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Foreword

School board members have a major responsibility for ensuring access to high-
quality education for all students. The current expectations and requirements 
for school boards create a need for the knowledge, understanding and skills to 
lead effectively. The scope of responsibility is broad and deep; decisions are 
often complex and the outcomes have high stakes. In addition, board members 
must stay abreast of research and best practices in educating all students. 
Communication with the superintendent and community are paramount. Taken 
together, these expectations and responsibilities are challenging.

This handbook is designed to assist board members in meeting the challenges 
by providing guidance and information for leadership and service. It includes 
many tools and resources to assist board members to serve efficiently and 
effectively, and it informs board members of the legal structures, statutory 
requirements and ethical standards for board service in the state of Iowa. This 
guide alone isn’t a complete board development tool, so additional resources 
and supports are offered in this guide.

Citizens who serve their communities as board members are to be commended 
and appreciated. The dedication and commitment of time and talent can be 
consuming. School board members serve because they know what a dramatic 
difference can be made in the lives of students and the community through 
their leadership, thoughtful decision-making and problem-solving. The board 
of directors of the Iowa Association of School Boards and association staff offer 
this handbook to you at no charge and urge you to keep it available for future 
reference. It will be updated online as needed so that all materials are current 
and up-do-date for easy use.

Thank you for your service to the children and communities of Iowa. We look 
forward to serving your needs throughout your journey.

     Sincerely,

     Your Board of Directors  
     Iowa Association of School Boards
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As a school board member, you are entrusted with the task of providing 
the direction for the education of the youth of your community. The local 

board of education is a uniquely American institution dating from the earliest 
days of our country. It has made the public schools flexible and responsive to 
the needs of local communities. Today’s school board represents a continuing 
commitment to local citizen decision-making in education.

School Boards in Iowa
More than 2,000 men and women serve on local school boards in Iowa, 
guiding the education of more than 495,000 young people.

School boards may have five or seven members. They may be elected at large, 
from director districts, or in several combinations of at-large and director 
districts, depending on the system locally adopted. School board members 
serve four-year terms and elections are held in September of odd-numbered 
years. School board members receive no pay. Their reward is the satisfaction 
that comes from rendering an indispensable public service.

Iowa school board members come from all walks of life. They are men and 
women, business owners, professional people, farmers, retirees, young parents 
and community members. They are Iowans. The common thread among them 
is their desire to serve the children and families of their communities.

1Getting on Board
Serving on your school board is one of the 
most rewarding and important roles you’ll 
ever play in your community. 

Chapter

:

Chapter 1: Getting on Board
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Chapter

Orienting to Board Work
If you are new to your school board, this book will be a useful resource 
in learning about boardsmanship. In addition, your superintendent and 
experienced board members can acquaint you with your district’s unique 
strengths, challenges, programs and issues. The following questions, adapted 
from a list developed by the National School Boards Association, can stimulate 
your thinking about school board service and your role as a member of the 
board. These can serve as a basis for learning during your first year on board or 
a good review for the whole board at any time.

1. What does your board do for your school district?  What should your board 
do that it does not do now?

2. Does your board have a vision for the school district?  Do you agree with 
that vision?  Why or why not?

3. What changes has your district undergone in the past five years?  Ten years? 
Twenty years?  What changes are anticipated in the next two years? Five 
years?  Ten years?  What plans are being made to manage these changes?

4. What are your district’s improvement goals this year? Next year, how do 
these relate to the board’s vision? What is the most important thing you 
are trying to improve, the district's highest priority? What will success look 
like, and what can the board do to help the district get there?

5. How does your board go about setting goals and objectives for the district?  
How is the community involved?

6. What skills and knowledge do you bring to the efforts of your board?  What 
can you do to overcome any deficiencies in skill or lack of knowledge 
that you may have?  Does your district provide for the orientation and 
development of board members?

7. What is the school board’s role in setting student achievement 
expectations?  How does the board monitor progress toward these 
expectations? How does the board ensure the staff have adequate support 
to succeed at meeting the expectations?

8. Does the structure of the school system allow the board’s vision to be met?  
Does the board evaluate decisions about issues ranging from budgeting to 
policy adoption in light of its vision for the schools?

9. Does the board have a planning process in place?

10. In the last year, what policies has your board adopted?  Why?

11. In the last year, has your board rejected a proposed policy?  If so, what was 
the issue?  Why was it rejected?

12. When was the last time your board reviewed its policies?

Chapter 1: Getting on Board
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13. In your judgment, should your board give more or less attention to 
policy making than it does?  Why?

14. How does your board know whether its policies are implemented in 
the schools?

15. What are the ground rules in your district for determining what is 
“board business” and what is “staff work”?

16. Is your district led by a management system?  If so, how does it 
function?  How does your board interact with it?

17. What process does your board use to evaluate the superintendent?

18. How are school programs evaluated?

19. How is legal advice provided to your school district?  How does your 
district use this advice?

20. How is the agenda for each board meeting set?

21. How does your board ensure compliance with the Iowa open meetings 
law when it addresses matters in closed sessions?  What types of 
information can legally be discussed in closed sessions?

22. Can you identify the major state laws that affect the work of  
your board?

23. Can you list several federal mandates that affect board decisions?

24. How does your board collectively participate in state and national 
legislative deliberations?  What is the relationship of your board to 
IASB’s legislative activities?

25. How does your board communicate district and student needs to 
legislators? Does IASB know your district's priorities? 

26. How does your board participate in budget preparation? What 
financial indicators are routinely reported to the board to ensure the 
district is on the right track?

27. Have the district’s recent bond issues been successful?  Why or  
why not?

28. What major budget cuts have been made within the past two years? Why?

29. How does your board participate in setting the salaries of teachers and 
other school employees?

30. What staff development opportunities are provided to school 
employees? When do the staff development opportunities occur?

31. How does your board influence the school curriculum?

Chapter 1: Getting on Board
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32. What can you do personally to help ensure good working relationships 
between yourself and other members of your board?  The superintendent?  
Other staff members?

33. Does your board use standing or ad hoc committees?  Citizen advisory 
committees?  If so, what are their responsibilities?  What impact do 
committee recommendations have on board decisions?

34. In what ways does your board communicate with the public?  School 
employees?  The media?

35. In what ways does your board demonstrate its accountability to the local 
community?

36. Has your board taken full advantage of the materials and programs 
available from IASB and the National School Boards Association?

37. How does your board respond to complaints from citizens?  What should 
you do when a citizen complains to you about a school-related matter?

38. How does your board respond to personnel issues?

39. If your district engages in collective bargaining, what role does your board 
play? What model does your district use to conduct bargaining?

40. Does your board act as an advocate for children in your community?  Does 
your board act as an advocate for the district’s instructional program?  Does 
its advocacy role need to be strengthened?

41. Does your board engage in regular self-evaluation?

Commit to Your Own Learning
As the list of questions above shows, the learning curve of boardsmanship is 
steep!  To make the most of your time on the board, commit early on to your 
own learning and development as a board member. IASB offers many resources 
for building your skills and knowledge, from this manual to a training program 
designed just for school board members. Your commitment to developing your 
own skills will be a model for the students and staff in your district.

Where to Find Help
Whether you are a newly elected board member just learning the ropes or an 
experienced board member facing a new challenge, remember that you are 
not alone. IASB is your network for support, advice, information and training. 
Your expert staff can help you or refer you to someone who can. Fellow board 
members can share their experiences—what worked and what didn’t. Help is 
just a toll-free phone call away: 1-800-795-4272 or e-mail: iasb@ia-sb.org.

Chapter 1: Getting on Board
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Becoming a school board member is the beginning of a learning process that 
will continue throughout your term. Some of the skills you’ll learn through 

experience, others from other board members and the superintendent, and still 
others through workshops and seminars sponsored at the state and national 
levels. Being an effective board member requires a good understanding of the 
authority and responsibilities attached to school board service. This chapter 
highlights some of those major areas.

Your Legal Authority
Board members are locally elected, non-salaried public officials. Honor, 
respect and satisfaction are the rewards for helping the school to meet the 
educational needs of students and your community.

A school board operates as a corporate body. Individual members acting 
independently have no legal status or authority and cannot commit or bind the 
board by their actions. The courts have been called on many times to clarify 
the authority of local boards and have been consistent in determining that the 
powers and duties of the board must be exercised by the board as a whole. 
Both in theory and in practice, you are a member of a team.

As a corporate body, the board may conduct business only with a quorum 
present during a regular or special meeting. 

2 Being an Effective 
Board Member

The responsibilities of a school board 
member require a wide variety of skills, 
knowledge and abilities. 

Chapter

:

Chapter 2: Being an Effective Board Member
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Under Iowa law, the school board has the authority to:
•	 Determine major educational needs (280.12).
•	 Adopt goals to improve student achievement and performance (280.18).
•	 Evaluate progress toward educational goals (280.12).
•	 Maintain adequate administration, school staffing, personnel assignment 

policies, teacher qualifications, licensing requirements, facilities, 
equipment, grounds, graduation requirements, instructional requirements, 
instructional materials, maintenance procedures and policies on 
extracurricular activities (280.14).

•	 Maintain attendance centers based upon the needs of the school-age 
pupils, and may include in the educational program additional courses, 
subjects or activities that fit the needs of the pupils (280.3, 297.1).

•	 Determine attendance centers for the district and the particular school each 
child will attend (279.11).

•	 Employ a superintendent (279.20), teachers (279.12), principals (279.21), 
other licensed professional personnel and support personnel, and 
determine their salaries.

•	 Act on recommendations to terminate the contract or immediately 
discharge any employee subject to the provisions of any applicable law 
(279.15-19A; 279.23-25; 279.27).

•	 Appoint a secretary and a treasurer (279.3).
•	 Expel a student from school for violation of the rules established by the 

board or when the presence of a student is detrimental to the best interests 
of the school (282.4).

•	 Fix the time and place of regular and special meetings (279.1-2).
•	 Fill by appointment board vacancies occurring between elections (279.6).
•	 Develop and adopt board policy governing all school district operations 

(279.8).
•	 Become members of the Iowa Association of School Boards and pay dues 

to the association (279.38).
•	 Use funds received through gifts, devises and bequests in the general or 

schoolhouse fund, unless limited by the terms of the grant (279.42).
•	 Employ legal counsel and bear the costs of litigation (279.37).
•	 Allow all just claims against the corporation (279.29).
•	 Insure against loss of property (279.28).
•	 Provide transportation services (285).
•	 Acquire, hold, convey, lease, rent and manage property, real and personal 

(297).
•	 Incur indebtedness when authorized by the voters of the school 

corporation (296.1).
•	 Make rules for its own government (279.8).

Although the list is not comprehensive, it illustrates the authority vested in Iowa 
school boards.

Chapter 2: Being an Effective Board Member
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Key Responsibilities: The Standards of School Board Work
A school board is entrusted with one of the most important responsibilities 
that can be assigned to any group of citizens—that of helping to shape the 
education of the community’s young people. Public schools across the country 
are being asked to raise the bar of academic achievement while remaining 
good stewards of the public’s investment in education. That responsibility 
demands sound knowledge in several areas including leadership, school 
improvement, school finance and others. Boards must also be adept at using 
the tools available to them—from the board meeting to board policy—to 
support school improvement.

IASB has developed a set of “board standards” to frame what effective school 
boards must know and be able to do. This handbook provides some basic 
information about many of these areas. IASB training and publications provide 
a more in-depth look.

The Iowa Association of School Boards believes that school boards have five 
critical roles in leading and governing public schools. The five broad roles are 
based on research on effective school governance.

•	 Setting clear expectations 
•	 Creating conditions for success 
•	 Holding the system accountable to expectations
•	 Building collective will 
•	 Learning together as a board team. 

These standards provide a framework for board learning and self-evaluation 
and are intended to reflect widely held public values. IASB believes school 
boards should be committed to and held accountable for learning and 
effectiveness in each of these areas.

1. Operate as a visionary, ethical governance team.
2. Provide effective leadership for high and equitable student learning.
3. Act with fiscal responsibility.
4. Comply with state and federal law and board policy.
5. Cultivate a system that enables all people to contribute meaningfully.
6. Advocate for high and equitable student achievement.

IASB Critical Roles and 
Board Standards A Learning Framework for 

Effective School Governance

Chapter 2: Being an Effective Board Member
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Roles
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Standards
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Traits of Effective Board Members
Effective school board members have a number of traits in common, yet it is 
important to realize that these characteristics are not acquired instantly.

Knowledge and experience are not enough. Board members must be willing 
to learn and be open to new knowledge. In addition, an effective board 
member has a commitment to all children of the district. It is important that 
board members possess courage and a conviction of the importance of public 
education. They must be committed to fulfilling their responsibilities in areas of 
board work. They must also have the ability and willingness to make decisions 
and must have a commitment to the democratic process.

In addition, an effective board member must have time and energy to devote to 
the work of the board, the ability to accept the will of the majority, respect for 
education as a profession and the ability to communicate well with others.

Another way to identify the effective board member is to observe the way in 
which board responsibilities are carried out. An effective board member makes 
every attempt to attend all board meetings and prepares for the meetings by 
reading and analyzing the agenda and support information. Effective board 
members resist springing surprises at board meetings, abide by board policies 
and rules, and hold off making personal decisions until all the evidence is in 
and board discussion is over.

An effective board member strives to foster unity and harmony among the 
board and differentiates between problems that require board action and those 
which should be solved by administration. This board member supports the 
superintendent’s authority, shares responsibility for board decisions, accepts and 
evaluates criticism and advice objectively, avoids personality conflicts and strives 
to improve personal boardsmanship qualities.

Responsible board members are more effective board members. They listen 
to their constituents but, as individuals, respect the corporate authority 
and responsibility of the board. In Iowa, the lion’s share of authority and 
responsibility for operating the school system resides with the school board. 
Good board members know this and act accordingly.

Teamwork Counts
Effective board members understand their role as a member of the team 
that includes not only the board members, but administrators and others. 
Working together as a team means no one person is responsible—everyone is 
responsible—for the success of the team. Good teams share basic elements:

Chapter 2: Being an Effective Board Member
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Common Goals:  Members of a team share and understand common goals. 
The boards that get the most done are the ones that know they have a mission 
to accomplish together. They have discussed and agreed on a common 
understanding of why the board exists and the function it serves. Moreover, 
they share a common vision of the future they want for the district. While 
individuals on the board may not always agree on the best path to get to that 
future, their shared vision and sense of mission help draw them together and 
aid decisions.

A Game Plan:  Good teams are organized and know how they will deal with 
specific situations. Clear, specific strategies and tools make up a school board’s 
game plan. Your game plan might include specific goals for the year, adequate 
information upon which to base decisions, focused meeting agendas, policies, 
committee assignments, timelines for board responsibilities and other tools.

Clearly Defined Roles:  Every team member has an important role to play. Any 
good team knows the strengths of each member and takes advantage of those 
strengths. Some people are good at expressing themselves; others are good at 
organizing and conducting meetings; others might have a keen understanding 
of a complicated area such as school finance. And yet, the whole board has a 
shared responsibility in each of these areas. A board that is split into factions 
and focusing on each other’s weaknesses can fall into the trap of needing to 
win personal victories over important issues. Take some time to identify your 
board’s strengths. Agree on roles, relationships and responsibilities. Some 
boards like to put this in writing. They make a list of what the roles of the board 
will be and they agree on how they will operate well together.

Regular Evaluation:  Effective teams constantly assess how well they’re doing 
and analyze what works and what doesn’t for their team. That’s why sports 
teams often watch videos after games—to evaluate how they can improve for 
the next game. 

Trust and Confidence:  Teammates trust each other and have confidence in 
other team members. Here are a few ideas to promote trust and confidence on 
your board team:
•	 Practice honest, open communication. Be tactful and nonthreatening when 

disagreeing. Study how body language and phrasing can inhibit teamwork. 
Avoid surprising each other, especially during board meetings. 

•	 Support each other! For example, in conversations, mention the 
contributions of others and be sure to thank them for their efforts.

•	 Find	ways	to	work	together	on	common	educational	goals.	Committee	
work and discussion groups can build unity on a board.

•	 Take	advantage	of	training	or	board	development	activities	so	you	can	
learn together and work from a shared understanding.

Chapter 2: Being an Effective Board Member
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The need for teamwork isn’t limited to the board, which is part of the larger 
school district team that includes the superintendent, administrators, teachers, 
support staff, families, volunteers and students. Common goals, clearly defined 
roles and open communication are needed among all team members.

Role of the Board President
The president is elected by the members of the board during the organizational 
meeting. The fact that the person has been elected president does not remove 
his or her responsibility to participate in the meeting and decisions. The 
president is entitled to vote on all issues (279.1).

The Iowa Code sets forth the legal duties of the president: “The president of 
the board of directors shall preside at all of its meetings, sign all warrants and 
drafts, respectively, drawn upon the county treasurer for money apportioned 
and taxes collected and belonging to the school corporation, and all orders on 
the treasurer drawn as provided by law, sign all contracts made by the board, 
and appear on behalf of the corporation in all actions brought by or against it, 
unless individually a party, in which case this duty shall be performed by the 
secretary” (291.1).

As it is an extremely important position, the president of the board should be a 
leader who can draw the board together to act as a unit. The board president is 
often the spokesperson for the board with the media and community groups. The 
board president normally participates in creating and reviewing the agenda with 
the superintendent prior to each meeting. The president, like all board members, 
must subordinate self interests and personality differences if the board is to act 
effectively and responsibly.

Electing a board president is a key responsibility for school boards and not 
one that should be taken lightly or “passed around” based on seniority or 
popularity. Your board might consider setting criteria for electing the board 
president well before you elect a person at your organizational meeting. 
Examples of criteria might include the ability to act as a spokesperson for the 
board with the media and community groups, willingness to dedicate time to 
the demands of the office, ability to establish a strong working relationship with 
the superintendent, ability to manage board discussions and ensure equity of 
participation, and skills to build teamwork among board members. 

Role of the Superintendent 
The superintendent is the chief executive officer of the board. Although the 
superintendent cannot vote on any issue, it is essential he or she, as chief 
executive officer of the school district, be present at all meetings, including 
closed sessions, except those where the superintendent is being evaluated by 

Chapter 2: Being an Effective Board Member
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IASB uses a team-development rating scale to help boards evaluate their effectiveness 
as a team. Participants provide a rating from one (low) to 10 (high) for each item.

Commitment:  Team members understand and are committed to group goals.
Acceptance:  Team members are friendly and interested in one another.
Clarification:  Team members acknowledge and confront conflict openly. 
Belonging:  Team members listen with understanding to others. 
Involvement:  Team members include others in the decision-making process. 
Support:  Team members recognize and respect individual differences. 
Achievement:  Team members contribute ideas and solutions to problems. 
Pride:  Team members value the contributions and ideas of others. 
Recognition:  Team members recognize and reward team performance. 
Satisfaction:  Team members encourage and appreciate comments about team efforts.

the board.
In addition to the immediate members of the administrative staff, a 
superintendent may call on outside help to discuss problems of the board. 
IASB, the Iowa Department of Education, institutions of higher education, as 
well as a wide number of professional and service organizations, may be asked 
for advice.

Role of the Board Secretary
The secretary of the board is appointed by the board. The secretary cannot be 
a teacher employed by the board but may be another employee of the district 
(279.3). The duties of the secretary depend on the local school district’s job 
description of the position but are to include (291.6):
•	 Preservation of Records: File and preserve copies of all reports made and 

all papers transmitted pertaining to the business of the corporation.
•	 Minutes: Keep a complete record of all proceedings of the meetings and of 

all regular or special elections in the corporation in separate books.
•	 Account with Treasurer: Keep an accurate, separate account of each fund 

with the treasurer. Charge the treasurer with all warrants and drafts drawn 
in the treasurer’s favor and credit the treasurer with all orders drawn on 
each fund.

•	 Claims: Keep an accurate account of all expenses incurred by the 
corporation and present the same to the board for audit and payment.

“The secretary shall file monthly, with the board of directors, a complete 

GAUGING EFFECTIVENESS

How does your board team measure up?
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statement of all receipts and disbursements from the various funds during the 
preceding month, and also the balance remaining on hand in the various funds 
at the close of the period covered by said statement, which monthly statements 
shall be open to public inspection” (291.7). The corporation’s books are open 
to inspection at any time (291.14).

Role of the Treasurer
The board appoints the board treasurer, whose duties depend on the local 
school district’s job description of the position.

“The treasurer shall receive all moneys belonging to the corporation, pay the 
same out only upon the order of the president countersigned by the secretary, 
keeping an accurate account of all receipts and expenditures in a book 
provided for that purpose. The treasurer shall register all orders drawn and 
reported by the secretary, showing the number, date, to whom drawn, the fund 
upon which drawn, the purpose and amount” (291.12). The secretary and 
treasurer can be a combined position.

Role of the School Attorney
Since federal and state law governs much of the action taken by boards, 
school boards often need legal advice. A school district may request legal 
interpretations and opinions of the law from the county attorney at no charge 
(331.756.[7]) or may employ private legal counsel (279.37). A school district 
may retain legal counsel whether or not a specific action is pending.

IASB encourages school boards to establish a continuing relationship with 
legal counsel and recommends boards have a policy on access to legal 
counsel. Without prior board approval, this access should be granted to board 
presidents, superintendents and board secretaries. When personnel issues arise, 
the board may need to select a different attorney from the attorney who has 
been advising the administration. Clarify which attorney represents the  
board's interest.

It is an advantage to hire an attorney with experience in school law and with 
the operations of the school district. This may save your district hours of legal 
expenses spent on researching and gathering background information for a 
single case. The Iowa Council of School Board Attorneys, an affiliate of IASB, 
provides Iowa school attorneys with current developments in school law. The 
Iowa Council of School Board Attorneys is also an affiliate of the National 
Council of School Attorneys.

Role of Committees
Many boards use committees to advise the board on a specific task or issue. 
Committees develop a broad base of community involvement and use the 
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talents of citizens with special interests and ability. When the committee’s final 
report is submitted to the board, its function is complete and the committee 
is dissolved. It is important to remember the school board is the legal body 
governing a school district and it cannot delegate its authority. No committee 
developed by the board can deprive the board of its legal authority.

An important note:  Advisory committees and task forces established by law 
or created/ appointed by a school board are generally subject to the open 
meetings laws.

Participation in Meetings
School board members should try to attend and participate in every meeting 
of the board. A majority of the board must be present to constitute a quorum 
for the meeting (279.4). Effective board members participate actively in the 
meeting by listening, sharing opinions, asking questions and voting. It is every 
board member’s responsibility to participate by voting fairly and responsibly in 
all decisions. By not voting, you allow others to decide the issue, which may be 
seen as acquiescing to the action of the remainder of the board.

When the Board Team is Divided
As a board team, your goal in decision-making should be a compromise that 
is reasonably satisfactory to the entire board. Teamwork doesn’t necessarily 
mean unanimous votes. There may be times when board members have 
strong minority opinions concerning the board’s position on an important 
issue. Having differing views and votes is healthy and essential to good 
decisions. But if opposing views keep your board from acting as a team and 
supporting decisions once they have been made, they can be damaging to your 
effectiveness. 

A divided board occurs when votes almost always split along factional lines, 
regardless of the issue: when members have deep philosophical differences 
about the way the schools should be run; or personality conflicts, political 
considerations or individual needs guide decisions. Here are some tips from the 
National School Boards Association for rebuilding a divided board:
•	 Define	your	mission	and	vision	as	a	board	through	planning,	retreats	or	

other processes. Help members see their part in reaching the vision.
•	 Select	a	president	who	can	lead	the	group	toward	unity	and	cohesion.
•	 Ask	board	members	from	neighboring	districts	to	sit	in	on	your	meetings	

and later relate their perceptions of your board’s stumbling blocks.
•	 In	difficult	cases,	consider	getting	an	impartial	third	party	(such	as	a	

mediator) to help your board work out conflicts or differences. 

Few situations are more damaging to the board or the school district than to 
have individual board members publicly working against an action of the 
school board. Once a vote has been taken, dissenting board members should 
support the democratic process by supporting the majority decision.
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A first instinct is often that the board does share a vision. But ask yourself 
this:  If someone taped each board member, separately, talking about your 

district’s vision, how similar would the visions be? A vision statement is an 
inspiring description of the preferred future of the school district. It answers the 
questions:  Given no limits, what would we want this school district to be like 
10 years from now?  What must we be able to provide for children in  
the future? 

Sharing a vision goes beyond repeating platitudes such as “Every student learns 
citizenship skills” or “Our schools are the best in the state.”  It means having 
clear answers to deeper questions that evolve from those broad statements. 
What are citizenship skills?  How will you, as a board, know whether students 
are learning citizenship skills?  What does “best in the state” mean?  Does 
it mean best test scores, best buildings, best extracurricular program?  What 
will you do as a board to ensure the district is moving toward the vision?  This 
depth of understanding comes only from talking out the ideas, discussing, 
debating, listening and building consensus.

An important test for any vision is its focus on excellence and equity. Does 
your vision include each child in your district learning at high levels? If it 
doesn't address the needs of all children, you limit the district's potential.

There isn’t a strict formula for writing a vision. Some examples are several 
pages long; others are a few short paragraphs. The important thing is that the 
vision works for your board and community. 

3 Exercising
Board Leadership

Chapter

:
Vision. More than a buzz word and a 
status symbol of business savvy:  It’s the 
heart of school board leadership.
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Sound vision statements share some common ingredients.
•	 The vision is clear and compelling. The language is specific and descriptive 

enough to evoke a clear mental image of the best the school district can 
become.

•	 The vision is lofty. A vision statement is no time to be “practical.”  Dare 
to dream!  Your vision should come from the heart and express with great 
optimism your ideals, values and aspirations for the district. Assume that 
anything is possible. The time to be practical comes later as you formulate 
plans and strategies to lead you to the vision.

•	 The vision is worth taking risks. As a sense of destination shared by people 
who care, a vision should be something for which the board will take a 
stand and a risk. A good vision challenges and stretches everyone in the 
school district.

•	 The vision is shared, developed with broad input so that it belongs not only 
to the board, but to the community as well.

•	 The vision evolves. The best vision is one that isn’t carved in stone. 

Your vision of the best possible future should change as you learn and times 
change.

Establishing a Vision
There is no “one-size-fits-all” vision for school districts. Your district’s vision 
should be as unique as the people, community and resources you have. The 
reason visions have meaning and impact in a community is because of the 
work the people do to develop it. Because they “own” the vision, they are 
willing to take the risks and make the changes to make the vision a reality. 
•	 Consider using a facilitator from outside your community to ensure 

objectivity in the process. IASB and other organizations can facilitate vision 
planning processes. (Call IASB for details.)

•	 Involve the community. Let them know their voice will make a difference.
•	 Use a community meeting to gather input. Then, a committee could 

develop a draft statement that can be shared and reviewed. 
•	 Approve the final vision at the board table.
•	 Follow up and share the results with participants and with others in your 

community so they can see the results of the vision process.

How Will Vision Make a Difference?
Your efforts to develop a vision will begin to pay off when the vision is central 
to the board’s decision-making at every meeting. “No matter how inspiring 
it sounds on paper, the dream will wither unless it takes concrete form in 
policies, programs and procedures. At some point, curriculum, staffing, 
evaluation and budget must feel the imprint of the vision, or it will gradually 
lose credibility,” according to Larry Lashway of the ERIC Clearinghouse on 
Educational Management.

Chapter 3: Exercising Board Leadership
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•	 With	every	board	decision,	ask:	does	this	get	us	closer	to	our	vision?
•	 Ask	and	answer	that	question	out	loud	during	your	meetings	so	the	

community sees that the board’s decision focuses on the vision.
•	 Build	planning	processes,	goals	and	objectives	around	the	vision.
•	 Ensure	that	you	are	identifying	measures	of	success–how	will	you	know	

when you are successful in reaching the vision?
•	 Improve	accountability	by	sharing	progress	with	staff	and	the	community.
•	 Establish	a	process	to	review	and	revise	your	vision	statement	so	it	remains	

relevant and vital.

