S
Stephen Hyer, board president
of Michigan’s Clarkston
Community Schools.
Bridget Barrett
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Speak Out
Del Stover

As school board members, your voice has power, and it’s needed more
than ever. Here’s how you can be a better advocate, plus a look at
five board members who are going the extra mile for their schools

s state lawmakers debated a bill with provisions
that would unfairly impact local school funding—and limit accountability for charters—the
North Carolina School Boards Association
asked its members to take action. Ultimately, 78
school boards adopted a resolution opposing
the bill and calling for the governor to veto it if
flawed provisions were put into law.
State lawmakers heard the raised voices of local school
board members. In the end, the legislation passed in June—
but without the most damaging provisions and with
improved language on charter school accountability.
“It did have an impact, because the boards’ concerns
were mentioned over and over again in legislative committees and on the House floor,” says Leanne Winner, director
of the association’s government relations team. “The minority party’s staff and governor’s staff were calling me weekly
to get a list of districts [adopting the resolution] that was up
to date.”
This story underscores an important lesson: The power
of local school board members speaking out is nothing to
dismiss.
“When school board members meet with their state legislators or members of Congress, it’s [usually] a meeting of
elected official to elected official,” says Michael Resnick,
associate executive director of NSBA’s Office of Advocacy
and Public Policy. “The board member is speaking for the
public at large ... They do not have a vested personal interest in the school system as much a vested interest in the
education of children. They bring a level of credibility to
any policy debate.”
That credibility will be sorely needed in the years ahead.
Across the nation, state lawmakers are debating property
tax caps, funding cuts, and charter school laws that will add
new challenges for local districts. Meanwhile, the federal
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government continues to expand its role in influencing local
education policy through unfunded mandates, regulations
tied to federal funds, and the upcoming reauthorization of
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.
That’s reason enough to fuel the activism of Stephen
Hyer, board president of Michigan’s Clarkston Community
Schools. Hyer works closely with state and NSBA lobbyists
and travels to the nation’s capital several times a year to talk
to policymakers.
“Instead of sitting home and letting things get done to us,
I want lawmakers to know what’s going on at the local
level,” he says. “They need to hear our perspective. I know,
as a local board member, if I understand the superintendent’s perspective, I make better decisions. That’s true at
the national level as well. If federal legislators need to know
what we’re thinking, they certainly can make better policy.”
Tapping local power

Given the time school board members spend simply meeting their local governance responsibilities, it’s not surprising many leave the work of advocating for public education
to their state associations and NSBA. And certainly these
advocacy teams play a crucial role: Lobbyists articulate the
school board position on various issues and back up their
arguments with sound research and data. If they do their
jobs well, policymakers look to association staff as a
resource in understanding the issues.
Yet even the most seasoned lobbyists are quick to
acknowledge that local board members are key to their
work. When local officials speak up on an issue, they reaffirm the lobbyists’ arguments—and the message resonates
all the more with lawmakers because it’s delivered by someone within their own constituency.
Certainly NSBA looks to local board members as key
partners in its advocacy efforts—indeed, the organization’s
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Bobby Rigues,
Aledo Independent
School District, Texas
here comes a time in every great
movement—generally toward the
beginning—when the would-be
leader pauses, takes stock of the
situation, and declares to no one in
particular: “What am I doing here?”
Bobby Rigues reached that moment on the
morning of June 28, 2010.
Rigues was standing under a white tent,
urging drivers on Farm Road 1187 to stop and
sign a letter to the Texas state legislature calling for stronger financial support for public
schools.
It was raining. Rigues, a seven-year board
member for the 4,600-student Aledo Independent School District, wore a wrinkled red poncho and carried a very damp clipboard. He’d
spent $79 of his own money on two signs saying: Sign Your Letter Here. Make Education a
Priority.
“I was really wondering if I was making the
right decision,” Rigues recalls, “because no one
would stop.”
Eventually, they did. In fact, at times a whole
line of cars stopped. Other board members
came and helped out. They’d given Rigues the
OK to do some informal outreach, but the tent
and clipboard were his idea. The superintendent arrived and talked to anyone who showed
up about the dire financial condition of the
state’s public schools.
And, yes, a movement was born.
Originally, the goal was to get 4,600 letters,
the same as the number of students in Aledo.
Rogues and his colleagues reached that—plus
more than 1,000 additional letters—in the
weeks that followed. Then other districts “got
wind of the idea,” Rigues says, and started urging their constituents to write letters too.
By the end of 2010, some 618 school districts—more than half of those in Texas—
passed resolutions urging lawmakers to put
education first. A website
(www.schoolpriority.com) was launched, supporters rallied at the capitol in March, and the
movement continued to grow.
“Fortunately, it just mushroomed into a
statewide campaign once the word got out,”

