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ÒFinance/Budget,Ó and a higher number of female than male board members cited 

ÒInstructional,Ó (NSBA, 1974, p. 35).  

 In addition to gender, there is ample research suggesting that ideology plays a 

significant role in the way in which people make both governance decisions and 

decisions in general (Gruenfeld, 1995; March, 1994; Hackworth, 2007).  Also of interest 

is the way school board member age might impact school board performance as 

measured by academic attainment.  Given the rapid changes in the use of technology and 

management techniques in education there is good reason to suspect that younger board 

members are more adept at governing for higher performance (Peterson, 2010; 

Christensen et. al., 2008; Moe & Chubb, 2009; Odden, 2011).   

 The three tables below, 5.17, 5.18, and 5.19, contain the results of OLS regression 

models testing the hypothesis that there exists a relationship between school board 

member demographics and background characteristics and school district performance as 

defined by high school graduation rates.2  Table 5.17 shows the results of three OLS 

regression models using data for all school board respondents where the dependent 

variable is high school graduation rates.  The only significant focal variable in these three 

models is the dummy variable indicating that a board member was formerly a teacher 

employed by the district.  Interestingly the relationship is negative, indicating that 

districts with former teachers serving on their school board have lower high school 

graduation rates.  However, comparisons of beta weights in each model show that the 

strength of this relationship is dwarfed by the negative relationships between race and 

                                                
2 Note that a control variable for the number of schools per-district was dropped due to 
multicolinearity.  The reference variable for ideology was Moderate, and the reference 
variable for education was Some College.    
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socioeconomic status and high school graduation rates.  In the All Variables model, for 

example, the former teacher dummy has a beta weight of -.07 while the Pct. 

Free/Reduced Lunch variable has a beta weight of -.52.     

Table 5.17 – OLS Models Predicting High School Graduation Rates for All 
Board Members 
 All Variables Background  Age and 

Gender 
VARIABLES Graduation 

Rate 
Graduation  

Rate 
Graduation 

Rate 
    
Age 0.0116  0.00299 
 (0.0389)  (0.0382) 
Female Dummy -0.852  -0.784 
 (0.742)  (0.725) 
Conservative Dummy 0.458 0.694  
 (0.869) (0.831)  
Liberal Dummy 0.231 -0.0304  
 (1.037) (0.990)  
Non-Partisan Dummy 1.502 1.644  
 (1.211) (1.168)  
High School Graduate Dummy -1.580 -1.460  
 (1.981) (1.841)  
Bachelor’s Degree Dummy 1.085 0.675  
 (0.966) (0.924)  
Advanced Degree Dummy 0.537 0.308  
 (0.994) (0.932)  
Former Teacher Dummy -2.903*  -2.785* 
 (1.185)  (1.146) 
Pct. Free/Reduced Lunch -38.22*** -37.23*** -38.41*** 
 (3.016) (2.883) (2.915) 
Pct. IEP -8.233 -7.818 -6.103 
 (7.490) (7.269) (7.370) 
Pupil/Teacher Ratio -0.341* -0.312 -0.362* 
 (0.168) (0.163) (0.166) 
Revenue Per-Pupil 0.000201 0.000316 0.000278 
 (0.000250) (0.000244) (0.000243) 
Pct. Minority -15.35*** -16.65*** -14.98*** 
 (2.683) (2.569) (2.655) 
Number of Students in District -1.43e-05 -1.80e-05 -1.33e-05 
 (1.54e-05) (1.36e-05) (1.54e-05) 
Constant 106.1*** 104.3*** 106.7*** 
 (5.562) (5.094) (5.360) 
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Observations 642 689 649 
R-squared 0.532 0.528 0.527 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 

 Tale 5.18 shows the results of identical OLS models restricted to school board 

members in Nevada, Utah, and Florida.  Notably the model for All Variables is 

particularly strong with a R-Squared statistics of .611.  The results are fairly similar to the 

all board member model with the notable exception of a statically significant relationship 

between a low board member level formal education, being a high school graduate, and 

district high school graduation rates.  Under the model being a board member with a high 

school diploma as their highest level of attainment lowers the district high school 

graduation rate by 21.64 and 24.45 percentage points in the two models in which the 

variable is included.          

Table 5.18 – OLS Models Predicting High School Graduation Rates for Group 
One Board Members 
 All Variables Background  Age and 

Gender 
VARIABLES Graduation 

Rate 
Graduation 

Rate 
Graduation 

Rate 
    
Age 0.103  0.107 
 (0.106)  (0.108) 
Female Dummy 1.626  1.613 
 (1.987)  (2.048) 
Conservative Dummy -2.956 -3.036  
 (2.231) (2.228)  
Liberal Dummy -4.109 -4.406  
 (5.118) (5.197)  
Non-Partisan Dummy -4.528 -4.309  
 (3.114) (3.138)  
High School Graduate Dummy -21.64* -24.45*  
 (9.348) (9.291)  
Bachelor’s Degree Dummy -1.920 -3.466  
 (2.678) (2.595)  
Advanced Degree Dummy 2.784 -0.0984  
 (2.863) (2.609)  
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Former Teacher Dummy -5.679*  -4.189 
 (2.462)  (2.359) 
Pct. Free/Reduced Lunch -2.571 -7.330 -10.89 
 (10.67) (9.740) (10.31) 
Pct. IEP -72.08 -67.36 -62.15 
 (47.85) (45.50) (48.79) 
Pupil/Teacher Ratio 0.295 0.286 0.144 
 (0.389) (0.386) (0.385) 
Revenue Per-Pupil 0.000983 0.00147 0.000170 
 (0.000752) (0.000741) (0.000710) 
Pct. Minority -39.60*** -38.12*** -32.56*** 
 (7.524) (6.884) (7.287) 
Number of Students in District 4.33e-05* 3.18e-05 3.52e-05 
 (1.96e-05) (1.73e-05) (1.99e-05) 
Constant 80.35*** 83.88*** 88.75*** 
 (18.23) (15.58) (17.58) 
    
Observations 72 78 72 
R-squared 0.611 0.574 0.534 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 

 Table 5.19 shows the results of the identical OLS models restricted to board 

members serving in Wisconsin, Michigan, and Minnesota.  None of the focal variables in 

these models are statistically significant.  Only control variables for socioeconomic 

status, race, and district size reach levels of statistical significance.  Also of import is the 

lower R-Squared statistics for the Group One OLS models; the variables used in general 

are less explanatory than in Group Two.   

Table 5.19 – OLS Models Predicting High School Graduation Rates for Group Two 
Board Members 
 All Variables Background  Age and Gender 
VARIABLES Graduation 

Rate 
Graduation  

Rate 
Graduation 

Rate 
    
Age 0.0111  -0.000841 
 (0.0414)  (0.0406) 
Female Dummy -1.186  -1.079 
 (0.792)  (0.770) 
Conservative Dummy 0.975 1.267  
 (0.934) (0.882)  
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Liberal Dummy 0.628 0.255  
 (1.060) (1.002)  
Non-Partisan Dummy 2.021 2.118  
 (1.291) (1.235)  
High School Graduate Dummy -0.914 -0.790  
 (2.014) (1.860)  
Bachelor’s Degree Dummy 1.854 1.382  
 (1.016) (0.967)  
Advanced Degree Dummy 1.075 1.001  
 (1.053) (0.984)  
Former Teacher Dummy -2.658  -2.507 
 (1.355)  (1.312) 
Pct. Free/Reduced Lunch -40.54*** -39.63*** -40.88*** 
 (3.178) (3.033) (3.089) 
Pct. IEP -3.968 -4.643 -1.603 
 (7.752) (7.464) (7.638) 
Pupil/Teacher Ratio -0.602** -0.570** -0.627** 
 (0.200) (0.193) (0.198) 
Revenue Per-Pupil -6.14e-05 -4.17e-05 2.45e-05 
 (0.000285) (0.000277) (0.000279) 
Pct. Minority -9.020** -9.638** -8.451** 
 (3.147) (3.025) (3.135) 
Number of Students in District -0.000198* -0.000198** -0.000202** 
 (8.36e-05) (7.06e-05) (8.21e-05) 
Constant 113.0*** 112.0*** 114.4** 
 (6.255) (5.816) (6.078) 
    
Observations 570 611 577 
R-squared 0.486 0.488 0.477 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 The presented results yield several interesting insights and questions into the 

relationship between school board member backgrounds and district level attainment.  

Overall, there is very limited evidence of a general relationship between school board 

member demographics and backgrounds and district level attainment.  For example, a 

connection between gender and higher district level outcomes, identified by the author in 

a previous study of Wisconsin, does not appear to exist when Wisconsin results are 
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pooled with the five other states of interest (Ford, 2012).  In addition, ideology and age, 

both of which present a myriad of theoretical reasons to suspect a relationship with 

performance yield no statistically significant relationship in any of the presented models. 

 The only two statistically significant independent variables were the dummy 

variables for being a former teacher (though only in the all board member and Group One 

models), and the variable indicating high school graduate as the highest level of 

educational attainment (also restricted to Group One).  Somewhat surprisingly, the 

dummy for being a former teacher is negatively related to attainment in Group One.  

Intuitively, one might suspect that being a former teacher would bode well for school 

board performance given their experience on the ground in the district.   

Consideration was given to the possibility that former teachers, perhaps 

disheartened with the academic direction of the district, run for school board in an 

attempt to change things.  To test this possibility the author restricted the models in 

Tables 5.17 and 5.18 to school board members with three or more, and five or more, 

years of experience.  The logic being that once a former teacher had longevity on the 

board, his or her experience would begin to have a positive impact.  However, the results 

were not substantially different in the restricted models.  It is possible that the skills 

needed to manage a classroom do not translate well to board governance.  Or, because the 

negative impact was only in Group One, comprised of states with lower teacher pay and 

benefits, that former teachers serving on these boards ran primarily to improve the 

comparatively worse compensation packages in their states. 
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 The negative relationship between low board member education levels and district 

attainment observed in Group One is a meaningless finding.  It is driven be a single 

observation from a very low-performing district.  

 While the extensive original data presented on school board member 

characteristics in the six states of interest paint a picture of a typical school board 

member - White, in his or her 50s, politically moderate to conservative, elected in a 

contested election – the findings in Tables 5.17, 5.18 and 5.19 show that there is no ideal 

school board member in terms of demographics and background.  Even the finding of a 

negative link between being a former teacher serving on a school board and district 

graduation rates presents, at best, a flimsy case.   

This begs the question: Does it matter who serves on school boards?  Clearly 

school boards perform certain tasks as described in previous chapters, and intuitively the 

skills and background members bring to those tasks are important.  However, the primary 

finding in this chapter, that no ideal prototype of a school board member exists, is on the 

surface problematic.  The outgrowth of this conclusion is that improving the performance 

of school boards as it relates to affecting academic outcomes is not as easy as finding 

better people to serve on school boards. Hence, the increasingly popular notion that the 

primary failing of school board members is that they are merely interest group pawns 

elected in low-turnout elections is inherently flawed (Maeroff, 2010; Keegan & Finn, 

2004).  The challenge of improving school board performance is more complex than 

moving elections to increase turnout, recruiting better candidates, or limiting the role of 

Democracy. 
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The following chapter switches the unit of analysis from the individual school 

board member to the school board as a group.  This shift in the unit of analysis reflects 

prior research by Grissom (2012), but also assumes that when measuring the effects of 

adherence to the key work of school boards the board itself is greater than the sum of its 

parts.  While the demographics and backgrounds of school board members may not, on 

aggregate, directly affect district performance, they do affect the governance process.  In 

other words, as stated previously, the way in which board members go about performing 

the essential tasks of school boards matter in the context of the school board as a whole.  

We should not expect an ideal board member prototype to exist in an institution as 

localized and situation dependent as school boards.  So yes, the backgrounds of school 

board member do matter, but primarily as they relate to the school board as a whole.                      
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Chapter VI. 
Connecting Board Governance to Outcomes: Testing the NSBA Key Work of School 

Boards 
 

 A school board member serving in the United States looking to maximize the 

effectiveness of his or her governance behavior can draw upon any number of scholarly 

and non-scholarly sets of best practices.  Most of these best practices focus on common 

good government themes long present in existing literature on governance.  However, as 

the primary role of school boards is more universally recognized as raising student 

achievement there grows a need to better understand the connections between the best 

practice and good governance literature and academic outcomes.   

 The most prominent set of best practices is the Key Work of School Boards 

created by the National School Boards Association (NSBA).  As will be explained in the 

literature review, the Key Works consist of a several policy areas established through 

consensus that to which, the NSBA suggests, boards looking to improve academic 

achievement should adhere.  The following chapter operationalizes adherence to the key 

works of school boards with 17 survey items answered by school board members on a 

five point Likert scale.  The goal is to establish whether boards indicating greater levels 

of adherence to the Key Work areas also have better academic outcomes.  This chapter 

tests the following hypothesis: 

Greater adherence to the eight components of the NSBA’s Key Work of School 

Boards positively impacts district level academic outcomes.   

There are several notable limitations to the methodologies deployed in this 

chapter.  First, the questions operationalizing the degree of adherence to individual Key 

Works were generated by the author.  Though questions were tweaked, reviewed by 
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school board experts, fellow students, and faculty, there is no way to guarantee that they 

perfectly align with the Key Works.  However, the significant overlap between the survey 

questions and many of the concepts highlighted in the school board literature ensure that 

the responses at the very least contribute new and meaningful knowledge on the 

connection between board governance perceptions and academic outcomes. 

Second, the survey responses are only measures of school board member 

perceptions, not actual observations.  Though survey answers for boards with multiple 

respondents were averaged out in a methodology employed by Grissom (2012), they still 

must be taken as perceptions.  It is also possible that certain items were prone to response 

bias, but there is no reason to believe that any biases differed by sub-group, suggesting 

they were consistent.  The limited impact of individual board member characteristics on 

academic outcomes established in the previous chapter lends a degree of support to this 

conclusion.   

Third, the academic outputs used to measure board performance are flawed out of 

necessity.  Though high school graduation rates is an intuitively satisfying indicator of 

school district success reported to the National Center for Education Statistics, the 

standards and requirements for graduation vary across states.  Similar limitations exist 

with the use of high school dropout rate as a dependent variable.  Whenever possible 

group-to-group comparisons and the use of test achievement data in Wisconsin are used 

to strengthen (or give cause to question) identified links between governance and 

outcomes.   