Beyond Vision:  Benefits of Planning
As the tips above suggest, the best vision is only a dream unless action occurs 
to support it. School districts often use written plans to coordinate efforts to 
achieve the vision. Planning efforts include several facets, highlighted below.

 The mission statement identifies the ongoing purposes of the district. 
It answers the questions:  Why do we need this organization?  What 
distinguishes this organization from others like it?

 Your district’s philosophy is a basic set of beliefs about education. It 
answers questions such as:  What do we know is true about education?  
How will this education be best accomplished?  What is the worth of 
education received in this district?

 Goals are general statements that, if accomplished, will help you reach 
your vision. Goals answer the questions:  What opportunities will the 
district offer to students?  What will graduates be like?  What will they be 
able to do?  What will the organization do differently?

 Strategies and objectives are specific steps to accomplish your goals. 
Developed by the administrator and staff, they answer the questions:  
What will be done?  Who will do it?  When? How much will it cost?

Techniques will vary, although most planning efforts involve a basic cycle:
•	 Reflection:		Assess	needs,	gather	research,	reflect	on	where	you	are	today	

and what needs to change.
•	 Planning:		Set	goals,	strategies	and	objectives.
•	 Implementation:		Put	your	plan	into	action.
•	 Evaluation:		Assess	how	well	the	goals	have	been	accomplished,	which	

leads back to more reflection.

While many written plans cover three to five years, they are updated annually 
to reflect progress and evolving needs. Continued involvement by community 
groups and new members of the board is important to ensure continuity.

Chapter 3: Exercising Board Leadership
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•	 Guides decisions and allows board members to ask about any topic: “Will 
this action bring us closer to our vision?”

•	 Builds understanding and support by clearly stating for students, parents, 
staff and the community where the district is headed.

•	 Makes the board’s expectations for superintendent and staff clear.

•	 Helps ensure continuity during changes in the board or personnel.

•	 Assists in meeting requirements of Iowa laws for boards to determine 
educational needs; develop long-range goals and plans to meet the needs; 
and evaluate and report progress.

Planning Resources
IASB offers customized planning workshops to assist boards in articulating the 
vision they wish for the future of their district and in determining what central 
beliefs influence the decision-making process. This program can be extended 
to include the creation of a mission statement and goals for the district. In 
addition, many area education agencies work with districts in this important 
process, as do a variety of private consultants. Contact IASB or your AEA for 
assistance or a referral.

Making Decisions that Make a Difference
When your district’s professional staff proposes a significant change or a new 
activity to improve student achievement, you want to make an informed 
decision. By asking good questions about the proposed activity, you can get 
information on which to base your decision and ensure that the change takes 
you where you want to go.

Consider posing some of these questions to the district staff as part of your 
decision-making process. For best results, you may want to have a standard set 
of questions your board uses when considering significant instructional change 
so that staff can prepare well-thought-out responses.

For example, the following questions could be modified and used when 
considering proposed professional development activities, a technology plan or 
when adding an instructional staff member.

BRINGING A VISION TO LIFE

The Benefits of a Written Plan
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•	 How	does	this	change	integrate	with	our	district’s	vision?
•	 How	does	it	help	fulfill	our	district’s	mission?
•	 How	should	our	district	as	a	system	be	different	because	of	this	change?
•	 What	specific	student	achievement	goal	from	our	district’s	comprehensive	

school improvement plan will be targeted by this change?
•	 What	is	the	specific	instructional	focus?
•	 What	groups	of	students	will	be	directly	affected?
•	 Is	staff	training	needed	to	implement	the	change?
•	 What	kind	of	follow-up	will	occur	to	ensure	that	teachers	successfully	

implement the new practices/effect change`?
•	 What	budget	is	needed	initially?		What	are	the	long-term	implications?
•	 What	policies	will	be	affected?
•	 What	does	educational	research	show	us	about	the	success	of	this	type	 

of change?
•	 What	data	will	be	collected	as	evidence	of	success	in	our	district?
•	 Who	will	analyze	the	data?
•	 Who	will	evaluate	the	impact	of	this	change	on	achieving	our	vision?
•	 When	will	the	evaluation	be	completed?
•	 Who	will	get	the	results	of	the	evaluation?
•	 What	has	been	done	to	help	the	community	see	the	need	for	this	change?
•	 How	well	do	other	stakeholders,	policy	makers	and	community	leaders	

understand district needs?
•	 What	will	be	done	to	inform	parents	and	other	influential	community	

members of this change or activity as it is implemented?
•	 How	will	the	community	be	informed	of	the	progress	and	results?
•	 How	has	the	community	been	involved	in	the	decision	to	make	the	

change?
•	 How	can	the	board	assist	in	advocating	with	the	community	about	this?

Discussing the answers to these questions at a board meeting can help clarify 
the change to both the board and the public. Your goal is not to micromanage 
change, but to ensure change is in line with the district vision and student 
achievement goals, to provide resources and to ensure accountability.
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Most school board members say they ran for the board to make a 
difference for the young people of their community. They want to 

make a contribution to help students learn more and be better prepared for 
successful lives. They understand ensuring the academic success of students is 
a fundamental function of public education and have a desire to “put kids first.” 

Today, that basic value of “putting students first” means school boards must 
be tightly focused on improving results for Iowa students. The need for 
improvement comes from the expectations set through state and federal 
laws, including the federal No Child Left Behind Act. It also comes from the 
knowledge that Iowa students need strong, high-level knowledge and skills to 
be successful in a competitive economy. As one board member put it, “If we 
want our students to be successful, we can’t be satisfied with the status quo. 
Your district is either getting better or you are getting worse. There is no option 
to stand still, because other states and other nations are passing us by. Our kids 
deserve more than that.”

IASB and the association’s research affiliate, the Iowa School Boards 
Foundation, conducted research providing insights into the most important 
roles of the school board in improving student achievement. That research, 
called the Iowa Lighthouse Research, indicates school boards have five 
important roles in leading for improved student achievement:
•	 Setting clear, high expectations for student achievement and school 

improvement.
•	 Creating the conditions that support successful teaching and learning.

4 Students First
All students deserve excellence and equity 
in education, and it is the responsibility of 
the school board to ensure access to both.

Chapter
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•	 Holding the system accountable for student success.
•	 Creating the collective will to improve achievement.
•	 Learning together as a board/superintendent team. 

Setting Clear, High Expectations
Commitment to high expectations is a foundation for improving student 
achievement. Studies of districts that have made significant gains in student 
achievement are consistent in identifying that district leaders made a firm 
commitment to overcome the status quo, to seek equity and excellence, 
and worked actively to build commitment to that vision, even in the face of 
barriers. The board/superintendent team sets the tone in committing to high 
expectations for all students. They must be consistent in believing that more is 
possible and in communicating those expectations throughout the school and 
community. The board puts its commitment into action by:
•	 Consistently communicating the expectations. The board ensures that 

high expectations are explicit in district statements of vision, mission and 
beliefs; in standards, benchmarks and curriculum; and evident in board 
members, administrators and teachers who show by their words and, most 
important, their action, their belief that all students can learn—and their 
faculty can teach—a challenging curriculum.

•	 Setting clear and focused goals. With full engagement of staff leadership, 
the board uses data to identify the greatest student learning needs, to 
establish a clear focus for improvement in an academic content area, and 
to set goals and specific, measurable targets for improvement.

•	 Focusing on improving instruction. Because research is clear that quality 
teaching has the greatest impact on student learning, the school board 
ensures that the focus of the district is on improving classroom instruction 
as the key strategy for improving student learning.

Creating the Conditions that Support 
Successful Teaching and Learning
The board has a duty to match expectations for improvement with the supports 
needed to produce results. The board creates the conditions for success by:
•	 Showing commitment in board actions and decisions to allocate resources, 

ensuring that all parts of the system are aligned around the learning needs 
of students.

•	 Providing supports for quality, research-based professional development 
that provides teachers time to collaborate with other teachers to improve 
their instructional skills.

•	 Supporting and connecting with districtwide leaders to build broad-based 
commitment and focus throughout the system.

•	 Staying the course, allowing time for improvement efforts to work and 
solving problems along the way. 

Chapter 4: Students First
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Holding the System Accountable for Student Success
As a governance body, the board understands that “what gets measured 
gets done,” using data and monitoring to hold the system accountable for 
improvement results. The board fulfills that role by:
•	 Using data extensively to make decisions at the board table and ensuring 

that quality data is used throughout the system as a planning and decision 
making tool.

•	 Identifying clear, understandable indicators that the board will accept as 
evidence of progress and success.

•	 Monitoring progress regularly, holding regular, solution-oriented, 
supportive conversations at the board table with staff leadership on 
progress and on areas that need to improve.

Building Collective Will
The school board plays an important role in creating commitment and desire 
to see improved results. That collective will to improve must be built within the 
school staff and throughout the community. The board fulfills that role by:
•	 Creating widespread awareness and urgency of the need to improve and 

the moral purpose of improvement to meet students' and society's needs.
•	 Instilling hope that it’s possible to change, that schools and districts are 

capable of putting in place research-based practices that produce improved 
results for students.

•	 Connecting with the community, sharing challenges and success, providing 
information and data, and engaging families, churches, businesses, civic 
and social organizations and government in a frank and ongoing effort to 
encourage each facet of the community to fulfill its responsibility.

Learning Together as a Board/Superintendent Team
If these board roles in improving student achievement sound important to 
you, you’re right! You’ve been elected to one of the most important jobs in 
education: school governance. Learning together as a board/superintendent 
team, coupled with deep conversations about implications of that learning for 
your district, is critical to building a shared focus strong enough to maintain 
your commitment to leading long-term improvement efforts. The job of learning 
for a board is not to “earn a degree in education.” The board’s learning is 
around your role in the context of school improvement. It’s also about gaining 
broader understanding and background, networking with other boards and 
learning from their successes and experiences. To fulfill this important role, 
effective school boards:
•	 Establish board learning time, commit agenda time around school 

improvement efforts and learn together in the context of the district’s goals 
and improvement initiatives.

•	 Engage in deep conversations about the implications of their learning in 
order to build a shared focus through shared information and discussion.

Chapter 4: Students First
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•	 Build a trusting and supportive relationship with the superintendent, in 
which both the board and superintendent develop a willingness to lead 
and to allow others to fulfill their leadership roles.

•	 Lead through thoughtful policy development, based on shared learning, to 
build momentum for change and to embed expectations for improvement 
in the culture of the system.

IASB offers other publications and workshops that provide more in-depth 
information about your role. 

Legal Expectations of Iowa School Boards Regarding 
Student Achievement and School Improvement
Iowa law outlines several responsibilities for school boards related to 
student achievement and school improvement. The following list, while not 
comprehensive, highlights several of the key requirements.
•	 Develop a comprehensive school improvement plan with school, family 

and community involvement. The plan must assess educational needs; 
establish local education standards and student achievement levels; set 
long-range and annual school improvement goals; and identify actions to 
meet needs. The school board is required to appoint a school improvement 
advisory committee to advise it. The committee must represent students, 
parents, teachers, administrators and the community (281 Iowa 
Administrative Code 12.8).

•	 Seek input from its community at least once every five years about 
the district’s philosophy, beliefs, mission or vision, major educational 
needs and student learning goals. The board must also adopt a policy 
for conducting ongoing and long-range needs assessments within the 
community (281 Iowa Administrative Code 12.8).

•	 Develop a process to collect, analyze and report student achievement data. 
The school improvement plan must include provisions for assessment of 
student progress, using multiple measures of achievement.

•	 Report results on statewide core indicators and progress on local standards, 
by building, to the local community, the area education agency and 
the Department of Education. By law, school districts must report on a 
variety of indicators, including academic proficiency in reading, math and 
science; dropouts; and attendance rates.

Iowa State Board of Education standards identify the minimum curriculum 
requirements of public schools and accredited non-public schools (281 Iowa 
Administrative Code 12.5). Within the minimum curriculum requirements in 
the educational standards, it is your board’s responsibility to determine the 
specific curriculum taught and the graduation requirements in your school 
district. Your board is required to have a policy outlining its procedures for 
developing, implementing and evaluating the district’s total curriculum (281 
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The Iowa Core

IASB worked diligently in recent legislative sessions to establish 
clear and challenging state content standards. This effort came 

about after a 2006-07 study of existing local standards in Iowa 
school districts, which found these concerns: 
•	 Variation was large in both content and rigor among district 

standards in Iowa.
•	 When compared to model national standards, many districts’ 

standards were lacking content and rigor.
•	 Less than one-third of districts’ standards were as 

comprehensive and rigorous as the model national standards. 

Research shows that high expectations are a critical ingredient 
in improving student performance and ensuring student success 
beyond high school. The Iowa Core provides a guide to delivering 
challenging and meaningful content to students that prepares 
them for success in life. The Iowa Core identifies essential 
concepts and skills for kindergarten through 12th grade in literacy, 
mathematics, science, social studies and 21st century skills. It also 
includes direction for teachers regarding effective instruction and 
assessment. It takes learning to a deeper level by moving students 
beyond superficial knowledge to deep conceptual and procedural 
knowledge. It also enhances student engagement by emphasizing 
interesting, robust, and relevant learning experiences. 

The 2008 legislative session, through Senate File 2216, requires all 
school districts and accredited nonpublic schools to implement the 
Iowa Core (July 1, 2012 for grades 9 through 12 and 2014-15 for 
kindergarten through 8th grade). 

More information about the Iowa Core may be found at www.
corecurriculum.iowa.gov/ . 

For information about the study of the Iowa Core in relation to 
other state standards visit the IASB Web site at www.ia-sb.org or 
contact IASB at (515) 288-1991.
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Iowa Administrative Code 12.8.(1)(c)). The policy must describe how your 
district will establish:
•	 Content standards: Broad statements about what students are expected to 

know and be able to do.
•	 Benchmarks: The specific knowledge and skills anchored to content 

standards that a student needs to accomplish by a specific grade.
•	 Performance levels: Ranges that describe how well students are achieving, 

such as unsatisfactory, proficient or advanced. Districts are required to 
identify and report on at least three performance levels.

•	 Annual improvement goals aligned with needs assessment information: 
Goals that describe the desired one-year rate of improvement of students.

 
Iowa law sets a specific responsibility for school boards in approving textbooks. 
Many school boards appoint a committee of teachers, administrators and 
citizens to advise the board on the purchase of school instructional materials.

A Note about Student Conduct and Discipline
This chapter focuses on how school boards support student success. Because a 
safe and orderly environment for learning is also important, school boards have 
a role in student conduct and discipline.

School boards generally set two codes of conduct by which students must 
abide. One is the general student discipline policy and accompanying 
administrative regulations that govern all students. The other is the good 
conduct policy and administrative regulations that cover students involved in 
extracurricular activities.

The main difference between the two policies is the coverage. The general 
student discipline policy only addresses activities that occur on school grounds 
and at school events or activities. The good conduct policy can cover behavior 
that occurs outside school grounds or activities. This broader coverage is 
justified because of the leadership role of students in extracurricular activities. 

Both policies must have due process procedures that are to be followed when 
students are facing discipline. As in teacher contract termination hearings, one 
of the due process elements in student discipline cases is that the board acts as 
an impartial hearing panel. 

There are two ways for a board to hear a student discipline matter. One 
is a student appeal of an administrative decision. The other is when the 
superintendent recommends to the board that a student be suspended for more 
than 10 days or that a student be expelled. As an impartial hearing panel, 
the board must enter the hearing without preconceived notions of the result. 
Because due process requires impartiality, board members should refrain from 
discussing or participating in disciplinary matters prior to board action.
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Understanding No Child Left Behind: 
A Key Issue for School Boards

Iowa schools are implementing one of the most substantial federal laws on 
education in history: The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. The major focus of the 
law is ensuring every student reaches proficiency in reading, math and science by 
2013-14. Among major requirements of the 1,180-page law:
•	 Standards: States must have challenging academic content and achievement 

standards in reading/language arts, mathematics and science. Standards in 
Iowa were established in reading, math and science in 2007 to meet the 
requirements of NCLB. In 2008 the Iowa Legislature made those standards 
more robust with the passing of The Iowa Core, which is to be in place K-12in 
Iowa schools by the 2014-15 school year. In 2010 the state board adopted 
the Common Core State Standards as part of The Iowa Core. These national 
standards cover English language arts and mathematics only.

•	 Assessments: Students must be tested annually in reading and mathematics 
in grades 3-8 and once in high school. Additionally, Iowa students must be 
tested in science in grades 5, 8 and 11. The Iowa Tests of Basic Skills/Iowa 
Tests of Educational Development are used as the assessment measure, with 
proficiency defined as a score ranking in the 41st percentile and above. These 
test results will be the primary indicator of whether schools and districts make 
adequate yearly progress (AYP).

•	 Accountability for Progress: The law requires AYP be set for all subgroups of 
students, and each state must define what constitutes AYP toward 2013-14 
proficiency based on their state assessment. While federal law does not include 
an accountability requirement in science, Iowa law does. Schools, districts 
and states failing to make AYP two years in a row are deemed “in need of 
assistance” and face an escalating range of consequences—from developing a 
plan for improvement to restructuring or state takeover. Additionally, schools 
are accountable for graduation rates at the high school and attendance rates at 
the elementary and middle schools.

•	 Report Cards: States and school districts must issue public report cards 
showing student achievement results and graduation and attendance rates.

•	 Educator Quality: Iowa is meeting NCLB teacher quality standards through 
rigorous teacher preparation standards, the two-year mentoring and induction 
program for teachers new to the profession, and a system in which all teachers 
are evaluated against the Iowa Teaching Standards addressing competency and 
content knowledge. School districts must also provide high-quality professional 
development to ensure that all teachers' skills are continuously improving.

•	 Parent Choice: Increasing parental choice when schools are failing is built into 
the consequences of the law. Students in schools “in need of assistance” must 
have the option to transfer to another public school in the district and access to 
supplemental services paid for by the district. 

The law addresses other issues, including literacy, research-based programming 
and school safety. Iowa school boards need to ensure they understand the intent, 
requirements and implementation issues in their districts. 
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A school board without a good set of written policies is like a boat adrift in 
an open sea, randomly moving hither and yon without direction. Written 

board policy shows everyone the school district is managed in a businesslike 
manner. It informs everyone of the board’s intent, goals and objectives. It fosters 
stability and continuity when board members and personnel change, and it 
disarms critics by providing clear-cut, thoroughly researched and planned 
solutions.

Can you imagine our country or our state operating without putting its laws 
into writing?  Without written laws, ambiguity, confusion and trouble would 
reign. Issues would not be resolved because there is no written record of the 
action taken or the action to be taken. Those subject to the law would not 
know where they stand. Written board policies have the same force and effect 
in the school district as Iowa law has in this state and as federal law has in this 
country. It is essential that this legal record be in writing.

The Iowa Code (274.7, 279.8) places the authority to develop and adopt policy 
for a school district in the hands of the school board. The state educational 
standards, which set the requirements for an accredited education program, 
require the board to adopt and maintain a board policy manual. They also 
require a school board to review its policies every five years.

Policy
A soundly constructed written board policy translates an action idea into a 
written statement. The policy states what your board wants to achieve or to 

5Developing Sound
Board Policy

Board policy is part of the planning, policy 
and management structure that will move 
your district toward its vision. 
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have happen and why. A rule of thumb to follow in making policy is “If the 
issue or area of concern is one only the board can change and determine, it is 
policy. If the issue or area of concern is one the administration can change, it 
is administrative regulations.”  One example of board policy is determining the 
level of public participation in board meetings. They are the board’s meetings; 
the administration should not control what the board wants at its meetings.

Administrative Regulations
Well-written administrative regulations set forth the mechanics and the step-
by-step procedures for implementing the board’s written policy statements. All 
administrative regulations must be written pursuant to an established board 
policy. Administrative regulations prescribe how, when and by whom the action 
the board desires will be carried out. Generally, the board delegates to the 
administration the responsibility for developing rules, regulations, procedures 
and standards for operating the school district within the written board policy 
framework. While board approval is not required, the board should regularly 
review administrative regulations to determine if they meet the spirit and intent 
of the board policies. One example of administrative regulations is the student 
handbook, which sets out detailed procedures for student conduct, attendance 
and other issues.

Another example of the relationship between written board policy and 
administrative regulations is shown below. A policy may state as follows:
 School district facilities will be made available for a fee to local nonprofit 

entities. Use of the school district facilities will be permitted only when it 
does not interfere with or disrupt the education program or school-related 
activities. 

This board policy is clear: the board wants to make the school district facilities 
available	to	the	local	community	as	long	as	the	main	purpose	of	the	facilities–	
to	deliver	the	education	program–is	not	obstructed.	While	the	action	the	
board wants to occur is clear, how the action will occur must be defined in 
administrative regulations. Administrative regulations would properly address 
the following questions:
1. Who should the public contact?
2. When should the request be made?
3. Who is responsible for the care of the building?
4. Should school personnel be available during the use?
5. What is the amount of the fee?
6. When is the fee to be paid?
7. What type of insurance proof should be required?

These illustrate the role of board policy in setting the action to occur and 
the role of administrative regulations in making the action happen. The 
administrative regulations supporting this policy might state:

Chapter 5: Developing Sound Board Policy
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1. Requests to use a school facility should be made to the central 
administrative office at least one week in advance of desired date.

2. The central administrative office shall check with the building principal of 
the attendance center involved to determine if there is conflict with school 
activities.

3. If there are no school activities in conflict, the central administration may 
reserve the room for the requesting organization subject to school district 
rules on facilities use.

4. A member of the custodial staff shall be present during the use of the 
facilities.

5. If chairs, tables, etc. are needed, the school custodial staff shall be 
responsible for the setting up of the necessary chairs, etc. It shall also be 
responsible for taking down chairs, tables, etc.

6. A fee of $60 will be charged for use of the building payable at the time of 
the use.

7. Proof of insurance must be on file with the central administrative office 
prior to the use.

In summary, written board policies are action statements clear enough 
to show your board’s intent and broad enough to allow flexibility in their 
implementation. In the example above, the board policy would remain in place 
and require no change if the administration raised the fee to cover increasing 
costs. Administrative regulations may be changed by the administration and 
achieve the result intended in board policy without requiring a corresponding 
change in the board policy.

Policy Development Cycle

Chapter 5: Developing Sound Board Policy
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Policy Development
Just by looking at your board’s policies, you’ll begin to understand that policy 
making is tough work. It requires careful study, deep thought and, often, 
courage. But through policy, especially once a sound and current policy is 
in place, the board creates an efficient and effective education program and 
school district operation. 

The idea that a policy statement is necessary, generally, comes about because 
of a problem, issue, need or change in the law. The policy idea can be brought 
to the board’s attention by a board member, school employee, a student, a 
parent or a citizen.

Once the problem, issue or need is recognized by the board as requiring a 
long-term solution, timelines are set and the board takes steps to set the policy 
in place. There are several options available to the board to have a policy 
drafted. The board may refer the policy development to:
1. The administration for study, with a policy recommendation to be returned 

to the board for consideration and adoption.
2. A board committee for developing a recommended policy to be returned 

to the board for consideration and adoption. 
3. A board ad hoc advisory committee composed of persons with knowledge 

of the policy area or persons who may be affected by the policy. The 
committee may include board members, administration, certificated and 
noncertificated personnel, students, parents and community members.

Generally, boards choose option number one for the policy development 
process to keep the manual current. However, using a policy committee and 
contracting with organizations, such as IASB, for the policy development 
project to overhaul or write a policy manual is gaining popularity.

After choosing the method for drafting the policy, the board will require 
information about the need. The administration is assigned to gather 
information about the subject. Of course, board members may be involved in 
gathering information, but it is not necessary for them to do the “legwork.”  The 
following list indicates sources for obtaining information.
1. Analyze current policy.
2. Review board minutes and administrative actions relating to the proposed 

policy.
3. Obtain copies of other school districts’ policies and, if possible, their 

administrative regulations.
4. Consult IASB Policy Services.
5. Consult the Iowa Code and Department of Education regulations for 

mandatory, permissive and prohibitive directives.
6. Consult with the school district attorney.
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As part of the information gathering phase, organizations, personnel and 
other groups affected by the policy are contacted for their views, preventing 
problems and criticism later. The key is making the group understand the board 
is gathering information and the group is not dictating the board's action.

The board, after reviewing the information, must agree to the basic elements 
and direction the new policy will take to meet the needs of the school district. 
The administration then drafts a policy statement reflecting these key factors.

Policies developed by the administration are returned to the board for 
discussion, additions or changes. If your board decides it is necessary, 
an attorney can examine the recommended policy. Once the board feels 
comfortable the policy accomplishes what you intend, the policy is adopted. 
Most board policies require at least two readings at board meetings before 
adoption, providing two opportunities for community input. Some comments 
may require changing the policy. At the second reading the board adopts the 
policy, which is entered immediately into the policy manual.

Updating Policy
Educational standards require boards to review their policies at least every five 
years (281 I.A.C. 12). Laws change, needs change and communities change. 
When policies are updated or added, the same format is used on the other 
policy statements in the manual for location of the title, the adoption and 
revision dates, the code number, legal references and policy cross-references. 
Policy cross-references enable the user to obtain a full picture of the board’s 
position on an issue. Legal references assist board members in finding legal 
support for the board’s action. Revised and new policies are distributed to each 
person holding a policy manual so all copies of the board policy manual are 
alike. A three-ring binder with an easy-to-use codification index is the best type 
of manual to have. Using these steps will ensure that your policy manual is up-
to-date and user-friendly.

Deviation from Policy
Well-written policy will stand the test of different demands and variables. 
Yet it is almost impossible to foresee every situation for which policies are 
needed. Sometimes it is even difficult to apply a well-written policy evenly 
under extreme situations. For instance, transportation policies may deviate due 
to weather, fuel shortages or equipment breakdowns. New policies become 
necessary due to changing times or changing community attitudes. If your 
board finds it is regularly deviating from policy, it is time it to study the old 
policy, determine why the deviation is occurring and either modify the policy 
or the pattern of deviation.

The hard work and effort required to develop and maintain a well-written 
policy manual pays off because it can head off a crisis and minimize legal risk.

Chapter 5: Developing Sound Board Policy
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Your board meetings are a way to conduct the board’s business, to show 
your community you are accountable and to communicate the successes 

and needs of the district. The public interest can be served best when all, or at 
the very least a majority (quorum), of the board members gather to decide the 
course of action for the district.

Working in the Open
Iowa law requires all governmental bodies, including school boards, to 
perform their official functions in the open. That law, Chapter 21 of the Iowa 
Code, is part of Iowa’s “government in the sunshine” laws, intended by the 
legislature to ensure that the public has open access to government decisions 
and information. Some board members who have felt the heat of tackling tough 
decisions in front of a crowd know that conducting business in an open, public 
meeting can be awkward. However, open meetings serve both the board and 
the public. They allow the public to know what decisions are being made 
about children’s education and how public funds are spent. Open meetings 
can also improve public relations because they offer a chance for public input. 
Advisory committees created by statute are also subject to the law.

To make the most of open meetings, know and follow the law. Then, go the 
extra mile to ensure that your public knows you want openness.

Knowing the Law
Your superintendent, board secretary and school attorney should be well-versed 
about the open meetings law and its requirements for your board. But don’t 

6 School Board 
Meetings

It is through school board meetings that your 
board fulfills its function and responsibility for 
public education to your district.

Chapter
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Iowa’s Open Meetings Law at a Glance

Which education boards are subject to the open meetings law?

