The Key Work of School Boards

What is Key Work?
The Key Work of School Boards is a framework for school board decision making and action.  Key work consists of eight essential areas, which comprise principles, methods, and tools for understanding and creating more effective school systems.  The eight areas are bound together by Systems Thinking, the concept that a school district consists of interrelated and interdependent elements that form a complex whole.  What occurs in one part of that system affects other parts of that system.

The Elements of Key Work
Vision

Vision reflects the board, district staff, parents, students, and community’s commitment to student achievement as a priority.

· Vision reflects where we want to be as a district.

· When the board draws everyone into the vision-building process, its results in a greater sense of ownership in the vision.

· The central thrust of the district vision must be student achievement.

Standards
Standards identify community expectations for what students should know and be able to do.  Standards provide a requirement or level of achievement against which to measure progress.
· In education, content standards describe what students should be able to know and do.  Performance standards describe how well students need to demonstrate various skills and knowledge in order to be considered proficient.

· Standards should be: simply stated, reasonable, challenging, understandable by all, and consistent with state and federal standards.

· Local standards should reflect what the school community wants for its students academically, socially, and personally.

· When standards are in place, the district staff can develop curricula and instructional strategies to help students achieve the goals.

Assessment
Assessment is the process by which we determine how well students are meeting the standards.  
· Sound assessment programs use of multiple tests to gauge student progress
· Assessment must be in alignment with the academic standards.
· Assessment should be conducted regularly.
· Local assessment programs should complement state assessment and classroom assessments should complement those of the district.
· School board members should understand the basic types of tests.

· Assessment is necessary, but should not be the sole measure of quality.
Accountability
The school board assumes responsibility for student results using explicit criteria and regular monitoring.  Accountability is a shared process involving the school board, staff, students, parents, and the community.  The shared process of accountability should:

· Focus on students’ results

· Answer the question, “How well are we doing?”

· Measure individual students’ results against district standards

· Publically report all school and student data in a straightforward and understandable format

· Analyze student growth and develop, not just end results

· Include students’ results as part of staff evaluations
· Lead to decisions that are driven by students’ results

Alignment
Alignment means that all aspects of the school system interconnect logically and smoothly to improve student achievement.  

· The school board should practice equity in providing resources where they are most needed to improve student achievement.

· In making decisions, the board must ask, “How does this decision move us toward, or detract us from, our goal of student achievement?

· The board and administration should examine every district resource, activity and function (staffing, textbooks, facilities, transportation, extracurricular activities) to determine the degree to which they are aligned to contribute to student achievement.
Climate/Culture
Climate is the environmental “feel” or “tone” of individual classrooms, schools, or a district as a whole.  Positive school climate can contribute to student success.  The school board can contribute to positive school and district climate in the following ways:

· Ensure safe environments for work and learning.

· Examine the available data that reflect climate (attendance records, disciplinary data, drop-out rates, and incidents of vandalism)

· Survey parents, students, and staff to determine satisfaction and to seek suggestions.
· Provide the type of leadership that nurtures a positive district culture.

· Communicate with the local media.

· Make schools appealing places.

Collaboration
Collaboration occurs when networks of individuals come together to solve problems and support the common goal of student achievement.

· The school board should actively engage in a two-way relationship with the community.

· Community engagement takes many forms, including parent involvement, school volunteer programs, school-community partnerships, and special task forces.
· Once engaged, community partners must be valued and their input respected.

Continuous Improvement
Continuous improvement is part of the systems thinking concept.  Improvement is more than a one-time event.  School boards can nurture this process in the following ways: 

· Model continuous improvement as a board through self-evaluation and seeking professional growth opportunities.

· Adopt a customer focus.

· Make decisions based on data.

· Require new and existing programs to be data-driven.

· Foster open communication and invite feedback.

· Celebrate evidence of improvement and recognize those responsible for it.
· In considering every policy and decision, ask “How can we do this even better?”
