

How do I gain the respect of the
superintendent and other administrators?
5:5.

As with any relationship, you have to earn it. Respect the
superintendent and district administrators. They are the
education experts. Seek their advice. Listen to what they have
to say. Ask thoughtful questions. Be open, honest and direct.
Take time to learn about the school environment and issues
that may be unique to your district prior to making suggestions
and trying to effect change.

RELATIONSHIP
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
1

8 NYCRR § 100.2(o)(1)(vi).
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School Law Basics

• Overseeing school buildings, grounds and equipment
o providing the space where instruction occurs by purchasing,
leasing, maintaining and insuring school buildings;

Boards of education have no inherent powers and possess
only those powers expressly delegated by statute or necessarily
and reasonably implied therefrom.1 The general powers and
duties of school boards are outlined in Education Law, which
assigns different powers and duties to different types of school
districts, some of which are common to various types of districts
and others of which are specifc to a single type of district, for
example, common, union free, central, small city and large
city. See School Law, 36th Edition, Chapter 5.

o providing the necessary equipment and supplies (e.g.
computers, textbooks, desks).

What are the primary legal functions of
school boards?
6:2.

School boards adopt policies, consistent with state and
federal law, which govern the affairs of their respective
school districts.2 Ultimately, school boards are responsible for
educating the children of the school district. This responsibility
can be broken down into a few general areas:3
• Students
o adopting policies governing the admission, instruction,
discipline and grading of the children residing in the
district.
• Employees
o selecting and hiring a superintendent;
o employing, managing and disciplining professional
and support staff;
o setting parameters for collective negotiations and
approving the collective bargaining agreements
governing the employment of staff agreed upon
by the district’s negotiators and various unions.

School boards must annually adopt and present to the voters
a proposed budget for the next school year which includes
estimated expenditures to carry out the activities described
above.4 See the School District Finance section below for
further information.
6:3. What is the legal manner in which school
boards make decisions?

School boards, acting in their corporate capacity, are required
to transact their business in the same manner as the governing
body of any corporation. Their acts are required to be
authorized by resolutions or motions adopted or passed by
a majority of the whole board.5 Unless the board has taken
offcial action to designate an individual member as the
representative of the board for a particular purpose, an
individual board member has no more authority than any
other qualifed voter of the district.6

What constitutes a confict of interest on
the part of school board members?
6:4.

A confict of interest exists when a school board member
is in a position to beneft fnancially from a decision that
members may make on behalf of the district. The state’s
General Municipal Law defnes those situations and relationships that are deemed to be a confict of interest.7 See School
Law, 36th Edition, 12:6-12:12. For example, a board member
is not deemed to have a prohibited confict of interest on the
basis of his or her spouse’s employment with the district.8
Board members are required to publicly disclose in writing
any interest they or their spouse may have, will have or later
acquired based upon a contract or other agreement with the
district.9 For further information on making such disclosures
see School Law, 36th Edition, 12:8.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Appeal of Woodarek, 46 Ed Dept Rep 1 (2006); petition dismissed (Sup. Ct. Albany Cnty May 22, 2007); Appeal of McKenna, 42 Ed Dept Rep 54 (2002); Appeal of
Rosenkranz, 37 Ed Dept Rep 330 (1998); Appeal of Bode, 33 Ed Dept Rep 260 (1993).

2

See, e.g., Educ. Law §§ 1709(1), (2), 2503(2).

3

See generally Educ. Law § 1709.

4

Educ. Law §§ 1608, 1716, 2022, 2601-a.

5

Gen. Constr. Law § 41.

6

Coughlan v. Cowan, 21 Misc.2d 667 (Sup. Ct. Suffolk Cnty 1959); Downey v. Onteora CSD, 2009 WL 2259086 (N.D.N.Y. July 29, 2009); Appeal of Silano, 33 Ed Dept
Rep 20 (1993) petition dismissed, Special Term (Supt.Ct. Albany Cnty.), Hughes J. (Jan. 10, 1994); Matter of Bruno, 4 Ed Dept Rep 14 (1964).

7

See Gen. Mun. Law §§ 800-802.

8

Gen. Mun. Law § 800(3).

9

Gen. Mun. Law § 803(1), (2).
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What are the powers and duties of school
boards?
6:1.