Finally, the largest limitation is the difficulty in proving with a high-degree of 

confidence that adherence to these keys actually caused better or worse district academic 
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outcomes.  To offset this limitation, models restricted to boards with a self-identified high 

level of stability in terms of board turnover, control variables for district level 

demographics, and control variables for board member characteristics are used.  Though 

the use of these methods still precludes concluding with absolute certainty that board 

governance characteristics directly changed academic outcomes, they do allow for a high-

degree of confidence in conclusions that certain governance behaviors are linked to 

higher school district-level outcomes.     

Literature Review 

Gemberling et. al. (2000) authored the official Key Work of School Boards 

document with their stated goal as answering “[w]hat can board members do to ensure 

that their school boards meet the demands for increased student achievement” and “what 

are the actions boards need to take.” (Gemberling et. al., 2000, p. 1.)”  Much emphasis in 

the document is placed on systems thinking; in other words all of Key Works are 

described with the other Key Works in mind.  The specific Works are:   

• Vision; 

• Standards; 

• Assessment; 

• Accountability; 

• Climate; 

• Collaboration; and 

• Continuous Improvement 

Importantly the NSBA does not claim that their recommendations are research 

based, however the organization does state (Gemberling et. al., 2000, p. 1):  
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The purpose of the Key Work is to help school boards engage their 
communities and improve student achievement through effective 
governance.  The better these eight essential areas are integrated into a 
systematic process, the better the results will be for all stakeholders.  
 

 In other words a very specific claim is made that adherence to these areas should 

be expected to improve district level results.  The best practices highlighted by the NSBA 

mirror best practice recommendations for school boards made by other organizations.  

The Center for Public Education’s “Eight Characteristics of Effective School Boards,” for 

example, emphasize that effective boards work together, work closely with their 

superintendent, use data, and collaborate with staff and the community (Devariecs & 

O’Brein, 2011).   

Others, including Rice et. al (2000), Walser (2009) and Smoley (2009) offer up 

very similar best practices emphasizing collaboration with stakeholders, staff 

accountability, and systems thinking.  But in all of these best practices there is limited 

research that higher achieving boards actually focus on the highlighted topics or exhibit 

highlighted characteristics.   The following section attempts to fill this research gap by 

building on the evidence identifying the importance of school boards unearthed by the 

Iowa Lighthouse Inquiry by specifically linking each Key Work of board governance to 

the survey answers of school board members in Wisconsin, Michigan, Minnesota, 

Nevada, Florida and Utah.   

Data  

 Figure 6.1 lists the numbers of board level responses by state and group, as well 

as the number of districts in each category.  As stated earlier the board level response 

rate, defined as the number of school boards where at least one board member responded 

to the survey, was 44.2%.  By design this project is a case study, meaning the results 
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should not be taken as generalizable to school boards as a whole, however, the large 

number of observations compared to previous school board research as well as the 

comparative design does allow for meaningful insight into the effects of school board 

governance (Hess & Meeks, 2011). 

 

 Table 6.1 contains the actual survey statements board members were asked to 

evaluate on a five point Likert scale (where 1 = no agreement or description and 5 = 

complete agreement or description).  Responses from boards with multiple respondents 

were, in-line with previous school board survey research, averaged out to create board 

level variables (Grissom, 2012; Hess & Meeks, 2011).  The means and standard deviation 

of each board level variable are also listed in Table 6.1. 
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Table 6.1 – Questions Linked to Key Works of School Boards 
Vision Obs. Mean SD 
We engage in continuous strategic planning, our plan is 
frequently updated 

 
482  2.99  1.23 

We engage in planning when the academic and/or fiscal 
direction of the district needs to be changed. 

 
482 3.22  1.08 

Standards  
  We set and tweak district academic standards in response to 

student needs. 
 
483 3.31 1.01 

Assessment       
We set and tweak district assessment policies in response to 
student needs. For example, if we see our students struggling in 
math we will increase the use of math assessments. 

 
 
481 3.29  .99 

Accountability       
We support and defend the decisions of the Superintendent until 
concerns with those decisions arise. 

 
478  3.00  1.16 

We allow the Superintendent to manage the district as he or she 
sees fit, but regularly monitor and review his or her performance 

 
479  3.90  .96 

Members take responsibility for past decisions. 488 3.63 .78 
Alignment       
My school district has adopted a performance budgeting 
process. Programs must show and document activities and levels 
of program success in order to continue receiving current levels 
of funding. 

 
 
 
488 1.96  .92 

Climate      
Members are open about how they feel about other members’ 
preferences. 

 
487 3.29   .84 

Members are open about their own preferences. 488 3.81   .70 
Members willingly try new things without fear of ridicule. 488  3.47  .87 
Members willingly try new things without fear of retribution. 487 3.55 .88 
Collaboration and Engagement      
We look for a superintendent (or principal if a charter board) 
that shares the values of, and is willing to be a collaborator 
with, the school board. 

 
 
478 3.94 1.03 

We regularly listen to the ideas of organized interest groups and 
act on their input when we deem it appropriate. 

 
478  2.83  1.05 

We regularly listen to the ideas of community members and act 
on their input when we deem it appropriate. 

 
478 3.52 .84 

Continuous Improvement      
We frequently and consistently engage in board development 
activities. 

 
475  2.90 1.30 

We do not engage in any formal board development 479 2.04 1.11 
All variables on 1 to 5 scale where 1 = No agreement or description and 5 = Complete 
agreement or description  
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 Table 6.2 contain summary statistics for the district-level outcomes variables 

sorted by group, where Group One = boards in Nevada, Utah, and Florida, Group Two = 

boards in Wisconsin, Michigan, Minnesota, and Stable = boards where the board level 

response to the statement “In the past five years our school board has had very little board 

turnover” is at or above three.  The use of the stable board restriction is an attempt to 

gauge any differences between boards with a mutual governance history and those where 

governance behaviors which may not have had time to actually affect outcomes.   As 

explained earlier, the two dependent variables measure two fundamentally different 

things.  High school graduation rate represents a long-term achievement and is an 

intuitive measure of district academic health (Swanson, 2003).  Dropout rates are a single 

year variable measuring a district failing; the inability, for whatever reason, to keep a 

child enrolled in school.     

    Table 6.2 – Summary Statistics for Dependent Variables 
Graduation Rate N Mean Std. Dev. 
All Boards 597 85.33 12.92 
Group One 60 72.63 11.09 
Group Two 537 86.75 12.33 
Stable Boards 414 85.08 13.06 
Drop Out Rate       
All Boards 593 2.47 3.19 
Group One 67 2.64 1.73 
Group Two 524 2.46 3.34 
Stable Boards 414 2.52 3.39 
 

In all models the following district level control variables are used unless 

otherwise noted: 
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• Percent of students eligible for free/reduced lunch: A proxy for low-income 

status; 

• Percent white student population; 

• The percent of students with special needs as indicated as being assigned an 

individual educational plan; 

• The pupil-teacher ratio, an indication of school level staffing; and 

• The total amount of public revenue per-pupil received by the district. 

All of these control variables are well established to have an effect on academic 

achievement outside of the control of school districts (socio-economic status, special 

needs status) or offer intuitive potential relationships with academic outcomes even if 

research is mixed (pupil-teach ratio and total revenue per-pupil).  Additional control 

variables were considered and excluded.  The percentage of district students with English 

Language Learner status was excluded due to high multicolinearity with race.  The 

number of schools operated by the district as well as the location (urban, rural, suburban, 

or town) were excluded due to high multicolinearity with number of students served.   

Board member control variables for race, background, age, and sex were excluded 

in board level models due to a low degree of certainty that the demographics of a subset 

of board members across districts represents the demographics of the board as a whole.  

While this problem may be present in any board level variable, there is more reason to 

assume, including in the results linking board member demographics to outcomes in the 

previous chapter, that perceptions of board members and any potential perception bias are 

evenly distributed (Hess & Meeks, 2011; Grissom, 2012). 
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Lastly many of the OLS models discussed in this chapter, as well as in following 

chapters, presented a significant heteroskedasticity problem.  These issues are likely a 

result of using pooled data across states.  As was demonstrated in Chapter Four, there are 

substantial data differences between states.  In general heteroskedasticity, as detected 

through Breusch-Pagan and White Tests, was more of an issue in models including data 

from all six states, and less of a problem in models restricted to groups of similar states. 

When found to be an issue robust regression models were run and results compared to the 

regular OLS models.  Though the robust regressions did not reveal any substantive 

changes in results, the presence of heteroskedasticity nonetheless should be kept in mind 

when reviewing results for models using data from multiple states. 

Results 

 Tables 6.3 – 6.6 list the statistically significant OLS regression results (at at-least 

the 90% level of confidence) for each individual focal variable listed in Table 6.2 on four 

populations of school boards:  All districts, Group One, Group Two, and stable boards.  

The rationale behind running models for each variable individually is two-fold.  First, the 

existence of multiple indicators for each key created large multicolinearity problems in an 

all-inclusive model.  Second, understanding the individual effects allowed for additional 

analysis that combines the responses for variables suspected of having an impact.  This 

additional analysis is important given the NSBA’s assertion that the Key Works are 

meant to work in a systems model.     

Table 6.3 – Significant Results for OLS Regression Models Testing 
Relationship Between Individual Key Works and Graduation Rates -1 

 
All Districts Group 1 

Accountability          
Regularly monitor and review 
Superintendent. 

.762* 
(.455) 

N= 452 
R-Sq.=.507     
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Collaboration and Engagement         
Listen to organized interest groups 
when appropriate. 

-.985** 
(0.413) 

N=450 
R-Sq.=.516     

Superintendent as willing 
collaborator.     

1.738* 
(.863) 

N=44 
R-Sq.=.67 

Continuous Improvement         

No board development.         
Standard errors in parentheses 
*p<.10 **p<.05  

Table 6.4 – Significant Results for OLS Regression Models Testing Relationship 
Between Individual Key Works and Graduation Rates - 2 

 
Group 2 Stable Boards 

Accountability          
Regularly monitor and review 
Superintendent. 

.815* 
(.491) 

N=407 
R-Sq.=.458     

Collaboration and Engagement         
Listen to organized interest groups 
when appropriate. 

-.968** 
(.443) 

N=405 
R-Sq.=.466 

-1.135** 
(.528) 

N=268 
R-Sq.=.506 

Superintendent as willing 
collaborator         
Continuous Improvement         

No board development 
-.798* 
(.418) 

N=407 
R-Sq.=.469 

-1.250** 
(.561) 

N=269 
R-Sq.=.518 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*p<.10 **p<.05  

 Tables 6.3 and 6.4 test the relationship between indicators of adherence to 

individual Key Works and high school graduation rates.  Among all districts the main 

findings are that superintendent accountability has a positive relationship with graduation 

rates, and that collaboration with interest groups has a negative relationship with 

graduation rates.  The Group One only results also reveal a positive relationship between 

superintendent collaboration and graduation rates, but no indication of a negative impact 

from collaboration with interest groups.  The Group Two results and stable boards only 

results reveal an additional notable finding of a negative relationship between the absence 
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of formal board development and graduation rates.  Also, the positive relationship 

between the superintendent and board disappeared when restricted to stable boards only.       

Table 6.5 – Significant Results for OLS Regression Models Testing 
Relationship Between Individual Key Works and Dropout Rates -1 

 
All Districts Group 1 

Accountability          
Support and defend Superintendent 
until concerns arise. 

-.212** 
(.092) 

N=447 
R-Sq.=.213     

Regularly monitor and review 
Superintendent 

-.234** 
(.110) 

N=448 
R-Sq.=.212     

Collaboration and Engagement         
Listen to organized interest groups 
when appropriate. 

.197** 
(.098) 

N=447 
R-Sq.=.197     

Continuous Improvement         
Consistently engage in board 
development. 

-.139* 
(.084) 

N=444 
R-Sq.=.213     

Standards         

Set standards in response to needs 
    

.425* 
(.228) 

N=49 
R-Sq.=.478 

Collaboration and Engagement         
Superintendent as willing 
collaborator 

-.314** 
(.125) 

N=473 
R-Sq.=.163  

  Standard errors in parentheses 
*p<.10 **p<.05  

Table 6.6 – Significant Results for OLS Regression Models Testing Relationship 
Between Individual Key Works and Dropout Rates - 2 

 
Group 2 Stable Boards 

Accountability          
Support and defend Superintendent 
until concerns arise. 

-.206** 
(.100) 

N=398 
R-Sq.=.215 

-.213** 
(.108) 

N=269 
R-Sq.=.238 

Regularly monitor and review 
Superintendent 

-.250** 
(.121) 

N=398 
R-Sq.=.217     

Collaboration and Engagement         
Listen to organized interest groups 
when appropriate. 

.237** 
(.107) 

N=397 
R-Sq.=.203 

.242** 
(.109) 

N=269 
R-Sq.=.217 

Continuous Improvement         
Consistently engage in board 
development.         
Standards         
Set standards in response to needs         
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Collaboration and Engagement         
Superintendent as willing 
collaborator 

-.268** 
(.136) 

 N=422 
R-Sq.=.156     

Standard errors in parentheses 
*p<.10 **p<.05  

 Tables 6.5 and 6.6 list the results of OLS regression models for indicators of 

adherence to the Key Work of School Boards and high school dropout rates.  The results 

across groups are very similar to the results presented for the dependent variable 

graduation rates.  Among all boards support and even collaboration with the 

superintendent is related to lower dropout rates, as is engagement in continuous strategic 

planning.  Also present is the negative impact of collaboration with interest groups.   

The one confounding finding is the presence of a positive relationship between 

dropout rates and setting standards in response to student needs on Group One boards; in 

other words setting standards in response to student needs relates to higher dropout rates.  

One plausible explanation is that because Florida, Utah, and Nevada all use high stake 

testing that can result in grade retention, struggling students are discouraged and drop 

out.  Even simpler, increasing standards could drive away some students that are unable 

to meet these higher standards. So, while dropout rates go up students remaining in 

school may be better served, or at least show better aggregate results.  