•	 School	boards

•	 Area	education	agency	boards

•	 Community	college	boards	of	trustees

•	 State	Board	of	Education

Which board advisory committees must comply?

•	 Advisory	committees	created	by	statute

•	 Advisory	committees	created	or	appointed	by	a	board	to	develop	and	
make recommendations on public policy issues

What is a meeting?

A gathering in person or by electronic means:

•	 formally	or	informally;

•	 of	a	majority	of	members	of	a	board,	including	certain	advisory	com-
mittees; and

•	 where	deliberation	or	action	upon	any	matter	within	the	scope	of	the	
board’s policy-making duties takes place.

What is not a meeting?

A gathering of members of a board:

•	 formally	or	informally;

•	 of	a	minority	of	members	of	a	board,	including	certain	advisory	com-
mittees;

•	 for	purely	ministerial	or	social	purposes;	and

•	 where	there	is	no	discussion	of	policy	or	intent	to	avoid	the	purposes	
of the open meetings law.

What kinds of meetings are exempt?

•	 Termination	hearings	of	licensed	employees

•	 Board	hearings	on	termination	of	an	administrator’s	contract

•	 Collective	bargaining	or	strategy	sessions	regarding	union	employees

•	 Strategy	sessions	regarding	nonunion	employees
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just rely on them. As a board member, you need to understand this law, too. 
Highlights of the law are printed on page 39. For a more in-depth explanation, 
see Appendix C or see the IASB Open Meetings and Public Records Manual 
available online at www.ia-sb.org/

Knowing your board’s own policies is also imperative, such as those on public 
participation in board meetings and public hearings, setting meeting agendas 
and going into closed session. These policies must comply with the open 
meetings law.

Going the Extra Mile for Openness
Although you may sometimes be uncomfortable making tough decisions in 
front of a crowd, remember that your goal is to build public understanding 
and support for your schools. You’ll find it even more uncomfortable if, after a 
decision is made, citizens complain they weren’t involved or were unaware. 
Going beyond the letter of the law to build an open, trusting relationship with 
your community can have big community relations benefits. Consider the 
following tips:
•	 Be	sure	people	know	when	and	where	you	hold	your	meetings.	Make	sure	

the facility is accessible. Adhere to a regular meeting date and time as 
much as possible. Send agendas to schools, parent organization leaders 
and the media. Have them posted in local libraries, community centers 
or other places people gather. Make sure the agenda is clearly written so 
people can understand the topics being discussed.

•	 Be	alert	for	agenda	items	that	interest	associates	and	friends	and	invite	
them to attend so they can hear the discussion.

•	 Get	to	your	meetings	early	and	mingle	with	people	in	the	audience.	
Introduce yourself to people you don’t know. Ask them if they have any 
questions about the agenda or meeting procedures.

•	 Have	a	“welcome	to	our	board	meeting”	brochure	available	for	the	public.	
The brochure should include procedures for addressing the board. (Check 
our Web site: http://www.ia-sb.org/BoardOperations.aspx).

•	 Encourage	community	organizations	to	send	representatives	to	your	
meetings so they can report back to their membership.

•	 If	you	have	appointed	a	committee	to	make	recommendations	on	a	
topic, ask the committee chair to formally present the findings at a board 
meeting. You’ll get better media coverage and have a chance to publicly 
recognize the committee’s work.

•	 Widely	disseminate	information	about	items	under	discussion	and	about	
your discussions. Let your staff know you want the community to be 
informed and consider reporting on key actions at local service club 
meetings. Use staff newsletters, district newsletters, cable TV, speeches or 
other methods to inform people of your actions.

•	 Welcome	media	interest	in	board	activities.	Have	a	table	at	the	meeting	

Chapter 6: School Board Meetings
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It is important for boards to take time from busy agendas to step back and objectively 
evaluate the quality of their meetings. Doing so can shorten meetings and ensure that 
sound decisions are made. A meeting assessment answers questions such as:

•	 Has the board developed adequate procedures for getting meeting materials 
and notices in the hands of board members, the media and public leaders before 
the meeting?

•	 Do the board president and superintendent plan the agenda together?

•	 Do board members come prepared for the meeting, having read reports and 
ready to discuss substantive matters?

•	 Do meetings begin on time?  During meetings, does the board president keep an 
eye on the clock so that adequate time can be provided for important matters?

•	 Does the board president keep discussions to the subject at hand and ensure that 
all board members get a chance to participate?

•	 Does the board have a good method whereby the public may get a hearing at 
board meetings? Do visitors feel welcome?

•	 Are our meetings composed primarily of policy decisions and discussing items 
that are truly the board’s responsibility?

•	 Does our board encourage the superintendent to invite staff specialists to board 
meetings to supply back-up advice and knowledge on recommended proposals?

•	 Does the administration see to it that staff, students and the public are 
immediately informed as to the results of “last night’s meeting”?

set aside for the media to use. Include a copy of the agenda and all 
materials before the board. If a reporter can’t attend a meeting, have the 
superintendent or board president follow up with a phone call to highlight 
board decisions or answer questions.

Better Board Meetings
Board meetings can be interesting, productive, stimulating events. Better 
board meetings will result from careful planning. Some guidelines for effective 
meetings include:
•	 Plan	every	meeting	thoroughly;	the	board	president	and	superintendent	

QUALITY COUNTS

Assessing Your Meetings

Chapter 6: School Board Meetings
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should ensure that the agenda is carefully constructed.
•	 Insist	that	all	reports	to	the	board	are	clear,	concise,	complete	and	relevant	

to the agenda.
•	 Reserve	as	much	board	meeting	time	as	possible	for	serious	discussion	

of issues as opposed to time-consuming consideration of trivia such as 
listening to the reading of reports.

•	 Permit	as	much	informality	as	possible.
•	 Keep	meetings	to	a	minimum	in	both	time	and	number.	
•	 Request	that	all	items	appearing	on	the	agenda	requiring	board	action	

be accompanied by an administrative recommendation with appropriate 
supporting materials.

Meeting Procedure
Iowa law allows the board to make rules for its own government (Iowa Code 
279.8).
Board meetings should allow business to be transacted efficiently, protect 
individual rights and maintain the working relationships among the members.
Your board has the authority to determine its own operating procedures. The 
most widely used procedures are based on common sense and courtesy. 
The relatively small size of a school board has led many to modify formal 
procedures designed for large assemblies. Robert’s Rules of Order encourages 
streamlined meeting procedures for boards of less than 12 members.

Most Iowa school board meetings are conducted under these guidelines:
•	 It	is	not	necessary	to	rise	in	order	to	make	a	motion.
•	 Informal	discussion	is	permitted	while	a	motion	is	pending.
•	 The	chairperson	need	not	rise	while	putting	questions	to	vote.
•	 The	chairperson	can	speak	in	discussions	without	rising	and	is	subject	

to rules or customs within a particular board (which should be uniform 
regardless of the number of members present). The chairperson may be 
allowed to make motions and should vote on all motions as any other 
board member.

The board should specify, in written policies, all rules governing the board 
meetings. The policy should be adopted at the organizational meeting.

Agenda – Your Plan for Action
Your board meeting agenda gives the order of business, listing specific items 
for consideration. The open meetings law requires that a tentative agenda be 
included with the notice given at least 24 hours in advance of the meeting. 
The items listed on the agenda must be specific enough to satisfy the legal 
requirement that the notice be “reasonably calculated to apprise the public....” 
(21). In a 1979 opinion, the Iowa Attorney General said that an agenda “which 
merely states: (1) Approval of minutes, (2) Old Business and (3) New Business 
would not be reasonable”  (1980 O.A.G. 269). The format for an agenda might 
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be similar to the following:

1. Call to Order - Roll Call
2. Approval of Agenda
3. Consent Agenda: 

a. Minutes of Past Meeting(s) 
b. Financial Report 
c. Summary List of Bills 
d. Personnel Resignations 
e. Open Enrollment Requests

4. Communications 
a. Citizens, Organization(s) in Attendance 
b. Correspondence 
c. Board member reports (Items for discussion)

5. Public Hearings (Specific time and subject)
6. Reports (Specific topics and action if required) 

a. Committee 
b. Special 
c. Superintendent 
d. Legislative Update 
e. Student Achievement 
f. Other

7. Old Business (List specific topics)
8. New Business (List specific topics)
9. Announcements
10. Adjourn

According to the Iowa Attorney General, the agenda can be amended within 
24 hours of the meeting to include additional items only if “good cause” exists 
requiring action on such matters. The definition for “good cause” is flexible, 
determined on a case-by-case basis. The attorney general said the mere desire 
of members to take up a matter “at the last minute” will not be sufficient. There 
must be genuine circumstances making it necessary to meet to discuss a matter 
on less than 24 hours’ notice to constitute “good cause.”  If action can wait 
24 hours, the board should wait. If a matter, not part of the tentative agenda, 
requires immediate action, a statement to that effect should be entered in the 
minutes. As much advance notice as possible should be given to the public and 
media.

Items that come up for discussion only—from the public, board members 
or from employees—may be heard. Action on such items must normally be 
deferred to a subsequent meeting when required notice can be given. If oral or 
written communications received during the meeting require action, the board 
president should refer them to the administration or legal counsel, or both, for 
recommendation and ask that the item be placed on a future meeting agenda.
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Usually the superintendent, in cooperation with the board president, 
is responsible for developing the agenda. Board members and citizens 
may request that items be placed on the agenda. Good policy would 
require requests for items to be placed on the agenda be received by 
the superintendent up to a week before the meeting. This enables the 
administration to prepare data and relevant material to help your board make 
a decision. The agenda and supporting materials should be sent to board 
members several days before the meeting. With an agenda and documentation 
in hand, the members have the responsibility to come to a board meeting 
informed and ready to discuss business.

A consent agenda allows boards to "lump" items into one action item so 
separate discussions and motions aren't necessary. Items may be removed from 
the consent agenda for individual action on request of a board member.

The Importance of Minutes
The minutes are the official record of all board actions. The legal implication 
is that the school board speaks through its minutes. The court will not admit 
evidence that adds to or detracts from the official minutes of board actions. The 
minutes become the official record when the board formally approves and the 
board secretary and president signs them. Items to be included are:
•	 Type	of	meeting,	date,	time	and	place.
•	 Name	of	the	governmental	body.
•	 Names	of	members	present	and	absent.	Names	of	other	individuals	who	

are attending in some official capacity.
•	 A	separate	paragraph	on	each	main	motion	or	motions	to	bring	a	main	

question again before the board. Included in the paragraph should be: 
(a) the wording of the motion, (b) the disposition of the motion, (c) any 
amendments to the motion, (d) the name of the mover, and (e) the 

 points of order or appeals brought before the chairperson and the 
chairperson’s ruling.

•	 The	vote	on	each	motion.	The	recorded	vote	should	provide	enough	
information to allow a reconstruction of who voted which way. It need 
not be a roll call or list each member’s vote unless specified in law or the 
board’s operating procedures.

•	 Time	meeting	was	adjourned.
•	 Signature	of	the	secretary	and	president	to	acknowledge	date	of	approval.
•	 Addendum	to	show	corrections	made	to	the	minutes.

The minutes should provide a clear picture of the issues and a record of the 
vote, including how each member voted on all issues. Too many times minutes 
lose the substance of the discussion when only an “item” appears and the vote 
is recorded. Documentation presented with the minutes should be kept as an 
exhibit after the board meeting. It is good practice to keep everyone informed 
about the official board actions, which can be done by distributing the minutes 
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to board members, staff and news media and placing them in an accessible 
place in your community or on your school district's Web site.

Public Participation
Members of your community should be welcomed as observers to your 
board meetings. Their presence signals their interest in school issues and their 
desire to ensure that quality decisions are made. It’s important to be clear that 
community members are observers, not participants, in the board’s meeting. 
Most boards offer an open forum or public comment time at each meeting to 
listen to the comments or concerns of community members. 

Adopting and following a board policy on public participation will allow you 
to treat community members consistently. Such policies normally limit each 
person’s comments to three-to-five minutes. Check your board policy or call 
IASB for a sample policy.

During public comment sessions, the board should listen carefully and take 
notes, if necessary. The board does not normally respond to concerns or 
questions raised during open forum. Instead, issues may be referred to the 
superintendent for research or placed on a future board agenda, if needed.
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The school board is directly responsible for hiring and evaluating the 
superintendent. The board encourages and empowers the superintendent to 

lead the district toward its vision and to involve all staff in that leadership. 

Legal Status
The role of superintendent of schools is seldom mentioned in the Iowa Code. 
Section 279.20 of the Code, however, states “(the superintendent) shall be the 
executive officer of the board and have such powers and duties (that) may be 
prescribed by the rules adopted by the board or by law.”  The board has the 
authority to employ the superintendent for a contract of up to three years.

Chief Advisor
The superintendent is your board’s main consultant and advisor on all matters 
concerning the school district. The superintendent keeps board members 
thoroughly informed about the district's educational conditions, problems 
ahead and alternative forms of action to deal with the problems. The 
superintendent should contribute to the board’s deliberations by furnishing 
reports, information and recommendations. 

The superintendent's recommendation process is more than conveying his 
or her preferences. When board action is needed, the superintendent should 
clarify the issue by stating the problem and identifying the contributing factors. 
Alternative solutions should be presented and include the educational and 
financial implications of each. Finally, clear and specific recommendations 
should be made, based on professional judgment.

7The Superintendent
Your board must work with the superintendent 
to establish a management system enabling all 
people to contribute to the district’s vision. 

Chapter

:

Chapter 7: The Superintendent



47
© IOWA ASSOCIATION OF SCHOOL BOARDS 2012-13

The board deliberates on the subject and decides what action will be taken. 
Your board will not always agree with the superintendent’s recommendations; 
that’s to be expected on any team. However, if a board regularly rejects the 
superintendent’s recommendations, it may indicate a lack of understanding 
between the two parties.

The board should be objective, so as not to become a rubber stamp to all 
recommendations of the superintendent. Board members should thoroughly 
discuss and analyze each issue before acting. Your final decision represents a 
composite of the thinking of both the board and the school administration.

The superintendent should be present during all board meetings, with the 
possible exception, and pursuant to the open meetings law, of discussion of 
the superintendent’s evaluation. There may be an emergency situation that 
makes the superintendent’s presence impossible, but the board should not 
intentionally schedule meetings without the superintendent.

The superintendent also orients new school board members to their newly- 
elected position. This program should be designed to provide them with 
essential background information needed to assist the members in making 
sound decisions when dealing with the matters of the district.

In summary, a partial list of the superintendent’s duties and functions as the 
board’s chief advisor are to:
1. Develop and recommend policies focused on improving student 

achievement for all students.
2. Provide data and information to the school board on vital matters 

pertaining to implementing policies and governance leadership.
3. Prepare and submit to the board a preliminary budget.
4. Recommend all candidates for employment. (The board may reject specific 

candidates recommended, but all personnel should be employed upon 
the superintendent’s recommendation.)  The law allows the superintendent 
to sign individual contracts (except for administrators) if the board adopts 
a policy authorizing the superintendent to perform such duties and 
specifying the positions the superintendent is authorized to fill.

5. Submit an annual progress report (APR) on the district's achievements.

Executive Officer
Once the board establishes a policy decision, it becomes the responsibility of 
the superintendent and the staff to execute those decisions. The board should 
be involved as little as possible in the daily operations of the school district. The 
administration should implement board policies via rules and regulations, and 
handle individual concerns regarding school operations in most cases.
Board members should be familiar with the operations of the school system. 
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Practices that appear unnecessary, unreasonable or arbitrary should be 
questioned with other board members and with the superintendent. Before 
discussing these matters during a board meeting, approach the superintendent 
first to give him or her time to secure and distribute background information 
so a sound decision can be made. Placing the superintendent or fellow board 
members “on-the-spot” hinders the development of mutual respect and 
confidence on your board team.

As chief executive officer of the district, the superintendent sets the tone for the 
entire system. The superintendent’s job is to:
1. Carry out policies, comprehensive school improvement plans, rules and 

regulations established by the board. (In matters not specifically covered by 
board policies, the superintendent should take appropriate action and report 
to the board not later than the next board meeting.)

2. Empower and support employees to make board policies effective.
3. Direct all purchases and expenditures in accordance with board policies.
4. Formulate and administer a program of leadership and supervision.
5. Develop a program of maintenance and improvement or expansion of 

buildings, site facilities and equipment.

Educational Leader
The superintendent of schools is a model for lifelong learning and has devoted 
many years to professional development. The superintendent works not only 
with other professional educators in the district but with regional, state and 
national professional educators, organizations and agencies. This role places the 
superintendent in direct contact with the area education agency, the Department 
of Education, IASB and the state legislature in attempting to formulate laws, 
policies and programs that will assist in improving student achievement for all of 
your district’s students.

The superintendent should keep the public informed about student achievement, 
annual progress reports, needs and directions of the school system. All avenues 
of communication can be used to present this message including various media, 
small group discussions, speeches and other personal appearances. Your board 
should support and assist your superintendent's efforts to be an advocate for 
children and improved student achievement.

The superintendent should exercise a leadership role with the board by keeping 
you informed of new trends in education and their implications. Board members 
should be kept informed about the school’s performance in comparison with 
other schools, and any deficiencies that may appear.
Communication and cooperation with district staff is essential to the 
superintendent’s effective leadership in the district. Without a focus on the vision 
and mission of the district and the support and understanding of the employees, 
goals and objectives cannot be achieved. In-service programs and professional 
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teacher development practices should be implemented to help teachers meet 
the instructional goals and objectives of the district's comprehensive school 
improvement plan.

The Board/Superintendent Relationship
School boards and superintendents face and solve difficult problems on 
continuous improvement of student achievement at the community level. The 
board and the superintendent need to develop a relationship built on open 
communication, trust and respect. Board members have a solemn obligation to 
be open-minded, to read, to study and seek every opportunity to be informed. 
Board members should be willing to attend state and national meetings, 
including those sponsored by IASB and the National School Boards Association. 
Usually a well-informed board and a superintendent can meet problems 
rationally and set the direction of the schools in a way that ensures the best 
education for every child. Consistent dialogue with community members and 
state-level policy makers is also essential to meeting your district needs at the 
statehouse. Board members should also work with the superintendent to define 
advocacy for standards in your district.

Administration is not an exact science. Disagreements can be healthy and 
conducive in forming new ideas through free discussion of controversial issues. 
When disagreements reach a personal level, all effectiveness is destroyed.

The superintendent and board should develop a governance leadership 
approach to operating the school system. In many school districts, additional 
teams of administrators, along with committees of teachers and citizens, are 
constantly working on problems ranging from individual student learning 
issues to school improvement plans for improved curriculum and professional 
development. Through involvement and the development of mutual respect, the 
team can provide a quality educational program for the community.

Role Conflict
The superintendent is the educational leader of the school district; yet, as chief 
executive officer of the school board, the superintendent is duty-bound to 
execute the board's policies and directives. This may sometimes create conflict.

Disagreement between the superintendent and board members on specific 
issues is not necessarily bad. In fact, it would be very unusual for all board 
members and the superintendent to agree on all issues that appear before 
the board during a school year. As a deliberative body the board should 
consider critical factors of a given issue including, but not limited to, the 
recommendations of the superintendent. An open discussion with any other 
parties the board may wish to consult should be held so critical factors, 
alternatives and implications for the district can be considered. The final 
position taken by the board on each issue should be clearly stated in writing 
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and supported by the superintendent and all board members. It is far more 
important that the board members and their executive officer strive to establish 
a “workable agreement” representing the best interests of the students and 
student achievement than it is to reach total agreement on every issue.

The foundation of a positive board/superintendent relationship depends on the 
board’s ability to set clear expectations to guide the work of the superintendent, 
and communicate on an ongoing basis around those expectations.

One way the board sets expectations for the superintendent is through the writ-
ten job description. This job description should include a careful delineation 
of the duties and responsibilities of the superintendent. The written description 
of the superintendent’s role should be agreed to prior to employment of the 
individual.

Written board policy is also a method of setting clear expectations for the 
superintendent. Board policy provides clear direction for the superintendent 
when questions arise on a broad range of issues and allows the superintendent 
to be confident that daily decisions have a basis of authority in board policy.

A fair and meaningful evaluation process can also build a positive relationship 
between the board and superintendent. Under Iowa law, school boards must 
evaluate superintendents using a process that addresses measurable goals and 
objectives, professional development and evidence of the superintendent’s 
work in meeting the Iowa School Leadership Standards. 

As your board defines specific expectations for the superintendent, start with 
the big picture in mind. Sit down as a board/superintendent team to review 
your district’s vision and mission, school improvement plan and student 
achievement goals, the Iowa Standards for School Leaders and your district’s 
biggest needs. Where do you want to be as a district? What is most important if 
you are to make progress? What needs are emerging that will demand energy 
and attention from the superintendent?

Based on this discussion, mutually identify goals and measurable indicators of 
progress for the superintendent. These goals should be an ongoing part of the 
conversation of the board and superintendent throughout the year.

Annually, the board must meet to evaluate the superintendent. At least once ev-
ery three years, this evaluation meeting must be a summative evaluation based 
on both the annual goals and the broader Iowa Standards for School Leaders.

IASB can assist the board and superintendent in building a strong relationship 
on many fronts—including facilitated goal-setting processes, procedural sup-
ports, samples of job descriptions and evaluations, and more.

Chapter 7: The Superintendent
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Termination
If your board decides it no longer has confidence in its superintendent, the 
appropriate thing to do is to call a meeting to discuss the problem and explore 
different solutions. The removal of a superintendent may or may not solve the 
problem at hand. Talk with your school attorney about the legal procedures. 
If a board feels it must dismiss the superintendent, the board should give the 
superintendent notice of the reasons and follow the contract termination 
procedures outlined in the next chapter.

The board should give the superintendent notice of its intention to terminate 
before the May 15 statutory deadline for the termination or any deadline 
specified in the superintendent's individual contract. This will recognize two 
important facts. First, the superintendent may take action to adjust to the board's 
desires. Second, the superintendent may be incompatible with the board but 
may still be successful in another system. This will provide the superintendent 
adequate lead time to seek other employment. When the problem involves the 
working relationship between the board and superintendent, efforts should be 
made to protect the individual’s professional reputation.

Selection Process
Selecting a superintendent may be the most important action a school board 
takes. As the executive officer and general educational consultant for the board, 
the superintendent is key to improving student achievement and determining 
the effectiveness of the school system.

The first step is to analyze the needs and goals of your school district. 
Hopefully, goal setting has been a continuous process and your board won’t 
have to start from scratch. The board should ask citizens, staff members and 
students for their expectations of a new superintendent.

The analysis should include information on the district’s educational 
philosophy and comprehensive school improvement plan, budget, 
organizational structure, educational programs, staff and special problems in 
the district. This information will focus your board’s attention on candidates' 
qualifications. The unique characteristics and educational needs of your district 
will shape the qualifications for the position.

It is important to remember that the selection of the superintendent is your 
responsibility. No one else can make the decision. Hiring a new superintendent 
is an important and time-consuming task that includes interviewing in 
compliance with legal requirements, vacancy announcements, recruiting 
candidates and screening applicants, interviewing candidates, community 
visits and contract negotiations. Many boards hire a consultant to assist in the 
process, while others conduct the search themselves. 
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Your goal is to promote positive relations with employees to encourage an 
environment that supports innovative approaches to teaching and learning. 

Just as important is the responsibility to maintain efficient, cost-effective school 
operations. At times, these responsibilities seem in opposition. However, 
careful planning with input from school personnel can assist your board in 
carrying out its mission.

The board and administrative team should adopt policies, rules and regulations 
which clearly define the responsibility of all staff toward helping the school 
district achieve its objectives. Your board’s expectations should be clearly 
communicated to personnel with appropriate avenues for feedback. In this 
manner, the board, as a party to several types of employment relationships, can 
better evaluate the health of the district and make appropriate policy changes 
where needed.

The employment relationship between your board and staff members is 
governed by the law, which is often technical. This chapter provides an 
overview of some of the key concepts. Your school attorney or human 
resources staff should be consulted on employee relations issues to ensure that 
your board follows the law. 

The Board-Faculty Relationship
The faculty, including teachers and other licensed staff, comprise the largest 
single group of employees within a district. Each employee has the right 
to expect clearly stated personnel policies and procedures that express the 

8 Employee Relations
Your board has an obligation to provide a 
quality education program to all students 
while promoting efficient school operations. 

Chapter
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district’s recognition for his or her position. In those districts with a certified 
bargaining unit, most personnel issues are addressed by the collective 
bargaining agreement. Board members, administrators and employees need to 
know the content of the agreement to effectively operate the school district.

Personnel policies, guidelines and procedures help school administrators 
establish the following programs and procedures:
 1. A hiring process with attention to the district's affirmative action plan
 2. New staff orientation and assistance
 3. Staff development
 4. Staff evaluation
 5. Staff retention, promotion and dismissal

Boards should not be directly involved in administrative functions and, in most 
cases, can defer personnel questions to administration. Many of these human 
resources processes require specialized training and experience, a function for 
which the administrators were employed. Board members may be involved in 
recruiting and selecting key employees, such as the superintendent or other 
administrative personnel. 

Board/Classified Staff Relationship
Besides the licensed teaching staff, a school district employs other classified or 
support personnel to ensure the effective and efficient operation of the district. 
Unlike teachers, these employees do not have continuing contracts and the 
rights legally associated with them. These include custodians, bus drivers, food 
service personnel, secretaries and clerks. These employees may also be eligible 
for collective bargaining.

Classified employees are important to the district because they work closely 
with and around students, assist the other district staff and have contact with 
community members on an informal basis.

Productive Relationships:  The Bottom Line
In maintaining productive relationships with school employees, your board 
must establish itself as a firm, objective and fair entity: an employer that can 
be trusted by its employees. Toward this end, sound management principles 
support the practice that when policies are made which affect school 
personnel, procedures should be available to provide the employees with 
input in the policy-making process. In addition, employees should receive 
evaluations consistent with the district's standards and criteria.

Positive relationships are also reinforced when board members refer employee 
or public complaints to the appropriate authority. A good concept for board 
members to remember is that they are board members only when the board 
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School board members want their district to recruit, hire, retain and support 
the best teaching staff available. How do they fulfill  

that responsibility?
•	 Establish	clear	personnel	policies	and	criteria.	A	policy	on	guiding	

principles for employees may contain a general statement of goals. Your 
administrative policies should delegate personnel responsibilities for 
most positions to the administration. 

•	 Clarify	priorities	for	improving	student	learning	and	ensure	instructional	
initiatives are selected and implemented because of their potential 
and documented success for increasing student performance. Set the 
expectation for staff responsibility for student learning and regularly ask 
what supports are needed in order to get results. Evaluate instructional 
initiatives regularly to determine whether they are making the desired 
improvements.

•	 Develop	understanding	within	the	community	that	improving	teaching	is	
the most powerful strategy for improving learning.

•	 Give	teachers	both	the	responsibility	and	the	support	needed	to	improve	
classroom instruction and student learning. Encourage teachers to 
implement innovative approaches and provide them with the time and 
resources needed for planning, data analysis, collaboration, professional 
development, instruction and research.

•	 Support	a	research-based	professional	development	program	around	
your district learning goals. Use the Iowa Professional Development 
model to help your district make the most of teachers' professional 
development time. Allocate time for all members of the school staff to 
meet weekly for sustained, in-depth, collective study of teaching and 
learning. The built-in weekly time is used for the collective study of 
student learning, training, and for peer coaching teams to meet. Evaluate 
the effectiveness of professional development efforts by changes in 
student learning.