T

says Jay Stringer, vice president of Aledo’s
board.
It would be wonderful to report that Gov.
Rick Perry and legislators took Rigues’ message to heart and changed their minds. Instead of asking what the state could afford to
give schools (without raising taxes, of course),
it would have been nice if they turned that
question around and inquired, “What do
schools need?
Unfortunately, that hasn’t happened, and
over the next two years Texas’ public schools
are looking at $4 billion to $6 billion in cuts in
state aid despite projections that they will add
more than 80,000 students this fall. Some experts say that 30,000 positions may have to
be cut in the next two years.
But those projections failed to sway
enough lawmakers. “You should be happy it’s
not eight” billion dollars in cuts, Rigues recalled
one legislator saying.
This battle is far from over, however, even
Steve Mcalister
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though schools took a big hit and Perry, a potential Republican presidential candidate, got
to boast that the Lone Star State was not raising taxes. Allies are springing up from both
sides of the aisle, says Rigues, also a Republican, who cites Democratic State Sen. Wendy
Davis for initiating a “courageous” filibuster to
force a special June legislative session to revisit the budget.
Less tangible, but perhaps more powerful in the long run, are the alliances that
Rigues and his colleagues are forging
among districts—urban, suburban, and
rural—even though their interests don’t always coincide. When Rigues began his
campaign, skeptics told him that the state’s
districts are “too diverse for everyone to
come together.”
“This is what we proved different,” he says,
“that school districts can come together under
one premise of making education a priority.”
—Lawrence Hardy
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political strength comes from its grassroots base. “It’s
important for NSBA to talk about the needs of public
schools across America,” says Reginald Felton, NSBA’s
assistant executive director for congressional relations.
“But when a board member says, ‘I’m from your district,
and let me tell you what that legislation does to my schools,’
that carries a lot of weight.”
That reality explains why building a grassroots network
has been so important to state associations and NSBA. By
providing training on the nuances of lobbying, supplying upto-date legislative information, and sending out “Calls to
Action”—announcements that ask board members to speak
out as key policy decisions are under debate—these networks bolster the influence of association lobbyists with
local voices.
When put into play, it’s an effective partnership. The New
York State School Boards Association (NYSSBA), for example, has developed position papers on unfunded mandates
and encouraged its members to use the enclosed data to
sway lawmakers. This summer, Brian Butry of NYSSBA’s
communications and research office saw a board member
at a state lawmaker’s office. The briefing paper was under
the board member’s arm.
“We’ve been beating the drums for a while that a lot of
nondiscretionary costs affect a school board’s ability to
spend revenue,” Butry says. “We’ve made some traction on
this. I think the tide is starting to change.”
Butry says lawmakers are starting to realize that “some
of the legislation that passed years ago ... needs to be
relooked at” because of the impact it has on local districts.
The lobbying continues, he says—and it’s likely to take time
before change actually comes.
But, then, the work never really stops. In recent years,
every state school boards association has fought—with
varying degrees of success—to hold the line on funding
cuts. Many have challenged flawed charter school bills,
blocked new voucher legislation, and fought vocal campaigns against unfunded mandates. Meanwhile, NSBA has
pushed Congress for more education funding, argued for
more flexibility in the heavy-handed mandates of the No
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), and is pushing for betterquality prekindergarten programs.
It’s about relationships

