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The superintendent’s role in building clarity, trust, and shared accountability with
the School Board

An effective superintendent–School Board relationship is not built only during public
meetings. It is shaped through the routines, expectations, conversations, and decisions that
occur throughout the year. The superintendent helps create the conditions for the Board to
govern well—while preserving the distinction between the Board’s policy and oversight role
and the superintendent’s responsibility for administration.

The leadership task: Build a governance partnership in which Board members are
informed, roles are understood, disagreement can be productive, and decisions remain
connected to students and the division’s strategic direction.

Five Conditions for an Effective Governance Partnership
Relational Trust

Board members and the superintendent can be candid, keep commitments, and
address concerns directly.

Operating Clarity
The team understands who decides, who recommends, how information is shared,
and how requests are handled.

Strategic Focus
Agendas, goals, evaluation, resource decisions, and public messaging point toward
the same priorities.

Disciplined Communication
Members receive timely, accurate, and consistent information—with no avoidable
surprises.

Constructive Accountability
The Board evaluates the superintendent fairly, and the superintendent helps the
Board monitor progress with useful evidence.

A useful starting question:
What does our Board–superintendent team need to agree upon now so that we can lead
effectively when the work becomes difficult?
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SIDEBAR: 
QUESTIONS TO ASK BEFORE
TAKING ACTION 

Which Board relationship needs more
intentional attention from me?

What assumptions am I making about a
member’s priorities or intentions?

Would every member describe our
communication as timely, respectful,
and fair?

Where are roles still unclear?

What information does the Board need
more regularly—and what information
may be creating noise rather than
clarity?

How well do our agendas reflect our
stated priorities?

What conversation are we postponing
that could strengthen the partnership if
handled well?

How will the Board and I know, before
year’s end, whether we are making
meaningful progress?
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    Build the Relationship Before You Need It
Strong governance begins with understanding people, not simply procedures. Individual
relationships help the superintendent understand each member’s priorities, perspective,
communication preferences, and connection to the community. The goal is not to secure
agreement; it is to create enough trust for honest conversation and sound collective
decision-making.

Create an intentional relationship rhythm
Meet individually with each Board member early in the year and maintain periodic
check-ins.
Ask what each member hopes the division will accomplish and what effective
superintendent leadership looks like to them.
Learn how each member prefers to receive routine, urgent, and complex information.
Invite members into appropriate school visits, recognitions, and community events so
they remain connected to the work.
Acknowledge Board contributions and celebrate progress as a leadership team.

Balance individual relationships with collective governance
One-on-one communication should strengthen—not fragment—the Board’s work. The
superintendent should avoid creating information advantages, negotiating Board
decisions privately, or treating individual preferences as direction from the full Board.
When information affects governance or an upcoming decision, establish a process for
sharing it with all members. Board members may have different communication
preferences, but they should have equitable access to the information needed to fulfill
their responsibilities.

  Turn Expectations into Operating Agreements
Trust is reinforced when the Board and superintendent know what to expect from one
another. Early agreement on roles, communication, meeting preparation, confidentiality,
ethics, and problem-solving reduces ambiguity and helps prevent small concerns from
becoming governance conflicts.

Clarify governance and administration
Identify which matters require formal Board action and which fall within the
superintendent’s administrative authority.
Agree on how individual Board member requests for information, staff contact, or
agenda items will be handled.
Discuss how the Board will remain focused on policy, priorities, oversight, and results
while the superintendent leads implementation.
Use policy, law, Board norms, and a Board–superintendent operating agreement to
make expectations explicit.

Establish communication protocols
Set a dependable cadence for Board updates, such as a weekly communication, Board
brief, or dashboard.
Define what constitutes urgent information and how it will be communicated.
Agree on expectations for media advisories, community concerns, significant personnel
or operational issues, and other sensitive matters.
Clarify how questions will be routed and when responses will be shared with the full
Board.

Use onboarding and training as governance tools
When a new member joins, provide more than a packet of policies. Offer a structured
orientation to the strategic plan, budget, organizational structure, meeting processes, legal
and ethical responsibilities, superintendent evaluation, current priorities, and agreed-upon
norms. Revisit governance learning annually through retreats, workshops, VSBA
opportunities, and facilitated conversations when needed. Board norms and operating
protocols should be reviewed after elections, leadership changes, significant conflict, or
when experience shows that a routine is no longer serving the team.



   Lead Before, During, and Between Meetings
  Before the Meeting:

Work with the Board chair to shape an agenda connected to Board priorities and
the annual work plan.
Clearly identify consent, information, discussion, and action items—and the
decision or direction needed.
Provide concise background, options, implications, and the superintendent’s
recommendation when appropriate.
Anticipate questions and brief members on complex or potentially controversial
matters without predetermining the public decision.

  During the meeting:
Help the Board remain anchored in the agenda, policy, evidence, and desired
outcomes.
Answer directly, distinguish facts from estimates, and commit to follow up when
information is not yet available.
Maintain a professional tone, especially when questions are difficult or
disagreement is visible.
Ensure that public recommendations are consistent with information previously
provided to the Board.

  Between Meetings:
Follow through promptly on questions, commitments, and requested information.
Communicate emerging issues early enough for Board members to understand
them before they become public surprises.
Use dashboards, scorecards, or brief narrative updates to connect Board goals
with student, operational, and organizational evidence.
Provide context so data support inquiry and decision-making rather than
becoming isolated numbers.

  
   Connect Governance, Goals, and Accountability
The strongest Board–superintendent relationships are not sustained by goodwill alone.
They are strengthened by a shared definition of success and a disciplined way to
monitor progress. The strategic plan should serve as the bridge among Board priorities,
superintendent goals, budget decisions, meeting agendas, division data, and evaluation.

Create a coherent accountability cycle
Identify a limited number of annual Board and division priorities.
Translate those priorities into measurable superintendent goals and agreed-upon
evidence.
Select or confirm the superintendent evaluation instrument and calendar before the
evaluation period begins.
Schedule progress updates throughout the year; do not wait for the annual
evaluation to discuss performance.
Use the same strategic measures to inform resource decisions, public reporting, and
Board learning.

Navigate Disagreement Without Damaging
the Partnership
Disagreement is part of governance. The leadership test is
whether the team can examine competing views, make a
lawful decision, and continue working together. Address
interpersonal or performance concerns privately and directly
when possible. Return the conversation to roles, evidence,
policy, shared goals, and the students the division serves. If
conflict becomes entrenched, consider a neutral facilitator or
governance support before positions harden further.

After a divided decision
Clarify the decision, responsibilities, communication plan, and
next steps. The superintendent implements the Board’s
lawful decision while continuing to provide candid
professional advice and monitor results.

Possible Next Steps:

Schedule individual check-ins with each member.
Review or develop Board–superintendent norms and
communication protocols.
Align Board priorities, superintendent goals, progress
measures, and evaluation evidence.
Plan a governance retreat or orientation session with
VSBA or another facilitator.
Identify one meeting or communication routine to
strengthen this month.
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