13

Must school boards fll vacancies on the
board when they occur?

6:5.

Education Law requires union free and central school districts
to fll vacancies.10 Districts must either call a special meeting
in which the taxpayers elect someone to fll the remainder of
the unexpired term or the board appoints someone to serve
until the next regular election.11 See School Law, 36th Edition,
5:12-5:15.

May a school board member be removed
from offce?
6:7.

Basics of School Law and Finance
14

Yes. A board member may be removed from offce in one
of two ways, either by the commissioner of education or the
school board. A school board’s authority to remove one of
its members from offce is separate and distinct from the
commissioner of education’s authority to remove a board
member.12
A board’s decision to remove a school board member from
offce may be reviewed by the commissioner on appeal.13
A school board member removed from offce may not be
appointed or elected to any district offce for a period of one
year from the date of his or her removal.14 In general, the
commissioner of education may remove a school board
member from offce for the willful violation or neglect of duty
or the willful disobedience of a law or a decision, order, or
regulation of the commissioner or rule of the Board of
Regents.15
The commissioner considers removal “a drastic remedy that
should be taken only in extreme circumstances.16 “ To be
considered willful, a school board member’s actions must
have been “intentional and with a wrongful purpose” to
disregard a lawful duty or violate a legal requirement.17

Generally, a board member who acts in good faith on the
advice of counsel will not be found to have acted with the
requisite willfulness to warrant removal from offce.18
The commissioner has removed a board member for behavior
that interfered with the board’s ability to function. In one case a
board member threatened and initiated a physical altercation
with another board member during a board meeting. Such
conduct breached the board member’s “duty to engage in
constructive discussion” on matters affecting the governance
of the district.19 For more information, see School Law, 36th
Edition, 6:38-6:42.
A school board may remove any of its members for
“offcial misconduct.” Offcial misconduct occurs when a
board member engages in an unauthorized exercise of power
or intentionally fails to exercise power to the detriment of
the district.20

Must a school district adopt a code of
conduct?

6:8.

Yes. All school districts, Boards of Cooperative Educational
Services (BOCES) and county vocational extension boards
must adopt and enforce a code of conduct for the
maintenance of order on school property and at school
functions. The code governs the conduct of students,
teachers, other school personnel and visitors.21 The code
must be reviewed annually and updated, if necessary, taking
into consideration the effectiveness of the code and the
fairness and consistency of its administration.22
It also must be fled with the commissioner of education, in a
manner prescribed by the commissioner, no later than 30 days
after adoption or revision of the code.23

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Educ. Law §§ 1709(17), 1804(1); see Appeal of French, 32 Ed Dept Rep 100 (1992).

11

Educ. Law §§ 1709(17), 1804(1), 2113(3), 2502(6).

12

Educ. Law §§ 306, 1709(18).

13

Appeal of Taber, 42 Ed Dept Rep 251 (2003).

14

Educ. Law § 2103(2).

15

Educ Law §§ 306, 1706, 2559; Appeal of Christiano, 50 Ed Dept Rep, Dec. No. 16,217 (2011).

16

Application of Powell, 50 Ed Dept Rep, Dec. No. 16,216 (2011), Application of Carbonaro, 46 Ed Dept Rep 215 (2006).

17

Appeal of Christiano, Application of a Student with a Disability, 43 Ed Dept Rep 227 (2003); Application of Santicola, 42 Ed Dept Rep 356 (2003).

18

Application of Nett and Raby, 45 Ed Dept Rep 259 (2005); Application of Kavitsky, 41 Ed Dept Rep 231 (2001).

19

Appeal of Kozak, 34 Ed Dept Rep 501 (1995).

20

Educ. Law § 1709(18).

21

Educ. Law § 2801(2); 8 NYCRR § 100.2(l)(2)(i).

22

Educ. Law § 2801(5); 8 NYCRR § 100.2(l)(2)(iii)(a).

23

Id.

School District Finance
6:9.

How is the school budget created?

The school board must ultimately approve the proposed
school budget, but the school superintendent and school
business offcial have a signifcant role in the preparation of
the budget. Typically, the administration puts together a draft
budget to frame the board’s discussions. Changes are then
made in accordance with the board’s decisions.

What kind of information must be included
in the proposed district budget?

