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7 SCHOOL BOARD MEMBERS REFLECT ON PUBLIC EDUCATION

In their
OWN WORDS



Moreover, as local public officials, school board
members are typically entrusted with the steward-
ship of hundreds of employees, thousands of stu-
dents, and millions of dollars. They bear the
hopes and dreams not only of a community, but
each individual student seeking to learn and
grow. Yet there is scant research on school
boards.1

What motivates school board members to take on
such a monumental responsibility – and at no
pay? How do school board members view their
role and, perhaps more importantly, how do they
obtain meaning and purpose from school board
service? 

To begin, we must define what we mean by the
concept of purposeful work. The Good Work™
Project at the Harvard Graduate School of Educa-
tion served as a springboard to position our in-
quiries to school board members. Through an
examination of people and institutions, the project
illustrates the concept of good work – defined as
“excellence, ethics, engaging.”2

Using this definition as a starting point, NYSSBA 
interviewed seven school board members, each 
having at least ten years of school board service.
NYSSBA sought to gain insight into how school
board members conceive their role against this 
definition of “good work” described in The Good
Work™ Project. 

In addition, federal and state requirements often
bind local school board members’ capacity to

leverage change regarding school and student
performance, according to a 2013 report by the
Academic Development Institute. This finding, in
part, prompted us to speak with board members
about how they use their role to ensure optimal
student development and school and student per-
formance, especially in light of New York’s Re-
gents Reform Agenda consisting of Common Core
standards, teacher and leader effectiveness, and
data-driven instruction.3

The board members who spoke with NYSSBA for
this research were:   

� Brad Sande, Randolph Academy Union Free
School District, Cattaraugus County Cattaraugus-
Allegany BOCES

� Don Neugebauer, Fabius-Pompey Central
School District, Onondaga County

� Daniel Tomaszewski, Longwood Central
School District, Suffolk County

� Russell Stewart, Waterville Central School 
District, Oneida County

� B.A. Schoen, Nassau BOCES, Nassau County
(previously served at Baldwin Union Free School 
District)

� Pamela Reinhardt, Rush Henrietta Central
School District, Monroe County

� Barbara Beekman, Canton Central School
District, St. Lawrence County

In their own words…
School board members work tirelessly and often 
without pay on behalf of students, families and 
communities. They embody democratic ideals and
local governance at its most fundamental level. 

1

1 National School Boards Association, Thomas B. Fordham Institute and the Iowa School Boards Foundation. “School Boards Circa
2010: Governance in the Accountability Era” http://www.nsba.org/Board-Leadership/Surveys/School-Boards-Circa-2010.

2 Fischman, W., Barendsen, Lynn. The Good Work Toolkit. 2010 
3 New York State Department of Education. “About,” http://www.engageny.org.



When NYSSBA asked participants
what defines quality work as a
school board member, two main
themes emerged – tangible ideals
relating to things one can easily
measure, such as goals; and intan-
gible ideals relating to things less
easily measured, such as morale-
building or attending to the whole
child. The school board members
see a good fit between their defini-
tion or ideals of quality work and
their practice of it. 

Tangible Ideals

Brad Sande defines quality work as
a school board member “being
well-informed on policy, budget, 
curriculum, new regulations,” being
“prepared” at meetings, “sharing
knowledge,” “interpreting” deci-
sions and actions to the community
and “acting in the best interests of
the district.”However, he under-
stands that these are ideals and even though he
strives to achieve them, he “can improve.” 

Don Neugebauer succinctly defines quality work
of a board member as working with the board 
to “establish future goals,” and explains that, in
practice, this is accomplished via “monitoring the
district’s progress.” 

Daniel Tomaszewski defines quality work through
collaboration via a board “vision” reflecting “stan-
dards” of the “values of the community,” and this
is achieved “by aligning goals with our mission
and then measuring them.” 

B.A. Schoen defines quality work by straddling
both tangible and intangible ideals. For him, tan-
gible ideals include oversight. In practice, he edu-
cates himself about public education, a board
member’s role, and “operations.” 

Student safety and achievement, including “prepa-
ration of the student for life,” is quality work for

Pamela Reinhardt. In practice, she
“represent[s]” students and families 
in the attainment of “these goals.”
For Barbara Beekman, “strategic
planning and academic achieve-
ment” top the list of what makes 
quality work of a board member;
however, she thinks “many small 
issues” such as sports eclipse issues
like academic achievement. In addi-
tion, curveballs like “advocating at
the state level for school funding 
reform” – a recent concern – takes
time away from those ideals.

Intangible Ideals  

Some board members describe
quality work as building morale,
showing gratitude, and attending to
the whole child. For instance, while
B.A. speaks of “oversight” as a tan-
gible ideal of quality work, he also
speaks of “advocacy” and “cheer-
leading” as definitions of quality

work.  For him, actively “promot[ing] public edu-
cation and my agency whenever, wherever,” is
how he advocates in practice. In addition, he
views support and gratitude as important aspects
of his position. He continually strives to “encour-
age, support and thank our employees, students
and their families whenever I can.” 