All of this is made possible through state legislative advocacy networks and NSBA’s Federal Relations Network
(FRN), both of which recruit board members willing to contact their legislators on request.
Sometimes a “Call to Action” will ask board members to
respond within days or even a matter of hours to a piece of
legislation. It all depends on how quickly the legislative
process is moving—and whether some new provision is
slipped into the day’s deliberations.
“If members of Congress don’t hear from anyone, they’ll
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Congress and the golden rule
We asked state association staff: What is your one golden rule for
school board members, with limited time, who want to be effective
with members of Congress?
They said:
Lissa Astilla Tucker, director of governmental relations, Alabama
School Boards Association: School board members may feel their
Congressional members are too busy to really be interested in hearing from them. But remember, you represent the same constituents.
School boards’ members speak for students, parents, school personnel, and the local community—who vote in congressional elections and make up local grassroots. That is a vital local connection
and makes very effective advocacy.
Rick Pratt, assistant executive director for governmental relations, California School Boards Association: Be persistent. Frequent
communication not only helps to establish and maintain good relationships, but it also keeps your issues on their radar. One-time
meetings or letters are too easily forgotten. If an issue is important
to you, don’t drop it.
Julie George, director of government relations, Colorado Association of School Boards: The first step is to build a relationship with
the staff. Time with the actual member is difficult to come by, but
staff need to and want to know their constituents.
Donald P. Wotruba, deputy director, Michigan Association of
School Boards: Be short, concise, and to the point. Don’t make
them search for the point you want to make, and use examples that
impact their districts.
Bob Vogel, director of governmental relations, Montana School
Boards Association, and former legislative aide to Sen. Max Baucus
(D-Mont.): Make sure to let the staff member who covers your area
of interest know who you are, why you are concerned with the issues that impact K-12 education, and that the staff and/or member
have a standing invitation to visit your school district to see both the
good things that are going on and the challenges you are facing.
When you do have an opportunity to see your member of Congress,
tell them how much you appreciate his or her staff person and
briefly explain what your conversations have been about.
Scott T. Price, general counsel, South Carolina School Boards
Association: Maintain consistent communications—this applies to
issues on which you agree and disagree. Members of Congress
should not hear from you only when it’s negative. Routine school
news and invitations to visit district schools are also part of maintaining relationships.
Compiled by Joetta Sack-Min, Associate Editor
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just move forward ... without understanding our position,”
says Kathleen Branch, director of NSBA’s national advocacy
services.
Certainly a flood of phone calls, e-mails, and letters
catches the attention of policymakers. But veteran advocates say the influence of these communications is all the
more powerful if you already have added a personal touch
to your advocacy efforts.
“It’s all about relationships,” says Bob Vasquez, board
president for Ohio’s Toledo Public Schools. “I’m constantly
in contact with my legislators so they understand what the
issues are. I don’t hesitate to pick up the phone and say, ‘I’d
like to meet with you.’ I think there’s nothing more impor-

JoAnn Feltner,
oAnn Feltner began her career
as a teacher. Even after retiring
from a 35-year career in Ohio’s
Franklin City Schools, she hasn’t
really left the role. The skills she
learned in the classroom continued to
serve her well as an administrator, and for
the past 14 years, as a school board member.
“Being a parent, teacher, and administrator, I thought I had a unique background
and perspective,” says Feltner, who ran for
school board four months after she retired
in 1995. “Having that kind of building-level
experience, you know how the decisions
you make affect what happens in schools.”
For example, Feltner launched a student achievement recognition program for
the 3,000-student district. The program
boasts an active search committee and has
a regular spot on the board agenda. In
April, the board shook hands and snapped
pictures with more than a dozen students
who’d held straight A’s for the past 10
quarters.
At the same time, Feltner has been
equally effective at highlighting the disparities students face in her role as a member
of NSBA’s Federal Relations Network
(FRN).
“People will comment that money isn’t a
determiner of a quality education,” she
says. “While that may be, it’s a fact that
without it we can’t provide the resources
needed ... especially for our disadvantaged