6:10.

School districts must present a detailed statement in plain,
easy to understand language laying out the amount of money
that will be required for the coming school year for school
purposes. This statement must include both estimated revenues
and expenditures.25 The budget is required to be presented in
three component parts: program, capital and administrative.26
The program component must include all program
expenditures of the school district such as salaries and benefts
of teachers, programs for students with disabilities, school
library and audio-visual, health services, interscholastic
athletics and school district transportation services.27
The capital component of the budget includes all expenditures
for facilities costs such as construction, renovation,

The administrative component of the budget includes
expenditures for salaries and benefts for all school
administrators, expenditures associated with school board
operations as well as the offce of the superintendent.29

How and when is the proposed school
budget voted on by the public?

6:11.

After the proposed school budget is adopted by the board,
it is placed on the ballot as part of the annual school board
election and budget vote on the third Tuesday in May. The
budget must be approved by a simple majority of the voters,
unless the school board puts up a budget that exceeds the
property tax cap. In such cases, the budget must be approved
by at least 60 percent of the voters.30
Note, budgets are not voted upon by the public in the Big 5
city school districts (New York, Buffalo, Rochester, Syracuse and
Yonkers). Those school boards do not possess independent
taxing authority. Instead, the school district budget is part of the
overall budget for the city.

After a budget is adopted by the voters, how
are school taxes collected?

6:12.

In order to collect school taxes, the school board must pass a
resolution approving the tax roll, which includes a list of
all real property in the school district, its assessed value and
the amount of taxes each property owner must pay.31 Once
approved, school taxes become a lien on the properties.
Thereafter, a majority of the school board must sign the tax
warrant which directs and empowers the tax collector to collect
taxes in accordance with the tax roll.32
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Educ. Law § 2023-a(2).

25

Educ. Law §§ 1608(3), 1716(3), 2601-a(3); 8 NYCRR § 170.9.

26

Educ. Law §§ 1608(4), 1716(4), 2601-a(4); 8 NYCRR § 170.8(a).

27

Educ. Law §§ 1608(4), 1716(4), 2601-a(3); 8 NYCRR § 170.8(c).

28

Educ. Law §§ 1608(4), 1716(4), 2601-a(3); 8 NYCRR § 170.8(d).

29

Educ. Law §§ 1608(4), 1716(4), 2601-a(3); 8 NYCRR § 170.8(b).

30

Educ. Law § 2023-a(6)(a), see N.Y. United Teachers v. State of N.Y., 46 Misc.3d 250 (Albany Cnty. 2014), aff’d, 140 A.D.3d 90 (3d Dep’t 2016).

31

Real Property Tax Law § 904(1), 1312.

32

Real Property Tax Law § 1318.
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In New York State there is no limit on school budget
expenditures. However, there is a cap on the yearly growth of
tax levies, commonly referred to as the property tax cap. The
property tax cap limits the growth of a school district’s tax levy
to the lesser of 2 percent or the sum of one plus the infation
factor.24 The allowable growth each year guides budget
planning and infuences a board’s decisions on funding for
budget priorities. See School Law 36th Edition Chapters 18-19
for further information.

improvements and rehabilitation of school buildings.
Expenditures for custodial salaries and benefts, supplies,
utilities and maintenance and repair of school facilities are also
capital expenditures.28
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CHAPTER

7 DOING YOUR HOMEWORK

__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________

Is it important that I know every policy in
the district’s policy book?

7:1.

Policies are the means by which a school board governs the
school district; they guide its administration, staff, students,
parents and the public and they ensure accountability,
consistency and fairness. While you can’t expect to know every
policy as you begin your board service, you’ll fnd it helpful to
read through the district policy manual at least once. You’ll also
fnd that you become familiar with many policies as you go
through the year.

Doing Your Homework
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How can I build my skills and knowledge
to become a better board member?
7:2.

First, take advantage of NYSSBA’s School Board U programs,
including the New School Board Member Academy, the Annual
Convention, regional workshops and webinars. You can fnd
a schedule of NYSSBA’s programs on the NYSSBA website at
www.nyssba.org under Training Events. Local school boards
associations also offer events. Second, read On Board and
other publications on school board service. Third, watch and
listen to your colleagues.
7:3.