The OLS regression results presented show some initial findings.  First, none of 

the indicators of the Key Works have a negative relationship with district level outcomes 

except collaboration with interest groups.  Second, two concepts appear to have a positive 

relationship with district outcomes: 

1) Planning and development; and 

2) Superintendent accountability and collaboration. 
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   Table 6.7 lists the summary statistics for an additive index variable combining 

board level responses to indicators of adherence to several Key Works.  Accountability 

and Collaboration as measured by the board’s perception of their level of collaboration 

with their superintendent, and Vision and Improvement as measured by the level of 

agreement that a board engages in frequent board development and consistently updates 

its strategic plan.  This combined variable measures the board’s focus on several Keys 

suspected of having a positive impact, 

Table 6.7 – Summary Statistics for Combined 
Positive Keys 

  N Mean  
Std. 
Deviation 

Combined Keys 470 10 2.5 
  

Table 6.8 lists the OLS regression results for four models predicting the 

dependent variable graduation rates.  In none of the models is the focal variable 

Combined Keys statistically significant at the 95% level of confidence.  However, in 

three of the four models the focal variable Interest Group Collaboration is statistically 

significant at the 95% level of confidence.  The group-to-group difference in this finding 

is of particular interest and will be discussed in the next section of this chapter.    

Table 6.8  - OLS Regression Results for the Dependent Variable Graduation Rates 
VARIABLES All Boards Group 1 Group 2 Stable Boards 
     
Combined Keys -6.25e-05 0.492 0.0257 0.105 
 (0.178) (0.539) (0.191) (0.239) 
Interest Group Collaboration -1.032* 0.0930 -0.948* -1.176* 
 (0.426) (1.164) (0.456) (0.544) 
Students -9.89e-06 1.25e-05 -0.000234 -1.60e-05 
 (1.88e-05) (1.84e-05) (0.000141) (2.48e-05) 
Pct. White 16.92** 15.43 12.51** 11.23** 
 (3.139) (8.257) (3.878) (4.323) 
Pct. Free/Reduced Lunch  -38.91** -29.76** -40.09** -45.25** 
 (3.533) (10.83) (3.863) (4.611) 
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Pct. w/ IEP -1.305 0.625 2.535 -6.168 
 (8.969) (51.19) (9.432) (12.14) 
Pupil Teacher Ratio -0.441* 0.563 -0.616* -0.549 
 (0.210) (0.468) (0.251) (0.289) 
Revenue Per-Pupil 0.000283 0.000322 0.000103 -0.000261 
 (0.000302) (0.000936) (0.000344) (0.000444) 
Constant 93.25** 59.33* 102.3** 107.5** 
 (8.037) (22.59) (9.152) (10.92) 
     
Observations 440 43 397 261 
R-squared 0.522 0.667 0.469 0.517 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 

 Table 6.9 contains regression results predicting the dependent variable Dropout 

Rate.  Here only the All Boards model shows a statistically significant relationship 

between adherence to the Combined Keys variables and lower dropout rates at the 95% 

level of significance.  In addition, the negative effect of interest group collaboration as 

projected through a relationship with higher dropout rates is present.    

Table 6.9 - OLS Regression Results for the Dependent Variable Dropout Rates 
VARIABLES All Boards Group 1 Group 2 Stable Boards 
     
Combined Keys -0.0918* -0.143 -0.0650 -0.0413 
 (0.0423) (0.108) (0.0463) (0.0501) 
Interest Group 
Collaboration 

0.229* 0.155 0.248* 0.284* 

 (0.101) (0.227) (0.110) (0.114) 
Students -4.85e-06 -1.70e-06 5.16e-05 -4.98e-06 
 (4.47e-06) (3.69e-06) (3.39e-05) (5.21e-06) 
Pct. White -0.542 -0.510 -0.216 -0.979 
 (0.751) (1.602) (0.942) (0.915) 
Pct. Free/Reduced Lunch  6.549** 8.730** 6.881** 5.622** 
 (0.848) (2.111) (0.944) (0.982) 
Pct. w/ IEP -9.547** -5.244 -10.19** -7.509** 
 (2.145) (9.316) (2.307) (2.554) 
Pupil Teacher Ration 0.120* 0.270** 0.0646 0.0710 
 (0.0482) (0.0930) (0.0581) (0.0582) 
Revenue Per-Pupil -0.000141* 4.25e-06 -0.000220** -0.000171* 
 (6.92e-05) (0.000162) (7.97e-05) (8.62e-05) 
Constant 1.346 -4.132 2.395 2.318 
 (1.868) (4.550) (2.163) (2.206) 
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Observations 437 47 389 262 
R-squared 0.205 0.491 0.204 0.220 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 

 All of the models thus far focus on graduation rates and high school drop-out 

rates, but what about test scores?  As explained earlier the use of test scores as a 

dependent variable is problematic in a multi-state study due to the non-comparability of 

tests between states.  However, for the sake of exploratory research models were run for 

each Key Work indicator using the percentage of students scoring advanced or proficient 

on the Wisconsin Knowledge and Concepts Reading Exam as the dependent variable.  

Table 6.10 shows the lone significant finding at the 95% level of confidence was the 

negative effect of the absence of board development on Reading proficiency levels.  

Results were similar when 2008 test scores were used a control variable, meaning that at 

least in Wisconsin the absence of board development is a negative predictor of reading 

test score proficiency, as well as a negative predictor of changes in test score proficiency 

since 2008.      

 Table 6.10 – Significant Result for OLS Regression Models Testing Relationship 
Between Individual Key Works and Reading WKCE Scores 

No board development. 
-1.37* 
(.542) 

N=149 
R-Sq.=.256 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*p<.05 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 On whole it is possible to accept the hypothesis that yes, adherence to the Key 

Work of School Boards has a generally positive impact on academic outcomes.  Of 

course, this conclusion comes with many caveats that merit further discussion. 
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 First, of all the keys only accountability, vision, and continuous improvement 

yield a generally positive effect.  There is clear evidence holding the superintendent 

accountable for performance, and planning through the use of a strategic plan and board 

development yields positive outcomes compared to boards that are less focused on these 

things.  However, the effect of collaboration is trickier. 

 Collaboration with the superintendent is a positive form of collaboration.  In 

contrast to some recommendations in the governance literature that boards should 

maintain a hands-off relationship with their CEO, close relations and collaboration 

between the superintendent and school boards in the states of interest serve a positive 

function (Carver, 2007).  However, collaboration with interest groups has a clear negative 

effect on student outcomes.  Interestingly this negative effect appears to be driven by the 

school boards in Wisconsin, Michigan, and Minnesota, as well as boards that have a 

higher level of stability.  There are many reasons to theorize why school board 

collaboration with interest groups has a negative effect on outcomes in these situations.        

 First, it is possible that interest groups dedicated to employee issues as opposed to 

student issues shift board member attention away from improving student performance.  

For example, if the primary policy issue in a district is teacher pay it is possible that 

student achievement concerns will be made secondary, if not ignored.  It is also possible 

that interest groups dedicated to lowering the property tax levy or increasing the use of 

charter schools have a similar impact of moving student achievement concerns to the 

bottom of the priority list.   

 Second, the larger number of school districts and more localized nature of district 

in Wisconsin, Michigan, and Minnesota may increase the number and scope of interest 
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groups which board members in these states have to deal with.  Simply, interest group 

collaboration may be a time-suck for hyper-localized districts dealing with hyper-

localized concerns that fall out of the scope of daily work for board members overseeing 

large districts.   

 Third, the negative effect of interest group collaboration on stable boards may be 

related to the politicization of school board elections.  The longer a board member serves, 

the more they may feel indebted to the interest groups that supported them in their most 

recent election.  If those interest groups are pushing issues unrelated to student 

achievement academic improvement may become a lower priority.   

 The theoretical explanations for the positive relationships between good 

superintendent-board relations and board development and improved outcomes fits nicely 

with the theorized black box model of school board governance in Chapter Three.  In that 

chapter school board governance is described as a series of situation dependent decisions, 

which if made correctly, positively impact district academic performance.   Not only 

must board members be in tune to what is possible, wanted, and beneficial in their local 

context, they must be high functioning with each other to enable them to even begin their 

decision making process under the correct premise.   Engaging in strategic planning is an 

easily identifiable way to determine that a school board is working to understand what it 

wants to be, thereby understanding how it might get there.  Engaging in board 

development is a clear indicator that a board is seeking to improve the way in which it 

goes about decision-making.  Together it increases the odds that a board understands 

what it wants to do and is working actively to ensure the governing processes are in place 

that allow the board to accomplish its goals.  It follows that good relations with the 
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superintendent are a positive.  The ground game of education is constantly shifting and 

some sort of connection between the man or woman making decisions influencing that 

ground game is in tune with improving the situation dependent decision-making ability of 

the school board.  

 The fact that many of the indicators of the Key Work of School Boards did not 

have a direct relationship with academic outcomes is not reason to discount the individual 

concepts or to mothball the entire document.  The fact that the only negative finding was 

a very specific type of collaboration should lead to a high degree of confidence that 

boards adhering to the best-practices presented by the NSBA are experiencing better 

outcomes than those that are not.  

 Potential future work to further these findings includes observational research of a 

sample of school board meetings testing actual adherence to these best practices by a 

neutral observer as opposed to a survey of member perceptions.  Additional work digging 

deeper into the content of specific strategic plans and better understanding of the range of 

board development processes can also further these findings.  However, the presented 

results provide good evidence that: 

1) Specific concepts highlighted by the NSBA – accountability, vision, and 

continuous improvement – are positively related to improved district level 

outcomes; and 

2) Collaboration with interest groups is generally correlated with negative district 

level academic outcomes. 

  Thus far it has been established that what board members bring to the governance 

process has a minimal direct connection to district academic outcomes but where they 
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focus their efforts does impact district academic outcomes.  The next chapter will look 

beyond the topic areas of focus for school boards in the six states to their perceptions of 

how they actually go about the governing process. 
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Chapter VII. 
School Board Group Dynamics, Zones of Discretion and Academic Outcomes 

 
 In its most romantic form a school board is the ultimate exercise in local control 

and democracy.  Citizens of communities win elections for unpaid positions to gather 

with other citizens to decide how best to educate the children in their community. 

Elections are non-partisan, so the institution is not poisoned by party politics.  The lack of 

pay ensures people view the position as public service; the desire to do good outweighs 

the desire for power.  But reality is not so romantic. 

 Sometimes board members disagree on the appropriate direction of a district; both 

sides convinced they are right.  Sometimes board members form coalitions.  Sometimes 

board members do not like each other.  Sometimes non-partisan board elections are non-

partisan in name only.   Sometimes board members have radically different 

constituencies and agendas, i.e. taxpayers versus public employees.  And more times than 

not local control is undermined by state and federal policies. 

 This chapter attempts to explain the relationship between the small group 

dynamics of publicly elected school boards and academic outcomes.  Unlike the previous 

chapter, the unit of analysis will be the individual board member rather than the board as 

a whole.  This approach, used in previous research on the small group dynamics present 

in city councils, still allows for connections to be made between board member 

perceptions and the performance of the school districts they represent, but also for the use 

of board member control variables that allow for a better isolation of the connection 

between small group dynamics and outcomes (Ihrke & Niederjohn, 2005; Nelson & 

Nollenberger, 2011). 

 Specifically this chapter tests two hypotheses: 
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1) The presence of dynamics typical to a high-functioning small group on a school 

board positively impacts district level academic outcomes; and 

2) Boards exercising larger zones of discretion have comparatively better academic 

outcomes. 

Literature Review 

 The sociologist Lewis Coser (1956) laid out a basic framework for understanding 

the positive and negative functions of social conflict in small groups.  Coser argued that 

not all conflict is bad, in fact conflict can often be a way for people to blow-off steam, 

say in an argument, without damaging the quality of work at the task at-hand.  To put in 

another way, conflict is more complicated than a good-bad dichotomy.   

  Almost fifty years after Coser Jehn (1997 & 1999) used qualitative work to 

identify three specific types of conflict; relationship, task, and process.  A school board 

can conflict over a process such as who should be the board president, a task such as 

which superintendent to hire, or over a personal relationship where two people do not get 

along.  All three of the types of conflict identified by Jehn were shown by Heidbreder et. 

al. (2011) and Ihrke & Niederjohn (2005)  to have slightly different effects on city 

councils in Michigan and Wisconsin. 

 But small group interaction is more than conflict.  Gabris (2006) identified several 

characteristics of high-functioning small groups, including sharing common goals and 

values, and getting along with the CEO or superintendent in the case of school boards.  

Small group interactions also are driven by governance structure.  How did a board 

member come to serve? For example was it through a contested election?  Or does the 

board adapt a specific governance model as identified by Gill (2002).      
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 And what about the environment in which boards operate?  What is their capacity 

to make decisions?  Michael Kirst (2009) and Jennifer Hochschild (2005) argue that 

school boards have a very small zone of discretion that limits their ability to make 

decisions that impact district academic outcomes.   

 The following sections of this chapter will explore the role of small group 

dynamics on school boards.  Unlike many non-profit boards or city councils, school 

boards have the advantage of having simple to understand intuitive indicators of the 

success of the organization they oversee: graduation rates, drop-out rates, and test sores.  

As explained in Chapter one this study accepts that the primary role of school boards is to 

maximize academic achievement.  Hence, quantitative methods are used to better 

understand the relationship between the small group dynamic perceptions of school board 

members in Michigan, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Utah, Nevada, and Florida, and district-

level academic outputs.   

Data and Results 

 School board members in the six states of interest were asked their level of 

agreement with a series of statements related to small group dynamics.  All questions 

were adapted, word-for-word whenever possible, from previous surveys of city councils 

conducted by Heidbreder et. al. (2011) and Ihrke & Niederjohn (2005).  The survey had a 

total individual board member response of rate of 23.9% (See Table 5.2).  The mean 

responses are presented in Figure 7.1; the total number of observations with valid 

responses range from 808 to 814 (Note that the 5 point Likert scale is reversed for the 

regression models so that 5 =  strong agreement and 1 = strong disagreement, for the ease 

of interpretation).    
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 To partially test the first hypothesis, using the same district level control variables 

as the previous chapter, a series of OLS regression models for all board members testing 

the relationship between graduation rates and indicators of overall, relationship, task, and 

process conflict were run.  Like in the previous chapter, the decision to run individual 

models for each small group dynamic variable was made due to high muticolinearity in 

an all-inclusive model.  The results in Table 7.1 indicate that board members perceiving 

higher levels of overall conflict and having higher levels of agreement that prior conflicts 

resurface have a significantly lower graduation rate at the 95% level of confidence.   