•	 Build	an	environment	where	teachers	feel	appreciated	and	supported;	
work in partnership with teachers to identify and solve problems related 
to student achievement; place priority on instructional needs when 
making budget and other decisions; provide teachers with the time 
and resources needed for instruction and planning; include teachers in 
school-improvement decision making; hear reports from staff at the 
board table on instructional initiatives and their results; and respond to 
teachers’ suggestions for research-based school improvement strategies.

•	 Ensure	teachers	are	fairly	compensated	in	salary	and	benefits.	That	
means advocating with the legislature and other policy leaders the need 
to adequately fund teacher quality/student achievement, adequate 
annual allowable growth, and staff development resources.

SUPPORTING QUALITY TEACHING

The School Board's Role

Chapter 8: Employee Relations
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is in session. When confronted with a personal complaint from an individual, 
a board member's job is to listen and politely refer the individual to the 
appropriate staff member, whether it be a teacher, principal, counselor or 
superintendent, for resolving the problem or concern at the lowest possible 
level. If the concern potentially deserves board action, it should be presented 
to the superintendent and, if approved, placed on the board’s meeting agenda. 
The board meeting provides a means for both written and oral communications 
between the board  and the public. However, personnel situations should 
be confidential and handled carefully through the correct forums. Generally, 
boards should refrain from discussing personnel issues at open board meetings.

Employee Relations and Iowa Law
The process of formulating and implementing policies that affect personnel 
does not occur in a vacuum. Federal and state laws prescribe additional 
employment rights and procedures for specific groups of employees, which 
afford them a voice in the decision-making process and in certain employment 
and due process protections. The intent of these statutory requirements is to 
protect employees while promoting harmonious and cooperative employment 
relationships. The two primary statutes that significantly affect the employment 
relationship in Iowa schools are  Chapters 20 and 279 of the Iowa Code.

The laws related to dismissal put boards in a position to be the arbitrator of 
a fair and unbiased decision. Thus, it is advantageous for the board to have 
minimal involvement in the personnel process up to the beginning of the 
ascribed board’s involvement in the legal process. General communication 
between the board and the superintendent gives the assurance that the district 
leadership efforts are ongoing and functioning.

NCLB Highly Qualified Teachers
Iowa prides itself in having a licensure system and teacher education programs 
that provide Iowa students with highly qualified teachers. When No Child Left 
Behind legislation called for "highly qualified teachers," Iowa was already in 
a position to meet the requirements. School districts by law must employ only 
persons who are licensed to teach their assignments. Board members and 
patrons can now check on the licensure of teachers on the Iowa Department of 
Education Web site: www.state.ia.us/boee/search_warn.html.

Chapter 20 and Collective Bargaining
Positive labor relations enhance the ability of employees and school boards 
to work together for improved student learning. Ideally, collective bargaining 
should end in a voluntary settlement. Chapter 20, the Public Employment 
Relations Act (PERA), governs the conduct of parties involved in collective 
bargaining or other processes resulting from a contractual agreement between a 
public employer and an organization elected to represent employee interests. A 
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full-time, three-person Public Employment Relations Board (PERB), appointed 
by the governor and approved by the Senate, administers PERA provisions.

Before the PERA was established in 1975, local school boards established 
wages, benefits and other employment-related matters through “meet-and-
confer” relationships and board policies. Upon the passage of the PERA, the 
dynamics of decision-making in public sector employment vastly changed. 
Public sector employees—those employed by the state, counties, cities and 
school districts who are not administrators, supervisors or managers—could 
choose an organization or union to represent their employment interests.

Under the PERA, this representational status requires the employer to recognize 
the employee organization as the exclusive bargaining agent for the employees 
in a certified bargaining unit. In addition, the PERA requires the employer to 
negotiate with the organization on behalf of the employees over certain topics 
or items. These items are referred to as “mandatory subjects of bargaining” 
since neither party can refuse to negotiate over these topics.

Section 20.9 of the PERA specifies that school districts shall negotiate in good 
faith with respect to mandatory subjects of bargaining which include:
 Wages  Holidays
 Supplemental Pay  Health and Safety Matters
 Hours  Leaves of Absence
 Seniority  Evaluation Procedures
 Vacations  Shift Differentials
 Transfer Procedures  Staff Reduction Procedures
 Insurance  Overtime Compensation
 Job Classifications  In-service Training

Other matters mutually agreed upon by the parties may also be negotiated. 
These items are often referred to as permissive subjects of bargaining since one 
party cannot compel the other party to bargain on these subjects if the party 
does not wish to do so.

A third category of subjects is referred to as illegal. It is unlawful to bargain 
over those subjects. Examples include bargaining over retirement systems.

Negotiations under the PERA also include terms authorizing dues checkoff for 
members of an employee organization and grievance procedures for resolving 
any questions under the agreement.

Although the PERA prescribes certain collective bargaining rights for school 
and other public sector employees, it also establishes the rights of school 
districts. Section 20.7 specifies that a public employer, including a school 
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district, shall have, in addition to all powers, duties and rights established by 
constitutional provision, statute, ordinance, charter or special act, the exclusive 
power, duty and the right to:
•	 Direct	the	work	of	its	public	employees.
•	 Hire,	promote,	demote,	transfer,	assign	and	retain	public	employees	in	

positions within the public agency.
•	 Suspend	or	discharge	public	employees	for	proper	cause.
•	 Maintain	the	efficiency	of	governmental	operations.
•	 Relieve	public	employees	from	duties	because	of	lack	of	work	or	for	other	

legitimate reasons.
•	 Determine	and	implement	methods,	means,	assignments	and	personnel	by	

which the public employer’s operations are to be conducted.
•	 Take	such	actions	as	may	be	necessary	to	carry	out	the	mission	of	the	

public employer.
•	 Initiate,	prepare,	certify	and	administer	its	budget.
•	 Exercise	all	powers	and	duties	of	the	public	employer	by	law.

Since the board ultimately ratifies, rejects or implements a negotiated 
agreement, it is important that school board members understand the collective 
bargaining rights of public employers and employees along with other 
provisions and procedures of the PERA. Additionally, Chapter 20 prohibits the 
union from striking, protecting the continuity of education delivery for children, 
which is one of the major benefits of collective bargaining.

Dispute Resolution Under the PERA
In Iowa school districts, local employee organizations represent certified 
bargaining units made up of either teachers or classified staff. Unless there 
is a mutual agreement to waive the timelines, the PERA requires collective 
bargaining agreements with teacher bargaining units to be reached by May 31. 
For bargaining units composed of support staff, that deadline is April 15.

In the course of negotiations, if the parties fail to reach agreement on terms 
and conditions of employment culminating in a collective bargaining 
agreement, the PERA requires a conflict-resolution process involving third-
party intervention. For contractual disputes between school districts and 
teachers, a two-step process of mediation and arbitration is generally used. A 
mediator is assigned at the request of the parties to assist them in resolving an 
existing dispute. The parties can either accept or reject the mediator's advice or 
suggestions.

If the mediator’s efforts are unsuccessful, the parties may then resort to 
arbitration. Here, the parties use an arbitrator to resolve the dispute by issuing 
a final and binding award based on which party’s position is the “most 
reasonable” based on Chapter 20.
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For contractual disputes between schools and their respective support staff 
bargaining units, mediation and arbitration may also be used. However, there 
is an additional intermediate step before arbitration. In this “fact-finding” step, 
the parties select a fact-finder to make a recommendation on a particular 
contractual item.

Although there are statutory procedures such as mediation and arbitration for 
resolving collective bargaining conflicts, the best agreements are generally 
reached voluntarily by the parties directly involved in the process. For that 
reason, IASB supports the concept that collective bargaining should end in 
voluntary settlement.

Interest-Based Bargaining
Interest-based bargaining is an alternative approach to traditional bargaining in 
which both union and management identify common interests, then brainstorm 
solutions or options to address those interests together. Because they are 
working together, their solutions can be better or more creative than either may 
have proposed in the initial bargaining position. In addition, this process can 
help solve problems throughout the school year. This bargaining alternative 
requires training, time and commitment but has yielded better results and labor 
management relations in some districts. To learn more, contact Mary Gannon at 
IASB (1-800-795-4272 x229 or mgannon@ia-sb.org) or the Public Employment 
Relations Board (PERB). 

The School District’s Bargaining Team
Your school board will determine the members of the district’s bargaining 
team that establishes guidelines and proposals for salary, fringe benefits and 
other negotiable subjects. In Iowa, the composition of those teams varies. 
Superintendents, central office staff and board members serve on many 
district bargaining teams. However, some boards hire an outside consultant or 
attorney to be the chief negotiator for the team. If your district hires an outside 
negotiator, be thorough in identifying the district's educational philosophy, 
give direction and set parameters around the board's goals. The goals should 
include the expectation of reaching a mutual settlement.

Regardless of your bargaining team’s composition, remember that a public 
employee or any employee organization should not negotiate or attempt 
to negotiate directly with a member of the board unless he or she is the 
designated bargaining representative. Other board members should refer the 
employee to his or her bargaining representative or to the school district’s  
chief negotiator.

Master Contracts
Master contracts between a certified collective bargaining unit and the board 
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are the result of a negotiations process between the two. Negotiation is the 
key word. The board and the employees have agreed in a written contract 
to items such as wages and benefits. Master contracts cannot be changed 
unless both the board and the employees agree to the change. In contrast, 
board policies belong to, are written and adopted by the board alone. 

Another difference between master contracts and board policies is 
the flexibility of the language. Board policies are designed to state the 
ultimate action or objective the board wants to occur while allowing the 
administration flexibility in the way to achieve an end. Master contracts 
attempt to state in detail through the use of clear, precise language how 
the contract will be implemented. The administration has limited ability 
to modify the procedure to be used to achieve an end. If the policy and 
master contract conflict, the agreement normally takes precedence. 
Before making changes to policy, check the terms of your collective 
bargaining agreement.

When negotiating a master contract, avoid including policy language or 
language involving an area reserved for management (20.7) that unduly 
restricts the administrator’s ability to effectively conduct school district 
operations.

Administering the Collective Bargaining Agreement
Occasionally, employees will have employment-related problems or 
disagreements with administrators and other management representatives. 
Although most problems can be settled before they reach the board, 
individuals may legitimately appeal to the board or file a grievance.

Disagreements over the application of collective bargaining agreements 
are generally challenged through formal channels in the contract. Most 
collective bargaining agreements include grievance procedures allowing 
employees to file a written complaint, or “grievance,” which sets forth the 
alleged violation of a collective bargaining agreement and the “remedy” 
that the employee seeks.

Grievance procedures typically prescribe a three- or four-step process 
of resolution. Under many procedures, the employee and his or her 
direct supervisor will attempt to resolve the problem informally with the 
superintendent. The board may become involved if efforts to resolve the 
alleged violation fail. Contractual grievance procedures usually end in final 
and binding arbitration if the parties cannot agree an alleged violation of 
the contract occurred or on the remedy that the employee is requesting.
Board members should bear in mind the provisions of collective bargaining 
agreements supersede any conflicting provisions contained in individual 
employee contracts that are required under Chapter 279 of the Iowa Code.
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Teacher and Administrator Contracts and Chapter 279
The board is responsible for approving individual employment contracts for 
administrators and teachers. Legislation allows the board to delegate, through 
board policy, the authority to the superintendent to offer a contract to teachers. 
Procedures for contract issuance, duration and termination are also found in 
Chapter 279. It is important to understand these procedures, since they play a 
critical role in employing school personnel.

Administrators’ Contracts
Under the Iowa Code, administrators include the school superintendent, 
assistant superintendents, educational directors, principals, assistant principals 
and other licensed school supervisors as defined under the provisions of 
Sections 279.23 and 20.4. Administrators are not eligible for collective 
bargaining.

Superintendents’ contracts may be issued for up to three years. Principals 
initially may be employed for a one-year term. After serving at least nine months, 
principals may be employed for a term not to exceed two years. All other 
administrators may be employed for a term not to exceed two years (279.23 (1)).

The contract automatically continues in force for one-year periods beyond the 
end of its original term, unless the administrator resigns, is terminated or the 
contract is modified by mutual agreement of the board and the administrator.

An administrator may resign by filing a written resignation on or before May 1 
of each year, or on or before the date specified by the board for return of the 
contract, whichever occurs first.

Administrators employed in a school district for less than two consecutive 
years are probationary administrators, unless this period has been waived for 
an administrator who has previously served a probationary period in another 
school district. An administrator may consent to extend the probationary period 
for an additional year.

If the board determines an administrator’s contract should not be renewed 
beyond its current contract term, the board initiates the intent to terminate 
by notifying the administrator in writing, no later than May 15. For 
nonprobationary administrators, the notice must state the specific reasons for 
considering termination, and for all administrators except superintendents, 
the reasons must be for just cause. For superintendents, the board must 
demonstrate it had “reasonable foundation” to terminate the contract, unless 
the contract language sets a higher standard, or if the termination is midterm, 
or in a multi-year contract.
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A probationary administrator may ask for a private conference with the board 
to discuss the reasons for termination. A nonprobationary administrator may 
request a hearing before an administrative law judge provided by the Board 
of Educational Examiners. The administrative law judge holds a hearing open 
to the public, at which time the board and the administrator present evidence 
and testimony. The administrative law judge makes a proposed decision as to 
whether the administrator should be dismissed. The decision of the hearing 
officer is the decision of the board unless, within 10 days after the filing of the 
decision, the administrator files a written notice of appeal or the board on its 
own motion determines to review the decision.

In case of an appeal to the board, a private hearing is then held before the 
board. At the end of the hearing, the board makes findings of fact based on 
the evidence and issues a decision in writing. When the board has reached 
a decision, it convenes in open meeting and by roll-call vote determines the 
continuance of the administrator’s contract. The administrator may then appeal 
a decision to terminate to the district court. This right of appeal applies only 
to nonprobationary administrators, except in cases where a constitutional 
right has allegedly been violated by the dismissal. The board must act on 
administrator contract termination by May 31 if no hearing is requested.

Practical experience dictates the termination of an administrator’s contract 
requires the board to start the process well in advance of the May 15 deadline 
and to seek the services of its attorney. If the board is to have sufficient reasons 
to present to an administrative law judge, it is essential and required by statute 
that the board develop evaluation procedures that will allow the board to 
objectively know whether the administrator has been doing the job assigned. 
This will give the board some basis of measurement as to the nonperformance 
which will justify the contract termination. If such facts cannot be shown, then 
the termination will be difficult to uphold.

Teachers’ Contracts
All teaching personnel are employed on a one-year continuing contract 
(279.13). If the contract is not terminated or modified in any year pursuant to 
procedures required by law, it will continue with the same terms and specified 
compensation, except as modified by the collective bargaining agreement. 
Separate contracts are required for teachers who coach athletic activities.

Modification of a contract may be tendered on, or any time after, March 15 of 
each year. Teachers must have at least 21 days from the date the modification is 
issued to sign and return the contract. If the contract is not signed and returned 
to the board within the specified time, the previous contract continues to be in 
effect, except as modified by the collective bargaining agreement.
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A contract may be terminated by one of several methods. First, the board and 
the teacher may mutually agree to terminate the contract during or at the close 
of the current school year. There should be a written resignation to confirm 
the agreement. Second, a teacher may resign unilaterally by filing a written 
statement with the board secretary no later than the last day of the school year, 
or the date specified for returning the contract, whichever occurs first. The 
resignation should be in writing and must be formally accepted by the board. 
Third, the board may elect to terminate the contract for just cause at the close 
of the school year (279.15-279.19). Finally, a teacher may be discharged at any 
time for just cause (279.27). Methods three and four require the school board 
to strictly follow the procedures specified in the Iowa Code.

A teacher's first three consecutive years of employment in any one school 
district are a probationary period. A teacher who "successfully completes" the 
probationary period in an Iowa public school may be required to serve a one-
year probationary period in a new district. A board of directors may waive the 
probationary period for any teacher who previously has served a probationary 
period in another school district, and the board may extend the probationary 
period for an additional year with the consent of the teacher. A probationary 
teacher does not have the right to appeal a termination or discharge unless 
the probationary teacher alleges violation of a constitutionally-guaranteed 
right, or of public employee rights under Section 20.10 of the Iowa Code. A 
probationary teacher may not grieve job retention during the first two years of 
the probationary period.

Termination of Contract
If a teacher’s performance is unsatisfactory to the point that renewal for another 
year is in question, the superintendent or the superintendent’s designee 
must notify the teacher no later than April 30 that the superintendent will 
recommend in writing to a regular or special meeting of the board to be held 
no later than May 15, that the teacher’s continuing contract will be terminated 
at the end of the current school year (Iowa Code 279.15).

Notification must be in writing and must contain a statement of the reasons, 
which must be for just cause. The superintendent must make a written 
recommendation to the board which contains the same statement of reasons.
Within five days after receiving the notice, the teacher may file a written 
request with the board secretary, requesting a private hearing before the board.

The private hearing before the board is part of the teacher’s due process rights. 
The teacher has a right to a fair and impartial hearing before the board. The 
board must enter the hearing without preconceived notions about the outcome. 
In order to remain impartial, board members should not participate in the 
investigation or preparation of a case against a teacher. This is also the reason 
it is recommended that board members not take part in teacher evaluations 
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or disciplinary situations and not review or read employee personnel records 
unless admitted as evidence in a board hearing.

At the private hearing, the superintendent presents evidence and argument 
on all the issues involved, and the teacher may cross-examine, respond and 
present evidence and argument on his or her behalf relevant to the issues. 
The board serves as an impartial decision-maker, hearing and weighing the 
evidence, evaluating the testimony of witnesses, and determining the initial 
result of the hearing. This is usually the only time a complete hearing of the 
evidence is made. The board’s decision is considered in any appeal in the 
legal process. A certified shorthand reporter must keep a record of the private 
hearing, which will be the basis of any appeal the teacher might make.

If the teacher does not request a private hearing within five days or does not 
appear at the private hearing, the board may proceed and decide upon the 
superintendent’s recommendation to terminate the contract. In that case, 
the board must act no later than May 31, or no later than five days after the 
scheduled date for the private hearing, whichever applies. In that case, the 
board must convene in open session, and by roll call vote, decide whether to 
terminate or continue the teacher’s contract.

If the private hearing is held, within five days after the hearing the board must 
meet in executive session to make a final decision upon the recommendation 
and the evidence. When the board has reached a decision, it must convene in 
open session and decide, by roll call vote, whether to terminate the contract. 
When that decision is made, the board secretary must immediately mail notice 
of the board action to the teacher.

If the teacher is no longer a probationary teacher, the teacher may, within 10 
days, appeal the determination of the board to an adjudicator. The board and 
the teacher may select the adjudicator. If they cannot agree upon the selection, 
the board secretary must ask the chair of the Public Employment Relations 
Board for a list from which, by striking, an adjudicator is selected. The 
adjudicator reviews the record made by the shorthand reporter at the private 
hearing before the board. The adjudicator takes no further evidence and holds 
a hearing on the petition within 10 days after the receipt of the record, unless 
the parties agree to another time.

After the adjudicator has made a decision whether to affirm or to reverse the 
board action, the board or the teacher may, within 10 days, give notice that 
the adjudicator’s decision is rejected and, within 30 days, in that case, file an 
appeal in the district court.
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Discharge During Contract
A teacher may be discharged at any time during the contract year for just cause 
((279.27). In that case, the superintendent or the superintendent’s designee 
must immediately notify the teacher that the superintendent will recommend in 
writing to the board that the contract be terminated immediately, and the board 
must hold a meeting not more than 15 days after that notification. As with 
termination at the end of the contract year, the teacher may request a private 
hearing before the board, with the right of appeal to the adjudicator, and the 
right of both parties to appeal to the court.

Discharge for just cause under Section 279.27 is a serious legal action and 
should be undertaken only after thorough investigation and consultation with 
the school attorney. The superintendent should have access to the school 
district’s legal counsel, and the board and the superintendent should not 
proceed without carefully reviewing with counsel the reasons for termination 
and the procedures to be followed.

Personnel Evaluation
Your school board should work with the superintendent to establish evaluation 
systems for all personnel in the school district. Chapters 20 and 279 of the Iowa 
Code include provisions relevant to staff evaluations. For teachers, 279.14 of 
the Iowa Code directs that, “the board [of directors] shall establish evaluation 
criteria and shall implement evaluation procedures. If an exclusive bargaining 
representative has been certified, the board shall negotiate in good faith with 
respect to evaluation procedures pursuant to Chapter 20.”  

Evaluation is one of the most important tools your school board and 
administration have with which to direct the work of the employees, align staff 
expectations with student achievement goals, maintain efficiency and develop 
a better school operation.

Evaluation is also an active process. An evaluation seeks to measure 
performance. Criteria must be developed for performance evaluation and 
the state teaching standards. The board has the exclusive authority to set the 
criteria. Once that is done, the process of evaluating can be completed.

The board has a role in communicating to the administration their expectations for 
performance. Your board may then appropriately rely on the superintendent and 
the management team to develop an objective and meaningful evaluation process 
that relates to the vision and goals of the district. Criteria and standards should be 
carefully developed by management, and the evaluation procedures, which are 
the mandatory subject of bargaining, should be reviewed and then negotiated 
carefully to be certain that the management ability to evaluate is not impaired by 
procedures that are negotiated. Districts having a certified bargaining unit may 
negotiate additional criteria and standards beyond those mandated.
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In developing and administering an evaluation process for teaching staff, keep 
in mind:
•	 The	ultimate	purpose	of	evaluation	should	be	to	improve	instruction,	

enhance student achievement and improve the school system.
•	 The	evaluation	process	should	be	developed	by	the	management	

team, with an understanding of both the strengths and limitations of an 
evaluation program and with realistic goals in mind.

•	 Teachers	should	be	consulted	in	the	planning	stages.	Attention	should	be	
given to whether a bargaining unit exists.

•	 Evaluation	instruments	should	measure	many	aspects	of	performance	and	
should produce a useful assessment on the aspects that are evaluated. The 
items on the instrument and the rating scales will help accomplish this.

•	 For	an	evaluation	program	to	function	well,	the	school	must	have	an	
atmosphere of confidence in administrators and supervisors.

•	 Criteria	for	evaluation	should	be	based	on	a	broad	range	of	 
current research.

•	 Evaluation	is	an	ongoing	process	which	should	be	reviewed	at 
least annually.

•	 Evaluations	are	personnel	records	and	must	be	handled	in	a	confidential	
manner. Board members should refrain from reviewing evaluations  
and confidential records to remain impartial. Discussions about an 
employee’s evaluation must not occur in open session without consulting 
the employee.

A program of teacher or employee evaluation requires input from individuals 
and groups interested in effective performance of district employees. As with 
other aspects of school operations, your board, administrators and teachers 
must work together if such a program is to be successful.

The Iowa Code very clearly establishes standards and criteria for teachers 
and administrators. It is the exclusive mandate of the board to evaluate the 
superintendent. The superintendent, in turn, is responsible to have licensed 
evaluators measure the performance of other administrators and teachers 
as defined by Code and Administrative Rules. Administrators (including the 
superintendent) and teachers must be evaluated once every three years on 
the state approved standards (referred to as a summative evaluation). The 
evaluation criteria established by the board must mesh with the law. In order 
for the summative evaluation to have meaning, IASB recommends that the 
board conduct an annual review in the other years using district and board 
goals to help establish clear, measurable superintendent goals. A yearly 
summary enables the board to complete the summative evaluation every third 
year in a meaningful way. In the three-year cycle, a clear picture should emerge 
of progress and accomplishments. 
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Student Achievement and Teacher Quality
State involvement in compensation for Iowa teachers and the quality of 
instruction—and linking compensation to student achievement—is part of Iowa 
law. Lawmakers have passed various pieces of legislation on compensation, 
pay programs, evaluation, standards and licensure for the purpose of defining 
quality teaching for evaluation and professional development. Changes, 
clarification and evolution in the legislation and its implementation have taken 
place nearly every year since the law began. Cooperation, persistence and 
an attitude of continuous improvement are important for these innovations to 
succeed.

Since the launch of the Student Achievement and Teacher Quality Act in 2001, 
the legislature has continued the mentoring program and increased minimum 
salaries.

Every district with a certified bargaining unit is required to create a Teacher 
Quality Committee with equal representation of administrators appointed by 
the board and teachers appointed by the union, or upon mutual agreement of 
appointing authorities delegate to another existing committee. The duties of the 
committee include:

1. Monitor implementation of the requirements of statutes and 
administrative code provisions relating to the teacher quality chapter, 
including those affecting agreements negotiated pursuant to Chapter 20.

2. Monitor the evaluation requirements of the teacher quality law to 
ensure evaluations are conducted in a fair and consistent manner 
throughout the school district or agency. In addition to any negotiated 
evaluation procedures, develop model evidence for the Iowa teaching 
standards and criteria. The model evidence is to minimize paperwork, 
focus on teacher improvement and determine which standards and 
criteria can be met with observation and which evidence meets multiple 
standards and criteria.

3. Determine, following the Iowa professional development model, the 
use and distribution of state professional development funds based upon 
school district or agency, attendance center, and individual teacher 
professional development plans.

4. Monitor the professional development in each attendance center to 
ensure the professional development meets school district or agency, 
attendance center and individual professional development plans.

5. Ensure the agreement negotiated pursuant to Chapter 20 determines the 
compensation for teachers on the committee for work responsibilities 
required beyond the normal work day. 

The committee, since statutorially created, is subject to the open meetings law.
Administrator evaluation standards and professional development are all 
included in the law. Although teacher salary and professional development 
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funds were originally categorical appropriations, beginning in FY 2010 they are 
calculated as per-pupil amounts and included in the Iowa Foundation Formula. 
State funds for basic teacher salaries are now required to be bargained as part 
of the collective bargaining process and included in the teacher salary system.

 In 2007, Iowa became the last state in the nation to mandate state content 
standards in academic subjects, via its minimum proficiency standards. In 
2008, the Iowa legislature approved mandating the Iowa Core Curriculum for 
all students in grades 9-12 by 2012 and grades K-8 by 2014 to assist in reach-
ing those standards. To reach those goals, Iowa schools need strong support to 
implement lessons that help students reach higher goals, along with other key 
elements that research shows will help improve achievement: quality assess-
ments, professional development and flexibility.

Academic content standards specify what students should know and be able 
to do and, by extension, what should be taught. Ideally, these standards are 
rigorous and based on widely held agreement about the educational goals of 
the system regarding what students need to learn to be successful. The stan-
dards are typically accompanied by benchmarks, more specific statements that 
add definition and detail for the expectations at specific grade levels or grade 
spans like K-2, 3-5, and so on. Well-designed academic content standards are 
intended to serve as the beacon to guide all other parts of the system—state 
and local policies, instruction, testing, teacher professional development, and 
financial resources. 

Three keys. 
 Research shows that academic content standards are associated with improved 
student achievement when:
•		the	academic	content	standards	define	ambitious	expectations	for	student	
learning. 
•		assessments	adequately	measure	the	standards.	The	quality	of	assessments	is	
enormously important, because tests that measure student learning of content 
can impact what and how teachers teach. 
•		teachers	receive	professional	development,	including	training,	instructional	
guidelines and time to implement the standards well. Ideally, teachers will be 
given enough flexibility that they can retain some independence to shape their 
own lessons that align to the new standards, but ensure students learn them.
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School boards have both internal and external publics. The internal publics 
are those who are taught in or employed by the school district. The external 

publics are those who are “outside” the school district, such as parents and 
community residents. The publics of any school district include students 
attending the school, parents, community business people, retired people, 
members of service clubs and organizations and school staff. Each public has 
different avenues of communication open to the board.

Effective communication planning for the district has become increasingly 
important as the proportion of community residents with children has 
decreased over the past decade. Today, nearly 75 percent of most districts’ 
populations do not have students in school. While reaching parents is one 
need, reaching this other large community population is crucial to the 
effectiveness of the school district in meeting community needs. Attention to 
systematic, continuous, two-way communication with the community will 
ensure your district is meeting the community’s needs, as well as gaining public 
support for the school district.