Is board development mandatory?

Newly elected school board members are required to complete
two kinds of mandatory training: new member orientation on
the powers, functions and duties of boards of education and
six hours of fscal oversight training.1 To satisfy the mandatory
training requirement, NYSSBA offers the state mandated
training in-person through the New School Board Member
Academy, which is held regionally throughout the state.
NYSSBA also offers the state mandated training online.

Do I pay for these programs or does the
district?

7:4.

The district does. It is legal and appropriate for the district
to pay for board members’ attendance at conventions,
conferences, workshops, webinars and other developmental
events that enhance the board’s knowledge and ability to do
the district’s business.2 Payment must be authorized by a board
resolution adopted prior to attendance, or the board may

delegate authorization to an executive offcer.3 Because leaders
are learners, it is prudent to include funds for board leadership
training in the annual budget.
7:5.

What services does NYSSBA offer?

NYSSBA provides advocacy, information, leadership
development and custom services for member school boards
to help students succeed. We advocate at local, state and
federal levels – in government and in the courts. We provide
information through On Board, an award-winning newspaper,
School Law, a trusted resource for more than 70 years, other
publications and our website www.nyssba.org. We offer a wide
array of leadership development activities, including our
Annual Convention, New School Board Member Academy
and regional workshops and seminars on a variety of topics.
We deliver special programs and services, including custom
board retreats, custom policy manuals, policy updates and
e-policy. Visit our website, www.nyssba.org for an in depth look
at how we can help your school board.

How do I manage the volume of reading
that I have as a school board member?

7:6.

Becoming a school board member is similar to going back to
school, in that there are continuing education courses available
and there is “homework” you will have to prepare for board
meetings. You’ll have a lot of reading to be fully prepared to
discuss and vote on issues.
As every student learns, don’t wait until the last minute to do
your homework. If you fnd you don’t have enough time to
review materials prior to your board meetings, ask if it is
possible to get materials earlier. You’ll fnd as you become
more experienced that the material becomes more
manageable and easier to absorb.

Where can I get comparative information
relative to other schools?

7:7.

The State Education Department (SED) posts School District
Report Cards online at http://data.nysed.gov. For more
information, call us at 800-342-3360.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
1

See Educ. Law § 2102-a.

2

Gen. Mun. Law § 77-b(2); See also Matter of Cappa, 18 Ed Dept Rep 373 (1978).

3

Gen. Mun. Law § 77-b(2); see also Opn. St. Comp. No. 93-12, 27 Opn. St. Comp. 74 (No. 71-246 (1971)) .
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8:1.

With whom in the community should the
board connect?

All these actions and more should be in your district’s
community relations policy.

Community members are both the district’s “owners” and its
clients. They pay for the district’s products and services and
incorporate its graduates. Keep in mind that people support
what they help create. If the district’s stakeholders don’t help
to create the district’s vision, goals, standards, plans, budgets,
etc., they may feel no ownership of them.

8:3.

How should the board engage the
community?
8:2.

Engage key stakeholders by inviting and appointing them
to participate in standing and ad hoc committees, advisory
panels, focus groups, forums and surveys to describe a vision
for the district, set its goals, plan strategically, align resources
with goals and other actions offering them an opportunity to
learn about public education and to infuence governance
decisions.
You can also engage community members by using a variety
of means to inform them about the district and to learn their
interests, priorities and concerns. Print and electronic media,
social media and face-to-face conversations all play important
roles in this year-round district campaign to inform and to be
informed. While accentuating the positive, student successes
and district progress, don’t neglect the negative. Be the frst to
let your community know about clouds looming on the horizon
and what you are doing to dispel them. Board members and
the superintendent can be effective ambassadors for the
district, especially by scheduling dialogues with a cross-section
of your community, preferably in their neighborhoods.
Part of your community engagement strategy should also
encourage all members of the community to visit their schools.
Invite them to extracurricular activities, schedule grandparents’
day, offer tours and briefngs. In public education, familiarity
often breeds support.