Table 7.1 – OLS Regression Results for the Dependent Variable Graduation Rates, 
Focal Variables Only 
Overall Conflict Coefficient N R-Squared 
High conflict -.774**(.290) 696 0.529 
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High cooperation .458 (.387) 697 0.525 
Relationship Conflict       
Disagreements become personalized -.127  (.301) 693 0.523 
Prior conflict resurfaces -.688* (0.308) 697 0.525 
Coalitions form along predictable lines -.466 (.280) 696 0.527 
Task       
Conflict is productive .546 (.376) 698 0.527 
Decisions are supported once made .363 (.336) 698 0.525 
Process       
The board has a clear leader .333 (.326) 695 0.526 
The clear leader is also the president .361 (.304) 697 0.525 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 

These results suggest that broadly school board conflict serves a negative function 

as it relates to graduation rates.  Relationship conflict appears to be particularly 

destructive.  Table 7.2 shows the results of the same OLS models except the dependent 

variable is dropout rates, yielding only one statistically significant variable; higher 

perceptions of cooperation yield lower dropout rates.  These results too support the 

conclusion that conflict in general serves a negative function on school boards as it 

relates to impacting academic outcomes, while cooperation in general is positive.  

Table 7.2 – OLS Regression Results for the Dependent Variable Dropout Rates, 
Focal Variables Only  
Overall Conflict Coefficient N R-Squared 
High conflict .083 (.076) 555 0.306 
High cooperation -.231* (.103) 557 0.31 
Relationship Conflict       
Disagreements become personalized .123 (.079) 553 0.306 
Prior conflict resurfaces .027 (.083) 556 0.302 
Coalitions form along predictable lines .052 (.074) 555 0.306 
Task       
Conflict is productive .007 (.100) 558 0.303 
Decisions are supported once made -.122 (.089) 557 0.306 
Process       
The board has a clear leader -.003 (.088) 555 0.305 
The clear leader is also the president .083 (.080) 556 0.306 
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Standard errors in parentheses 
*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 

 But what about the impacts of board member characteristics?  The same models 

were run incorporating the following series of board member control variables (See 

Chapter Five for summary statistics):   

• Board member race; 

• Board member age; 

• Board member sex; 

• Board member ideology through a dummy variable indicating identification as a 

conservative or moderate; 

• Education level as indicated by a dummy variable for being a college graduate; 

and 

• Dummy variables for employment in education or business. 

The significant results for the focal variables presented in Table 7.3 shows that 

controlling for board member backgrounds yielded very similar results as the models 

without board member controls.  Two focal variables, high conflict and the prior conflict 

resurfaces indicator of relationship conflict, are negatively related to graduation rates.  

The lack of influence of control variables is not surprising given the findings in chapter 

five on the relationship between board member backgrounds and academic outcomes.  

However, several models yielded a statistically significant relationship between board 

member employment in business or education sector and graduation rates, suggesting the 

possibility of an interaction between conflict and employment sector.           

Table 7.3 – OLS Regression Results for the Dependent Variable Graduation Rates, 
Focal Significant Variables Only (with Board Member Controls) 
Overall Conflict Coefficient N R-Squared 
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High conflict -.886**(.309) 639 .534 
Relationship Conflict       
Prior conflict resurfaces -.886**(.327) 640 .533 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 

 There are logical theoretical reasons to suspect that experience in the business or 

education sector may interact with board conflict.  Traditionally businessmen were 

viewed as the ideal school board members given boards’ perceived role as the guarantor 

of public monies and the desire for public entities be run more like private business 

(Ashby, 1967; Ostrom, 2007; Goodsell, 2003; Stillman, 1990).  It is possible that board 

members with business backgrounds (25.4% of survey respondents) and members with 

education backgrounds (15.84% of survey respondents) see the functions of the school 

board in different ways.  Indeed, when comparing rankings of priorities for board 

members those employed in the business sector rank monitoring district finances at a 

higher level (3.19 out of 10) than those with an education background (3.51 out of 10).   

Conversely those employed in education rank the setting of academic standards at a 

higher rate (3.30 out of 10) than members employed in business (3.90 out of 10).  It is 

easy to see how these differences in priorities interact with perceptions of conflict and 

cooperation.  In addition, the significant findings regarding relationship conflict give 

reason to suspect that long-serving board members, by virtue of having had more time to 

form relationship conflicts, may also present an interaction effect. 

 Table 7.4 contains the results of two OLS models predicting graduation rates with 

several interaction terms.  In Model One, the interaction term for high levels of 

cooperation and being employed in the business sector is statically significant at the 90% 

level of confidence (falling just short of the 95% threshold with a P-value of .056).  
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Meaning, the effect on graduation rates of having a higher level of cooperation for 

businessmen is actually negative (.267 - .380 = -.113).  This is a somewhat confounding 

finding, but perhaps an indicator that cooperation among businessmen may fit along the 

historical school board literature as a sign of favoring fiscal health over academic 

outcomes (Ashby, 1967).  The interaction term for high cooperation and working in the 

education sector is not statistically significant.   

 The results of Model Two presented in Table 7.4 indicate the interaction between 

having served as a board member for five or more years with higher levels of agreement 

that disagreements become personalized is statistically significant at the 95% level of 

confidence.  Meaning, the effect on graduation grates of having a higher level of 

agreement that disagreements on your board often become personalized is negative for 

long-serving board members  (.823 – 1.945 = -1.122).  This finding is less confounding; 

it is logical that the detrimental effects of relationship conflict on district outcomes 

intensify the longer time period a board member has to experience personalized conflict.     

Table 7.4 - OLS Regression Results for Dependent Variable 
Graduation Rates with Interaction Terms 
VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 

 
   
High Cooperation 0.267  
 (0.455)  
Conservative/Moderate Dummy -1.177 -1.138 
 (0.915) (0.886) 
Business Sector 2.289* 0.551 
 (1.323) (0.912) 
Education Sector 0.601 -0.392 
 (1.734) (1.118) 
Minority Member 0.319 0.124 
 (2.059) (1.947) 
College Grad Dummy 0.921 0.369 
 (0.908) (0.874) 
High Cooperation-Education -0.282  
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Sector Interaction 
 (0.339)  
High Cooperation-Business Sector 
Interaction 

-0.380*  

 (0.216)  
Students -0.000208** -1.64e-05 
 (8.84e-05) (1.90e-05) 
Pct. White 7.150** 14.50*** 
 (3.370) (2.938) 
Pct. Free/Reduced Lunch -37.74*** -36.90*** 
 (3.386) (3.262) 
Pct. w/ IEP -10.57 -13.32* 
 (8.228) (7.904) 
Pupil-Teacher Ratio -0.484** -0.286 
 (0.214) (0.190) 
Revenue Per-Pupil -0.000129 0.000120 
 (0.000299) (0.000278) 
Sex -0.986 -0.728 
 (0.843) (0.808) 
Age -0.00511 -0.0370 
 (0.0482) (0.0474) 
Disagreements Become 
Personalized 

 0.823** 

  (0.376) 
Served for 5 of More Years  4.723*** 
  (1.100) 
Personalized Disagreements-
Served for 5 Years Interaction 

 -1.945*** 

  (0.488) 
Constant 106.7*** 93.86*** 
 (8.444) (7.824) 
   
Observations 437 469 
R-squared 0.489 0.552 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
  

 In general the models including interaction terms lend support to the idea that 

conflict and cooperation affect boards differently depending on their unique make-up.  

Certainly, the potential for relationship conflict to increase its detrimental effects on 

graduation rates the longer it festers is supported.       
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 As stated numerous times the absence of comparable test score data makes good 

comparisons of test score achievement across states impossible.  However a crude 

measure of test scores achievement across states was developed to at the very least see if 

the negative relationship between relationship conflict and attainment and drop-out rates 

appears in test scores.  Using the state level tests explained in chapter four a dummy 

variable indicating whether the percentage of district students deemed proficient on the 

state reading test increased between 2008 and 2012 was created. 386 of the board 

members surveyed in 2013 represented districts that experienced gains on their official 

state reading tests, while 223 represented districts that experienced reading test score 

declines.      

 The results presented in Table 7.5 must be taken with a huge grain of salt, 

however they do supplement the previous results showing a connection between 

relationship conflict as indicated by agreeing that coalitions form along predictable lines 

and the odds of having experienced gains in district level reading proficiency between 

2008 and 2012.     

Table 7.5 - Logistic Regression Results for the Dependent Variable Reading Gains, 
Significant Focal Variable Only 

 Relationship Conflict Coefficient 
Odds 
Ratio N 

Coalitions form along predictable lines -145 (.074)* 0.865 651 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 

 Thus far this chapter has focused on small group dynamics through the prism of 

conflict and cooperation rather than board structure.   Table 7.6 shows the results of focal 

variables for six OLS regression models testing the relationship between board structural 
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variables and academic outcomes (Note all models included district control variables).  

The three structural categorical variables are: 

1) Stability – Has the board member served for five or more years (686 of 1,143 

members have)?; 

2) Opposed in the most recent election (712 of 1,116 respondents were)?; and    

3) Shared politics – Does the board member at least somewhat agree that they share 

political beliefs with their fellow board members (835 of 1,43 respondents 

agreed)? 

Table 7.6 – OLS Regression Results for Structural Variables, Focal Variables Only 
Dependent Variable: Grad Rate Coefficient N R-Squared 
Stable Board -.207 (.245) 668 0.535 
Opposed Election .739 (.603) 956 0.527 
Shared Politics -272 (.648) 974 0.524 
Dependent Variable: Dropout Rate       
Stable Board .057 (.065) 534 0.309 
Opposed Election -.243 (.218) 765 0.254 
Shared Politics -.515* (.238) 778 0.264 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 

 Overall these structural variables had little impact on district outcomes, the 

notable exception being the positive impact of shared politics on dropout rates.  Agreeing 

that you shared politics with most of your fellow board members lowered the dropout rate 

by over half a percentage point.   

 Another structural characteristic of school boards potentially influencing 

academic outcomes is their governance model.  Unfortunately there is little widespread 

agreement on best how to measure or characterize board governance models.  After 

several attempts to operationalize the characteristics of certain models into a governance 

model scale the decision was made to simply to use the descriptions of several 
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governance models offered by Mel Gill (2002).  Specifically board members were asked 

to identify which description best describes their board.  

 The responses, listed in Table 7.7, indicate that the overwhelming majority of 

boards say they are using the policy or management model of governance (responses 

were randomized in the survey design).  Whether or not boards are actually formally 

adopting one of these models of governance is a separate issue.  For example, though 

54% of respondents chose the Policy Model description as the best description for their 

board, follow-up research suggests only a small handful of boards actually adopted the 

Policy Model of governance as described by Carver (2006).  

Table 7.7 – Board Response to Governance Model Survey Question 
  Pct. N 
Traditional: The board governs and oversees operations through 
committees established along functional lines (finance, human 
resources, programs) but delegates the management functions to the 
superintendent  3.39 27 
Operational: The board manages, governs and performs the work 
of the organization.  3.02 24 
Policy Model: The board governs through policies that establish 
organizational aims (ends), governance approaches, and 
management limitations. These policies also should define the 
relationship of the board with the superintendent.  The 
superintendent broad freedom to determine the means that will be 
used to achieve organizational aims.  54.15 431 
Management: The board manages operations through functional 
committees that may or may not have a staff coordinator.  39.45 314  

Note: Bolded text not included in survey item. 

 With that caution in mind, OLS regression models using the descriptions of 

governance models as the independent variable (with operational model as the reference 

category) and graduation rates and dropout rates as the dependent variables were tested.  

The results, shown in Table 7.8, reveal that the only significant effect among focal 

variables was in Model Two, with boards using the policy model of board governance as 
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described by Mel Gill (2002) having a negative relationship with dropout rates.  Agreeing 

with the policy model description lowers the dropout rate in the district the board member 

represents by over half a percentage point.    

 Table 7.8 - OLS Regression Results for Dependent Variable Graduation 
Rates 

 Variables 
Model 1 
Graduation Rate 

Model 2 
Dropout Rate 

      
Policy Model 0.597 -0.533* 
  (0.678) (0.244) 
      
Management Model -0.0155 -0.224 
  (0.743) (0.272) 
      
Traditional Model 1.671 0.0440 
  (1.909) (0.761) 
      
Students -0.0000249* -0.0000121** 
  (0.0000122) (0.00000397) 
      
Pct. White 12.37*** -3.678*** 
  (2.083) (0.723) 
      
Pct. Free/Reduced Lunch -39.55*** 8.051*** 
  (2.294) (0.857) 
      
Pct. w/ IEP -6.017 -12.21*** 
  (5.703) (2.093) 
      
Pupil/Teacher Ratio -0.384** 0.311*** 
  (0.132) (0.0461) 
      
Revenue Per-Pupil 0.000400* 0.00000723 
  (0.000189) (0.0000700) 
      
Constant 92.40*** -1.273 
  (5.009) (1.801) 
      
Observations 974 778 
R-Squared 0.520 0.255 
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Standard errors in parentheses 
*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 

 This finding should not suggest that adaptation of the formal Carver model of 

board governance should be expected to lower drop-out rates, as mentioned very few 

boards in the six states of interest actually formally adopt the Carvel model.  However, it 

does suggest that board use of policies to define goals has a positive impact on outcomes.  

This finding is line with previous results in Chapter Six showing the connection between 

board vision and academic outcomes.  

 The presented results give no reason to reject the hypothesis that the dynamics 

typical to a high-functioning small group on a school board positively impact district 

level academic success.  The evidence is strong that minimizing overall conflict, 

encouraging cooperation, minimizing relationship conflict, and sharing political views 

with fellow board members had a general positive impact on district level academic 

outcomes.  However, these effects are influenced in part by the professional experience 

of board members who serve, and the length of time in which board members serve.            

 But what about board members capacity to make decisions?  What about their 

zones of discretion?  In Table 2.4 basic state-to-state differences in board member levels 

of discretion in different policy areas are presented.  Understanding these differences is 

important, but simply comparing achievement outcomes across the states and drawing 

connections between their levels of discretion in certain policy areas and those outcomes 

is unlikely to pick up the level of micro-and-macro restrictions that boards face.  For 

example two boards in the same state policy environment might have different local 

policies, some enacted by a prior board, that restrict their capacity to make decisions.  
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Instead, the impact of zones of discretion exercised by school board members is tested by 

modeling for the effects of going above what is required by state policy in the areas listed 

in Figure 7.2.  The tested hypothesis is: 

Boards exercising larger zones of discretion have better academic outcomes. 