We live in an information age. Now, more than ever before, school boards 
recognize the need for quality relationships with their community and with 
the news media. Some school districts are hiring professional communications 
personnel to perform the task. School boards and administrators are taking an 
increased interest in communications skills.

9Community Relations
Effective community relationships are essential 
in order for school board members to champion 
the needs and successes of students.

Chapter

:
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Written board policy can provide guidance to the administration for quality 
communication. Good written communications policies outline the action the 
board wants taken in providing its public with information about the school 
district. It also reinforces the intent of the board to establish an open flow of 
information between the school district and the community.

Communication Guidelines
In School Public Relations:  The Complete Book, the National School Public 
Relations Association (NSPRA) suggests the following guidelines for boards in 
developing communication plans for the district. 
•	 Board	members	should	recognize	that	citizens	have	a	right	to	know	what	

is happening in their school district; that board members and central office 
staff have an obligation to see that the school system will benefit from 
seeing that citizens get all information, good and bad, directly from the 
system itself.

•	 The	board	should	appoint	a	committee	that	includes	board	members,	
staff members and community experts in the field of communication. The 
group should be large enough to brainstorm ideas, but not so large as to be 
hampered by number of members.

•	 This	committee	must	develop	a	proposed	policy	statement	for	the	school	
board that will commit the system to development of a program for open 
communications with its various publics. The statement serves as the goal 
of the community relations program.

•	 Once	the	policy	statement	has	been	adopted	and	publicized,	the	
committee should develop guidelines for work that will include what their 
final report to the board will cover and a timeline for activities.

•	 A	person	with	strong	professional	skills	should	be	placed	in	charge	of	the	
main research and development procedures as directed by the committee.

•	 The	committee	should	secure	workable	background	information	on	what	is	
being done in the area of school/community relations around the country, 
and then assess what is being done in their own system. This analysis 
should include an evaluation of all communication presently being used.

•	 Using	the	policy	statement	adopted	by	the	board,	the	committee	should	
develop goals for open communications between the school system and 
its internal and external publics. These goals statements will form the basis 
of the public relations program and will be used in the selection of the 
activities to be initiated the first year. 

•	 An	initial	list	of	many	different	techniques	for	communicating	with	both	
the internal and external publics of the school system should be developed 
to ensure a systematic way of meeting the system-wide goals. These publics 
will include obvious ones such as the parents, taxpayers, community 
business leaders, ministers, non-parents and teachers, as well as other 
important ones such as secretaries, bus drivers, lunchroom workers, 
custodians and maintenance workers. 
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•	 Does	the	board	have	a	policy	specifying	community	relations	goals	and	
objectives?

•	 Is	there	a	step-by-step	plan	for	implementing	this	policy	that	specifies	
each aspect of the communication or community relations program, and 
who will be responsible for that aspect?

•	 Do	you	have	a	plan	for	dealing	effectively	with	the	news	media?
•	 If	you	have	delegated	community	relations	responsibilities	to	some	staff	

members, have you made adequate budgetary provisions to support the 
program?

•	 Is	the	superintendent	asked	to	regularly	report	on	the	progress	of	the	
community relations program?

•	 Has	the	board	stressed	the	importance	of	good	communications	
throughout the school community?

•	 Is	community	relations	training	included	in	the	inservice	programs	for	
district employees?

•	 Does	the	district	have	a	publication	directed	to	its	employees?
•	 Is	there	a	planned	way	of	communicating	with	parents	and	non-parents?
•	 Is	there	a	plan	for	feedback	from	both	staff	members	and	the	public?
•	 Does	the	board	use	its	meetings	as	a	vehicle	for	communication	and	

feedback?
•	 Does	the	district	use	citizen	advisory	committees?
•	 Do	board	members	participate	in	school	and	community	events	and	stay	in	

touch with other public service and government agencies?
•	 Does	the	board	observe	an	appropriate	chain	of	command	for	resolving	

complaints or grievances raised by school staff or patrons?
•	 Are	all	communications	efforts	evaluated	at	least	annually?
•	 Does	the	board	have	a	designated	spokesperson?
•	 Does	the	public	have	easy	access	to	board	agendas,	policy	documents,	

financial data, student achievement data and other information?
•	 Are	public	surveys,	community	conversations	or	other	tools	used	before	the	

board takes action on major policy issues and on items such as the budget, 
changes in attendance boundaries or school closings?

•	 Do	you	use	your	board	meetings	to	showcase	district	programs	and	
emphasize student achievement?

Adapted from Becoming a Better Board Member, a publication of the National School 
Boards Association.

EVALUATING COMMUNITY RELATIONS

A Checklist for the School Board
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•	 The	committee’s	report	to	the	board	should	contain	the	proposed	goal	

statements of the school/community relations program and the activities 
which will help meet those goals. It should be organized in such a way that 
there is little doubt how communication can be initiated. Provisions must 
be made for both an adequate staff and adequate funding to ensure the 
success of the program. Accountability procedures should be included so 
that the results of the program can be carefully analyzed.

•	 The	basic	staff	should	include	an	efficient,	reliable	secretary	and	a	
communication specialist.

After determining the needs for the communications program, the board policy 
must provide for an evaluation process to ensure those needs are being met. 
This regular assessment allows for incorporating new ideas and techniques or 
discontinuing unsuccessful techniques.

Benefits
There are many benefits of a good community relations program. The school 
district’s activities will be viewed positively and result in community pride in 
the school district. Respect, cooperation and assistance between the school 
district and the business community allow misunderstandings to be clarified 
quickly or completely avoided. Cooperation with and the support of the 
community enables the school district to provide a quality education to the 
students. The school district attracts quality staff and it assists in attracting 
business, individuals and industry to the community. A good communications 
policy and program develops a positive relationship with the media.

Communications must be tailored to reach the many individual audiences 
of the school district. Using only the newspaper to get the school district’s 
message out may not reach the people the district needs to reach. An effective 
communications plan identifies the different segments of the public, then 
designs the most effective means to reach those individuals, be it special 
events, business partnerships, school newsletters or radio or television 
announcements.

An effective school district/community relations program is an ongoing, year-
round commitment by the board. Community relations covers a whole gamut 
of communication issues, from how the board receives community comment at 
board meetings to how the board engages the community in identifying school 
improvement goals and a vision for the school district.   

Consider these facets of a sound community relations program:
Interpreting the needs and values of your community: Tools such 
as public forums, surveys, town meetings, focus groups, needs 
assessments, advisory committees and others can help the board 
interpret public attitudes and desires for the school district.
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Communicating district goals, progress and news: Tools such as 
newsletters, a web site, newspaper articles, videotapes, speaking 
engagements, open houses, brochures, annual reports and others can 
be used to share information, explain policies or initiatives, and build 
understanding within your community.

Supporting community involvement: Volunteer programs, mentoring 
programs, adult and community education, public use of school 
facilities and school/business partnerships are just a few of the tools 
school districts use to involve the community in education.

Community relations is the vehicle by which the board carries out its 
responsibilities to the citizens of the school district. The quality education of 
students and meeting the needs of the local community deserves no less than 
open, honest, effective, two-way communication by the board of education 
and the district.

Handling Comment or Criticism from the Community
In your role as a school board member, you may be subjected to pressures from 
constituents—at times from close friends. This pressure may be subtle, it may 
come through your spouse, family or, in some instances, from some influential 
citizen of the community. The pressures will be present but they need not be 
unbearable. The best approach is to listen, to be informed, and to direct the 
pressure to the proper channels in the school system. After weighing all factors 
in a decision carefully, your job is to vote your conscience based on what is 
best for all children of the school district. As one Iowa board member said: “A 
parent’s job is to look out for the best interests of their child. My job is to think 
about what is best for all children.”  

Media Relations
The news media plays an important role in your district’s efforts to 
communicate with the public at large. The relationship that the board and 
school district maintains with the media can be active or passive, one of 
positive responses or negative reaction. The board has the opportunity to 
choose either of these roads.

Basic to any relationship is getting acquainted, and it is no different in media 
relationships. Introduce yourself to the reporters who cover your board 
meetings and talk with them one-on-one.

Understand that, especially for newspapers, education reporters are often the 
newest staff. The complexities of education policy and issues may be new 
to them. Provide complete information for reporters to help them do their 
job. Boards of education have the chance to help the reporter do a good job. 
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Don’t make them copy down a page of budget figures when you could simply 
provide them with a budget sheet and help ensure they’ll be able to accurately 
report it.

In getting to know media representatives, ask them questions about their 
needs as well. What kinds of deadlines do their organizations carry?  Daily 
newspapers differ from weeklies. Radio stations usually need information at 
least a half an hour before broadcast. Television news carries deadlines about 
an hour prior to broadcast. And remember that the different media do different 
things well. Newspapers are best suited for explaining complex issues. Radio 
broadcasts are brief but widely distributed. Television is first and foremost a 
visual medium—television news must have visual appeal.

Your school board’s goals and the media’s goals will sometimes seem divergent. 
Understand that the media have jobs to do—they tell the public of news that is 
(1) of interest and (2) sells newspapers (or in the case of broadcast media, gets 
listeners or viewers). The school district is responsible for communicating with 
the public; the media is not responsible for being the district’s public relations 
agent. When it comes to media coverage, be willing to take the good with the 
bad. If indeed you want to have the media’s cooperation when test scores go 
up or students win honors, you must be willing to cooperate when a bond issue 
fails or staff must be reduced.

Here are some checkpoints that might be of help as your district assesses its 
relationship with the media:
•	 Have a written policy:  Good written communications policies outline the 

action the board wants taken in providing publics with information about 
the school district. It also reinforces the intent of the board to establish an 
open flow of information between the school district and the community. 
(For sample policies, contact IASB.)

•	 Be aware of upcoming issues:  Every issue begins as a “local” issue. Be 
aware of events and trends both statewide and nationally. Be prepared to 
respond to what is happening at your district. Media often need to localize 
stories; how is the issue or trend being dealt with in your district?

•	 Decide who will speak for your district: Plan ahead of time who speaks 
for your district. For some types of news, you’ll want building principals or 
instructors able to speak to the media. For district philosophy and policy, 
decide whether you want the superintendent, board president or some 
other spokesperson to be available.

•	 Be accessible: A good, trusting relationship with the media will mean a 
commitment on your part to be open, honest and accessible to reporters. 
Respect the media deadlines by returning phone calls promptly.

•	 Be accurate: There are going to be times when you are unable to respond 
to a question because of legal consideration. Never use the phrase “No 
comment.”  Tell the media you’re unable to respond to that question 
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because of litigation in progress. If you don’t know the answer to a 
question, say so, and let the reporter know you can get them the correct 
information, or direct them to the source that can answer the question.

•	 Know what “news” is:  Understand the media’s definition of “news.”  News 
is the remarkable, the timely, the controversial, the outstanding. Know how 
to design a news “peg,” the hook that will interest media in your district’s 
news. Statistics may sometimes be interesting hooks; often human interest 
will be a more compelling hook—an individual success story, a compelling 
personality, faces and names.

•	 Don’t argue with the media: An anonymous philosopher said, “Don’t 
argue with someone who buys ink by the barrel and paper by the ton.”  
Publishers and television and radio stations do control the news—your 
job is to give them the news you want reported. But they have the final 
say. Choose your battles wisely. Evaluate whether an inaccuracy is worth 
rehashing. If there is a major error, be rational in asking for a correction.

•	 There’s no such thing as “off the record”:  Woodward and Bernstein made 
this phrase famous. But in day-to-day media relations, there really is no 
such thing as “off the record.”  Expect anything you say to show up in print 
or on the air. If you don’t want to see it in the media, don’t say it.

•	 Talk in “real English”: Avoid education jargon in talking with reporters. 
Explain your district’s issues in terms that mean something to the average 
citizen. Communication begins with clear language.

•	 Be fair: Don’t play favorites with the media—you’ll pay for it if you do. 
Likewise, if a reporter has unearthed a “scoop” through their own initiative, 
respect their efforts and don’t interfere with release of their story.

•	 Learn how to be interviewed: There are lots of materials available to learn 
how to convey your message effectively in an interview. You may want 
to take advantage of books and workshops available on this skill. Don’t 
fill pauses; speak when you’re ready. Ask for clarification when you don’t 
understand a question. Be prepared.

•	 Remember to say thanks for a job well done: The plight of reporters is 
much like that of the school board member or administrator—they often 
only hear about things that have gone wrong. Reporters appreciate an 
occasional “thank you” for the work they put forth in covering education 
news. They value their objectivity; a job well done might not always be the 
story you would have written, but one that accurately conveyed important 
facts to the community.

There is really no “working around” the news media. A direct and honest 
approach is the best way to ensure building media relationships that will 
communicate important education news to your community.
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As a school board member, you have tremendous credibility with legislators. 
You don’t have a vested interest and won’t benefit personally from education 

legislation. You speak as another elected public official, charged with doing what 
is right for your constituents. Legislators often mention how important it is for 
them to hear from school board members on education issues.

Board members play a critical role in connecting with legislators: inviting them 
to schools and board meetings, celebrating the successes of Iowa education 
and understanding the needs of Iowa’s schools and students. Close connections 
must be established before the legislative session so lawmakers can trust board 
members during the heat of appropriations and policy choices.

Keys to Effective Lobbying
Key 1:  Know your legislators.
Personally knowing your legislators and their staffs is the first step to having 
your voice heard.
•	 Know	each	legislator’s	party,	committee	assignments,	priorities	and	history.
•	 Know	where	their	children	and	grandchildren	go	to	school.
•	 Find	out	whether	your	legislators	have	been	a	teacher,	board	member	or	

have family members in education.
•	 Ask	whether	they	prefer	to	be	contacted	by	phone,	e-mail	or	postal	mail.
•	 Ask	them	to	describe	their	goals	and	vision	for	Iowa	education.
•	 Look	to	IASB	for	questions	to	help	you	determine	if	candidates	or	

legislators support public education.

10 Legislative 
Advocacy

Communicating your district’s challenges and 
successes to policy makers is a key role and 
responsibility during your time on the board. 

Chapter

:
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Key 2:  Be a source of reliable and credible information.
•	 Give	your	legislators	your	home,	work,	cell	and	fax	numbers	and	your	

e-mail address so they can reach you at any time. You want legislators to 
consider your input before a vote.

•	 Be	willing	to	share	your	insight	and	experience	as	a	board	member	on	
issues legislators will have to vote on.

•	 Be	ready	to	provide	accurate,	persuasive	information	on	how	pending	
or desired legislation will affect your district. Use data and personalized 
examples of those effects. Work with your superintendent to develop the 
information you need.

•	 Call	IASB	or	access	the	IASB	Web	site	for	statewide	perspectives	and	
background information, district-specific data and talking points to further 
support your district’s needs.

•	 Build	coalitions	locally	to	meet	your	legislators	together—there	is	strength	
in numbers.

Key 3:  Make your legislators experts on your district.
•	 Provide	information	on	your	district	at	every	opportunity.
•	 Always	leave	information	in	writing—political	experts	still	say	that	a	

handwritten letter is the best way to communicate with legislators. Even 
if a legislator prefers receiving e-mail, it's still good to follow-up with a 
handwritten thank you or more information.

•	 Send	lawmakers	copies	of	your	district’s	annual	progress	report	to	show	
how your district is working to improve student achievement and be 
accountable to your community.

•	 Share	good	news	and	accomplishments	in	your	district,	especially	if	they	
were made possible by past legislation.

•	 Let	legislators	know	if	you	have	to	go	to	the	School	Budget	Review	
Committee (SBRC) or if you are experiencing budget difficulties.

•	 Send	local	news	clippings	and	items	from	your	school	or	local	newspaper	
frequently, and particularly when the legislature is in session.

•	 Invite	legislators	to	your	schools,	staff	development	training,	board	
meetings or PTA meetings.

•	 Don’t	forget	that	legislators	exist	to	help	you	solve	problems.

Key 4:  Timing is everything.
•	 Attend	meetings	and	forums	that	your	legislators	hold	in	their	community.
•	 Pick	a	good	time	to	get	your	point	across	(weekends,	interim,	or	a	reminder	

call right before a vote).
•	 Use	post-vote	connections	to	thank	legislators	and	advocate	other	issues.

Key 5:  Follow your legislators' actions.
•	 Ask	legislators	how	they	will	vote	on	an	issue.	Let	your	legislator	know	you	

need their support on education issues.

Chapter 10: Legislative Advocacy
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•	 If	a	legislator	is	not	supportive,	let	him	or	her	know	that	you	know	how	
they voted. Convey the message that you appreciate their time, but the 
children of your district need their vote.

•	 If	a	legislator	was	supportive,	thank	him	or	her	for	that	support.
•	 See the annual IASB Legislative Summary to learn how to confirm a 

legislator's voting record on key issues.

Key 6:  Don’t forget Iowa’s governor.
•	 Send	letters	and	e-mails	and	make	phone	calls	to	the	governor’s	office.	
•	 Invite	the	governor	to	your	district	if	something	special	can	showcase	

student learning in a unique way.
•	 The	governor’s	budget	is	the	template	for	decision	making.	Ensuring	that	

the governor is well-informed on education needs can pave the way for 
later legislative progress.

•	 If	unfavorable	legislation	passes,	remember	that	the	governor’s	veto	power	
is the last chance to make a difference.

•				Contact	candidates	for	governor	and	let	them	know	your	priorities	before	
their election in November

Key 7:  All politics are local. 
•	 Recruit	local	advocates	who	care	about	public	education	to	help	you	

explain your students’ need to your legislators. Talk to chamber of 
commerce members, service organization partners, church friends, farmers, 
retired board members, school staff and parents—anyone who needs your 
school to provide the best possible education to your students.

•	 Encourage	citizens	to	advocate	on	behalf	of	your	district.	Forward	IASB	
Action Lines and Action Networks.

Your IASB Grassroots Legislative Process
The IASB members determine the legislative platform and policies. 
Understanding your association’s grassroots process is an important step in 
legislative advocacy.

The Annual IASB Calls for Resolutions
IASB sends out the Calls for Resolutions request to every board in May. Calls 
for Resolutions allow each school board to provide input on top legislative 
priorities for the next legislative session. The deadline to return your resolutions 
to IASB is early August. IASB compiles the proposed resolutions, prepares 
research data and distributes the information to the Legislative Resolutions 
Committee (LRC) to review at the late summer meeting.

Legislative Resolutions Committee (LRC) Meetings
The LRC has two annual meetings. The first is held in early June, after the 
General Assembly adjourns. This serves as a post-session wrap-up and as 
preparation for the next meeting in August. 
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At the second meeting, the committee reviews all resolutions submitted by 
member districts and makes recommendations to present to the IASB Board at 
its September meeting. The IASB Board reviews the recommendations and 
makes necessary changes. During a gubernatorial election year, the LRC 
interviews candidates for governor and publishes their answers concerning 
education and policy issues. The recommendations are used as the basis for 
discussion and debate at the annual IASB Delegate Assembly in November.

The School Year Begins
Because legislators are still working in their local districts, the beginning of the 
school year is a great time to invite legislators to a school board meeting or to 
visit a school in the district. Establishing a connection with your legislator early 
is a primary step in the process of providing information and getting to know 
each other before the legislative session begins.

The IASB Delegate Assembly
The annual IASB Delegate Assembly meets in November on the Wednesday 
before the IASB Convention to establish the legislative priorities, resolutions 
and beliefs of the association. Every member school district sends a 
representative.  Members of the LRC are present to answer questions from 
delegates about the committee’s recommendations and to offer insight into a 
particular issue.

Legislative Session Begins
The legislative session begins the second Monday in January. Iowa school 
board members and IASB staff lobby legislators based on positions taken by 
the IASB Delegate Assembly. IASB keeps school board members informed 
of legislative activity through its legislative publications, the Action Line 
and Action Network, by posting information on the IASB Web site and by 
distributing legislative information by e-mail. School board members in Iowa 
meet with their legislators in their communities (Friday through Monday when 
they are home) and at the Capitol by phone, letter, e-mail or in person while in 
session.

IASB Legislative Summary
IASB writes and publishes the annual Legislative Summary in June. The 
publication is available on the IASB Web site and copies are sent to all 
Iowa legislators. Additional copies are available to board members and 
superintendents upon request.

Legislative Action
Legislative action at the board table is critical to every Iowa school district, thus 
boards must work to coordinate local legislative activity. Board members are 
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encouraged to read the Action Line and Action Network and hold their fellow 
board members and community advocates accountable to follow-up with 
legislators. During the legislative session, January through April, board agendas 
should include legislative updates at board meetings. Board members are also  
encouraged to attend advocacy training and to talk to their legislators often 
on key issues. They attend IASB District Meetings, which focus on a legislative 
issue, and make sure that policy discussions take place at the board table. 

How Do I Get Information?
IASB provides information and training to help you advocate for your students 
and school district, and can connect you to many informational sources that 
can help you get a handle on legislative issues and processes.

IASB Web Site (www.ia-sb.org)
The Legislative Advocacy section of the IASB web site, www.ia-sb.org, provides 
access to position papers on key issues, talking points, district-specific data 
on IASB priorities, the text of IASB beliefs and resolutions and connections 
to IASB staff and the Capitol. The web site also includes links to advocacy 
publications and information, including the Legislative Summary, Action Line, 
Action Network and IASB legislative presentation documents. You can also find 
legislators' biographical information and contact information there as well. 

We have also added the Legislative Advocacy Toolkit, which helps school 
board/superintendent teams build a two-year advocacy plan to move their 
districts forward.

IASB Meetings and Conferences
The IASB Legislative Webinars in January provide background information on 
key issues and information to help keep your conversations with legislators 
focused on priorities for Iowa’s children. Regional lobby days bring IASB 
members to the Capitol with help from the AEAs. The IASB Convention in 
November includes several education sessions that can help you find out more 
about legislative issues, the IASB platform and priorities, and how to improve 
your advocacy skills. Watch for brochures detailing IASB training opportunities 
to develop or refine your advocacy skills. 
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The funding of Iowa’s public schools is one of the most important issues for 
school board members. It can also be one of the most frustrating for new 

members because the state foundation formula, which generates a significant 
amount of money for a school district, often changes and is considered 
complicated and confusing. Part of the school board’s role in applying the 
vision it has set for the school district is to ensure that funds are available to 
accomplish the vision. A well-thought-out and prepared budget is the first step 
in providing sufficient funding. 

School board members must make their budget and funding decisions 
within the timelines required by law. School districts operate on a fiscal year 
beginning each July 1 and ending each June 30. Prior to the beginning of each 
fiscal year the school board must adopt its annual certified budget, using the 
state foundation formula, by April 15.

Iowa school districts are created by law and have only those powers 
specifically granted by statute. This applies to how Iowa school districts receive 
and disburse money.

Iowa law creates several funds for school districts. These funds are categorized 
into different types as follows:
•	 General fund
•	 Special revenue funds, including district management levy fund, physical 

11
By monitoring the budget and ensuring funds 
are spent to accomplish district goals, the board  
supports continued improvement of learning.
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Object Category Expenditures as a Percent of Total General Fund
2010-2011

Source: Iowa Department 
of Education, Division of 
School Support and Informa-
tion, Condition of Education 
Report 2009-2010 (Due to 
rounding, figures may not add up 
to 100%.)
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plant and equipment levy fund, public education and recreation levy fund, 
library levy fund, and the student activity fund.

•	 Capital	projects	fund
•	 Debt	service	fund
•	 Enterprise	funds,	including	the	school	nutrition	and	child	day	care	funds
•	 Internal	service	fund
•	 Trust	and	agency	funds

Money received by school districts must be deposited in the appropriate fund 
and may only be spent in accordance with the law. All money received by 
a school district from taxes and other sources must be accounted for in the 
general fund, except money required by law to be accounted for in another 
fund. The state foundation formula applies only to the general fund and 
determines how much state aid the district will receive.

Enrollment and the Formula
The state foundation formula is pupil-driven: the number of pupils in a school 
district determines the amount of the school district’s budget each year. Actual 
enrollment is determined by counting the number of pupils enrolled and 
residing, or defined by law as residing, in the school district. This must be done 
by October 1, or on the Monday following October 15 if following a weekend. 

Weighted Enrollment
Weighting allows a school district to count more pupils and generate a larger 
budget. Special education weighting allows a school district to count a pupil at 
a greater value because of the higher cost to educate the pupil. Supplemental 
weighting is designed to encourage a school district to offer certain programs 
or to structure itself in a certain way. Supplemental weighting is available 
to school districts that offer programs for non-English speaking pupils and 
for sharing classes and teachers. A pupil participating in those programs or 
structure generates additional weighting. The sum of actual enrollment and 
special education and supplemental weighting equals weighted enrollment.

District and State Costs Per Pupil
Under the state foundation formula, a value is assigned to a pupil. This is 
commonly called the cost per pupil. There are two levels of cost per pupil, 
the district level and the state level. The state cost per pupil serves as a floor, 
defining the minimum district cost per pupil. Districts which have traditionally 
spent more than the minimum are allowed to continue that practice, but then  
fund the difference with property taxes. A major portion of the school district’s 
budget is determined by the number of pupils multiplied by the cost per pupil.
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State Allowable Growth
State allowable growth determines the increase in each school district’s budget 
by adding the state allowable growth amount to each school district’s district 
cost per pupil. The governor will recommend the state allowable growth to 
the legislature. The Iowa legislature sets state allowable growth two years 
in advance to allow school districts to plan their budgets. The legislature is 
required by law to set the state allowable growth within 30 days of receiving 
the governor's recommendation. The state allowable growth is released in both 
a percentage and dollar amount applied to per pupil state cost. 

Allowable Growth Supplements
The 2008 Legislature transitioned several state categorical appropriations 
into the school finance formula as per-student supplements effective for 
the budget year beginning July 1, 2009. The program requirements remain 
as originally intended: the salary supplement goes for teacher salaries, the 
professional development is approved through the district's Teacher Quality 
Committee and must follow the Iowa Professional Development Model, and 
the Early Intervention funds may be used to lower class size or develop early 
intervention reading programs. Although part of the formula, these supplements 
are paid entirely with state funds and include no property tax component: 
•	 A teacher salary supplement cost per pupil (Line 5.5 on the Aid and Levy 

Worksheet) which combines the Phase II funds from the Educational 
Excellence Program and Basic Teacher Salary allocations from the Teacher 
Quality and Student Achievement Act into one teacher salary supplement. 
The Phase I appropriation was eliminated during the 2009 legislative 
session effective July 1, 2009. 

•	 A professional development supplement cost per pupil (Line 5.6 on the Aid 
and Levy Worksheet) which includes professional development allocations 
from the Teacher Quality and Student Achievement Act and additional 
professional development dollars dedicated to implementing the Iowa Core 
Curriculum from the 2009 legislative session. 

•	 An early intervention supplement cost per student (Line 5.7 on the Aid 
and Levy Worksheet) which was formerly funded as the class size/reading 
intervention or early intervention categorical fund. 

Combined District Cost
Combined District Cost is outlined in the charge on Page 81. The combined 
district cost is funded by the uniform levy, state foundation aid, and additional 
levy. The uniform levy is a property tax levy of $5.40 per $1,000 taxable 
valuation for each school district.
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Two purposes of state foundation aid are to make educational programs more 
comparable and to equalize funding on a per pupil basis. State foundation aid 
equalizes funding based on the state cost per pupil. The percentage level of 
equalization is called the foundation percentage, set by law at 87.5 percent. 
Each 1 percent increase in the foundation means an approximate $25 million 
decrease in property tax. This is a shift in the way a school district’s budget is 
funded, it is not a $25 million dollar increase in available revenues. 