J

tant than school board members having a relationship with
their legislators.”
Vasquez, who also is a member of the board of trustees
of the Ohio School Boards Association (OSBA), makes a
point of not holding meetings just to state an opinion or
demand action. Sometimes he simply keeps them informed
of issues so he’s seen as a resource for information. Once,
he says, his board and the teachers union invited legislators
to a breakfast briefing on how the state’s education funding
system affected local schools. The result was a “very
healthy, positive debate” that helped “open the eyes of all
our legislators.”
“We believe when they left, they actually learned some-

Franklin City Schools, Ohio
kids. We really need to go to bat for them
and ensure that we give them the best
possible education.”
A critical arm of NSBA’s advocacy efforts, the FRN is an impassioned group of
local school board members appointed by
their state associations to represent their
constituents and build relationships with
state and federal lawmakers. Each February, FRN activists descend on Capitol Hill
to meet with their members of Congress
on education issues.
On her first trip to Washington, Feltner
came prepared. She worked with staff to
develop a 50-page document that included
everything you ever wanted to know about
her district. In a flash, Feltner realized it was
49 pages too many.
“The most important thing I’ve learned is
to keep it simple,” Feltner says. “You have a
limited amount of time with these legislators. We are not the only people who are
lobbying and asking for funding.”
Feltner went back to the drawing board,
and with the aid of Franklin’s central office
staff and the Ohio School Boards Association’s (OSBA) legislative team, devised a
more concise yet still convincing case for
more funding, particularly for Title I and
special education students. She says “a
light bulb went off” after she saw how
much the district, state, and federal government contributed in these areas.
“This is the kind of thing they need to
see, when they promised to fund [educa-
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tion] at 40 percent and here it is 2011 and
they still haven’t lived up to that commitment,” Feltner says. “I even calculated that,
at the rate we’re going, I would be 185 before we actually reached that level.”
Motivated by Franklin’s numbers, OSBA
requested similar data from all Ohio school
boards and assembled responses into a
nifty graph and pie chart that speaks volumes. “She’s our go-to advocate, in terms
of finding those key people in the field to
communicate issues locally with our legislators,” says Jay Smith, a lobbyist for the association.
In 2010, Feltner received OSBA’s AllOhio School Board award, the association’s most prestigious honor. The award is
given to one school board member from
each of OSBA’s five regions.
“When you put out a ‘Call to Action,’ you
hope it generates at least some response,
but [Feltner] is firing off e-mails and scheduling meetings with her local officials,”
Smith says. “She’s one of those people
who are willing to go above and beyond.”
And yet, some days Feltner feels she’s
not doing enough.
“I don’t think I ever put this stuff on the
back burner. If I’m not advocating at the
state level, I’m advocating at the local level,”
she says. “I’m kind of a Type-A personality,
so I’m always looking for something to do ...
especially if it gets me out of doing housework.”
—Naomi Dillon
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thing,” Vasquez says. “We felt terrific about that ... We also
City Schools and current president of OSBA, often takes a
built up our relationship with them, because we weren’t
traditional approach to advocacy. Recently, she talked to
adversarial about it. It really promoted more discussion,
lawmakers about a new voucher proposal for special eduand that discussion will continue.”
cation students, while OSBA lobbyists and other concerned
That kind of relationship greatly expands a board memboard members echoed her message. “I’m working on them
ber’s influence. Stuart Gibson, a board member in Fairfax
now because I feel strongly that vouchers” aren’t the best
County, Va., recalls a time years ago when he was advocatsolution for students.
ing for more flexibility in the testing of English language
Meanwhile, Rebecca Albright, vice president of the
learners. Many of the students had no chance of passing
Orleans/Niagara BOCES (Board of Cooperative