 

       Figure 7.2 shows the board level average scores on a five point Likert scale 

asking board members to state their level of agreement that their board went beyond state 

requirements when setting academic standards, student assessment policies, behavior 

policies, and fiscal policies.  In other words, the higher their score the more they agreed 

3.2	
  

3.15	
  

3.21	
  

3.38	
  

3	
  

3.05	
  

3.1	
  

3.15	
  

3.2	
  

3.25	
  

3.3	
  

3.35	
  

3.4	
  

Academic	
  Standards	
  
N=482	
  

Assesment	
  Policies	
  
N=482	
  

Behavior	
  Policies	
  
N=471	
  

Fiscal	
  Policies	
  
N=474	
  

Figure	
  7.2	
  -­‐	
  Does	
  Your	
  Board	
  Exceed	
  State	
  
Requirements	
  in	
  the	
  Following	
  Areas?	
  
(1=	
  Strong	
  Disagreement	
  and	
  5=	
  Strong	
  Agreement)	
  

	
  



 

150 
 

they were exercising discretion in key policy areas.  The lower the scores, the more likely 

they were to be simply following policies required under state law. 

 The board-level responses to each of these four survey items were added together 

to create a single variable indicating that boards in general exercise a high-level of 

discretion in key policy areas.  The summary statistics for that variable can be seen in 

Table 7.9.  In addition, a high discretion variable was created in the data set containing all 

board members with valid survey responses.  This allows for additional analyses with 

board member control variables and interaction terms.   

Table 7.9 - Summary Statistics for Additive Discretion 
Scale 
 N Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max 
Board Level  463 12.98 3.56 4 20 
Individual Level 744 13.00 3.91 4 20 
 

 OLS regression model with the dependent variables graduation rates and dropout 

rates with school district control variables showed no significant relationship between the 

board-level variable for high discretion and outcomes.  However, shifting to the school 

board member unit of analysis revealed an interesting interaction term between high 

discretion and being employed in the business sector.  As discussed earlier in this chapter, 

there are reasonable reasons to suspect that board members employed in the business or 

education sector have unique roles in board governance.  Table 7.10 shows the results of 

an OLS regression model predicting the dependent variable dropout rate; in the model the 

interaction between the high discretion variable and business sector dummy variable is 

statistically significant at the 95% level of confidence.   

Table 7.10 - OLS Regression Results for Dependent Variable 
Dropout Rate with Interaction Terms 
VARIABLES High School Dropout Rate 
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High Discretion -0.0360 
 (0.0440) 
Students -2.01e-06 
 (5.57e-06) 
Pct. White -0.160 
 (0.930) 
Pct. Free/Reduced Lunch 9.751*** 
 (1.149) 
Pct. w/ IEP -12.47*** 
 (2.773) 
Pupil-Teacher Ratio 0.250*** 
 (0.0629) 
Revenue Per-Pupil -6.45e-05 
 (9.12e-05) 
Conservative/Moderate Dummy -0.847*** 
 (0.301) 
Business Sector -2.075** 
 (1.051) 
Education Sector -0.325 
 (0.376) 
Minority Member -0.666 
 (0.587) 
College Grad Dummy 0.147 
 (0.301) 
Age -0.00479 
 (0.0159) 
Sex 0.368 
 (0.280) 
High Discretion-Business 
Background Interaction 

0.154** 

 (0.0773) 
  
Constant -2.373 
 (2.636) 
  
Observations 340 
R-squared 0.326 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
 

 Specifically, being employed in the business sector has a negative effect on the 

relationship between exercising a high zone of discretion and dropout rate (-.0360 + .154 
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= .118); a businessman exercising a higher zone of discretion raises dropout rates 

compared to non-businessmen exercising a large zone of discretion.   There are several 

plausible reasons to explain this finding; businessmen may be more active in fiscal 

policies and hence paying less attention to academic policies, or businessmen might be 

very active in setting strong behavior policies, which may drive disruptive students to 

drop out.  Regardless, it is clear that businessmen exercising high levels of discretion 

have a slightly different effect on dropout rates than non-businessmen.     

Two additional models testing the relationship between high board level 

discretion and test score proficiency on the Wisconsin state tests did find a significant 

relationship between boards exercising higher levels of discretion and the percentage of 

students scoring at least proficient on Wisconsin’s state math test.  The results, presented 

in Table 7.10, are a very specific case.  But they do suggest, at least in Wisconsin, that 

school boards going beyond what is required in state law in setting key policies has a 

positive effect on test sores that is not seen in high school graduation or dropout rates.   

Table 7.11 – OLS Regression Results for Dependent Variable 
Graduation Rates, Wisconsin Only 
VARIABLES Pct. Proficient 

Math 2012 
Pct. Proficient 
Reading 2012 

   
High Discretion 0.314*** 0.155 
 (0.0825) (0.199) 
2008 Math Proficiency 0.622***  
 (0.0654)  
Students -1.40e-05 5.57e-05 
 (9.83e-05) (0.000235) 
Pct. White 2.689 -5.429 
 (4.395) (10.40) 
Pct. Free/Reduced Lunch -11.08** -9.185 
 (3.849) (8.869) 
Pct. IEP 18.02 8.536 
 (9.344) (22.70) 
Pupil Teacher Ratio -0.135 -0.242 
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 (0.185) (0.451) 
Revenue Per-Pupil 5.88e-05 0.000337 
 (0.000226) (0.000540) 
2008 Reading Proficiency  0.844*** 
  (0.208) 
Constant 28.79** 15.56 
 (8.793) (26.33) 
   
Observations 139 139 
R-squared 0.764 0.299 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 

 Overall there is insufficient evidence to support the hypothesis that school boards 

or individual board members exercising high zones of discretion in key policy areas are 

positively impacting academic outcomes.  Though the Wisconsin specific results cannot 

be used to make conclusions beyond Wisconsin, as more states move towards a common 

comparable testing framework the possible connection between high exercising of 

discretion and math scores should be explored.   In addition the effects of business sector 

employees on school board governance is worthy of future research.        

Discussion and Conclusion 

 This chapter tested two hypotheses and found compelling support for one; that the 

districts overseen by school board members with positive group dynamic attributes are 

higher performing than those without such attributes.  This finding has several 

implications. 

 First, school boards should work to minimize conflict and maximize cooperation.  

Though this recommendation is somewhat obvious, the direct connection between high-

conflict and lowered graduation rates can cast the connection in a new light.  Not only 

should conflict be reduced because it may create an unpleasant work environment, it may 

also be hurting a school district academically.   The negative effects of relationship 
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conflict in particular fit into the framework of the black box model of school board 

governance.  The task of making good situation dependent decisions is made more 

difficult if not impossible when a board is dominated by personal conflict.  The finding 

that the negative effects of relationship conflict are enhanced when board members serve 

for long periods of time suggest that periodic turnover on boards, whether voluntary or 

enforced through term-limits, may have a positive impact on district outcomes.          

 The relationship between board members’ use of the policy model of governance 

and lower dropout rates lends further support to the findings in the previous chapter that 

board planning and vision are linked to enhanced outcomes.  Simply, when boards have 

an idea of what they want to be, when they are cohesive, their districts have better 

outcomes.   

The failure to find compelling support for the second hypothesis - that boards 

going beyond state requirements do not have improved outcomes - is still a substantively 

interesting finding.  Boards should not expect to make better policy decision simply 

because they are making more policy decisions.  Indeed, in some situations the policy 

dictated by the state may in fact be the best medicine for the district.  Consistently going 

beyond state requirements in key policy areas may also lead to incoherent policies that 

change frequently over time.  Though measuring frequent changes in policy over time is 

beyond the scope of the single-point survey used in this analysis, archival research on the 

policy coherence of school boards over time may be a useful future endeavor.   

Perhaps the most relevant question stemming from the findings of this chapter is 

how?  How can boards reduce conflict, particularly relationship conflict?  How can 

boards be encouraged to have a coherent vision?  How can boards find the right balance 
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between the quantity and quality of decisions in important policy areas?  There are formal 

and informal answers to these questions. 

Informally school board members can be aware of the presence of conflict on 

their board.  A more formal approach is for board members to take a planning retreat, or 

dedicate a closed session every few months to the mitigation of board conflict.  A 

statutory approach is for the legislature to proscribe that boards overseeing consistently 

low achieving districts be subject to a governance intervention where the board engages 

in a period of self-study with a governance consultant, or the more extreme action of 

forced term-limits.  States could also build in use-or-lose-it funding for boards to spend 

on board development or strategic planning.  Though in a period of tight state budgets 

such an approach is likely to face opposition, the potential pay-off in terms of improved 

district academic performance may actually make it preferable to other costly academic 

interventions yielding similar if not less-impressive academic gains.   

It is more difficult to prescribe specific ways for boards to balance between high-

action and actual high-productivity.  The best approach to ensuring that the exercise of 

discretion yields academic gains is through the use of board development and strategic 

planning so the creation of policies that go beyond state requirements are made with 

measurable goals in mind.  In other words, a new academic standard is not considered a 

governance end, but rather a tool to meet a measurable goal, such as test score 

improvement, prior to the implementation of the policy.  Therefore, it will be easy to 

identify if a policy had or did not have its intended affect.        

Further discussion of the implications of the findings in this chapter and those that 

preceded it will be presented in the concluding remarks in chapter nine.  However it is 
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becoming clear by this point that public school board governance is linked to measures of 

academic outcomes in meaningful ways in Wisconsin, Michigan, Minnesota, Utah, 

Nevada, and Florida.  Thought subtle differences between these groups of different states 

do reflect the localized nature of school board governance, the many common findings 

support the notion that governance is important in influencing academic achievement in 

in very different contexts.   But first, I will take a brief look at a very different type of 

school board member; one representing a non-profit non-district charter school. 
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Chapter VIII. 
Characteristics of a Sample of Non-Profit Charter School Boards 

 
 What is a charter school?  Ask 100 people this question and it would not be 

surprising to get 100 different answers.  Nor would it be unreasonable.  According to the 

National Alliance for Public School Charter Schools, a national advocacy group, 42 U.S. 

states have a charter law.  However these laws differ dramatically by, and even within, 

states (Renzulli & Roscigno, 2005).  For example, the stat of Wisconsin has three distinct 

types of charter schools: 

1) Instrumentality charter schools authorized by public school boards and staffed by 

school district employees; 

2)  Non-instrumentality charter schools authorized by public school boards and 

staffed by non-district (and usually non-unionized) employees; and 

3) Non-instrumentality independent charter schools authorized by the City of 

Milwaukee, the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, and the University of 

Wisconsin-Parkside. 

The general concept behind charter schools, however, is common across different 

states and types (Mintrom, 1997).  The basic idea is that charter schools are public 

schools that are given a degree of freedom from school district and sometimes state 

policies in exchange for meeting performance targets spelled out in a contract between 

the school and the authorizing entity, be it a school board or not.  Charter schools often 

develop their own curriculum, engage in their own budgeting, and hire and fire their own 

staff.  Though there is intense political and research debate on whether charter schools in 

general actually fulfill their promise of increased outcomes in return for increased 
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autonomy, the basic goals and concepts underlying the charter school movement are clear 

(Witte et. al, 2007; Hoxby et. al., 2009). 

 Most research on charter school governance refers to the macro idea of shifting 

the oversight of public schools away from traditional public school boards and towards 

independent authorizers (Hall & Lake, 2006).  This strain of research leaves a huge gap 

in understanding the micro-governance of charter schools.  Consider again the case of 

Milwaukee.  The City of Milwaukee common council authorizes several schools, and 

much attention is paid to the way in which that board chooses which non-profits to enter 

into chartering contracts with.  But what about the non-profits to which contracts are 

given?  They too have boards, but are generally not in current popular discussion of 

education governance.   

 This chapter, using limited evidence, seeks to open a new-line of scholarly inquiry 

on the way in which non-profit charter school boards oversee this unique subset of public 

schools.  Though some of the non-profit literature on board governance can be applied to 

the case of charter schools, they are unique enough to warrant a sub-field in the area of 

non-profit board governance (Houle, 1989; Carver, 2006; Cornforth, 2003).   

 First, non-profit charter school boards not only are reliant on government revenue, 

but are defined specifically as public institutions in both the public discourse and state 

statutes (Merrifield, 2013).  This unique tension puts charter schools in an undefined 

space between private and public.  It follows that there is intense political debate over 

whether or not charter schools are indeed public institution, despite their officially 

defined status.  While many non-profits are forced to defend their productivity with 

public dollars they rarely are expected to have to defend their status as public entities; in 
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fact one would suspect many non-profits would actively resist being defined as public 

entities. 

 Second, non-profit charter schools engage in forum shopping in a way that 

parallels non-profit grant seeking behavior, but fundamentally differs from it.  Most non-

profits obtain funding from either selling a service, applying for foundation and 

government support, or some combination of both (Seltzer, 2001).  Non-profit charter 

schools may do these same things, but the bulk of their funding comes from government 

payments which the schools only become eligible for if they find an entity willing to 

authorize them.  Where most non-profits might submit grant applications to several 

foundations, a non-profit charter school submits applications to several charter 

authorizing bodies.  In other words the connection between government and the non-

profit charter school is always mitigated through a middleman.   

 Third, it is very difficult if not impossible for non-profit charter schools to change 

their mission.  They may modify it terms of the types of students they want to serve, but 

their basic mission will always be the education of students.   At least in theory, a school 

struggling at this mission will lose its charter, thereby ceasing to be a non-profit charter 

school. So, any significant change in mission equates to no longer being a charter school.  

 Originally, I planned to compare the relationship between governance and 

academic outcomes on non-profit charter school boards and traditional public school 

boards.  However, a low-survey response rate (just under eight percent of the 400 board 

members surveyed responded compared to 24% of public school board members) forced 

a shift in the research question.  Instead of comparing the relationship between 

governance and outcomes on non-profit charter boards, I attempt to answer: Who serves 
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on non-profit charter school boards in Wisconsin and Michigan, what are their beliefs, 

and what do the descriptive statistics say about their status as “public” entities?  

Background 

 Charter school board members in the states of Michigan and Wisconsin were 

chosen for this analysis due to the sizable number of non-district non-profit charter 

schools in these states.  As can bee seen in Table 8.1, in 2012 Wisconsin had 18 non-

district independent charter schools in operation while Michigan had 206.  Under 

Wisconsin law independent charter schools may only be authorized by the University of 

Wisconsin-Milwaukee, the City of Milwaukee, the University of Wisconsin-Parkside, or 

the Milwaukee Area Technical College (Merrifield, 2013).  However, the University of 

Wisconsin-Parkside may only authorize a single school in Racine, and the Milwaukee 

Area Technical College has never acted upon its chartering authority.  In Michigan 

universities and community colleges may authorize independent charter schools.  

Currently 11 institutions are authorizing 206 schools.   