The final funding element of the combined district cost is the additional property 
tax levy. The uniform levy and the state foundation aid are combined to provide 
funding equal to 87.5 percent of the state cost per pupil. A school district must 
levy the "additional levy" to fund its district cost per pupil to 100 percent. 
While the amount of funding generated on a "per pupil" basis for the additional 
levy is the same, each district uses a different tax rate because of the different 
amount of property value backing each child in each district.

Additional Levy Buy-Down
HF 2663, State Penny for School Infrastructure and Property Tax Equity, was passed 
during the 2008 legislative session. The bill created a property tax equity and 
relief fund to buy down the highest additional property tax levies in the state to 
the average over the short term. Over the long term, the bill dedicated growth in 
the fund to eventually raise the foundation level from the current 87.5 percent to 
whatever level the revenues to the fund can support. The funding for property 
tax equity was phased in over several years, starting as a state appropriation. The 
expanded consumer use tax revenue which accompanies the state penny for 
school infrastructure further reduces the highest additional property tax levies 
in the state, down to the state additional levy average. HF 2663 continued the 
planned state appropriation increases that began with $6 million in 2006-07 and 
increased up to $30.7 million by FY 2011-12. A district can verify the impact of this 
equity funding by looking at line 8.24 of the Aid and Levy worksheet for FY 2011.

Budget Guarantee
In order for school districts with shrinking enrollments to maintain budgets at 
the previous year's level, the Iowa legislature has historically set a "100 percent 
budget guarantee." The school aid formula did not automatically provide this 
funding level. The guarantee was added onto a school district's budget as a 
lump sum adjustment, funded with local property taxes. It is essential for a 
school board that relies on the budget guarantee to project how changes affect 
its future revenues and plan to adjust its spending accordingly.

Since the 2003-04 school year, the budget guarantee has been gradually 
phasing out over a 10-year period. A different 101 percent budget guarantee 
option is also available and continues. This phase-out of the budget guarantee 
has a significant impact on districts with a decline in enrollment or on most 
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districts if the legislature would set a zero or negative allowable growth rate. 
Tools for projecting the impact of the phase-out of the budget guarantee are 
available in the Finance section of the IASB Web site. Starting in FY14, only the 
101 percent option will be available.

Miscellaneous Income
The combined district cost is one element of a school district’s maximum 
budget. The other two elements are miscellaneous income and unspent 
balance. Miscellaneous income is defined as any general fund revenues that 
are not uniform levy, state foundation aid or additional levy. Miscellaneous 
income is the element in the formula that provides a school district with 
revenue opportunities. Most local, some state categorical appropriations and 
most federal funds allocations are also considered miscellaneous income to the 
general fund.

Unspent Balance
The last element of a school district’s maximum budget is its unspent balance. 
Unspent balance is the amount of the authorized budget or total spending 
authority not spent during the budget year and includes previous years’ 
accumulations of unexpended total spending authority. Unspent balance is 
often referred to as “carry-over balance” because it is cumulative unused total 
spending authority which is carried forward to the next year. However, it does 
not reflect the school district's cash position. Unspent balance is a one-time 
spending opportunity for a school district. If it is used to purchase a van in 
one year, it will not be available for something else the next year. If a school 
district chooses to use unspent balance to fund salaries in one year, it will not 
be available to fund those salaries in the next year. If the unspent balance is 
not backed by money in the bank, the district has the opportunity to raise the 
money through levying a cash-reserve property tax.

On the other hand, cash balance—or fund balance—represents the school 
district’s cash position at any given time. 

Spending Authority
Determining the total spending authority of a school district under the state 
foundation formula is one element of the budget process each school district 
must complete each year. Since each school district operates on a fiscal year, 
it must file a certified budget with the county auditor each year by April 15. 
Preparation of the budget generally takes place throughout the fiscal year. 
The state foundation aid formula calculates total spending authority. The school 
board determines how to spend the total spending authority and other taxes. 
The budget is a document that serves many purposes. It tells how much money 
the school district expects to generate and spend in the fiscal year, and serves 
as a plan and guide for operations for the fiscal year. The budget can also serve 
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as a tool for evaluating the financial performance of the school district. 
The following steps are an example of how the budget process might work in a 
school district. 
 1. The superintendent or business manager/board secretary develops 

budget forms and distributes them to principals, teachers and other 
employees in the school district. School employees use the  
forms to estimate expenditures for current programs during the  
coming school year and to request additional funds for new activities. 
Often employees are asked to set priorities for proposed and  
estimated expenditures.

 2. Employees prepare and return their budget forms to the principal, 
who reviews the budget requests and prepares a report for submission 
to the superintendent or business manager. The principal may make 
recommendations about the priority of the requests submitted by other 
staff members.

 3. The superintendent or business manager/board secretary prepares 
budget estimates for the entire school district based on the information 
provided by the school employees and submits a report to the  
school board.

 4. The school board reviews the proposed budget and directs the 
superintendent or business manager/board secretary to make 
appropriate changes.

 5. Changes are made to the proposed budget based on the decisions of 
the school board.

 6. The board instructs the superintendent or business manager/board 
secretary to publish the proposed budget for review by the public.

 7. The school board holds a public hearing to discuss the proposed 
budget and to receive public comments . 

 8. The school board adopts the final budget.
 9. The budget is annually certified to the county auditor on or before 

April 15.

A formal, written protest of the proposed budget may be filed by at least one-
quarter of one percent of the voters in the previous election (at least 10 citizens 
but not more than 100 citizens) with the county auditor. The county auditor 
submits a copy of the protest to the State Appeal Board. The State Appeal 
Board, comprised of the director of the Department of Management, state 
auditor and state treasurer, holds a hearing to consider the protest. This board 
has the power to approve, disapprove or reduce appealed budgets.
During the school year the secretary and president of the school board must 
sign all vouchers for money expended. The school board must receive a 
summary of income and expenditures against all funds at each board meeting. 
Many school boards appoint one or more board members to review the 
bills before each meeting. This saves time at the board table yet provides the 
necessary oversight by the board. Approval of the bills may be included in a 
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consent agenda.
The financial condition and transactions of the school district must be audited each 
year.The school district may hire a private auditor to prepare its audit and to assist 
the school district on financial matters throughout the school year.

Solvency Ratio
Following the audit each year, the board should take the time to review its 
financial health. One such measure is the financial solvency ratio, determined 
by dividing the district’s unsassigned and assigned fund balance by the district’s 
actual revenues minus the AEA flow-through funds.

      Financial Solvency Ratio = Assigned and Unassigned General Fund Balance
       Actual General Fund Revenues ‑ AEA Flow‑Through

The assigned and unassigned general fund balance represents financial 
resources available for spending after payment of all accrued liabilities and 
recognition of accrued assets. In short, it measures the ability of a school 
district to repay an obligation on June 30 of the fiscal year. You can find this 
amount on the balance sheet in the audit statement. The total amount of actual 
revenue is found on the statement of cash transactions in the audit. 

After your school district’s solvency ratio is calculated, use the following guide 
to determine your financial position:

 Target solvency position  5 to 15 percent
 Acceptable solvency position  0 to 4.99 percent
 Solvency alert   -2.99 to 0 percent
 Solvency threat   -3 percent and lower
 Recommend   Not to exceed 25 percent

By charting the amount of your school district’s financial solvency ratio over 
a period of years, your board will have an indication of the relative financial 
position of the school district.

Budget Amendment
As the school district monitors revenues and spending during the year, it may 
find that it needs to amend its budget after it has been certified. The school 
district cannot generate more revenue by amending its budget, but it can 
amend its budget to spend additional revenue received or to spend more than 
was certified as long as the school district does not exceed its total spending 
authority allowed by law. Amendments to the budget should take place no later 
than May 31 to allow time for a protest hearing and decision if the amendment 
is protested. If the budget is amended, the school district must publish notice 
and hold a public hearing as it did for the original budget.
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Building Construction
Sooner or later a school board is faced with the task of deciding whether to 
build a new school building or to remodel existing facilities. Over the years the 
changing delivery of educational programs, the potential for expanded or new 
programs, declining school population and aging facilities has affected school 
districts’ use of available space. The decision whether to renovate and remodel 
old facilities or to build new ones merits thoughtful attention. The following 
questions should be raised:
 1. What are the long- and short-term facility needs for the district?
 2. Is the basic physical structure of the school building sound?
 3. Will it meet educational specifications or does the space restrict the 

offering of certain programs?
 4. Is the interior of the building designed so that it can be altered to 

accommodate a good educational program?
 5. Does the building meet health and safety standards?
 6. Does the building need new lighting, ventilation and heating facilities? 

Would more efficient systems result in long-term energy savings?
  

Architects and Planners
Boards should seek the advice of architects and educational planners in 
developing a building program. They would also be well advised to consult 
with a fiscal consultant, their legal counsel and bond counsel to make certain 
that planning objectives fall within legal and fiscal reality.

A number of resources are available to plan educational objectives, including 
state universities, the Department of Education and private organizations. 
Educational planners can help the staff, administration and board develop 
educational specifications and give some estimate on the capability of an 
old building to house the specified educational program and to develop 
specifications for a new building.

Architects have the technical expertise to translate educational specifications 
to the space needed and to evaluate existing buildings. Early on, the board 
should talk to the school attorney about a contract for services and review 
the American Institute of Architects standard contract documents to ensure  
the school district’s interests are fully represented in the final contract with 
the architect. The architect may be paid upon the basis of a percentage of 
the construction cost, or on a basis of professional fee plus expenses. The 
board should discuss with its attorney the pros and cons of the architect’s fee 
arrangements before selecting an architect.

Your board will probably want to discuss with its architect the different design 
stages or phases contemplated in the contract. Try to reach an understanding 
about the review and input by the board during and at the completion of the 
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schematic design phase and the design development phase.

Your board should decide whether to hold the bond issue election before 
entering into any design work, or to proceed through the schematic design 
phase. In the schematic design phase the architect prepares schematic design 
studies consisting of drawings and other documents illustrating the scale and 
relationship of the project components, and a cost estimate for the project. 
If the architect is retained to do design work before the bond issue, it is 
important to specify in the contract how the architect will be paid if the bond 
issue proposal fails and that the contract will be terminated if the financing 
is not possible. Your school attorney should review all documents prior to an 
architect’s bids and contract letting.

Also, the board should obtain assurances in the contract with the architect that 
when the project gets to the bidding stage, the cost estimates will be current 
and within the financing capability of the school district. It is frustrating to 
proceed to bid letting, only to find out that the design is based upon a scale 
which is too costly and not within the district’s financial possibilities.

As part of the preliminary work in a building program, the board will want to 
consider the following:
1.  Involvement of the community in all steps of the process 
2.  Description of all educational facilities
3.  A study of the student population in terms of educational need and 

enrollment projections
4.  An examination of the existing educational facilities
5.  A study of the financial situation of the district
6.  Conclusions and recommendations about facilities, students, educational 

programs and recommended steps for a board to take.
Many times it is helpful for a study to be conducted either by the school staff or 
by outside help when the district is facing a building program.

Fiscal Consultants
In addition to talking with the architects, educational consultants and school 
planners, your school district may wish to consult with a fiscal consultant at 
the outset of the building program. A fiscal consultant can assist in determining 
the available resources for a building program, suggest alternative financing 
methods, assist in gathering financial information for use during a bond 
election campaign and, if the issuance of bonds is approved, assist with 
the development of maturity schedules, tax levies, retirement of principal 
and interest on bonds and assist with the marketing of the bonds. The fiscal 
consultant can assist, or prepare, a bond prospectus, help secure favorable 
investment ratings on the bonds, recommend the proper timing of the bond 
sale for the most favorable rates and solicit bids for the purchase of bonds 
placed for sale.
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The School Attorney and the Bond Attorney
The school attorney should be consulted at the outset of a building program 
so the attorney is aware that important contractual relationships are being 
considered. The school attorney should be consulted when a school district 
enters into a contract with the architect or a fiscal consultant. The attorney 
should review the contract documents in cooperation with the bond attorney, 
and may work with the architect in developing conditions of the contract which 
ensure performance which the school district desires from a contract.

The school district should also consult with a bond attorney, who will work as 
part of a team that includes the architect, fiscal consultant, school administration 
and school board. The bond attorney should prepare the petition for the calling 
of the election and assist in the determination of the amount of the bonds 
which may be issued, taking into consideration tax levy restrictions, and the 
debt limitations of the school district. The bond attorney prepares the election 
proceedings, including the form of proposition to be submitted to voters. If the 
election is successful, the bond attorney prepares the bond documents which are 
necessary to evidence the indebtedness of the school district and assist with the 
sale of the bonds and review of financial information.

At the conclusion of the legal proceedings, the bond attorney will render an 
opinion that the proceedings are legal, which is important to bond purchasers 
who must know that the school district is entering into a legal obligation.

Local Option Sales Tax/State Penny for School Infrastructure
Beginning July 1, 2008, all 99 county School Infrastructure Local Option (SILO) 
taxes were replaced with a State Penny for School Infrastructure. 

The state penny revenues are deposited into the Secure an Advanced Vision 
for Education Fund and distributed from there directly to school districts based 
on a per pupil formula. During the transition period, school districts above 
the state average will continue to receive the funds they had anticipated as 
part of their original SILO votes and school districts below the average will 
receive additional funds to bring them up closer to the average. Those districts 
previously held down to the old $575 cap saw immediate increases in per 
pupil revenue. Once all initial SILO votes expire, completely by FY 2014, all 
districts will be in the pool and receive the same amount per pupil through 
2029, when the state penny expires. That amount is automatically calculated 
annually as the state average per student. 

Revenue purpose statements:  The law defines existing revenue purpose 
statements as valid until they are amended, extended or would otherwise 
expire. A 50 percent simple majority vote approves a school district’s revenue 
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purpose statement for the out years through 2029 or approves changes to 
the use of an existing revenue purpose statement. Votes on revenue purpose 
statements may be held at any special election or the annual school election, 
but will be limited by special election limits approved during the 2008 
legislature to four specific dates a year, beginning in January, 2009. If at some 
future time a district has no revenue purpose statement in effect and doesn't 
receive voter approval for a new or extended revenue purpose statement, the 
law requires that state penny revenues be used to buy down specific existing 
property taxes (debt levy, PPEL and PERL) prior to using the funds for any lawful 
infrastructure purpose. The law also requires that sales tax revenues dedicated 
to pay debt on bonds must be maintained for that purpose. 

Other key provisions:  The law maintains the original use for infrastructure, 
physical plant and equipment levy (PPEL), public education and recreation levy 
(PERL), bonding and associated property tax relief. The legislation continues 
the $10 million annual Rebuild Iowa Infrastructure Fund (RIIF) appropriation 
to help raise allocations to rural districts during the transitional phase-in 
period through 2013. The original SILO requirement for a Certificate of Need 
is maintained in the state penny law for very small districts. Prior to any new 
construction in districts with K-12 enrollment below 250 or fewer than 100 
high school students, the district must receive approval from the Department of 
Education.

School Bonds/Construction
School districts are authorized to contract indebtedness and issue general 
obligation bonds to provide funds for a building program. However, the 
school district may not issue bonds which, when combined with other district 
indebtedness, will exceed the statutory and constitutional debt limitations of 
the school district. The limit is five percent of the assessed value of the taxable 
property within the school district as ascertained by the last preceding state and 
county tax list.

In addition, the amount of bonds which a school district may issue may be 
limited by the amount which can be raised by taxation. The amount which may 
be levied for the debt service fund to pay the principal and interest upon lawful 
bonded indebtedness cannot exceed $2.70 per $1,000 of taxable valuation, 
unless the school district has held an election which increased that limitation 
not to exceed $4.05 per $1,000 of taxable valuation.

Before school bonds can be issued, an election must be held. The election is 
initiated by a petition which must be signed by electors equal in number to more 
than 25 percent of those who voted at the last election of school officials. The 
bond attorney prepares the form of petition which must include the amount of 
bonds proposed to be issued and the purpose for which they will be issued. 
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The petition must be properly drafted, since failure to do so can result in the 
invalidation of the entire election.

When the board receives the petition, the president must call a meeting of the 
board within 10 days and, at that meeting, the date of the election must be set. 
Bond counsel provides the necessary proceedings for use at the meeting, which 
include the forms of the proposition and of the notice of the election.

Notice of the election must be given by publication made by the commissioner 
of elections not less than four nor more than 20 days prior to the date of the 
election. In order for the proposition to carry at the election, the affirmative 
vote must be equal to at least 60 percent of the total votes cast for and against 
the proposition. If the issuance of bonds is approved, the school district then 
authorizes its architect to complete preparation of plans and specifications and, 
in conjunction with the school attorney, the contract documents. 

When the cost of a building project exceeds $100,000, the competitive bid 
process set out in the law must be followed. This requires a hearing be held 
upon the proposed plans, specifications, form of contract and cost of the 
project. Notice for bids must be published once each week for two consecutive 
weeks in a newspaper published in the county in which the work is to be done. 
The first publication must be not less than 15 days prior to the date set for 
receiving bids and for hearing objections. At the time and place set for hearing 
and letting, opportunities should be given to people who wish to be heard on 
the proposed plans, specifications, form of contract and cost of the project. 
After that hearing, the bids are opened and the low bids determined. The 
school district is obligated to let the work go to the lowest responsible bidder. 
Out-of-state bidders may be affected by the bid-preference laws.

Maintenance of Facilities
It is important for school districts to have a policy regarding the maintenance 
of school facilities. They should be kept clean, safe, healthful and attractive. 
The Occupational Safety and Health Act (OSHA) has definite requirements 
that must be met. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has stringent 
regulations regarding asbestos fibers. Iowa law regulates asbestos control.
A calendar for painting and repairing buildings should be established to keep 
all buildings in good condition. This includes the annual inspection of the 
interior of all buildings, playgrounds, sports complexes and periodic inspection 
of underground storage tanks.

School facilities affect the environment in which student achievement takes 
place. For more information, visit www.ia-sb.org and click on the "School 
Facilities" link.
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The Iowa Association of School Boards is an organization of elected school 
board members dedicated to assisting school boards in achieving their 

goal of excellence and equity in public education, a statement that defines its 
mission and directs its work in every capacity.

As early as 1894, records of meetings indicate that school boards of Iowa 
saw the advantage of getting together to exchange ideas and discuss means 
of improving education. In the decade of the 1930s, several state meetings of 
school boards were held, mainly at the invitation of the state superintendent 
of public instruction. In 1946, the present organization was established and, 
in 1949 the Iowa Association of School Boards was incorporated under the 
laws of Iowa as a corporation not for pecuniary profit. In 1966, IASB adopted, 
amended and restated Articles of Incorporation pursuant to the Iowa Nonprofit 
Corporation Act, Chapter 504A, Iowa Code.

The IASB Articles of Incorporation state:
  “The purposes for which this corporation is formed are to develop, 

strengthen and correlate the work of the school boards of the public 
schools in their efforts to promote the educational interests of the State 
of Iowa, and to provide such services as will enhance these purposes.”

IASB Director Districts
The governing body of IASB is a board of directors made up of the current 
officers, the immediate past president, one representative from each of the nine 
director districts of the association, and a representative from the AEA director 
district. In addition, those director districts with public school enrollment 
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over 80,000 are entitled to elect one additional member. Currently, director 
districts #5 (Central) and #6 (East Central) each have an additional director. The 
president of the Iowa Association of Community College Trustees designates a 
liaison member of the IASB Board.

The Delegate Assembly elects the IASB president and president-elect, and the 
member board of each district elects the directors. The executive director and 
the treasurer are appointed by the board.

IASB serves as a liaison between the school boards of Iowa and the General 
Assembly. IASB officers, the board of directors and IASB staff represent Iowa 
school boards on many committees and in conferences dealing with education 
on state and national levels. This kind of representation ensures local boards 
have a voice in the formulation of policy influencing educational trends.

The association is supported, for the most part, by voluntary payment of dues 
and fees by local school boards from district funds. Annual dues vary with 
the size of the school district, based upon the General Fund Budget. In 1949, 
Iowa's attorney general ruled that association membership was at the discretion 
of the individual board and that dues to a reasonable amount were valid 
expenditures from general school funds. Legislation established the authority of 
local, county, community college and area education agency school boards to 
belong to the state association of school boards. Boards “may pay, out of funds 
available to them, reasonable annual dues to the Iowa association of school 
boards ... Membership in such an Iowa association of school boards shall be 
limited to those duly elected members of the board of directors.” (279.38).

1 2 3

4 5 6

7 8 9

IASB Director Districts
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Board Development Programming and Recognition Opportunities
IASB board development programming provides your board/superintendent 
team with the skills to be an effective governance team. These learning 
resources help new and veteran board members expand their knowledge, 
sharpen their boardsmanship and leadership skills, and hone their decision-
making skills. 

Additionally, IASB has developed ways to recognize board members for their 
commitment to improving their own leadership skills in an effort to become 
more effective school board members. 

Academy of Board Learning Experiences (ABLE) Certification 
IASB designates specific learning experiences designed to ensure school board 
members have a firm foundation in the essential governance skills needed to 
carry out their responsibilities. To receive ABLE certification, board members 
must complete a scope of learning that introduces key concepts from the Board 
Standards. ABLE certification requirements are as follows:
1. Foundations of Effective Board Service 
2. Board Member Accountability Workbook (self-study materials)
3. Leadership for Improved Student Learning (select one from among several 

options)
4. Fiscal Responsibility (select one from among several options)
5. Community, Media and Legislative Relations (select one from among 

several options.)

Award of Merit
The IASB board of directors has adopted two types of awards to acknowledge 
the service of school board members and others to the district. One is a bronze 
wall plaque inscribed to honor the recipient. The other is a certificate serving 
as a lifetime pass to school events. It can be made out to authorize admission 
to events for the recipient alone, or it may include spouse or a party of friends. 
The awards may be ordered from IASB at nominal cost.

Carolyn Jons Better Boardsmanship Award
The annual IASB Carolyn Jons Better Boardsmanship Awards recognize board 
members who commit ongoing time to the learning needed to be effective 
board members. The award, named for a long-time local board member, 
IASB past-president, supporter and mentor, is a symbol of your personal 
accountability for being an informed and capable school board member. IASB 
members earn Better Boardsmanship credits for participation in formal learning 
activities and service to other school board members. 

A Better Boardsmanship plaque is presented to a school board when a majority 
of its members receive individual awards in any one year and the board 
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has a formally adopted policy in support of board member development. 
Superintendents are also eligible for recognition when they meet the award 
criteria and at least two members of their school board earn the award.

Delegate Assembly
The Delegate Assembly  determines the association’s legislative position 
and makes recommendations on educational issues. The recommendations 
requiring changes in Iowa law are presented to the Iowa General Assembly. 
Each IASB district, AEA and community college may send a delegate to the 
IASB Delegate Assembly held annually in Des Moines. Delegates to the 
association’s assembly must be members of a board in good membership 
standing of IASB.

Regional Meetings
Each year a series of regional meetings are held throughout the state. Sites are 
chosen to provide a meeting within reasonable driving distance for each board 
member—usually a central location in each of the nine IASB Districts. Time 
and place of meetings are announced in publications sent to all members.

Legislative Action
Although each school board may appoint a member to serve as liaison between 
the local board and the legislators who represent the board in the Iowa General 
Assembly, advocacy is every board member's job. School board members may 
be asked to contact legislators when quick action is needed.

Legislative Resolutions Committee
The IASB Legislative Resolutions Committee is a group of well-informed and 
committed people who advocate the interests of boards statewide and facilitate 
grassroots activism. The IASB Board of Directors appoints LRC members 
for three-year terms. The LRC begins the legislative resolutions process by 
analyzing and narrowing down proposed legislative resolutions and finalizing 
them for approval by the IASB Board of Directors.

Special Meetings
Specialized conferences occasionally focus on subjects such as school law, 
school finance, negotiations, contract administration and teacher evaluation. 
Announcements are sent to members and will be included in weekly email 
blasts and on the IASB web site.

State Convention
A state convention and pre-convention activities are held in Des Moines 
each year on  Wednesday and Thursday of the week immediately preceding 
Thanksgiving Day. Nationally known experts discuss timely subjects dealing 
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with education and world affairs. Prominent Iowans lend their talents to the 
program on school administration and educational initiatives. More than 140 
vendors display school supplies, equipment and services at a trade show held 
in conjunction with the convention.

Information and Publications
Providing information to IASB members is a high priority. It is IASB policy to 
transmit useful information to the school boards and their superintendent, 
promptly and in convenient form. IASB also conducts information-gathering 
and statistical studies and publishes the compiled data for member districts.

Action Line
The IASB Action Line carries legislative news affecting IASB members by 
monitoring bills and explaining action and prospective action affecting 
education. During the legislative session, it is issued weekly via e-mail 
and mail. In the interim, it appears less often, reporting work of interim 
committees and other developments. All board members, board secretaries, 
superintendents and school attorneys receive the issues, which are also 
available on the IASB web site.

Action Network
The IASB Action Network is a special publication that gives more detailed 
information about legislation, including the rationale used by a bill’s supporters 
and opponents, and a plan of action for contacting local legislators. It is issued 
in the same manner as the Action Line - as needed. Previous session's issues 
may be found on the IASB web site.

Online Planning Calendar
An IASB event calendar is available at www.ia-sb.org. Click on CALENDARS 
on the home page under Training & Resources. The calendar includes dates for 
IASB conferences and events.

Leadership for Student Learning: The School Board's Role 
in Creating School Districts Where All Students Succeed
Based on widely accepted practices of school improvement and IASB’s original 
Lighthouse research, this book describes the key roles of school boards that can 
have a positive impact on student achievement. This book is a quick read that 
provides board members with expert guidance and fundamental information 
in easy-to-understand language. It includes highlights of research studies on 
districts making significant gains in achievement as well as insights from school 
improvement experts. It is also a great reference for staff leadership teams and 
school improvement committees. The accompanying study guide makes it easy 
for the whole board team to read and reflect on the content together.
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Position Papers 
These research and advocacy papers provide information on key policy issues 
before the legislature. They include background, recommendations for state 
and local policy makers, advocacy messages and links to more information and 
IASB staff contacts.

Procedure Manuals
IASB issues manuals on specific areas of school operations. Some manuals are 
posted on the IASB web site, while others are still issued in a hard copy format. 
Currently the procedures manuals are:

Affirmative Action Manual is an overview of the laws and regulations 
designed to assist board members and administrators in following proper 
employment procedures. Included is information on Iowa’s affirmative 
action law, the board’s obligations under the law, and the activities of an 
affirmative action coordinator (on-line and free to IASB members.)

Licensed Employee Contract Procedures Manual provides a step-
by-step approach for board members and administrators to review 
when contemplating termination of a licensed employee, including 
administrators. It discusses the rights, concepts, procedures and 
responsibilities of the administrators and board members involved in the 
termination of licensed employee's contracts. Every board member and 
administrator should become acquainted with this valuable reference tool 
(on-line and free to IASB members.) 

Iowa School Finance Manual: A Guide to Understanding the Iowa 
School Foundation Program provides a basic level of understanding of 
school finance in Iowa from a working, practical, everyday approach. The 
guide explains the various terms used by the Department of Education, 
Department of Management, and Chapter 257, Iowa Code. This is a 
working document for developing a budget or interpreting funding to the 
public. (Revised Fall 2011)

Open Meetings and Public Records Law Manual contains discussion of 
application, review of court decisions and attorney general’s opinions on 
open meetings and public records (online and free to IASB members).

Student Issues Manual contains information relating to students on items 
such as court decisions, disciplinary rules, discipline and suspension 
procedures, exclusion from extracurricular activities, attendance policies, 
truancy, student searches and First Amendment rights. (online and free to 
IASB members).
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The Section 504 Manual provides information about the federal law as it 
relates to students with disabilities. The manual includes sample policies, 
regulations, forms, accommodation plans, checklists and other materials 
needed to fully implement § 504 (online and free to IASB members).