mandated assessments that determined a district’s Adequate Yearly Progress under NCLB.
As it happened, then-Sen. John Warner was
working on a bill addressing the problem, and “I
get this call on my cell phone ... that the senator
wants to move on this thing, and can we talk?”
We asked state association staff: What is a common mistake that you see
Gibson says. Luckily, Gibson wasn’t far away—
school board members make when trying to communicate with their member of
and he hurried over to offer a school board perCongress? How could they avoid this mistake?
spective on the bill.
They said:
“It was an example of just being in the right
Rick Pratt, assistant executive director for governmental relations, California
place at the right time, but it happened because of
School
Boards Association: Failing to give the context for information provided. For
the relationship I had built with [an aide in] Sen.
example, don’t just say, “NCLB forces my district to spend X dollars on supplemental
Warner’s office,” Gibson says, noting he had met
services.” Instead, put that in context by describing the overall budget, other programs
the aide several times at NSBA’s FRN meetings
available to underachieving students, services that had to be cut back or discontinued
and had subsequently exchanged calls and e-mails
in order to comply with the supplemental service requirement, etc.
with her. “She felt confident that, before the bill
was introduced, that we should have an opportuJulie George, director of government relations, Colorado Association of School
nity to make sure it said what it needed to say.”
Boards: The most common mistake is to skip building a relationship with staff memSpeaking out
bers. It’s the personal connection that makes the difference—otherwise you’re just
Sounds easy, right? Talk to board members in
one of thousands of faceless e-mails lobbying the member.
New York State who’ve battled a legislative proDonald P. Wotruba, deputy director, Michigan Association of School Boards:
posal to cap property taxes, one that would
School board members try and provide too much detail. Understand that congressionsqueeze local school budgets. Chat with
al staff has limited time to look over documents. If you need to include more informaCalifornia board members who have watched
tion, include it as an attachment, but make sure you have a cover letter that highlights
state leaders cut school funding by billions of
what you need. Use bullet points!
dollars in recent years. Ask NSBA about
Congress and its delays in reauthorizing NCLB.
Bob Vogel, director of governmental relations, Montana School Boards AssociaIt’s no surprise to learn that your advocacy
tion,
and former legislative aide to Sen. Max Baucus (D-Mont.): A common mistake in
efforts don’t always succeed. The legislation
communicating with a member of Congress is being too strident in expressing viewGibson previewed, for example, ultimately
points and either unorganized or too lengthy in presenting their issues. Most members
failed in Congress.
of Congress recognize that [school board members] are passionate about public eduBut just because success isn’t certain is no
cation; remember that members represent a broad range of constituents who are
reason for fatalism, Hyer says. “I can disagree
passionate about their issues as well.
with my local congressman on vouchers, but
maybe we can agree on funding IDEA
Scott T. Price, general counsel, South Carolina School Boards Association: A com[Individuals with Disabilities Education Act] at
mon mistake school board members make is allowing themselves to be intimidated by
40 percent,” he says. “We need that support, so
their congressperson instead of realizing that the school board member truly is the exit’s important to cultivate that relationship ... to
pert on education issues, particularly as they relate to that board member’s schools.
find that common ground.
Related to this mistake is the failure to take the time to “localize” issues for their mem“If we don’t get done what we need to get
ber of Congress. How will this particular issue impact my district and my schools? In
done, I don’t think it’s time to sit back. We have
most instances, state legislators and members of Congress are grateful for such local
to work harder to get our message heard.”
impact examples.
Getting that message out can take many
Compiled by Joetta Sack-Min, Associate Editor
forms. Cathy Johnson, of the South-Western