Most gaps result from poor communication. Remember that
communication is a team sport: both parties must have the
opportunity to speak; both must actively listen. You should
review your school board policy on community relations.
If none exists, develop one.
Check whether your policy provides a variety of methods for
informing the community about the district. Does it use varied
means of communication, print media, electronic media
(perhaps the district website), social media and speaking
engagements at community events? Does it provide various
means for the public to inform the board and administration
about its interests, priorities and concerns? Such means include
opportunities for participation in district committees and
advisory panels, focus groups, polling and social media.
Does the policy seek to involve all elements of the community
in district activities – e.g., encouraging volunteers, scheduling
tours and briefngs, inviting them to extracurricular events and
special occasions? Transparency is key. If your district operates
separately from the community, gaps will remain. When you
bring the community into their schools and when you bring
school information into the community, knowledge and trust
will improve as the community senses that “your” schools are
“their” schools and that their schools are in your good hands.

How can I make sure I represent community
sentiment?

8:4.

No community is a single, uniform entity. Every community
is comprised of various subgroups. To represent your
community, your frst task is to identify the groups and
subgroups that together compose your community. It’s helpful
to have a demographic and socioeconomic profle of
community members served by your district. With it, you
can check whether you really are aware of all community
members and whether your data and analysis truly refect
the total community.
Although individual board members may not be able to speak
with everyone in the community about all issues, the board as
a whole should be able to acquire valid input from a sound
cross-section of community members. Varied approaches can
be used. One is to include the public in committees, panels

Community Connections

Although your board may not be able to engage every single
group and community member, you should identify and
engage key internal and external stakeholders. These
individuals and groups can help or hinder the district in
achieving its vision and goals. Key internal stakeholders may
include students, faculty, staff, administrators, volunteers,
PTA/PTO, etc. Key external stakeholders may include parents,
taxpayers, unions, public offcials, business/civic/social/
religious leaders and representatives of higher education,
health, social and youth services organizations.

How do you bridge a gap between the
community and the board?
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and forums. Some boards fnd it useful to rotate their
meetings among various locations in the community.
A telephone hotline, dedicated email address or social media
tool where citizens can leave comments and questions can
also be helpful. Of course, all board members should make
opportunities to converse with people throughout the
community about district education. Listening is key.

How does one encourage school board
service?

8:5.

Promoting school board service as a meaningful way to
contribute to your community is an ongoing responsibility
of school board members. Your actions, teamwork and
enthusiasm for board service will infuence people in your
community to consider serving on their school board.

Community Connections

Attracting qualifed and energetic candidates results from
activities taking place year-round, not just at election time.
By increasing community participation within the schools,
you can identify community members who might be willing
to consider school board service. Invite individuals to join ad
hoc committees, to volunteer in the classroom, or simply to

attend various events at school to strengthen their involvement.
In this way, potential candidates can become more aware of
the challenges facing their schools and the successes you have
enjoyed.
NYSSBA designed the Running for the School Board brochure
to provide a quick overview of school board service aimed at
potential school board candidates.

How can boards increase public participation
and support at meetings?

8:6.

The frst way to encourage public participation at meetings is to
review how you treat the public when they come to your board
meetings. A pleasant environment, a few social amenities
and a procedure by which the public can address the board
not only contributes to good decision making, but foster good
public attitudes about those decisions. The cardinal rule in
building support for public education is to invite input and treat
the public with respect. District policies and procedures should
make people feel that they are a welcome part of the board
meeting and resulting decisions.
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A GLOSSARY OF EDUCATION TERMS

7

Academic intervention services – Services required of the school district to provide extra help
to students who are not yet meeting the learning standards.

Distance learning – A mode of delivering education and instruction via the internet without a
student physically attending the class.

Accountability – Requiring school districts and states to ensure that schools meet their goals/
standards.

Equalization rate – The percentage of full value at which taxable real property in a county, city,
town or village is assessed as determined by the New York State Board of Real Property Services.

Annual Professional Performance Review (APPR) – An annual evaluation of teachers and
principals that school boards and Boards of Cooperative Educational Services (BOCES) must
conduct, in accordance with law and the commissioner’s regulations. In addition, each school board
and BOCES must adopt an APPR plan to be fled in the district or BOCES offce and made available
for public review by September 10 of each year.

Executive session – A portion of the school board meeting that is not open to the public.