The Restructuring Manual summarizes the complex statutory provisions 
affecting structural changes in school district organization such as sharing, 
reorganization and dissolution. It's designed as a resource for board 
members and administrators as they consider issues of school district 
organization in both short-term and long-term planning(on-line and free 
to IASB members).

Research Tools
Research publications cover a wide range of financial, negotiation and salary 
documents, annual budget projects, teacher salary reports and schedules, 
tentative agreements on negotiations, administrator salary reports and other 
topics. They are available to members at www.ia-sb.org.

Special Reports
These publications usually consist of several pages of information or comment 
on a single subject related to school business or school law and are available 
on the IASB web site. Board members who are studying a specific school 
concern should inquire about Special Reports on that subject.

Update
The IASB Update is issued periodically to keep readers abreast of current 
developments in education in Iowa and is sent to every school board member, 
superintendent and board secretary. Archived issues are available on the IASB 
web site.

Web Site (www.ia-sb.org)
IASB's web site provides information about the association, work of school 
boards, educational trends, financial information and legislative issues. It also 
includes tip sheets, data tools and timely resources at www.ia-sb.org. Most 
material is available to anyone, but some is password protected for members.

Programs and Services
The IASB offices are open from 8 a.m. to 4:30 p.m., weekdays. Messages may 
be left for IASB staff members after regular hours by calling the office and using 
the answering service. The association provides a toll-free phone number for 
the convenience of members: 1-800-795-IASB (4272). You may reach IASB by 
e-mail: iasb@ia-sb.org.
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Comprehensive School Improvement Assessment (CSA)
The CSA is a constructive, diagnostic service to help school districts study 
themselves in relation to the conditions and beliefs associated with continuous 
improvement and higher levels of student performance. The service can be 
tailored to meet the specific needs of the district and uses a variety of approaches 
to examine the current status of the district in relation to research-based 
characteristics of high performing schools. Data collected from records of student 
achievement, surveys, interviews, focus groups, observations, document reviews, 
etc. are used, as appropriate, to conduct the study and report the current status as 
well as make specific recommendations for next steps. 

The Lighthouse Project
In 2000, IASB released a report called the Iowa Lighthouse Study, which 
identified the differences between school boards in high- and low-achieving 
school districts. The study received national attention because, at the time, 
the effects of school boards on student achievement was a largely uncharted 
territory of educational research. 

Today, the project continues its efforts with interested districts to help school 
boards set clear high expectations for student learning, as well as align policies 
and practices to support instructional improvement. 

Employee Background Investigation Service
Employment background checks have become vital components of the modern 
hiring process. Iowa law requires background checks for newly hired teachers 
and those employees with an I.C. 299.13 contract (teacher's contract), which 
also includes nurses, guidance counselors, etc.) except those with an initial 
license, i.e., teachers new to your district but who have taught elsewhere. 
School districts, area education agencies and community colleges must initiate 
background checks for this distinct group of employees through the Iowa 
Division of Criminal Investigation (DCI) in the Department of Public Safety. For 
all other school employees, the school corporation may use a private vendor. 

There is no prohibition against using a private vendor, in addition to the 
mandated DCI (and FBI fingerprint) requirement, to conduct a comprehensive 
background screen of new teachers being considered for employment. Because 
of the potential time delay in receiving mandated background results from 
the DCI and FBI investigations, (which can take several weeks) a background 
check through IASB's Employee Background Investigation Service may be 
appropriate when timing is critical in securing a prospective teacher candidate. 
IASB's service provides a search of the required Central Registry for Child 
Abuse and Central Registry for Dependent Adult Abuse. IASB encourages 
districts to investigate all new hires as they deem necessary to reduce staff risks 
at all levels of employment. IASB offers affordable background services online 
through one of the nation's leading background investigation companies.

Chapter 12: Your School Board Association
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Employment Issues Services
IASB provides personnel services to assist school districts in dealing with 
human resources and employment issues. General district consultation is 
offered at no cost to members. More specific services, including district 
contract analysis, job description development and negotiation training, are 
offered on a fee basis and can be tailored to meet your district's needs.

Forms
Most schools in Iowa use IASB forms for staff and teacher employment, 
modifying contracts, participating in tax-sheltered annuities and terminating 
contracts. The free forms can be downloaded from the IASB web site. They 
include contract forms for non-certificated employees, principals and other 
administrators, and a superintendent’s contract form developed by School 
Administrators of Iowa and IASB.

GASB 45
Under Iowa insurance regulations, all public school districts, regardless of 
size, funding method or whether they actively subsidize retiree healthcare, 
are subject to GASB 45. IASB's new GASB 45 Compliance Service, in 
partnership with Gallagher Benefits Services, Inc., provides the full range 
of GASB 45 services, including calculation of liabilities and providing the 
actuarial certification required for annual audits. Once GASB 45 liabilities are 
determined, GBS provides consulting services to assist in developing strategies 
to lower future GASB liabilities.

Iowa Council of School Board Attorneys (ICSBA)
The Iowa Council of School Board Attorneys is designed to improve 
communications among attorneys representing school districts across the 
state. The council sponsors workshops and seminars dealing with the legal 
developments in Iowa and across the nation.

Iowa Drug and Alcohol Testing Program (IDATP)
In 1995, IASB and a task force of transportation directors, school administrators 
and the Iowa Department of Education developed the Iowa Drug and Alcohol 
Testing Program (IDATP) to ensure safe transportation for all Iowa students. 
IDATP has assisted more than 350 school corporations, nonpublic schools and 
contractors transporting students to economically and efficiently comply with state 
and federal drug and alcohol testing requirements for more than 6,300 drivers. The 
program has now been expanded to cover all categories of employees.

IASB oversees IDATP to ensure quality services and to provide updates on 
the regulations, sample policies and forms to help employers meet their 
responsibilities. Collection and testing are conducted at local sites around 
Iowa, including many school locations, under contract with Medical 
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Enterprises, an IDATP partner since 1998. Schools pay an annual per-person 
fee for services, including drug and alcohol testing, Medical Review Officer 
services, lab fees, random selection lists, payment of collection site invoices, 
record keeping services and compilation of federal reports. 

I-Growth
IGrowth is a suite of tools that analyzes student achievement growth. IGrowth 
will identify areas of strength and needed improvement to set improvement 
goals. The tools study five-year trends to enable districts to determine whether 
all individuals and subgroups are growing at least one year each year. 
Results also facilitate cost-benefit analysis and evaluation of programs and 
improvement initiatives. 

Iowa Medicaid Education Disbursement Program (IMED)
The Iowa Medicaid Education Disbursement (IMED) program assists 
school districts and area education agencies (AEAs) in obtaining Medicaid 
reimbursement for students who are Medicaid eligible and receiving special 
education services. IASB has contracted with ClaimAid, a health-care 
consulting service, to provide this program to IASB members.

Iowa schools now provide services to students that may be covered by 
Medicaid. Many schools don’t seek reimbursement for these costs. 

Iowa Playground Surfacing Program (IPSP)
The Iowa Playground Compliance Program is a partnership between the IASB 
and the National Playground Compliance Program (NPCG) provides a full 
cadre of education, inspections, designs, training, surfacing, outdoor fitness 
equipment and playground equipment in to assist Iowa school in attaining their 
required playground safety and accessibility compliance.
 
The IPCP provides the essential tools and resources that are vital for schools to 
mitigate their risk and allow them to meet today's strict standards for safety, age 
appropriate design, maintenance and accessibility.

Iowa School Cash Anticipation Program (ISCAP)
Since 1985, the Iowa School Cash Anticipation Program (ISCAP) has allowed 
Iowa school corporations to pool their temporary cash flow management needs 
in a safe, cost-effective program. Temporary cash flow deficits  happen for a 
variety of reasons, including uneven distribution of property tax collections. 
ISCAP allows schools to cooperatively finance cash flow deficits until revenues 
from property taxes and state foundation aid are received. In the current 
economy, the pooling of funds works to minimize the cost of borrowing for 
districts.

Chapter 12: Your School Board Association
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Governed by a representative board of directors, ISCAP is consistently secure 
and cost-effective for schools as well as attractive to investors. The board, 
comprised of school board members, a superintendent and a school business 
official, reviews all terms of the lines of credit. The ISCAP finance team reviews 
each aspect of every ISCAP issue to improve the program and ensure continued 
quality service. More than 240 school corporations have participated in ISCAP.

Iowa Schools Employee Benefits Association (ISEBA)
To deliver the finest comprehensive, accessible, user-friendly and affordable 
employee benefits program for Iowa school employees, the Iowa Schools 
Employee Benefits Association (ISEBA) was established in July 1999. ISEBA is 
fully insured for medical, prescription drug, vision, dental, life and disability 
insurance coverage. Voluntary program benefits like dental, vision and limited 
benefit medical plans for part-time employees are also available to all Iowa 
school employees.

IASB, the Iowa State Education Association (ISEA) and Employee Benefits 
Advisory Council, in partnership with Wellmark Blue Cross and Blue Shield of 
Iowa, Delta Dental, UnumProvident and Avesis work to create and deliver a 
customized school employee benefits program. 

Iowa Schools Joint Investment Trust (ISJIT)
The Iowa Schools Joint Investment Trust (ISJIT) assists more than 325 school 
corporations in safely increasing their investment income. Since 1986, 
ISJIT has provided additional funds to increase the quality of educational 
services available to students across the state. Sponsored by IASB, governed 
by a representative board of trustees and served by a dedicated team of 
professionals, ISJIT offers several investment alternatives to meet participants’ 
cash management needs. 

Legal Services
Information on school law issues is provided in response to inquiries from IASB 
members. The IASB Legal Service Fund provides financial and other assistance 
to participating schools. Services to school board attorneys are available 
through the Iowa Council of School Board Attorneys.

Local Board Development Service
A superintendent evaluation service was started as a pilot program in 2005 
using board goals, district goals, state standards and evaluation work done by 
IASB. Added later were services to set goals and the roles and responsibilities of 
the board. These are available to all members. 



104
© IOWA ASSOCIATION OF SCHOOL BOARDS 2012-13

PaySchools
IASB created PaySchools in 2004 to make it possible for all Iowa schools to 
offer the convenience of online purchasing. The system allows schools to 
accept electronic payments for registration, breakfast and lunch fees, and other 
products and services determined by the district. There are no set-up fees or 
monthly minimums for this payment processing system. 

Safety Group Insurance Program
Since 1974, IASB has provided Iowa schools a comprehensive insurance 
program covering property and casualty, errors and omissions, automobile, 
worker’s compensation, general liability and commercial liability. The Safety 
Group Insurance Program works with local insurance agents to provide 
unmatched insurance coverage to meet the unique risk management needs of 
schools at competitive, stable prices. 

Partnering with IASB in the Safety Group Insurance Program is Jester Insurance 
Services, Inc., the plan administrator and managing agent, and EMC
 Insurance Companies, the insurance carrier for all the insurance coverage. 

School Calendar
Sample school calendars for the following school year are prepared and posted 
to the IASB web site each spring. The calendars serve as a guide in arranging 
the local calendar.

Teacher Settlements
The IASB staff conducts continuing studies on matters of school business such 
as teacher settlements for use in bargaining salary and fringe benefits. Reported 
teacher data is published on the IASB web site.

National School Boards Association
The National School Boards Association (NSBA) was founded in 1940 to assist 
state school board associations and their local school boards in the task of 
maintaining and improving the nation’s public schools. Members of NSBA are 
state school board associations. School boards belonging to these associations 
represent more than 95 percent of all public school students in the United 
States.

Local school boards that are members of the state association are eligible to 
become direct affiliates of NSBA. Benefits include Leadership Reports, School 
Board News, the Federal Relations Network, and active representation in 
Washington, D.C.

Chapter 12: Your School Board Association
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The American School Board Journal
The Journal is a monthly publication featuring up-to-date information on the 
nation’s educational community. It has won a number of educational 
reporting awards.

Annual Conference
The NSBA conference is attended by thousands of board members and 
administrators from throughout the United States. The conference features 
general sessions, clinics and exhibits of the latest technology.

School Board News
This publication is designed to quickly transmit news of educational issues from 
the nation’s capital.

Center for Public Education
NSBA compiles credible research on public education issues and provides it as as 
a resource for the media, the public and policymakers at:
www.centerforpubliceducation.org.
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Appendix A

Code of Ethics for School Board Members
With the public school system accepted as the principal common agency 
for building and sustaining the American way of life, the Iowa Association 
of School Boards recommends this Code of Ethics to guide its members in 
providing free public education to all the children of all the people.

AS A SCHOOL BOARD MEMBER
 1. I will listen.
 2. I will respect the opinion of others.
 3. I will recognize the integrity of my predecessors and associates and the 

merit of their work.
 4. I will be motivated only by an earnest desire to serve my district and 

the children of my community in the best possible way.
 5. I will not use the schools or any part of the school program for my own 

personal advantage or for the advantage of my friends or supporters.
 6. I will vote for a closed session of the board if the situation requires it, 

but I will consider secret sessions of board members unethical.
 7. I will recognize that to promise in advance of a meeting how I will 

vote on any proposition which is to be considered is to close my mind 
and agree not to think through other facts and points of view which 
may be presented in the meeting.

 8. I will expect, in board meetings, to spend more time on educational 
programs and procedures than on business details.

 9. I will recognize authority rests with the board in legal session and not 
with individual members of the board, except as authorized by law.

 10. I will make no disparaging remarks, in or out of the board meeting, 
about other members of the board or their opinions.

 11. I will express my honest and most thoughtful opinions frankly in board 
meetings in an effort to have all decisions made for the best interests of 
the children and the schools.

 12. I will insist that all members of the board participate fully in board 
action and recommend that when subcommittees are appointed, they 
serve only in an advisory capacity.

 13. I will abide by majority decisions of the board.
 14. I will carefully consider petitions, resolutions and complaints, and will 

act upon them in the best interests of the schools.
 15. I will not discuss the confidential business of the board in my home, 

on the street or in my office; the place for such discussion is the school 
board meeting.

 16. I will endeavor to keep informed on all local, state and national 
educational developments of significance so that I may become a 
better school board member.
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IN MEETING MY RESPONSIBILITY TO MY COMMUNITY
 1. I will consider myself a trustee of public education and will do my 

best to protect it, conserve it and advance it, giving to the children of 
my community the educational opportunities that are as complete and 
adequate as it is possible to provide.

 2. I will consider it an important responsibility of the board to interpret 
the aims, methods and attitudes of the schools to the community.

 3. I will earnestly try to interpret the needs and attitudes of the 
community and do my best to translate them into the educational 
program of the schools.

 4. I will attempt to procure adequate financial support for the district’s 
programs.

 5. I will represent the entire district rather than individual electors, 
patrons or groups.

 6. I will not regard the schools as my own private property, but as the 
property of the people.

IN MY RELATIONSHIP WITH SUPERINTENDENT AND STAFF
 1. I will function, in meeting the legal responsibility that is mine, as a part 

of a legislative, policy-forming body, not as an administrative officer.
 2. I will recognize that it is my responsibility, together with that of my 

fellow board members, to see that the schools are properly run—not to 
run them myself.

 3. I will expect the schools to be administered by the best-trained 
technical and professional people it is possible to procure.

 4. I will recognize the superintendent as executive officer of the board.
 5. I will work through the administrative employees of the board, not over 

or around them.
 6. I will expect the superintendent to keep the school board adequately 

informed through oral and written reports.
 7. I will vote to employ personnel only after the recommendation of the 

superintendent has been received.
 8. I will insist that contracts be equally binding on the employee and the 

school board.
 9. I will give the superintendent power commensurate with the position’s 

responsibility.
 10. I will give the superintendent friendly counsel and advice.
 11. I will present any personal criticism of employees to the 

superintendent.
 12. I will refer complaints to the proper administrative officer.
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TO COOPERATE WITH OTHER SCHOOL BOARDS
 1. I will not employ a superintendent, principal or teacher who is under 

contract with another school without first securing assurance from the 
proper authority that the person can be released from contract.

 2. I will consider it unethical to pursue any procedure calculated to 
embarrass a neighboring board or superintendent.

 3. I will not recommend an employee for a position in another school 
unless I would employ the individual under similar circumstances.

 4. I will answer all inquiries about the standing and ability of an 
employee to the best of my knowledge and judgment, with complete 
frankness.

 5. I will associate myself with school board members of other districts, 
both personally and in conferences, for the purpose of discussing 
school problems and cooperating in the improvement of public school 
conditions.



Appendix B

School Boards and the Law
School District Elections
The law authorizes school districts to conduct two types of elections. A 
regular election is held every other year on the second Tuesday in September 
of odd-numbered years for the purpose of electing members to the board of 
directors (277.1). The regular election may be used to submit matters such 
as authorization of indebtedness for purchase of site and the construction of 
a school house (296.1), voter-approved physical plant and equipment levy 
(298.2, 298.3) and instructional support levy (257.18). A special election may 
be called as needed to present the same basic propositions to the voters at a 
time other than the date of the regular election (277.2).

Any eligible elector may serve on the board of directors at either a regular 
election or special election. Eligible electors do not have to be registered to 
vote, only eligible to be registered.

An eligible elector is a person who is a citizen of the United States and is 18 
years of age or older.

Eligible electors who are registered (48.11) in the school district (277.27) may 
vote in school elections.

Nomination petitions for all candidates for election to office in each district 
must be filed with the secretary of the board not more than 64 nor less than 40 
days prior to a regular election  (277.4).

Nomination petitions are also required for special elections to fill a board 
vacancy, filed not less than 25 days prior to the election (279.7).
 The process for filing nomination petitions is to:
 1. Request the original nomination petition from the board secretary.
 2. Obtain a minimum of 10 nomination signatures or one percent of the 

registered voters in the school or director district, whichever is greater, 
not to exceed 50 signatures.

 3. Attach an affidavit acknowledging the candidate’s eligibility and, if 
elected, be qualified for office.

 4. File the petition prior to 5 p.m. of the 40th day preceding the election.
A candidate’s name may be withdrawn from the ballot after the completed 
petition is filed by submitting a written statement to the board secretary 35 days 
prior to the election (277.4). Objections to a nomination petition may be filed 
with the board secretary at least 35 days before the election (277.5).

An individual may, however, be elected to the board without being named on 
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the official ballot. Space must be provided on the ballot for write-in candidates 
(49.99). A write-in candidate is not required to file a nomination petition.

Campaign Finance Disclosure Law (Ch. 56) and Ballot Proposition Committee 
laws govern school board candidates, who must consider two important 
provisions. First, the actions of any person or committee on behalf of a 
candidate, if known and approved by the candidate, are deemed actions of 
the candidate. It is presumed that a candidate approves of such action if the 
candidate fails to take corrective action within 72 hours.

Second, if a candidate accepts contributions or makes expenditures in the 
campaign of more than $750 (including personal funds), or if someone does so 
on the candidate’s or ballot proposition’s behalf, a committee must be formed 
and reports filed. The law has separate provisions for candidates not standing 
for election in the current year, and those who are up for election in the current 
year. Candidates standing for election in the current year must file on the first 
day of the month following the election, and on the 19th day of January, May 
and July, until the committee is dissolved with a zero cash balance and all bills 
are paid. In a year in which the candidate is not up for election, the candidate’s 
committee must file reports on the 19th day of January and October, until the 
committee dissolves. There are fines for late filing. Report forms are available 
from the county auditor.

The regular term of office for all school board members is four years (274.7). 
There is no limit to the number of terms a person may serve. A vacancy occurs 
when the board member moves from the district or director district, fails to 
qualify, dies, resigns or is convicted of a felony (277.29). The vacant position 
shall be filled by board appointment. A person appointed to fill a vacancy 
holds office until the next school election of any type, including special 
election. If the board fails to appoint a person to fill a vacancy within 30 days, 
a special election is held. The person elected to fill the vacancy at the next 
school election serves for the remainder of the unexpired term (279.7).

Each new board member must qualify to serve by taking the oath of office. 
Winners of all regular elections must have the oath administered at or before 
the board's organization meeting. The oath must be administered within 10 
days of a new board member’s appointment to fill a vacancy or election to fill a 
vacated position.

A school board is required by statute to meet once a year, with an annual 
meeting held after Aug. 31. In odd-numbered years the board must hold an 
organizational meeting to be held at the first regular meeting after the canvass 
of elections. Other meetings may be held as determined by the board, or called 
by the president, or by the secretary upon the written request of a majority of 
the members of the board (279.2).
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Oath of Office
After election or appointment to the board of directors, a board member is 
administered an oath (277.28), a positive response to which qualifies each 
board member to serve.:
 Do you solemnly swear that you will support the Constitution of the United 

States and the Constitution of the State of Iowa and that you will faithfully 
and impartially to the best of your ability discharge the duties of the office 
of board member in (name of school district) as now or hereafter required 
by law?

Sources of Laws
There are three primary legal sources governing school districts:  (1) the U.S. 
Constitution and federal statutes, (2) the constitution and statutes of Iowa, 
and (3) federal and state rules and regulations. There are also three sources of 
interpretation of school law. These are:  (1) state and federal court decisions, 
(2) opinions of the Iowa attorney general, and (3) federal and state agency 
administrative decisions which are usually based on the statutes, rules, case 
precedents and opinions as they may relate to a specific administrative appeal. 
Examples of this latter type of interpretation could include the state Department 
of Education, the Public Employment Relations Board and others.

Powers and Duties
After the board has been legally constituted and organized, actions of the board 
must be consistent with existing constitutional and statutory authority.

Three basic types of state statutes provide the legal framework within which the 
local school district is operated. Mandatory statutes specify actions that “shall” 
be taken by the board. Permissive or discretionary statutes specify action that 
“may” be taken by the board. Prohibitive statutes specify action that “shall not” 
be taken by the board.

 � Mandatory:The board of directors of each school corporation shall meet 
and organize at the first regular meeting after the canvass for the regular school 
election at some suitable place to be designated by the secretary (279.1).

 � Permissive: Special meetings may be held as may be determined by the 
board (279.2).

 � Prohibitive: A member of the board of directors of a school district shall not 
be an agent for a textbook or school supply company (301.28).

Conflict of Interest
Board members, as elected officials, are duty-bound to serve the public 
interest, yet as private citizens they are expected to serve individual interests. 
Critical conflicts of public vs. private interest in decision making arise in the 
spending of public funds. The courts have held that the mere existence of a 
temptation to dereliction of duty creates a conflict of interest. Statutes remove 
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certain potential conflicts of interest by excluding a board member from:
 1. Receiving direct compensation from the school district unless the 

board member receives less than $2,500 per fiscal year or the 
compensation meets specific criteria (Iowa Code 279.7A).

 2. Being an agent for a textbook or school supply company and selling to 
the district in which the board member serves (301.28).

 3. Being a statewide elected official or a state legislator.
 4. Engaging in outside employment or activity which is in conflict with 

the board member’s duties and responsibilities (68B.2A).

The exclusions apply to the district for which the individual is serving as a 
board member. A person may be an employee of another district or of the AEA.

School board members and school employees are covered by the general law 
on conflicts of interest (68B). School board members may encounter the “gift 
law” if they are entertained by individuals doing business with the district or if 
they offer hospitality to legislators or other public officials. Iowa law prohibits 
school board members from accepting gifts and honoraria with specific 
exemptions. If questions arise, check with your district counsel or IASB for the 
current law.

Board Member Liability
Iowa law imposes a duty on the school district to defend board members  
and, if found liable, indemnify board members from compensatory damages. 
“Compensatory damages” includes damages such as medical bills, repairing 
damaged property or measurable losses incurred by the injured party. The law 
limits instances when school districts or board members can be liable. Board 
members are not immune from lawsuit when their actions violate constitutional 
rights or other laws. It is recommended board members act with caution 
when dealing with cases involving individual rights, including employee 
terminations, student suspensions and expulsions, and free speech issues.

Removal from Office
There is no provision in Iowa law for removing a school director by recall 
petition or election. However, like other appointed or elected Iowa officials, 
school board members may be removed (66.1) by the district court for:
 1. Willful or habitual neglect or refusal to perform duties of office.
 2. Willful misconduct or maladministration in office.
 3. Corruption.
 4. Extortion.
 5. Conviction of a felony.
 6. Intoxication, or conviction of being intoxicated.
 7. Conviction of violating the Campaign Finance Disclosure laws (56).
 8. Second offense, violation of open meetings law (21.6).
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Appendix C

Open Meetings and Public Records
The open meetings law “seeks to assure, through a requirement of open 
meetings of governmental bodies, that the basis and rationale of governmental 
decisions, as well as those decisions themselves, are easily accessible to the 
people.”  All actions and discussions at meetings of governmental bodies, 
whether formal or informal, including work sessions, must be conducted in 
open session unless exceptions or exemptions are specifically provided by law. 
“Open session” means a meeting to which all citizens have access.

The definition of “governmental bodies” includes school boards and any joint 
board established with other school districts, cities, counties or other units of 
government. Advisory committees created by statute are subject to the open 
meetings law whether or not they make recommendations on policy issues. 
Advisory committees that are board-created are subject to the open meetings 
law if they develop and make recommendations on public policy issues. Since 
it is unlikely that a board would appoint or create an advisory committee that 
doesn’t make recommendations on public policy issues, it is safe to say all 
board-created or board-appointed advisory committees are subject to the open 
meetings law. Any ambiguity should be resolved in favor of openness. 

Meetings Defined
“Meeting” means a gathering in person or by electronic means, formal or 
informal, of a majority of the members of a governmental body where there is 
deliberation or action upon any matter within the scope of the governmental 
body’s policy-making duties. Gatherings for purely social purposes or purely 
ministerial duties (mandatory acts requiring no discretion or judgment) when 
there is no discussion of policy, are exempt from the open meetings law (Iowa 
Code 21.2).

Quorum
A majority of the board of directors of any school corporation constitutes a 
quorum for the transaction of business, but a lesser number may adjourn from 
time to time (279.4).

Rules of Conduct
Each meeting shall be held at a place reasonably accessible to the public, and 
at a time reasonably convenient to the public, unless for good cause such a 
place or time is impossible or impractical, which good cause shall be stated in 
the minutes (21.5).
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The public may use cameras or recording devices at any open session (21.7).
A governmental body may make and enforce reasonable rules for the conduct 
of its meetings to assure those meetings are orderly and free from interference or 
interruption by spectators (21.7).

Meeting Time and Place
With the exception of the organizational meeting and the annual meeting which 
are governed by statute, the school board has the authority to schedule its 
regular meetings. In scheduling meetings, it is important to remember that the 
primary reason a board meets is to dispose of school district business. A board 
can meet too many times as well as too few. If a board meets every week, it is 
probably doing so because the meetings are inefficient and lack productivity, or 
it has entered into the administration of the district and has little confidence in 
its chief executive officer.

Most school boards meet at least once a month on a date, time and location 
agreed upon by the members. When the schedule of regular meetings has 
become a matter of record the law assumes that all members have received 
adequate notice and no further legal notification to members is necessary.

The time of day and location of the regular meetings should be consistent from 
month to month. Most school board meetings are held in the evening but some 
meet in the morning or afternoon. The meeting area should provide comfortable 
seating, ample work space and ease of access to needed data for the board 
members, board secretary and superintendent. It should also provide seating to 
accommodate the media and public as well as ease of access to the meeting 
site.

Special Meetings
Special meetings may be called if action on an item cannot wait until the next 
regular board meeting, or to devote an entire meeting to a special topic. Special 
meetings may be determined by the board or called by the president, or by the 
secretary upon the written request of a majority of the members of the board. 
Notice specifying the time and place must be delivered to each person or sent 
by registered letter, although attendance is considered a waiver of notice (279.2).