Table 8.1: Non-District Charter School Characteristics, 2012 

 Wisconsin  Michigan 
Non-district charter schools 18  206 
Active charter school 
authorizers 

3 11 

Funding source Dedicated appropriation State education funding 
formula 

Unionized No School-by-school basis 
Teachers Licensed by the state Licensed and deemed 

“highly effective” under No 
Child Left Behind law.  
College faculty may teach 
without licensure 

Funding level $7,775 per-pupil Variable 
Location Milwaukee and Racine Statewide 
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 Though there are variations in some of the structural characteristics of 

independent charter schools in both states, both share the common characteristic of being 

overseen by a board.  Surveys were sent to the universe of independent school board 

members in theses state, but as mentioned less than eight percent were returned.  

Accordingly the following sections should be understood as an exploratory review of 

descriptive statistics rather than a representative sample of charter school board members 

in Michigan and Wisconsin. 

Who Were the Survey Respondents? 

 The descriptive statistics in Tables 8.2, 8.3, and 8.4 detail the characteristics of 

survey respondents.  A strong majority were male and White.  Very few identified as 

liberals, like public school board respondents charter board respondents were generally 

conservative or moderate.  Not surprisingly given the independent charter school board 

members are chosen rather then elected, only three had held elected office prior to their 

term on the board.  The average age was 58, and the length of service was varied.  

Overall charter survey respondents looked very similar to public school board 

respondents: White males in their 50s who identify as conservative or moderate.         

Table 8.2 – Characteristics of Charter Survey 
Respondents 
Sex N Pct. 
Male 19 73.1 
Female 7 26.9 
Race N Pct. 
White 21 77.8 
African-American 5 18.5 
Prefer Not to Say 1 3.7 
Ideology N Pct. 
Liberal 4 14.8 
Conservative 8 29.6 
Moderate 13 48.2 
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Non-Partisan 2 7.4 
Held Political Office 
Before N Pct. 
Yes 3 11.5 
No 23 88.5 
Length of Service N Pct. 
0-2 Years 6 22.2 
3-4 Years 8 29.6 
5-6 Years 6 22.2 
More than 6 Years 7 25.9 

 

Table 8.3 – Mean Age of Survey 
Respondents 
N Mean Std. Dev. 

24 58 11.8 
 

 Also like public school board respondents, many charter school board member 

respondents were employed in the education and business sector, and highly educated.  

The sheer number of respondents with advanced degrees does raise some concern.  It is 

possible that charter school board members in general are highly educated.  However, it 

also could be a sign of response bias.  While public school board members may have felt 

compelled to answer the survey because of their commitment to public service (a 

sentiment communicated to the author via e-mail by several respondents), charter board 

members may have been disproportionately compelled out of sympathy for a student 

seeking an advanced degree.   This possibility is further supported by the way in which 

board members viewed their interactions with the public.      

 Table 8.4 – Backgrounds of Survey Respondents 
Job Type     
Education 8 40 
Business 5 25 
Labor 1 5 
Professional (Law, Medicine, 4 20 
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etc.) 
Nonprofit 1 5 
Other 1 5 
Education Level     
Some College 1 4.6 
Bachelor’s Degree 3 13.6 
Advanced Degree 18 81.8 

 

What are the Governance Priorities of Survey Respondents? 

 As can be seen in Table 8.5, charter school board member respondents ranked 

interacting with the public as a very low-priority compared to other tasks.  In comparison 

public school board respondents ranked interactions with the public considerably higher, 

6.4 out of 10.  The highest priority was placed on the setting of academic standards, and 

strategic planning.   

Table 8.5 – How Do You Rank Priorities on a Scale of 1-
10? (Selected Answers Only) 
   N  Mean Std. Dev. 
Strategic Planning 18 2.6 1.8 
Academic Standards 18 2.7 2 
Interacting With 
Public 18 8.9 1.2 

 

 The priority ranking of charter board member respondents suggest a high internal 

focus on these boards.  This is not necessarily a bad thing.  Being freed from external 

pressures may enable greater focus on academic achievement.  Perhaps more telling 

when asked if all board members shared a common definition of accountability 100% of 

respondents said yes.  The results in Table 8.6 also suggest a high internal focus.  Though 

board members agree that they listen to the ideas of the community, they disagree that 

community members or interest groups have significant influence over board decisions.  
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Boards also seem to be stable, with strong engagement in both frequent and consistent 

board development. 

  

Table 8.6 – Charter Board Member Agreement with Statements where 1 = Strong 
Disagreement and 5 = Strong Agreement 
 N Mean Std. Dev. 
Engage in Consistent Board Development 21 4 1.2 
Collaboration with Interest Groups 17 2.1 1 
Community Member Have Significant 
Influence 19 2.2 0.9 
Our Board Listens to the Ideas of the 
Community 20 3.4 1.2 
Our Board Engage in Frequent Board 
Development 20 3.5 1.3 
Our Board has had Very Little Turnover in the 
Past Five Years 19 3.4 1.1 

 

What are the Governance Behaviors of Survey Respondents? 

 Table 8.7 lists board member responses to a series of statements with which board 

members were asked to state their level of agreement on a five-point Likert scale.  Most 

striking is the complete absence of conflict.  Respondents believe their boards are 

productive, cohesive, and highly cooperative.  These responses differ greatly from the 

much larger public school board member sample, begging the question, are the 

differences from the small sample, or is their something inherently insular and different 

about non-profit charter school boards?  

Table 8.7 – Charter Board Member Agreement with Board Descriptions 
where 1 = Strong Disagreement and 5 = Strong Agreement 
   N Mean  Std. Dev. 
High Conflict 22 0.7 1.2 
High Cooperation 22 3.6 0.7 
Conflict is Productive 22 2.9 1.1 
Disagreements Become Personalized 22 0.5 0.7 
Coalitions form Among Predictable 22 0.5 0.6 
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Lines 
Prior Conflicts Resurface 22 0.9 1.2 
Board has a Clear Leader 22 3.4 0.7 
Board is Productive 22 3.4 0.7 
Decisions are Supported Once Made 22 3.4 0.7 

 

Conclusion and Discussion  

 As discussed the low-sample size makes any definitive conclusions, much less the 

deployment of any meaningful quantitative analysis, impossible.  However, the limited 

evidence does give good reason to suspect that though non-profit charter school may be 

public by definition, their boards are far from public entities.  There are obvious 

differences including the absence of electoral accountability and the protection of charter 

school boards from open-records laws.  But the way in which these differences manifest 

in governance – high internal focus, low conflict, high levels of agreement, limited 

engagement with the public – warrants further study. 

 The obvious problem with the high internal focus is that significant amounts of 

public money, and the provision of a public good by entities accepted to be public bodies, 

is being overseen by boards that are far from public.  While unelected special purpose 

public boards are commonplace, an unelected non-profit board is shielded from both 

electoral accountability and some of the accountability provided by public oversight.  

However charter boards are not completely free of monitoring.  State agencies like the 

Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction do keep close tabs on schools’ finances and 

use bureaucratic authority to watch and sanction deficient schools.   

I should note these critiques of charter school boards are not original; high profile 

academics such as education historian Diane Ravitch vocally question the public 

accountability of the charter school model.  But the clearness in which some of the 
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critiques of the charter school model are supported in even limited survey results (as well 

as the comparatively low-response rate itself) support the need for further study of the 

role of non-profit school boards in the charter school accountability framework. 

 The greater potential weakness of the non-profit charter school board model is 

that the benefit of good governance on academic outcomes identified in previous chapters 

may be inaccessible to highly cohesive insular boards.  The black box model of school 

board governance presented in Chapter Two argues that the situation dependent decisions 

crucial to governance success in the hyper-localized context of education requires the 

ability to understand the context in which a board is operating.  An insular board, public 

or non-profit, is likely lacking this context.  If insularity is a structural characteristic of 

non-profit charter boards, it may become a real obstacle to improving charter school 

academic outcomes.  As more national charter school operators export their academic 

models to other states there lies a genuine risk that the charter model itself will be undone 

by stubborn adherence to a one best way line of thinking (Stillman, 1990; Hall & Lake, 

2011). 

 The main conclusion from this chapter is that the micro-governance of non-profit 

charter schools deserves higher-scrutiny by the academic community.  The limited survey 

results presented give good reason to suspect fundamental differences between the 

governance behavior of non-profit charter school board members and public school board 

members exist. Additional research is needed to find out exactly how these differences 

limit or enhance the potential of the charter school model to yield strong academic 

outcomes.   
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Chapter IX. 
The Problem of the American School Board Revisited 

 
 The first chapter of this piece is titled The Problem of the American School 

Board.  The problem of the American school board is more about perception than reality.  

No doubt there are school boards that do a poor job, but that is not, as some have 

claimed, reason to scrap the institution as a whole.  The connections between governance 

and district academic performance identified and explored in the preceding chapters gives 

no reason to support the notion that democratically elected school boards are 

fundamentally flawed.  The common finding across the groups in the comparative case-

study design reveals the school board to be a flexible institution capable of effectiveness 

in very different situations precisely because there is no one best way to improve 

academic outcomes. 

 In this concluding chapter the problem posed in chapter one; that there is no 

consensus about what school boards should be doing, will be addressed.  In addition the 

key findings of this dissertation will be reviewed, the many remaining unknowns will be 

addressed, and topics for future study on school board governance will be proposed.     

What Should School Boards Be Doing?   

 A simple yet accurate answer to the question posed in the subsection title is that 

school boards should be governing.  The black box model of school board governance 

described in chapter two serves as a theoretical guide for how board governance can 

impact academic outcomes.  Accepting that there is no one best way to govern a school 

district and that in fact the key to educational success is making the right decision in the 

right way at the right time provides space for the unique role of democratically elected 

school boards in the broader field of education reform.  No single canned set of education 
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reform strategies should be expected to raise academic outcomes in every situation; the 

long unsatisfying track record of well-intentioned education reform efforts bears out this 

reality. 

 The democratically elected school board provides a tried and true model for 

improving school district success.   It is true that some of the historical functions of 

school boards, such as fiscal oversight and human relations, have become less important 

over time.  However, school boards did for years serve these important functions because 

they were considered primarily a local concern, and the public understood that an elected 

board of flexible public servants was well positioned to oversee these functions in an 

accountable and acceptable manner.  As increased unionization reduced board control of 

human resources, and as state and federal funding and revenue caps were enacted, it is 

only logical that boards shifted their focus.   

 The presented findings provide further evidence that school boards can and do 

impact district academic outcomes through their governance behaviors.  Districts that 

show a commitment to board development and strategic planning, exercise close relations 

with the superintendent, minimize conflict and maximize cooperation, and minimize 

relationship conflict in particular oversee districts with higher graduation rates and lower 

dropout rates. And these attributes, at-least in Wisconsin, also have a positive effect on 

test score proficiency in certain subject areas.   

 The comparative case study design lends further heft to these finding despite it 

being a case study.  The education environment faced by school boards in Utah, Florida, 

Nevada, and Michigan, Minnesota, Wisconsin, are vastly different.  Yet, the common 

positive impacts of minimizing conflict, focusing on vision and continuous improvement 
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through policy-setting and strategic planning, and good superintendent-board relations 

hold true across the groups of states.  Notably, the negative relationship between interest 

group collaboration and academic outcomes is isolated to boards in Michigan, Minnesota, 

and Wisconsin.  This too suggests that state policy environments play a role in the 

governance-outcomes relationship.   

 But there is also much more to be discovered about school board governance and 

school district outcomes.  In particular the relationship between governance and test score 

performance identified to a mild degree here and in other recent work demands more 

attention (Grissom, 2012).  The relationship between board governance and academics is 

complex and continued improvement in the quality and comparability of standardized 

tests scores will enable future research to dig deeper into that complexity.  For example, 

does board governance influence performance in certain areas i.e. math or reading, more 

than others?      

 The clear presence of interaction effects for board members with different 

professional backgrounds and lengths of service on school boards also reveals a complex 

relationship between certain types of board members and the impact of small group 

behavior.  Better understanding how different personality types mitigate or increase the 

negative effects of conflict or positive effects of planning can better inform sitting board 

members of how best to govern for results in their specific governance context.  

 The next steps in school board governance research should focus on the collection 

of longitudinal school board data comparable to the snapshot data used in this study and 

further individual board case studies similar to those conducted by the Iowa Lighthouse 

Inquiry in order to gain a better understanding of how manipulations to school board 
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governance changes academic outcomes over time.  Understanding the role of school 

board governance in explaining variation in district level performance is necessary and 

practical for boards looking to improve outcomes.  But more specific understanding of 

changes over time could go one step further and enable the creation of hyper-specific 

roadmaps for districts looking to improve outcomes through governance reform.  

 Finally, more needs to be known about non-profit charter school boards.  The 

limited data obtained give good reason to suspect that they are very distinct creatures 

compared to public school boards.  As charter reform efforts increase in number, a better 

understanding of what is gained, or lost, through this still new accountability framework 

is warranted.  

How Can the Connection Between Board Governance and Outcomes Be Utilized? 

 Much discussion in this study has been dedicated to explaining how and why the 

institution of the school board can serve its role of maximizing academic output.  But 

what lessons can individual boards, legislatures, and education reformers take from this 

dissertation? 

 The lessons for school boards are easy.  If your board is adhering to the NSBA’s 

Key Work of School Boards, continue to do so.  Adherence to the concepts embedded in 

the Keys has a positive or neutral effect on graduation and dropout rates.  Particular focus 

should be placed on relations with the superintendent, board development, and creation 

and frequent updating of a strategic plan.  In addition boards should work to reduce 

conflict, particularly personal conflict, and be wary of collaboration with interest groups.  

Doing all these things is likely to yield district academic gains. 
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 The lessons for state legislatures are more complicated.  First, do not dismiss the 

potential of the elected school board.  While there may be situations where global 

governance reforms are warranted the potential positives of the governance reform must 

be weighed against the established potential for school boards to add academic value.  

The assumption that democratic representation is the lone or dominant positive attribute 

of elected school boards is a false one.  Legislators should also consider strategies to 

encourage better governance and consider intervention responses to poor governance.   

For example, most public school districts receive a fiscal audit from the state at 

least once every three years; a board governance audit could go along with these fiscal 

audits to gauge the performance of the school board.  Developing a framework for 

identifying board dysfunction in chronically low-performing districts could be a first step 

to meaningful interventions such as board development or forced turnover for struggling 

boards.     

