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State boards have an obligation to build 
relationships with education stakeholders 
and ensure their voices shape education 
policies. Under the Every Student Succeeds 
Act (ESSA), states are required to engage 
stakeholders in “timely and meaningful con-
sultation.” While it is a federal requirement, 
building strong relationships with diverse 
stakeholders is also essential to fulfi lling your 
role as the citizens’ voice in education. Board 
members can leverage ESSA to not only bol-
ster relationships with current partners but to 
seek out new ones, particularly among those 
who feel disconnected or who have not been 
historically engaged in a public education 
dialogue.

DIFFERENT FOLKS, DIFFERENT 
STROKES
If you are serious about folding meaningful 
input into your board’s policymaking, you 
must tailor interactions with your constitu-
encies in a way that recognizes and values 
their unique contributions to the education 
process. Those charged with implementing 
the policies that your board enacts have very 
different concerns from those the policies af-
fect—parents, business leaders, and employ-
ers, who view themselves as consumers of 
the system. Because of the diverse, divergent 
perspectives of stakeholders, boards must 
position themselves in a way that facili-
tates open, honest discussions. Your board 
can then lay the groundwork for pragmatic 
consensus building and broker positions that 
are acceptable to various interests without 
compromising the integrity of the policy. 

Successful engagement creates a sense of 
buy-in and shared ownership of the state’s 
vision and strategic plan for education. Board-
approved policies have run into implementa-
tion roadblocks when factions of the commu-

nity are not involved at the outset and learned 
about policies’ impacts only after the fact. 

Ask about whether your board has opera-
tional policies on how they will engage 
education constituencies continually. Public 
meetings and hearings are important tools 
for receiving input, but they generally focus 
on specifi c issues and require stakeholders 
to monitor state notices. Creating an environ-
ment of mutual understanding of responsibili-
ties and concerns requires more substan-
tive, sustained interaction in a less formal 
setting. A progressive board understands that 
meaningful engagement also means that its 
members are visiting school communities 
regularly and listening to their concerns and 
ideas to improve education. 

Consider the full range of stakeholders 
throughout the state with vested interests 
in the education system:

• parents

• students

• teachers

• school leaders

• community-based organizations

• local school boards

• district superintendents

• early childhood educators

• charter school leaders

• civil rights organizations

• governors

• legislators

• postsecondary administrators

• businesses

• philanthropic and grant-making organiza-
tions

Your board should demonstrate an un-
derstanding of each group’s unique role 
within the sphere of public education. Local 
school boards have experiences and respon-
sibilities that are most similar to those of state 
boards. As the lay education policymakers at 
the state and local level, these two groups 
are the public’s voice on issues of excellence 
and equity. Both develop strategic plans and 
mission-based policy. To promote a unifi ed 
approach to goal setting, your state board 
could host an annual session on strategic 
planning for local boards that would benefi t 
both. Such sessions can help local boards 
understand what you envision for all students 
while allowing them to customize according to 
community mores. 

Most state boards honor their state teachers 
and principals of the year at an annual cer-
emony. Some boards have taken this a step 
further, using these experts’ skills and experi-
ences to help the board think through issues 
of professional learning and teacher prepara-
tion programs. A few states have created 
teacher advisory boards or panels comprising 
former teachers of the year or other distin-
guished professionals. These panels serve as 
resources to state boards when they deliber-
ate on teacher-related issues. 

Most state boards have time allotted for study 
sessions to increase their understanding of 
an issue. A board could invite key leaders of 
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the education or business community to hear 
speakers on an issue that the board expects 
to include on a future policy agenda. By al-
lowing these leaders to learn more about an 
issue of importance to the state board, raise 
questions with experts, and have a common 
understanding of the data, the board is build-
ing support before the issue is translated into 
policy recommendations. 

The turnover in superintendents across the 
nation is reaching critical levels. While many 
spend less than three years in their posts, 
they are often the point people for mak-
ing change happen. They also try to serve 
multiple masters: teachers, principals, board 
members, parents, and business leaders. Your 
board can help education leaders in the state: 
Work with local superintendents to identify 
their needs, their frustrations, and their hopes. 
At the same time, defi ne what the state board 
can do to support them. 

ENGAGING PARENTS AND 
STUDENTS
Parents often feel that education policymak-
ers undervalue their opinions, particularly at 
the state level. Your board must be sensitive 
to those who are active in parent-teacher 
organizations as well as to those who are less 
involved in their schools. Identifying and rec-
ognizing other established groups that include 
large numbers of parents, such as civic and 
church groups, can reinforce the board’s com-
mitment to inclusiveness and encourage all 
parents to take a more active role in schools. 

Several state boards have student mem-
bers who make signifi cant contributions to 
the board’s deliberations. Frequently, these 
students are elected through an elaborate 
process that involves hundreds of students 
across the state. You should consider includ-
ing these student conventions on the board 
agenda or seek to have board representation 
at the meeting to further students’ under-
standing of the importance of the board and 
its work. Your board should also identify 
meaningful ways to foster relationships with 
students who are not active in school politics 
or student councils. These students are 
sometimes less aware of the purposes behind 

state board actions and would benefi t from 
interaction with the board. 

Although this Boardsmanship Review has 
touched on only a few of the relationships be-
tween state boards and other groups, produc-
tive relationships share common ingredients. 
The fundamental elements of good working 
partnerships are ongoing evaluations of those 
important relationships at the state and local 
level, a process for meaningful interactions, 
and a demonstration that the board is listen-
ing. What is most important to remember is 
that the quality of your policies will come to 
refl ect the quality of your relationships with 
the community. 

Abigail Potts is NASBE’s director of college, 
career, and civic readiness. Please contact 
her at abigail.potts@nasbe.org for questions 
about stakeholder engagement. This Review is 
based on an earlier version, “Building Strong 
Relations in the Education Community,” pub-
lished in 1998.