Notice to the public of a special meeting must follow the same requirements as 
notice for a regular meeting.

Emergency Meetings
Emergency meetings are held only when the board must act immediately and 
cannot wait the required 24-hour notice period for a special meeting. For 
example, if a board has bid on a piece of property, the bid is accepted and the 
board must act that same day in order to finalize the bid, then an emergency 
meeting is appropriate. Only on rare occasions will a board need to hold an 
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emergency meeting. The minutes should state why the meeting was held 
without the required 24 hours notice.

Electronic Meetings
A governmental body may conduct a meeting by electronic means such as 
telephone conference call only “in circumstances where such a meeting in 
person is impossible or impractical.”  Public access to the conversation must be 
provided “to the extent reasonably possible.”  Public notice must be given for 
the electronic meeting and minutes must be kept, which include the reason for 
not holding a meeting in person (21.8).

Notice of Meetings
A governmental body must give notice of the time, date and place of each 
meeting, and its tentative agenda, in a “manner reasonably calculated to 
apprise the public of that information.”  Reasonable notice includes advising 
the news media that have filed a request for notice, and posting the notice on a 
bulletin board, clearly designated for that purpose and easily accessible to the 
public, at the board’s central administrative office. Usually, such notice shall 
be at least 24 hours prior to the meeting. Holding meetings on shorter notice 
is not allowed unless it is critical. If a meeting is held on shorter notice, as 
much notice “as is reasonably possible” must be given, and the “nature of the 
good cause justifying departure from normal requirements” must be stated in 
the minutes (21.4). Notice must be given of meetings held by electronic means 
such as telephone conference calls (21.8).

Annual Meeting
The annual meeting is a regular or special meeting held after Aug. 31 in odd-
numbered years, but prior to the board's organizational meeting. In even-
numbered years it should be at the board's first regular meeting after Aug. 31, 
if possible. In even-numbered years the board president and vice president are 
elected to one-year terms. The district’s legal counsel may be appointed during 
this meeting. At the annual meeting, the board must examine the financial 
books and settle the secretary’s and treasurer’s statements of cash on hand for 
the fiscal year ending the preceding June 30.

Organizational Meeting
The organizational meeting must be held at the first regular meeting after the 
canvass of votes of the regular school election (279.1). Many boards designate the 
Monday following the election as a "regular meeting" and hold their organizational 
meeting on that day. It is at this meeting that a transfer of material and responsibility 
from the “old” board to the “new” board is effected. Upon termination of office, 
each board member immediately surrenders to his or her successor all books, 
papers and money pertaining or belonging to the office (277.31). A sample agenda 
for an organizational meeting can be found on the next page
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SAMPLE AGENDA

MEETING OF THE BOARD OF DIRECTORS
OF THE                             SCHOOL DISTRICT

____________________, 20 ______

(Retiring Board)

1.  Call to order
2.  Record of members present and absent
3.  Acknowledgment of fact of quorum
4.  Corrections or approval of minutes of last meeting (with or without 

reading)
5.  Examine the financial books and settle secretary's and treasurer's 

statements from previous fiscal year
6.  Review of official report of the votes
7.  Adjournment of the retiring board

(New Board)

1.  Call to order
2.  Administration of the oath of office to newly elected board members
3.  Election of the president and other officers of the new board
4.  Administration of the oath of office to newly elected president and other 

officers
5.  Adopt written rules and procedures that will be followed in conducting 

board meetings (279.8).6 
Determination of time and place of regular school board meetings

7.  Other business
8.  Adjournment
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Closed Session
A governmental body may hold a closed session only by affirmative public vote 
of either two-thirds of the members of the body, or all the members present at 
the meeting. A closed session may be held “only to the extent a closed session 
is necessary” for any of 10 reasons listed in the law. The ones most likely to 
apply to school board business are found in Section 21.5:

 � To review or discuss records which are required or authorized by state or 
federal law to be kept confidential, or to be kept confidential as a condition 
for continuation of federal funds;

 � To conduct hearings to suspend or expel a student, or to discuss whether to 
conduct such a hearing, unless an open session is requested by the student 
or a parent or guardian of the student if the student is a minor;

 � To evaluate the professional competency of an individual whose 
appointment, hiring, performance or discharge is being considered when 
necessary to prevent needless and irreparable injury to that individual’s 
reputation and that individual requests a closed session;

 � To discuss strategy with counsel in matters that are presently in litigation 
or where litigation is imminent where its disclosure would be likely to 
prejudice or disadvantage the position of the governmental body in that 
litigation;

 � To discuss the purchase or sale of particular real estate only where 
premature disclosure could be reasonably expected to increase the price 
the governmental body would have to pay or lower the price the board 
would receive for that property.

The vote of each member on the question of holding the closed session and the 
reason for the closed session, as listed in the law, shall be announced publicly 
at the open session and entered in the minutes (21.5). Only the business stated 
in the motion may be discussed in the closed session. Any final action must 
be taken in open session, unless some other provision of the Code specifically 
permits action in closed session (21.5).

Detailed minutes must be kept of the closed session, including “discussion, 
persons present and action occurring.”  A tape recording also must be made. 
These are sealed records opened only on court order. Minutes and recording 
of a session involving real estate purchase are open to the public when the 
transaction is complete (21.5).
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Termination Hearings are Exempt
Private hearings and deliberations conducted during the contract termination 
process for teachers and administrators are exempt from the open meetings law 
(279.15, 279.24)

“When the board has reached a decision, opinion or conclusion, it shall 
convene in open meeting and by roll call vote determine the continuance 
or discontinuance of the teacher’s (or administrator’s) contract. The record 
of the private conference and findings of fact and exceptions shall be 
exempt from the provisions of Chapter 22 (public records law)"  (279.16, 
279.24).

Most Collective Bargaining Sessions are Exempt
The first two negotiations sessions of the year or season are open to the 
public and subject to all provisions regarding giving notice, public access and 
minutes. The employee organization must present its initial bargaining position 
to the employer at the first session; the public employer must present its initial 
bargaining position to the employee organization at the second session, held 
no later than two weeks after the first session.

Negotiating sessions, strategy meetings of public employers or employee 
organizations, mediation and the deliberative process of arbitrators are exempt 
from the provisions of Chapter 21 (the open meetings law) (20.17.[3]). Hearings 
conducted by arbitrators and fact finders are open to the public (20.17.[3]).

Where employees are not covered by a collective bargaining agreement under 
Chapter 20, strategy sessions of the board regarding conditions of employment 
are exempt from the open meetings law (21.9).

Enforcement
Suit may be brought in district court to enforce the open meetings law. 
Damages can be assessed against individual board members. They are 
protected from individual damages if they voted against a closed session 
later found to be a violation, or if they had good reason to believe they were 
in compliance with the law, or reasonably relied on a court decision, on an 
opinion of the attorney general, or their attorney’s opinion in taking the action 
later found to be erroneous.

Action taken in violation of the law is voidable by court decision if the public 
interest in enforcement outweighs the public interest in upholding the action, 
in the opinion of the court.

Repeated violations of the law are grounds for removal from office. Ignorance 
of the law is not a defense; boards are authorized by the open meetings law to 
seek legal or court opinions as necessary.
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Minutes Required
Each governmental body must keep minutes of all its meetings, formal and 
informal, showing the date, time and place, the members present and the 
action taken at each meeting. The minutes must show the results of each vote 
taken and how each member voted, and the vote of each member present shall 
be made public at the open session. The minutes must be public records open 
to public inspection (21.3).

Publication Required
Section 279.35 requires publication of the proceedings of each regular, 
adjourned or special meeting of the board. That section requires the secretary 
to furnish a copy of the proceedings within two weeks of adjournment of the 
meeting to the school district’s official newspaper for publication.

There seems to be no distinction between “minutes” and “proceedings.”  If 
the proceedings to be published contain the elements contemplated by the 
open meetings law, Chapter 21, they should be sufficient. The minutes to be 
included in the board minute book may be more detailed, including the full 
text of motions, resolutions or policies, an abstract of the speakers’ remarks, or 
attachments of reports or recommendations. 

Public Records
Iowa law strongly supports the concept that the operation of public agencies is 
the business of the public. By definition, all school district records are public 
records unless an exception applies.

In addition to the statement of intent and the provisions of the open meetings 
law, Chapter 21, the Iowa Code stipulates that records and documents 
belonging to any governmental subdivision, including a school corporation, are 
public records (22.1), which every citizen has the right to examine (22.2).

Confidential records which contain personal information of students or 
employees, legal counsel’s work products (22.7) and worksheets and notes 
of employees (Opinion by Attorney General, Sept. 26, 1972) are not public 
records. Federal law regulates the confidentiality and accessibility of  
student records.
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Appendix D

Sample Official Minutes
Minutes of

A Regular Monthly Meeting of
the Board of Directors of

the                   Community School District
October 14, 20          

1. Call to Order
 Meeting was called to order by President Reece at 8:00 p.m.

2. Roll Call
 Present:  C. Anderson, F. Hutton, R. Reece, B. Stoner, P. Kaiser, M. Spence
 Absent: T. Havson

3. Consent Agenda
 1. Agenda
 2. Minutes of September 15 meeting
 3. Secretary's Monthly Financial Report
 4. Bills
 Motion by Hutton and second by Stoner to approve items on the consent agenda. 
Carried unanimously.

4. Communications
 Christine Marks, President of the P.T.A. was recognized by the board. She wished to 
thank the board members and Superintendent Towne for their assistance in making the 
annual P.T.A. membership the best ever recorded with a total of 673 members.

5. Recognition
 Sally Peterson, High School Art Teacher, was recognized as a runner-up for the Art 
Teacher of the Year Award.

6. Reports
Summer School Policy Report
 The nine-member study committee named by the board in August has held 
two conferences as reported by Steve Oaks, Junior High Principal. The committee, 
comprised by representatives from the board, P.T.A., teachers, administrators and 
students, has not completed its study but initial findings indicate:  (1) present 
arrangement is adequate, (2) classes should be large enough to justify teaching expense 
and (3) drivers education should be offered on tuition free basis.

7. Reading Data Review
 The Reading Team and principal reported on the progress of the Action Research Project.
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8. Enrollment
 Superintendent Towne made a report on present student enrollment of 867—down 
13 from a year ago.
9. Franklin Property Purchase
 The offer to sell the district the tract of land immediately south of Franklin by R. 
Bailin during the last board meeting was discussed. R. Anderson moved and B. Stoner 
seconded the proposal to purchase the property for $30,000.
 Yeas:  Anderson, Hutton, Stoner
 Nays:  Reece, Kaiser, Spence
 Motion failed to receive a majority, Pres. Reece declared the motion failed.

10. Resignation
 Superintendent submitted for the board’s consideration and recommended the 
acceptance of the resignation of Marjorie Olson. Motion by Kaiser, second by Hutton, 
that the resignation be accepted and the teacher be released from her contract for the 
remainder of the 20   -    school year. The motion carried 6-0.

11. Appointment of New Teacher
 Superintendent recommended that Harvey Phipps be appointed to the Junior High 
staff to replace Marjorie Olson. Motion by Kaiser, second by Hutton to employ Harvey 
Phipps beginning on         , 20   , at a salary of $           . Carried 6-0.

12. Adjournment
 There was no further business to come before the board for consideration at this 
time. Motion by Hutton, second by Spence to adjourn. Carried 6-0. Meeting adjourned 
at 9:20 p.m.

Reports and documents and the full text of motions, resolutions or policies considered 
by the Board at this meeting are on file in the Board Secretary’s office, 555-3720, 
Monday through Friday, 8:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m.

                                                 
     R. Reece, President

                                                 
     B. Baker, Secretary
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Appendix E

School District Calendar
Selected legal dates affecting schools.

July 1—FISCAL YEAR BEGINS (Iowa Code 24.2).

July 1 to September 1—Director of the Department of Education notifies each 
school district what its maximum computed tuition rate shall be for the ensuing 
year (282.24).

July 5 to July 11—First day nomination papers can be filed for election to board 
of education falls in this period; sixty-four (64) days prior to election (277.4). 

Ten days after regular July meeting—Board secretary files reports as prescribed 
with the Director of the Department of Education (291.10).

July 30 to August 5—Last day for filing nomination papers for election to board 
of education falls in this period; forty (40) days prior to election (277.4).

July 30 to August 5—Secretary shall deliver to the county commissioner of 
elections all nomination papers prior to 5:00 p.m. the day following the final 
day for filing (277.4).

August 15  —Annual progress report must be published to local community, 
with copy submitted to DE and the AEA.

Between Aug. 31 and the board's organizational meeting in odd-numbered 
years and at the Sept. or Oct. regular meeting in even-numbered years, hold 
the annual meeting. Close the books and in even-numbered years elect new 
board officers. (279.3).
August 31 or prior to issuing first paychecks—Final check of the proper 
certification of all staff members (272.7 and 294.1).

September 1 to October 1—It is suggested that the report from private schools 
within your district be requested during September (299.3).

September 15—Comprehensive School Improvement Plan must be submitted 
to the Department of Education. 

Within 60 days of start of school—Within 60 days of first official day of school, 
local board of health will have completed audit of school’s immunization 
records for reporting to State Department of Health (139.9).
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Second Tuesday in September of odd-numbered years—Regular election of 
members to board of education (277.1).

First regular meeting after canvass of votes—Organizational meeting of board 
of education. Newly elected members are administered the Oath of Office 
(277.28).

After organizational meeting in odd-numbered years and the annual meeting 
in even-numbered years:  the secretary shall report the name and post office 
address of the president, secretary, and treasurer of the district to the county 
auditor and county treasurer and director of the Department of Education 
(291.11).

Mid-September—Within two weeks of school election, area education agency 
directors elected at district conventions called by the AEA administrator. 
(273.8[2]).

October 1—Enrollment headcount (257.6).

October 15—Last day to file enrollment report with Department of Education 
(257.6).

Early October—Community colleges and area education agencies hold their 
organization meeting at first regular meeting in October (280A.12, 273.8).

Mid-November—Impasse procedures begin for AEA non-certificated bargaining 
units (20.19, 273.3).

Mid-December — Revenue estimates announced by Revenue Estimating 
Committee (8.33S)

Mid-December—Impasse procedures begin for K-12 school district support 
units (20.19).

Late January—Impasse procedures begin for K-12 and AEA certificated staff and 
community college employee bargaining (20.19).

Late January—Governor proposes allowable growth based on revenue 
estimates (8.22.A, 257.8). Legislature approves within 30 days.

February 15—On or before February 15 the secretary of receiving district shall 
deliver to the secretary of sending district an itemized account of tuition and 
transportation fees due (282.20).

March 1—Deadline for parent or guardian to formally notify district of 
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residence of request to transfer under open enrollment (282.18).

March 1—Deadline for public hearing on the proposed AEA budget 
(273.3[12]).

March 15—Deadline for submission to state board of proposed AEA budget 
(273.3[12]).

March 15—First day teacher and administrator contracts may be issued 
(279.13; 279.23).

March 26—A budget estimate shall be filed with the board secretary at least 
20 days before final budget certification. Estimates are to be published and 
hearings held. Estimates and hearing notifications must be published at least 10 
days in advance of the hearing (24.9).

April 1—Deadline for state board to approve or disapprove the proposed AEA 
budget. Disapproved budgets must be resubmitted not later than April 15 
(273.3[12]).

April 5—Earliest date teachers and administrators may be required to return 
contracts—21 days after issuance on March 15. If contracts are issued later 
than March 15, the earliest return date is 21 days after contracts are offered 
(279.13, 279.23).

April 5—Date by which teacher may tender resignation if (1) teacher has not 
accepted contract for ensuing school year, (2) the contract was offered by the 
board not later than March 15 and (3) the board required return of signed 
teacher/s contracts in not less than 21 days (279.13).

April 15—Deadline for district resolution to claim budget guarantee property 
tax authority.

April 15—K-12 district budget certification deadline (24.17).

April 15—Deadline for completion of negotiations with K-12 school district 
support units (20.17).

April 30—Final date superintendent, or designee, may notify teacher in writing 
of recommendation to the board to terminate the teacher’s contract at the end 
of the current school year (279.15).

May 1—Final day for administrator to submit resignation (279.24).

May 15—Final date to inform an administrator in writing that the board is 
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considering termination of the administrator’s contract at the end of the current 
contract term (279.24).

Late May—Deadline for administrator to request a private conference with the 
board to discuss reasons for termination (probationary administrators) or to 
request a hearing (administrators) (279.24).

May 31—Deadline for completion of negotiations (20.17).

May 31—Deadline for determination of teacher termination if the teacher fails 
to timely file a request for a private hearing. If the teacher fails to appear at the 
private hearing the determination of termination must be made not later than 
five days after the scheduled private hearing date (279.16).

May 31—Final date to determine continuation of an administrator’s contract 
if no hearing is requested. If a hearing is requested it must be held after 10 
days and within 30 days following the administrator’s request unless otherwise 
agreed to by the parties (279.24).

May 31—Last day to file budget amendment (24.9).

June 1 to June 7—Notify employees of reassignment to extracurricular contract 
(279.19A).

On or before June 15—The secretary of receiving district shall deliver to 
secretary of sending district an itemized account of tuition and transportation 
fees due (282.20).

June 30—FISCAL YEAR ENDS (24.2)

Each Month—Monthly reports of receipts, expenditures and balance on hand 
in all funds  are sent to the board of education (291.7).

Monthly, September 15 through June 15—State foundation aid is to be paid in 
monthly installments (257.16).

Two weeks following each board meeting—Provide proceedings of board 
meeting to newspaper for publication. Salaries may be published annually. 
(279.35).

Monthly—Publish the schedule of bills and claims (279.35).

Annually–Publish	the	salaries	of	all	individuals	employed	by	the	district.
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Appendix F

Legal Structure of Iowa Schools
State Board of Education
The policy-making board of the Department of Education is established under 
Chapter 256 of the Iowa Code. The state board consists of nine members. 
Board members are appointed by the governor and are subject to Senate 
confirmation. No more than five members can be of the same political party or 
same sex. The powers and duties of the State Board are to:
 1. Adopt and establish policy for the programs and services of the 

department pursuant to law (256.7.1).
 2. Adopt, and update annually, a five-year plan for the achievement of 

educational goals in Iowa (256.7.4).
 3. Hear appeals of persons aggrieved by decisions of boards of directors of 

school corporations under chapter 290 and other appeals prescribed by 
law (256.7.6).

 4. Adopt rules establishing standards and a procedure for accrediting all 
public and non-public schools in Iowa (256.11).

In addition, the State Board of Education also serves the state as two other 
governing boards, each with a unique purpose. 

As the State Board of Vocational Education, the board provides education 
in agriculture, industrial and commercial subjects and home economics; 
assists in the preparation of vocational teachers; and regulates federal and 
state money (258). The board also promotes the establishment and assists 
in the development of vocational rehabilitation agencies, supervises the 
training of disabled persons and assists in their job placement (259). The 
board is responsible for the approval of teacher preparation schools and staff 
development programs provided by area education agencies.

The State Board also serves as a state board of community colleges. Its duties 
are to adopt policies for programs and services of the department which 
relate to community colleges, prescribe standards and procedures for teacher 
preparation programs and review and make recommendations in the five-year 
plan for the achievement of educational goals. (280A.22A, 280A.22B)  The 
board is advised on community college issues by a community college council.

Board of Educational Examiners (BOEE)
The Board of Educational Examiners is responsible for establishing 
requirements for the licensing of teachers and administrators and professional 
development programs, required for the renewal or upgrading of a 
practitioner’s license. The board also establishes licensing fees, enforces 
licensure requirements and may suspend or revoke a teaching license or take 
other disciplinary action against a practitioner.
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Membership of the board includes eleven members, two must be members 
of the general public and the remaining nine must be licensed practitioners. 
One of the public members shall have served on a school board. The public 
members shall never have held a practitioner's license, but shall have a 
demonstrated interest in education. One of the licensed practitioners shall be 
the director of the Department of Education or the director's designee. Four of 
the members shall be administrators. Members shall elect a chairperson of the 
board. Members, except for the director of the department of education, shall 
be appointed by the governor subject to confirmation by the senate.

Director of the Department of Education
The director is appointed by the governor subject to Senate confirmation. The 
director must possess a background in education and administration and serves 
at the pleasure of the governor. The duties of director are to (256.9):
 1. Carry out programs and policies as determined by the State Board.
 2. Employ personnel and assign duties and responsibilities of the 

department.
 3. Submit recommendations to the General Assembly relating to revisions 

or amendments to the school laws.
 4. Determine the condition, needs and progress of the schools under 

supervision of the department.
 5. Act as executive officer of the State Board.
 6. Recommend to the State Board rules necessary to implement the 

programs and services of the department.
 7. Develop criteria and procedures to assist in the identification of at-risk 

children and their developmental needs.
 8. Serve as chair of the Board of Educational Examiners (260).
 9. Prepare a plan and report for ensuring that all Iowa children will be 

able to satisfy the requirements for high school graduation. (279.9[43])

Department of Education
The state Department of Education (DE) is an administrative, supervisory and 
consultative agency designed to improve the state system of public education. 
The subdivisions of the DE cover elementary and secondary education, 
community colleges, educational support for children and families, financial 
and information services, public broadcasting, state and regional libraries, and 
vocational rehabilitation.

Educational Subdivisions of Iowa
Although education is a state function, in no instance does the State Board of 
Education, director or state legislature attempt to directly operate the schools. 
The legislature has, however, established three educational systems which 
have varying responsibility for the education of public school students from 
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prekindergarten through grade 12. The three systems are community colleges, 
area education agencies and local school districts. Each system is governed by 
a board of directors. The State Board of Education has some jurisdiction over all 
these school systems.

Local School District
The primary responsibility for providing educational opportunities to the 
children and youth of school age is placed upon the shoulders of school board 
members in local school districts. The school board “shall have exclusive 
jurisdiction in all school matters ...” unless changed as provided by law (274.1) 

The [local] board shall make rules for its own government and that of the 
directors, officers, teachers and pupils, and for the care of the 
schoolhouse grounds, and property of the school corporation, and aid in 
the enforcement of the same, and require the performance of duties by 
said persons imposed by law and the rules. (279.8).

All 351 school districts must maintain at least the educational approval 
standards specified by law for both elementary and secondary students.

Community Colleges
Section 280A.1 sets forth the services and educational opportunities  
community colleges may offer. Their primary focus is to provide vocational 
schools and area colleges on a regional basis.

The state is divided into 15 geographic areas for this purpose. Each community 
college has its own governing board of five to nine members, each elected to a 
three-year term from area director districts. Board members must be residents 
of the director districts from which they are elected. Members of school district 
boards or members of area education agency boards may not serve as members 
of the community college board of directors.

Although the major portion of a community college’s program is designed 
for students past high school age, high school students may enroll in courses. 
The community colleges also provide programs for individuals of high school 
age who are not enrolled in a high school and who have not completed high 
school. In addition, high school completion programs may be offered for 
students past high school age who have not graduated from high school.

The State Board of Education's authority over the community colleges is similar 
to its power over local school districts: to administer, allocate and disburse 
federal and state funds, to adopt administrative rules and regulations and 
approve standards.
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Area Education Agency (AEA)
Area education agencies (AEAs) began operation in 1975. AEAs are required 
to provide special education services and media services for the local school 
districts within the area. Other educational programs and services may be 
provided by the AEA within the limit of available funds. Each of the nine AEAs 
is governed by a board of directors, the members of which are elected from 
AEA director districts. Each AEA director is elected to a three-year term by 
members of local school boards at an AEA director district convention. An AEA 
director may serve more than one term, may be a member of a local school 
board and must be a resident and elector of the AEA director district.
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Appendix G

Related Educational Associations,
Groups and Agencies

The local school board is vested with leadership, control and final decision-
making powers for a school district. These powers are exercised in today’s 
dynamic educational setting, including the influence of local, regional, state 
and national forces.

An effective board must be knowledgeable of the various agencies, associations 
and federations that relate to the school system. Below are some of the 
individual groups with which a school board may come into contact:

Iowa Association of School Business Officials (IASBO)
The association members are school business officials and administrators in 
charge of finance, buildings and grounds, food services, transportation and 
administration. The membership is active in developing in-depth studies in such 
areas as insurance, office management, purchasing, accounting, and school 
board secretary and treasurer responsibilities. IASBO established the Iowa 
School Business Management Academy to prepare school business officials and 
administrators to perform business management responsibilities. 

Iowa Association of Community College Trustees (IACCT)
This corporation was organized to develop, strengthen and correlate the work 
of the boards of community colleges. Its intent is to promote the educational 
interest of Iowa and to provide the exchange of information and services 
among its members.

Iowa Congress of Parents and Teachers
The association is composed of parents, teachers, administrators and others 
interested in uniting the forces of home, school and community on behalf 
of children and youth. The local PTA units can be helpful in studying school 
problems, publicizing school needs and interpreting the school to the 
community and the community to the school. The local, state and national 
units can also work effectively with school boards and professional associations 
on school legislation in the State General Assembly.

Iowa Council of Area Education Agency Boards
This council, organized within the IASB framework, is a statewide link for 
directors of area education agencies. It holds an annual convention and other 
meetings throughout the year.
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Iowa Pupil Transportation Association (IPTA)
This association was created in 1978 as a nonprofit corporation. Membership 
includes nearly 1,300 Iowa school administrators, transportation supervisors, 
maintenance technicians, transportation office staff, school bus drivers and 
trainers. The IPTA Board of Directors, executive director and members form 
the network for access to technical information and support relating to school 
transportation issues. IPTA holds the School Transportation Conference yearly. 
Publications include a monthly newsletter for members and the Transportation 
Emergency Assistance Manual (TEAM). For further information, visit the IPTA 
Web site at www.4ipta.org.

Iowa State Education Association (ISEA)
This is an association of educators qualified to teach or who are engaged in 
other educational work. The association is an affiliate of the National Education 
Association (NEA)—the largest organization of educators in the country. Over 
the years, both the NEA and ISEA have moved from representing all segments 
of education to representing primarily classroom teachers. ISEA's aim is to 
promote classroom teacher participation in decision making in education and 
the teaching profession. ISEA is active in legislative matters on behalf of their 
members, in-field service to local associations, particularly in negotiations with 
local boards of education.

School Administrators of Iowa (SAI)
This organization officially came into being on Sept. 1, 1987, a merger 
of the former Iowa Association of School Administrators and Educational 
Administrators of Iowa. The membership includes superintendents and 
principals and other supervisory personnel. The organization promotes 
professional growth and developing cooperation among and between 
organizations interested in education.

Urban Education Network of Iowa
The Urban Education Network is a coalition of Iowa’s eight largest school 
districts with two or more high schools, including Cedar Rapids, Council Bluffs, 
Davenport, Des Moines, Dubuque, Iowa City, Sioux City and Waterloo. It 
functions as a support and information system, sharing mutual concerns and 
priorities that impact the education of all children.  Associate membership 
is available to districts with 5,000 or more students and districts with 3,000 
students combined with 40 percent or more of the student population identified 
as free/reduced price. 
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Legal Structure of Iowa Schools

General Assembly Governor

Approves

Area Education Agency
Board of Directors

AEA Administrator

AEA Staff

Public 
Elects

Elects

Public 
Elects

Enacts

Appoints
2/3 

Senate 
Approval

State Board 
of Education

Director of Education

Department of 
Education

Adopts

Rules & Regulations

School 
Laws 

of Iowa

School 
Laws 

of Iowa

Community College 
Trustees

Community College 
President

Community 
College Staff

School Board

District 
Superintendent

District Staff

Student Programs



133
© IOWA ASSOCIATION OF SCHOOL BOARDS 2012-13

NOTES
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