 Education reformers should exercise caution in universally dismissing the 

democratically elected school board as an obstacle to education reform.  It is 

demonstrably not an inherent obstacle.  Sure, abolishing elected school boards would 

solve the problem of dysfunctional boards, but only at the expense of high-functioning 

boards that are having a positive impact on academic outcomes.  Further, recognition that 

improving school board governance behavior is a potentially fruitful approach to 

improving academic performance is warranted.  School boards deserve a place in the 

broad field of education reform.          

Conclusion 
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 The original survey data and extensive analysis in the preceding chapters and 

pages establish a connection between board governance and performance.  If the reader 

takes one thing way from this study it should be that governance matters.  Sometimes 

governance fails, sometimes it is irrelevant, but the capacity of small groups of diverse 

people to oversee organizations in ways that increase results – however defined – should 

not be dismissed.  Boards are vehicles for human interaction and decision-making with 

the goal of providing oversight to an organization.  Boards are flawed because humans 

are flawed, not because the concept, in education or elsewhere, is flawed.  Or to put it 

another way, the American school board is not a problem.  It is a solution.  
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Appendix A. 
School Board Survey Questions and Results: Public School Board Members Only 

 
1. What is your sex? 
 

 
Pct. N 

Male 53.38 600 
Female 46.62 524 

n=1,124 
 
2. Which best describes your race? 
 
  Pct. N 
White  93.47 1,045 
African-American  1.79 20 
Hispanic  .45  5 
Asian  .18  2 
Native American  .72  8 
Other 1.43 16 
Prefer Not to Say 1.97 22 

n=1,128 
 
3. What is your age? 
 
Mean N 
53.25 1,042 

n=1,042 
 
4. Would you identify yourself as: 
 
  Pct. N 
Liberal  18.11  201 
Conservative  32.61  362 
Moderate  37.12 412 
Non-Partisan  12.16  135 

n=1,110 
 
5. Do you share political beliefs with: 
 
  Pct. N 
All of your fellow board members  6.07 67 
Some of your fellow board 
members  69.57 768  
Few of your fellow board  16.49  182 
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members 
None of your fellow board 
members  7.88  87 

n=1,104 
 
6. Have you held elected office prior to serving on your school board? 
 
  Pct. N 
Yes  13.31  148 
No  86.69  964 

n=1,112 
 
7. Do members of your board serve under term limits? 
 
  Pct. N 
Yes  32.26 359 
No  67.74  754 

n=1,113 
 
8. How long have you served on your school board? 
 
  Pct. N 
0-2 years  19.79  222 
3-4 years  19.07  214 
5-6 years  14.35  161 
More than six years  46.79  525 

n=1,122 
 
9. In your last election did you have an opponent? 
 
  Pct. N 
Yes 63.80 712 
No 36.20 1,116 

n=1,116 
 
10. Do you have a job outside of the school board? 
 
  Pct. N 
Yes  76.83 859 
No  23.17  259 

n=1,118 
 
11. If yes, which best describes the nature of your non-school board job?  
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  Pct. N 
Education  15.84  96 
Business/commerce  25.41  154 
Labor/production  2.48  15 
Transportation  1.98  12 
Farming/fishing/forestry  4.62  28 
Sales  6.27  38 
Construction  3.63  22 
Professional services (law, medicine, 
etc.)  17.82  108 
Nonprofit  5.28  32 
Government  9.41  57 
Homemaker  .50  3 
Other  6.77  41 

n=606 
 
12. Which best describes your education level? 
 
  Pct. N 
Did not complete high school  .12 1  
High school Graduate or GED  3.92  32 
Some college or other post-secondary education/ training 
(including AA or AS degree)  24.26  198 
Bachelor’s degree  34.19  279 
Advanced degree (MA, MS, Ph.D., Ed.D., MD, JD, DVM, etc.)  37.50  306 

n=816 
 
13. Have you ever been employed as a teacher in your district? 
 
  Pct. N 
Yes  12.53 102  
No  87.47  712 

n=814 
 
How strongly do you agree with the following statements? 
 
14. My school district has adopted a performance budgeting process. Programs must 
show and document activities and levels of program success in order to continue 
receiving current levels of funding. 
 
  Pct. N 
Strong, intense agreement  6.04 49  
Agreement  26.26  213 
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Neutral, mixed agreement and 
disagreement  31.44  255 
Disagreement  30.70  249 
Strong, intense disagreement  5.55  45 

n=811 
 
15. Conflict among some school board members is high. 
 
  Pct. N 
Strong, intense agreement  6.64 54  
Agreement  15.50  126 
Neutral, mixed agreement and 
disagreement  15.99  130 
Disagreement  37.39  304 
Strong, intense disagreement  24.48  199 

n=813 
 
16. Cooperation among school board members is high. 
 
  Pct. N 
Strong, intense agreement  30.26 246  
Agreement  48.71  396 
Neutral, mixed agreement and 
disagreement  14.39  117 
Disagreement  4.80  39 
Strong, intense disagreement  1.85  15 

n=813 
 
17. Disagreements between board members often become personalized. 
 
  Pct. N 
Strong, intense agreement  5.32 43  
Agreement  12.61 102 
Neutral, mixed agreement and 
disagreement  13.60 110  
Disagreement  34.98  283 
Strong, intense disagreement  33.50  271 

n=809 
 
18. Conflict over issues on the school board usually results in a clear solution to the 
problem. 
 
  Pct. N 
Strong, intense agreement  10.07 82  
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Agreement  49.14  400 
Neutral, mixed agreement and 
disagreement  26.78  218 
Disagreement  11.18  91 
Strong, intense disagreement  2.83  23 

n=814 
 
19. School board coalitions (two or more individual members joining forces) tend to form 
along predictable lines (e.g. political party, male/female, etc.) 
 
  Pct. N 
Strong, intense agreement  8.12 66  
Agreement  21.65  176 
Neutral, mixed agreement and 
disagreement  20.42  166 
Disagreement  31.49  256 
Strong, intense disagreement  18.33  149 

n=813 
 
20. During board negotiations, prior conflicts often resurface. 
 
  Pct. N 
Strong, intense agreement  4.05 33  
Agreement  18.18  148 
Neutral, mixed agreement and 
disagreement  20.64  168 
Disagreement  37.96  309 
Strong, intense disagreement  19.16  156 

n=814 
 
21. The school board has a clear leader. 
 
  Pct. N 
Strong, intense agreement  17.86 145  
Agreement  39.78  323 
Neutral, mixed agreement and 
disagreement  25.37  206 
Disagreement  13.55  110 
Strong, intense disagreement  3.45  28 

n=812 
 
22.  The clear board leader is also the board president. 
 
  Pct. N 
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Strong, intense agreement  18.30 149  
Agreement  33.17  270 
Neutral, mixed agreement and 
disagreement  27.03  220 
Disagreement  16.22  132 
Strong, intense disagreement  5.28  43 

n=814 
 
23. The board is highly productive. 
 
  Pct. N 
Strong, intense agreement  23.51 190  
Agreement  49.50  400 
Neutral, mixed agreement and 
disagreement  17.57  142 
Disagreement  7.43  60 
Strong, intense disagreement  1.98  16 

n=808 
 
24. Board decisions are supported by all members once made. 
 
  Pct. N 
Strong, intense agreement  28.62 233  
Agreement  45.82 373 
Neutral, mixed agreement and 
disagreement  12.65 103 
Disagreement  10.07 82  
Strong, intense disagreement  2.83  23 

n=814 
 
25. How often do you meet as a board? 
 
  Pct. N 
Less than Once a Month  .12 1  
Once a Month  38.07 311 
2-3 Times a Month  57.53 470  
More than 3 Times a Month  4.28 35  

n=817 
 
26. Do you think your fellow board members share your definition of accountability as it 
relates to academic outcomes in your district? 
 
  Pct. N 
Yes  79.92 605 
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No  152 20.08  
n=757 
 
27. Please rank the following topics in order of your school board's priority. 
 

  
Mean 
Rank N 

Strategic Planning  3.44 762  
Setting Academic Standards  3.38 762  
Making Assessment Policies  5.44 762  
Making Student Behavior Policies  6.36 762 
Hiring the Superintendent  4.89 762  
Holding School Staff Accountable for District 
Performance  5.70 762  
Collaborating with Interest Groups  8.07 762  
Interacting with the Public  6.38 762  
Board Development  7.68 762  
Monitoring Fiscal Performance  3.67 762  

 
28. Which best describes the way in which your board governs? 
 
  Pct. N 
The board governs and oversees operations through committees 
established along functional lines (finance, human resources, 
programs) but delegates the management functions to the 
superintendent  3.39 27 
The board manages, governs and performs the work of the 
organization.  3.02 24 
The board governs through policies that establish organizational 
aims (ends), governance approaches, and management limitations. 
These policies also should define the relationship of the board with 
the superintendent.  The superintendent broad freedom to determine 
the means that will be used to achieve organizational aims.  54.15 431 
The board manages operations through functional committees that 
may or may not have a staff coordinator.  39.45 314  

n=796 
 
How much do the following statements describe the members of your 
board? 
 
29. Members take responsibility for past decisions. 
 
  Pct. N 
Very Little 2.98 24 
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Little 6.08  49  
Some 28.91   233 
Greatly 49.75   401 
Very Greatly 12.28   99 

n=806 
 
30. Members freely admit when they are wrong. 
 
  Pct. N 
Very Little  8.29  67 
Little  13.37  108 
Some  44.06  356 
Greatly  28.34  229 
Very Greatly  5.94  48 

n=808 
 
31. Members can take each other at their word 
 
  Pct. N 
Very Little  3.72 30  
Little  5.70 46 
Some  24.41 197 
Greatly  42.50 343  
Very Greatly  23.67 191 

n=807 
 
32. Members do what they say they will do. 
 
  Pct. N 
Very Little  2.72  22 
Little  3.84  31 
Some  23.51  190 
Greatly  51.86  419 
Very Greatly  18.07  146 

n=808 
 
33. Members willingly try new things without fear of ridicule. 
 
  Pct. N 
Very Little  4.60 37  
Little  9.32 75 
Some  35.03 282  
Greatly  38.88 313 
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Very Greatly  12.17 98  
n=805 
 
34. Members willingly try new things without fear of retribution. 
 
  Pct. N 
Very Little  3.97 32  
Little  9.05  73 
Some  31.35  252 
Greatly  41.26  333 
Very Greatly  14.37  116 

n=807 
 
35. Members are open about how they feel about other members’ preferences. 
 
  Pct. N 
Very Little  3.47 28  
Little  13.99 113 
Some  40.84  330 
Greatly  34.28  277 
Very Greatly  7.43  60 

n=808 
 
36. Members are open about their own preferences. 
 
  Pct. N 
Very Little  1.73 14 
Little  3.22 26 
Some  26.27 212 
Greatly  52.42 423 
Very Greatly  16.36 132 

n=807 
 
Please choose the extent to which each of these statements describes your 
board 
 
37. We do not regularly update our strategic plan. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  40.18 321  
Describes a little bit  19.65 157 
Somewhat describes  22.28 178  
Describes a great deal  12.02 96  
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Perfectly describes  5.88 47  
n=799 
 
38. We engage in planning when the academic and/or fiscal direction of the district needs 
to be changed. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  13.03 104  
Describes a little bit  12.78 102  
Somewhat describes 23.93  191  
Describes a great deal 38.35  306  
Perfectly describes 11.90  95  

n=798 
 
39. We engage in strategic planning at regular intervals, such as every five years or after 
each board election. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 20.91  166  
Describes a little bit 18.01 143  
Somewhat describes 27.58  219  
Describes a great deal 23.30  185  
Perfectly describes 10.20  81  

n=794 
 
40. We engage in continuous strategic planning, our plan is frequently updated 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 20.78  165  
Describes a little bit 17.00  135 
Somewhat describes 22.04  175  
Describes a great deal 24.81  197  
Perfectly describes 15.37  122  

n=794 
 
41. We use the academic standards set by the State Board of Education (or Department 
of Public Instruction). 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  2.27 18  
Describes a little bit  5.18  41 
Somewhat describes 19.44   154 
Describes a great deal 53.03  420 
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Perfectly describes 20.08  159 
n=792 
 
42. We set and tweak district academic standards in response to student needs. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  10.18  81 
Describes a little bit  11.93  95 
Somewhat describes  26.38  210 
Describes a great deal  38.82  309 
Perfectly describes  12.69  101 

n=796 
 
43. We set and update district academic standards at regular intervals, such as every five 
years or after each board election. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  25.98  206 
Describes a little bit  20.18  160 
Somewhat describes  23.83  189 
Describes a great deal  24.09  191 
Perfectly describes  5.93  47 

n=793 
 
44. We consistently set academic standards more rigorous than those required by the 
State Board of Education (or Department of Public Instruction). 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  15.45 123  
Describes a little bit  13.69 109 
Somewhat describes  25.75 205  
Describes a great deal  26.51 211  
Perfectly describes  18.59 148  

n=796 
 
45. We solely use standardized tests required by the State Board of Education (or 
Department of Public Instruction). 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  32.58 258 
Describes a little bit  17.68 140  
Somewhat describes  25.76 204 
Describes a great deal  17.42 138 
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Perfectly describes  6.57  52 
n=792 
 