Congress and the common mistake
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Educational Services) is trying to influence policy by educating the general public about the issues. She hosts “Your
Public Schools,” a cable television show that is broadcast in
western New York state.
“We’re not a cheerleading program. We’re not always
praising schools,” Albright says. “I will bring on people to
talk about anything from childhood development ... to special needs children ... to the necessity for arts and music. We
talk about school budgets, and we talk about legislation
when things come up.”
In June, Hyer helped others do the talking: He brought
members of a local high school robotics team to
Washington, D.C., to meet with members of Congress.
Clarkston’s students began lobbying the state legislature
years ago on issues related to STEM (science, technology,
engineering, and math) education. A few years ago, stu-

Fred Deutsch,
red Deutsch was baffled when
asked to be profiled for a story
on model school board advocates.
“I have to admit being somewhat surprised by your request,” Deutsch
wrote via e-mail, virtually shrugging his
shoulders before following up minutes later
with an electronic copy of a slide show he’d
presented at a state conference last fall.
The title page: “School Board Member
Advocacy by Fred Deutsch, Watertown
School Board Member.”
If he’s anything, Deutsch is humble—a
handy trait when you have a cause.
“There are people that think being passionate means being arrogant and in your
face, but it’s not,” says Deutsch, a father of
four who runs a chiropractic practice in Watertown with his wife, Kathleen. “Some people make it work for them to come across
as arrogant, but I don’t think that’s the way
to get things done.”
Instead, the way to get things done is—
well, it starts on slide 9 of Deutsch’s presentation: Develop Your RFP—Relationships,
Facts, and Passion.”
“Developing open and honest relationships with lawmakers is fundamental,” he
says. “They have to trust you. They have to
know you. It doesn’t mean you always agree

F

dents started visiting Capitol Hill as a logical next step.
“It’s important to bring people here, whether it’s kids or
parents or PTA members or superintendents,” Hyer says.
“Lawmakers need to hear these perspectives, too.”
Getting students—as well as parents, teachers, and community leaders—to voice their opinions also has been a priority in San Diego, Calif., where school officials are trying to
rally support for an end to the state’s devastating cuts in
school spending. Lawmakers have toured local schools to
learn more about the impact of their policies, and the district’s lobbyist helps make certain that San Diego’s challenges are taken into account as state lawmakers and regulators make decisions.
“It’s critical that every legislator knows the impact of his
or her vote on a budget or a bill that affects the schools in
(Continued on page 30.)

Watertown School District, South Dakota
with everything your lawmaker does but you
always need to be respectful.”
Bob Faehn, who retired from the state
House of Representatives last year to return full-time to the radio industry, talked
with Deutsch often on education issues and
agrees with his approach.
“He was never confrontational and,
strangely enough, education has a lot of confrontational people,” Faehn says. “[Deutsch]
always knew when to quit, was always professional and courteous. The kind of person,
as a legislator, you really appreciated.”
Deutch lists Faehrn, along with twothirds of the South Dakota legislature,
among his Facebook friends, one of many
tools and opportunities he uses to build
those key relationships.
“It’s been an interesting and fruitful experience,” Deutsch says of his forays into
social media, which also include blogging
ventures that have put him in contact with
educators from around town and around
the country. “More school board members
should use it.”
An avid cyclist, Deutsch believes in doing
his legwork as a board member. He talks with
the superintendent and the district’s business
manager to understand how legislation will affect his district. He studies the voting records
of legislators, and says his conversations with
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Democrats are sometimes different than the
ones he has with Republicans.
“It’s important for an advocate to do their
homework,” Deutsch insists. “You have to
understand the person you are speaking to,
you have to understand their position.”
Most important, he says, you need to
frame issues in a way that makes sense
and paints a picture for your lawmaker. Interestingly enough, the same strategy
works with local community members, too.
“One of my communication techniques
as a school board member is to try as much
as possible to communicate in a way that
introduces the issues to the public,”
Deutsch says. “I ask questions of the administration, even if I already know the answer,
just to bring things out. It’s about being as
transparent as possible.”
And it’s about being passionate, the final
key to Deutsch’s three-pronged approach
to being an effective advocate.
“When you get involved in a political
issue or a bill, you do what you have to do. I’ll
drive four hours to the statehouse in Pierre
and I go to Washington every year,” Deutsch
says. “It’s a little nerve-wracking sometimes.
They are powerful people. But the truth is
they are elected just like I am and they represent people just like I do.”
—Naomi Dillon
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(Continued from page 28.)

their district,” says Bernie Rhinerson, chief of staff for San
Diego Superintendent Bill Kowba. “That’s why it’s important we bring [the issues] down to the constituents in their
district, because it’s more than the budget that affects us.
California has about 300 pieces of legislation every year that
affect K-12 education.”
Every voice matters

Every effort—as well as the thousands more that go unrecognized—makes a difference in some way. But there are
never enough voices speaking out, Butry says.
“It’s always been a challenge to keep folks involved in
advocacy because, I think, they see that’s what the associa-