Assessed valuation – The monetary worth of all property in the district as determined by the
municipal assessor.
Average daily attendance – The aggregate days of attendance during a given reporting period
divided by the number of days school is in session during that period.
Basic Education Data System (BEDS) – The State Education Department’s system for collecting
basic information on all the state’s elementary and secondary schools.
Block grants – Federal or state funding distributed in a lump sum directly to states or localities
to administer and direct programs.
Boards of Cooperative Educational Services (BOCES) – BOCES are formed by a voluntary
cooperative association of school districts in a geographical area that band together to provide
services, such as special education and vocational programs, to their component local school
districts.
BOCES aid – State funds to reimburse a district for part of the cost of BOCES services.
Categorical aid – State or federal aid which is intended to fnance or reimburse a specifc
category an instructional of supporting programs or to aid a particular target group of pupils.
Charter school – An “independent and autonomous public school” established under state charter
school law, eligible for funding from both private and public local, state and federal monies.
Commissioner of Education – The chief executive offcer of the Board of Regents and the State
Education Department appointed by the Board of Regents to enforce laws and policies relating to
the state education system.

Foundation aid – A state aid formula which provides that the majority of school aid is distributed
by a clear and predictable stream of funding.
Freedom of Information Law (FOIL) – A law that gives the public access to government
records, as a way to foster increased understanding of and participation in government. The law
provides procedures for requests and a list of the kinds of records that are exempted.
Governmental Accounting Standards Board (GASB) – GASB sets the accounting rules for all
governmental entities, including school districts.
Inclusion – Educating students with disabilities as appropriate in a regular classroom setting
along with students without disabilities.
Individualized Education Program (IEP) – A written statement outlining the plan for providing
an educational program for a disabled student based on the unique needs of that student.
Magnet school – A school that offers enriched curriculum in one or more subject areas; sometimes
used as a means of desegregation.
New York State Learning standards – The level of knowledge, skills and understanding that
students should be able to demonstrate over time as a result of instruction or experience. There
are two types of standards, according to the State Education Department: content standards (what
children should know, understand and be able to do as a result of their schooling) and performance
standards (acceptable levels of student achievement).
Open Meetings Law – A law that governs the conduct of board of education meetings. Part of
New York’s Sunshine Laws; see also Freedom of Information Law.
Parliamentary procedure – A system of organizing a meeting to ensure an orderly, democratic
process; Robert’s Rule of Order is most commonly used in New York.
Performance-based assessment – Tests which measure students’ abilities to perform tasks and
solve problems rather than choosing answers from a number of possibilities.

Common Core Learning Standards – A set of national standards that defne the knowledge
and skills students should have within their K-12 education careers in order to graduate from high
school able to succeed in entry-level, credit-bearing academic college courses and in workforce
training programs.

Student growth model – An accountability system that tracks student performance over time.

Contingency budget – The budget adopted by the board of education after a proposed budget
or budget revote is defeated.

Title I – A federal aid program under the Elementary and Secondary Education Act to provide
schools with a high percentage of low income families with additional funds to improve academic
achievement.

Cooperative service application (Co-Ser) – A BOCES request to the commissioner of education
for approval to operate a service.
Core curriculum – The body of knowledge that all students are expected to learn.
Data-driven (or data-based) decision making – Analyzing varied forms of data to identify
educational strengths and/or weaknesses to plan for and implement improvements in student
achievement as well as monitoring trends and using this information to make decisions about the
effectiveness of continuation or changes in district practices, curriculum, programs, procedures
and policies.
Demographic data – Information describing the students and citizens of a school district;
usually includes characteristics such as race, age, gender, income, educational level and profession.

Tenure – Guaranteed job security, granted by state law to teachers after satisfactory probationary
service, which cannot be rescinded except for cause.

Triborough amendment – An amendment to the Taylor Law, part of the Civil Service Law, that
requires the terms of an expired collective bargaining agreement to remain in effect until a new one
is negotiated.
Voucher – A way to allocate and distribute education money directly to parents to pay for their
children’s education in a public or private school.
Wicks Law – A section of the General Municipal Law that requires school districts to award
separate contracts for plumbing, heating/air/ventilation and electrical work.

A Glossary of Education Terms

Appropriation – An authorization from the board of education or voters to make expenditures
and to incur monetary obligations for specifc purposes.

Fiscal deﬁcit – The amount by which total expenditures exceed total revenues for the fscal year.
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