46. We set and tweak district assessment policies in response to student needs. For 
example, if we see our students struggling in math we will increase the use of math 
assessments. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  9.13 72  
Describes a little bit  13.94  110 
Somewhat describes  29.15  230 
Describes a great deal  36.88  291 
Perfectly describes  10.90  86 

n=789 
 
47. We set and update district standardized assessment policies at regular intervals, such 
as every five years or after each board election. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 22.11 174  
Describes a little bit 21.22  167  
Somewhat describes 30.50  240  
Describes a great deal 22.36 176  
Perfectly describes 3.81  30  

n=787 
 
48. We consistently use standardized assessments that are more rigorous than those 
required by the State Board of Education (or Department of Public Instruction). We also 
use student portfolios and/or alternative ways to measure student performance. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  12.93 102  
Describes a little bit  16.98 134 
Somewhat describes  25.35 200  
Describes a great deal  29.40 232  
Perfectly describes  15.34 121  

n=789 
 
49. We use the behavior policies required by the State Board of Education (or 
Department of Public Instruction). 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  10.39 80  
Describes a little bit  17.53 135 
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Somewhat describes  31.04 239  
Describes a great deal  34.03 262  
Perfectly describes  7.01 54  

n=770 
 
50. We set and tweak district student behavior policies in response to incidents. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  9.92 77  
Describes a little bit  19.59 152 
Somewhat describes  32.09 249  
Describes a great deal  31.44 244 
Perfectly describes  6.96 54  

n=776 
 
51. We set and update district student behavior policies at regular intervals, such as 
every five years or after each board election. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 20.03  160  
Describes a little bit 16.93  130 
Somewhat describes 25.65  197  
Describes a great deal 28.12  216  
Perfectly describes 8.46  65  

n=768 
 
52. We set and consistently update student district behavior policies that are more 
rigorous than those required by the State Board of Education (or Department of Public 
Instruction). 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  12.48 96  
Describes a little bit  13.91 107 
Somewhat describes  27.96 215  
Describes a great deal  30.95 238  
Perfectly describes  14.69 113  

n=769 
 
53. We rarely change superintendents (or principal if a charter board). When we do we 
look for someone local. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 36.75  287  
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Describes a little bit 20.36  159  
Somewhat describes 21.00  164  
Describes a great deal 14.85  116  
Perfectly describes 7.04   55 

n=781 
 
54. We conduct a broad search for a superintendent (or principal if a charter board) with 
expertise on the pressing needs of our district. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 11.42  89  
Describes a little bit  8.86 69  
Somewhat describes  19.77 154  
Describes a great deal 36.33  283  
Perfectly describes 23.62  184  

n=779 
 
55. We tend to hire a new superintendent (or principal if a charter board) at regular 
intervals, such as once every five years of after a board election. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  81.84 640  
Describes a little bit  8.57  67 
Somewhat describes  5.75  45 
Describes a great deal  2.81  22 
Perfectly describes  1.02  8 

n=782 
 
56. We look for a superintendent (or principal if a charter board) that shares the values 
of, and is willing to be a collaborator with, the school board. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  6.92 54  
Describes a little bit  4.87  38 
Somewhat describes  13.72 107 
Describes a great deal  37.82 295  
Perfectly describes  36.67 286  

n=780 
 
57. We primarily support and defend the decisions of the Superintendent (or principal if a 
charter board). 
 
  Pct. N 



 

196 
 

Does not describe at all  1.53 12  
Describes a little bit  6.39 50 
Somewhat describes  15.71 123  
Describes a great deal  56.32 441 
Perfectly describes  20.05  157 

n=783 
 
58. We support and defend the decisions of the Superintendent (or principal if a charter 
board) until concerns with those decisions arise. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  16.18 127  
Describes a little bit  17.83 140 
Somewhat describes  20.64 162  
Describes a great deal  34.78 273  
Perfectly describes  10.57 83  

n=785 
 
59. We allow the Superintendent (or principal if a charter board) to manage the district 
as he or she sees fit, but regularly monitor and review his or her performance. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 4.83 38  
Describes a little bit 6.36  50  
Somewhat describes 15.01  118  
Describes a great deal 42.49  334  
Perfectly describes 31.30  246  

n=786 
 
60. We view the Superintendent (or principal if a charter board) as a full partner in the 
governing process. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 2.41   19 
Describes a little bit 6.59   52 
Somewhat describes 10.90   86 
Describes a great deal 39.80   314 
Perfectly describes 40.30   318 

n=789 
 
61. Organized interest groups have significant influence over board decisions. 
 
  Pct. N 
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Does not describe at all 45.34 355  
Describes a little bit 32.69  256  
Somewhat describes 13.03  102  
Describes a great deal 6.90  54  
Perfectly describes 2.04  16 

n=783 
 
62. We regularly listen to the ideas of organized interest groups and act on their input 
when we deem it appropriate. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  13.14 103 
Describes a little bit  24.49 192  
Somewhat describes  31.38 246  
Describes a great deal  24.87 195  
Perfectly describes  6.12 48  

n=784 
 
63. Organized interest groups are generally only active during board elections. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 49.43 387  
Describes a little bit 25.42  199  
Somewhat describes 14.56  114  
Describes a great deal 8.43  66  
Perfectly describes 2.17  17  

n=783 
 
64. We do not consider the input of organized interest groups when making board 
decisions. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  45.07 352  
Describes a little bit  24.71 193  
Somewhat describes  17.54 137  
Describes a great deal  9.22 72  
Perfectly describes  3.46  27 

n=781 
 
65. Community members have significant influence over board decisions. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  17.90 140  
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Describes a little bit  32.86 257 
Somewhat describes  32.35 253  
Describes a great deal  15.60 122  
Perfectly describes  1.28 10  

n=782 
 
66. We regularly listen to the ideas of community members and act on their input when 
we deem it appropriate. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 2.42  19  
Describes a little bit 11.73  92  
Somewhat describes 26.66  209  
Describes a great deal 48.60  381  
Perfectly describes 10.59  83  

n=784 
 
67. We do not consider the input of community members when making board decisions. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all  73.50 574  
Describes a little bit  15.49 121  
Somewhat describes  7.17 56  
Describes a great deal  3.07 24  
Perfectly describes  .77 6  

n=781 
 
68. We do not engage in any formal board development. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 45.47  356  
Describes a little bit 20.56  161  
Somewhat describes 19.28  151  
Describes a great deal 9.45  74  
Perfectly describes 5.24  41  

n=783 
 
69. We engage in board development activities when obvious dysfunction arises. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 39.95  310  
Describes a little bit 21.39  166  
Somewhat describes 23.84  185  
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Describes a great deal 11.98  93  
Perfectly describes 2.84  22  

n=776 
 
70. We engage in board development activities at regular intervals, such as every five 
years or after each board election. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 31.27  242  
Describes a little bit 20.16  156  
Somewhat describes 25.06  194  
Describes a great deal 17.31  134  
Perfectly describes 6.20  48  

n=774 
 
71. We frequently and consistently engage in board development activities. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 24.77  192  
Describes a little bit 18.19  141  
Somewhat describes 18.45  143  
Describes a great deal 21.55  167  
Perfectly describes 17.03  132  

n=775 
 
72. We follow the fiscal practices mandated by the State Board of Education (or 
Department of Public Instruction). 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 2.57  20  
Describes a little bit 4.89  38  
Somewhat describes 17.89  139  
Describes a great deal 48.13  374  
Perfectly describes 26.51  206  

n=777 
 
73. We set and tweak district fiscal practices in response to problems. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 5.78 45 
Describes a little bit 10.78  84 
Somewhat describes 23.75  185  
Describes a great deal 43.90  342  
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Perfectly describes 15.79  123  
n=779 
 
74. We set and update district fiscal policies at regular intervals, such as every five years 
or after each board election. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 25.06  194  
Describes a little bit 16.02  124  
Somewhat describes 23.51  182  
Describes a great deal 25.58  198  
Perfectly describes 9.82  76  

n=774 
 
75. We set and consistently update district fiscal policies that are more rigorous than 
those required by the State Board of Education (or Department of Public Instruction). 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 11.34  87  
Describes a little bit 12.78  98  
Somewhat describes 22.43  172  
Describes a great deal 35.59  273  
Perfectly describes 17.86  137  

n=767 
 
76. In the past five years our school board has had very little board member turnover. 
 
  Pct. N 
Does not describe at all 21.90  171  
Describes a little bit 16.52  129  
Somewhat describes 20.49  160  
Describes a great deal 21.77  170  
Perfectly describes 19.33  151  

n=781 
 
Which best describes how your board handles.... 
 
77. Financial Decisions 
 
  Pct. N 
The board as a whole deliberates and makes decisions  40.75 319  
The board makes decisions based on committee recommendations  30.40 238  
The board delegates decisions making authority to the  10.98 86  
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superintendent (or principal if a charter board) 
The board follows its established policies when making decisions  17.88 140  

n=783 
 
78. Personnel Decisions 
 
  Pct. N 
The board as a whole deliberates and makes decisions  12.63 99  
The board makes decisions based on committee recommendations  20.03  157 
The board delegates decisions making authority to the 
superintendent (or principal if a charter board)  48.60  381 
The board follows its established policies when making decisions  18.75  147 

n=784 
 
79. Decisions about the academic direction of the district 
 
  Pct. N 
The board as a whole deliberates and makes decisions  25.26 196  
The board makes decisions based on committee recommendations  26.68  207 
The board delegates decisions making authority to the 
superintendent (or principal if a charter board)  31.70  246 
The board follows its established policies when making decisions  16.37  127 

n=776 
 
80. Decisions regarding the public perception of the district 
 
  Pct. N 
The board as a whole deliberates and makes decisions  51.48 400  
The board makes decisions based on committee recommendations  15.19 118 
The board delegates decisions making authority to the 
superintendent (or principal if a charter board)  18.28 142  
The board follows its established policies when making decisions  15.06 117  

n=777 
 
81. Decisions regarding interactions with state government 
 
  Pct. N 
The board as a whole deliberates and makes decisions  29.65 231  
The board makes decisions based on committee recommendations  10.65 83  
The board delegates decisions making authority to the 
superintendent (or principal if a charter board)  42.11 328  
The board follows its established policies when making decisions  17.59 137  

n=779 
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82. Using the continuum below, indicate who bears responsibility for the following 
organizational functions, where: 
 
-5 means the Board is fully responsible for the function; 
 0 means the Board and Superintendent (or principal if a charter board) equally share 
responsibility for the function; and 
 5 means the Superintendent (or principal if a charter board) is fully responsible for the 
function. 
 
  Mean N 
Day-to-Day Operational 
Management  4.42  788 
On-Going Financial Management  2.23 662 
Strategic Planning  .39 580 
Stakeholder and Public Relations  .89 584  
Program Evaluation  2.45 683  
Public Advocacy  .34 565  
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Appendix B. 
Survey Solicitation Letter 

 
Dear School Board Member,   

We invite you to take part in a survey of decision-making on school boards in Wisconsin, 
Minnesota, Michigan, Utah, Florida, and Nevada. You were selected due to your position 
as a school board member in one of these states.  While your participation is voluntary, 
we would greatly appreciate your assistance.  Included in the e-mail is a link to an online 
survey.  If you prefer to receive a paper survey, please e-mail Michael Ford at 
mford@uwm.edu with your address, and a paper survey will be mailed.   We are seeking 
to understand the experiences and characteristics of school board members. We recognize 
the sensitive nature of many of the questions we have asked. We want to assure you that 
your responses will remain strictly confidential.  No individual board or board member 
information will be released.  Also, given the complexity of the issues being addressed, 
the questionnaire may take you about twenty minutes to complete.    We are confident 
that you will find many of our questions interesting and will want to know what we have 
found out from all the school boards studied.  The deadline for completing the survey is 
important for our research.  Please complete and submit online by April 15, 2013. 

There are no known risks associated with your participating in this study, other than the 
discomfort you may experience when answering what may be awkward questions about 
board dynamics.  Possible benefits are that you will learn, from the results of this 
research, more about the decision-making processes used by other boards. PLEASE DO 
NOT INPUT YOUR NAME ANYWHERE ON THE SURVEY. 
 
If you have any questions about this research please contact Michael Ford using the 
information below: 
  
Michael Ford 
Doctoral Student, Urban Studies 
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 
3835 S. Herman Street 
Milwaukee, WI 53207 
414-803-2162 
mford@uwm.edu 
  
This study was received IRB approval on February 19, 2013, IRB# 13.275.  If you have 
any complaints about your experience as a participant in this study, please call or write: 
  
Melissa Spadanuda 
IRB Administrator 
University Safety and Assurances 
University of Wisconsin - Milwaukee 
P.O. Box 413, Engelmann 270 
Milwaukee, WI  53201 
Phone: 414-229-3173 



 

204 
 

Fax: 414-229-6729 
www.irb.uwm.edu 
  
Although Ms. Spadanuda will ask your name, all complaints are kept in confidence. 
  
Thank you so much for your contribution to knowledge in this area. 
  
Sincerely, 
  
Michael Ford and Douglas Ihrke 
 
 University of Wisconsin – Milwaukee 
Consent to Participate in Online Survey Research 
  
Study Title:  The Impact of School Board Governance Behavior on Academic 
Achievement in Diverse States 
  
Person Responsible for Research: Douglas Ihrke and Michael Ford 
  
Study Description:  The purpose of this research study is to better understand how 
school board governance affects academic achievement in diverse policy 
environments.  Approximately 9,600 subjects will participate in this study.  If you agree 
to participate, you will be asked to complete an online survey that will take 
approximately 20 minutes to complete.  The questions will ask you about your 
background, your experiences as a school board member, and your relationships with 
other school board members and district personnel.  
  
Risks / Benefits:  Risks to participants are considered minimal.  Survey respondents may 
expect some psychological discomfort.  The questions contained in the survey instrument 
are of a sensitive nature in the sense that the subject matter is the relationships and 
interactions within groups of which the participants are all members.  Collection of data 
and survey responses using the internet involves the same risks that a person would 
encounter in everyday use of the internet (such as breach of confidentiality).  While the 
researchers have taken every reasonable step to protect your confidentiality, there is 
always the possibility of interception or hacking of the data by third parties that is not 
under the control of the research team. 
  
There will be no costs for participating. There are no benefits to you other than to further 
research. 
  
Limits to Confidentiality  
  
Identifying information such as your school district will be collected for purposes of 
linking your Reponses, and those of your colleagues to district financial and academic 
performance data.  Your responses will be treated as confidential and all reasonable 
efforts will be made so that no individual participant will be identified with his/her 
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answers.  Data will be retained on the Qualtrics website server for on year and will be 
deleted after this time.  However, data may exist on backups or server logs beyond the 
timeframe of this research project.  Data transferred from the survey site will be saved in 
an encrypted format indefinitely.  Only three people, the PI, student PI, and study staff 
will have access to the data collected by this study.  The research team will remove your 
identifying information after linking the data and all study results will be reported 
without identifying information so that no one viewing the results will ever be able to 
match you with your responses. 
  
Voluntary Participation:  Your participation in this study is voluntary.  You may 
choose to not answer any of the questions or withdraw from this study at any time 
without penalty.  Your decision will not change any present or future relationship with 
the University of Wisconsin Milwaukee. 
  
Who do I contact for questions about the study:  For more information about the study 
or study procedures, contact Douglas Ihrke at dihrke@uwm.edu. 
  
Who do I contact for questions about my rights or complaints towards my 
treatment as a research subject?  Contact the UWM IRB at 414-229-3173 or 
irbinfo@uwm.edu.  This study was approved on February 19, 2013, IRB# 13.275. 
  
Research Subject’s Consent to Participate in Research:  
By entering this survey, you are indicating that you have read the consent form, you are 
age 18 or older and that you voluntarily agree to participate in this research study. 
  
Thank you! 
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