Debbie King,

Vail Unified School District, Arizona

ike many school board members, Debbie King started her
tenure with Vail Unified
School District as a parent
volunteer, lured in by the district’s multiple opportunities designed to
bring community members into the fold.
“That’s what sucked me in,” says King
of the district’s programs, which allowed
her to place her two youngest children in
preschool for free in return for volunteering in her son’s classroom.
As her children grew, so did King’s involvement. She moved from the classroom
to school site council to district committees
before running for the board in 2000. But
even though she was heavily involved, becoming a board member had a steep learning curve.
“I didn’t know about things like the state
budget. I had no idea about the federal and
state mandates that existed,” King says. “I
basically jumped right in.”
Wrapping her head around all of the various, and often competing, statutes was
only half the battle. Managing one of the
fastest-growing districts in one of the nation’s fastest-growing states was the other.
Originating from a one-room schoolhouse built in 1903 to serve the area’s
ranching and mining families, the school
system’s explosive growth began in the
late 20th century with the successive ar-
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tion is for,” he says. “We’re in Albany, and obviously we’re
advocating on a day-to-day basis on their behalf. But we try
to instill in them the value of their voice ... of their advocacy and how important it is to our efforts.”
Certainly state associations are doing their best to
encourage the involvement of local school officials. Many
offer a variety of training seminars, videos, and technical
assistance to help local leaders make themselves heard. In
Ohio, for example, OSBA has helped organize several meetings between local school boards and state officials,
Johnson says.
Johnson’s work has been recognized at the federal level,
too. Last summer, she was invited by then-House Speaker
Nancy Pelosi to a ceremony in Washington, D. C., celebrating

rival of an IBM plant, a university-anchored
industrial park, and continued commercial
development.
In tandem, the former K-8 district became unified, allowing Vail to open its first
high school in 2001. That was the first of
many school construction projects needed
to accommodate an enrollment that
tripled—from 3,600 students to 10,000plus—in a decade.
“We went from a very small district to a
large district in a short period of time, and
that was difficult in some ways just to keep
our sense of community,” King says. “Not
only were we trying to bring parents into
our mission and vision, but staff ... That’s a
lot of staff to bring in.”
With growing confidence, King fostered
greater and stronger community networks,
making a name for herself as a consensus
builder and passionate advocate for public
education.
“I have greatly enjoyed watching Debbie’s level of involvement and leadership
grow,” says Calvin Baker, Vail’s superintendent. “Even more, I have enjoyed and been
inspired by her personal growth.”
For many years, Baker says, King faced
public exposure with great anxiety. She agonized over every word, carefully scripted
her comments in advance, and spoke softly,
almost apologetically.
“Today, I watch Debbie speak extempo-
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raneously on complex political issues, in full
and confident command of large audiences,” Baker says. “It’s great stuff, exemplary modeling of our district’s claim to
being ‘a community of learners.’
King has received a master’s degree in
boardmanship and the All-Arizona School
Board Award from the Arizona School
Boards Association, for which she served
as president in 2010.
“I am what some people call a chronic
volunteer,” she says. “I take it very seriously and I approach it like I’m being paid. I
think if people trust me enough to ask me
to do it, I have an obligation to do the best
job I can.”
With the economy still in the tank, stimulus money dried up, and state budgets far
from stabilized, it’s becoming a much more
difficult job by the day.
“We are fighting, like every district, just
fighting to hold on to all the great things
for our kids. Every day you feel like it’s
slipping away, and you just get so discouraged,” King says. “At the same time,
you’ve got to keep fighting and keep your
community informed. Otherwise they’ll
start to blame you because a lot of people
don’t understand how it works. They see
things being cut from the district and the
first thing they want to be mad at is the
school board.”
—Naomi Dillon
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the passage of the $10 billion Education Jobs Fund bill,
which NSBA and dozens of other education groups strongly
supported as a means to avert devastating teacher layoffs.
NSBA also is doing its part. In addition to the FRN, the
National Affiliate Advocacy Network is another vehicle to
help local school leaders influence federal policy.
Conference seminars are held on advocacy, complemented
by a variety of online training videos that state associations
and individual board members can use.
Such support makes all the difference. But, in the end, it’s
up to individual board members to decide that their voices
need to be heard. If you don’t speak up, then you surrender
the policy debate to those voices pushing flawed ideas—and
adding to the negative perceptions of public education.

Indeed, board members already can see the effects of
education critics in the public’s reaction to recent cuts in
school spending, suggests Albright. “Why is it, when there
are budget cuts, the community will come out in force over
cutbacks to the police department or fire department ... or
scream bloody blue murder if a state park is closed ... but
why don’t they raise hell over education cuts?
“I suspect it’s because we haven’t taught them how important education is,” she says. “If more people would see the
value in education, more people would demand legislation
that supports it. We’ve got be willing to stand up.” ■
Del Stover (dstover@nsba.org) is a senior editor of American
School Board Journal.

Christopher Barclay,
Montgomery County Public Schools, Maryland
y and large, C.E. “Checker”
Finn said, three “types” sit on
urban school boards—”the
aspiring politician,” “the single-issue zealot,” and “the
vengeful former employee bent on getting
the superintendent or someone else fired
and replaced.”
That last example drew a laugh from the
audience that gathered at the Fordham Institute in Washington, D.C., to debate the
rather loaded question of whether school
boards were still vital in the 21st century.
And it set up Finn’s coda: “This is no good
way to run a railroad, folks, much less to direct our children’s education.”
It was a classic line from the Fordham
president, a longtime critic of public school
governance in America. The trouble was, if
anyone had listened to the speaker immediately prior to Finn—namely, Christopher Barclay, president of Maryland’s Montgomery
County Board of Education—they would
have heard not a politician, nor a zealot, nor
a vengeful former employee, but a concerned parent who got involved with the
board for his children’s sake and stayed on
to help others.
Are school boards vital in the 21st century? “Actually, I would use the word ‘crucial,’
or even ‘critical,’” Barclay said at the forum.
“We are the representatives of the community and, in my eyes, school boards are that
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interface between the community and the
administration.”
Some advocates lead with their passion,
intellect, or persuasiveness—and, of course,
Barclay has all of these. But it was the sheer
physical presence he brought to the room
that day that made Finn’s assessment seem
so off base.
Barclay got involved with the schools in
2001, when the eldest of his three daughters was in third grade and having a difficult
time. She was fearful and unhappy, and didn’t want to go to school. Barclay and his wife
chose to live in Montgomery County, in progressive Takoma Park, precisely because of
the district’s stellar reputation. But what
good was that if your own child wasn’t succeeding?
“While we were pleased with the general environment, I was really concerned
about how well African-American children,
in particular, were doing in school,” Barclay
says.
The teacher seemed to have trouble
managing the class and used harsh disciplinary measures that Barclay thought
were inappropriate for third-graders. For
example, she periodically turned off the
lights in the windowless classroom, and his
daughter, like a lot of third-graders, was
afraid of the dark.
Barclay joined the PTA because he saw
the high-powered parent group was where
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the influence was. A highly educated and
largely affluent community, Montgomery
County funds about 70 percent of its
school budget from local sources, and it
listens to what local leaders have to say.
He discovered that other parents also
had serious concerns about the teacher’s
methods. They had several meetings with
school administrators, and a consultant
was brought in to help the teacher, who left
the school at the end of the year.
“I get emotional when I think about it,
because my daughter was so sad,” Barclay
says.
People noticed Barclay’s commitment
and urged him to run for the board. Appointed in 2006 to complete the term of a
board member who had been elected to
the county council, he was elected in
2008.
In Montgomery County, five of the
seven full voting board members represent
districts, though all are elected at large.
Members have their particular interests
and expertise. Barclay, for example, is focusing on the experiences of minorities in
the system. But as a representative of the
whole county—and board president of one
of the nation’s top school districts—he also
takes a global approach.
“I’ve got to understand the issues that
impact every part of the system,” he says.
—Lawrence Hardy
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