Russell Stewart views quality work as “grounded
in a commitment to children and to creating an
environment that fosters both education and self-
discovery.” This is accomplished by developing
“meaningful real work connections” to the curricu-
lum and concentrating not just on the “intellect,
but their whole person.” In practice, he follows
through by working as a member of a board
“making decisions grounded in whole person 
education.” For Russell, student “presence” is a
reminder that “our work, and our decisions, must
attend to the whole child.” For example, students
are on board committees and a student “sit[s] on
and actively participate[s] on the board.” 

Quality Board Work
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Brad Sande, Randolph Academy

Union Free School District, says

“being well informed... prepared,

sharing knowledge, and acting in

the best interests of the district”

define quality work as a school

board member.



When board members are asked what defines 
a socially responsible board member and how
they carry this out in practice, the theme of 
representing and attending to others – the 
district, students, families and the community –
emerges. 

Representing and Attending to Others

Responsible board work is not a narcissistic 
endeavor, according to the board members. 
As Barbara points out, “Personal agendas have
no place in the work of school boards.” 

Some board members talk about representing 
or attending to students. Two board members 
discussed the board member’s role in producing
“citizens.” For example, Brad describes a 
responsible board member as looking to the 
future “to produce citizens that are aware of 
social responsibility and have the character to
act in a socially responsible manner through
practice.” This is carried out in his district
through programming. 

A board member is “…a representative of all 
students,” according to Pamela. “We have to 
understand the diversity of our district, the 
cultures and customs that our students and their
families have, and meld these into helping the
students achieve what it is they need to become
productive citizens.”

Barbara says it’s important to represent students
who lack parent advocates. She states, “All 
students do not have parents who are willing or
capable of advocating for them. It is important to
me to always keep those students in mind when
making decisions.”   

Other board members talk about representing 
or attending to the community. For example, 
Don defines socially responsible work as a 
“balancing” act between “district needs and 
the community’s ability to support those needs.” 

Russell says that the definition means that a
board member “educates the community… to
keep an ear to the needs and desires of their
community and to keep its people involved and
aware of the decisions that affect them.” 

In addition, Russell says a socially responsible
board member “celebrates the community that
they are in and aims to strengthen the bonds
which form it.” An effective way to educate, he
adds, is “via the local paper.” The newspaper,
he says, “is one small but important way in
which we open a dialogue that encourages com-
munity members to ask questions and board
members to reflect on how their decisions will af-
fect the community at large.” 

Socially Responsible Board Work
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Barbara Beekman, Canton Central School District,

says, “All students do not have parents who are

willing or capable of advocating for them. It is 

important to me to always keep those students in

mind when making decisions.” 



When board members are asked to describe
themselves in terms of values and goals, two 
common themes emerge: grounded, simple values
of service to the local community (for some, the
community in which they grew up) and respect for
how one treats others. The ways in which board
members describe themselves includes such
phrases as:

� “…educates the community,” knows community
“needs,” “celebrates the community that they 
are in and aims to strengthen the bonds which
form it.”

� “…my way of helping my town succeed.”

� “…give back to the community I grew up in.”

Brad describes himself as getting “a first-class edu-
cation supported by scholarships, Social Security
and student loans.” This experience influences 
his board service because he believes that boards
should promote actions that prepare and encour-
age students with limited means to take advantage
of their free and appropriate public education and
to maximize their potential on to higher education
or vocational education with the greatest degree
of ability and confidence.” 

Daniel emphasizes that a board can get more
done than a single person can. He believes that
“good governance is only possible if a board
walks the talk and models professional develop-
ment designed to arm us with the most powerful
tool in the world, which is knowledge.” 

Meaningful Board Work
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When asked how school boards can exercise
more influence on student outcomes, responses
fall into two primary categories: education policy
(content-driven) and politics and governance
(process-driven). 

Education Policy 

Board members focus on education policy and
how it can help positively influence student 
performance. For example, Brad says providing
“alternative pathways to a diploma” is “a good
start” toward influencing student outcomes, 
because his board is “concerned with overem-
phasis on high-stakes testing, especially as it…
applies to students with special needs.” 

Don adds that the current state of testing creates
confusion. “Testing should be to determine how
much our students have learned, not to see how
they can confuse students with answers that have
various degrees of correctness,” he says. 

For Russell, meeting students’ socio-emotional
needs is essential. “Student performance is
going to be strongest when students’ other
needs, most notably their social and emotional
needs, are met. School boards must ensure that
in the aiming for improved scores, these needs
are not neglected,” he says.

Politics and Governance

Process-driven responses reflective of politics
and/or governance issues of how boards can
exercise greater influence on student perform-
ance include greater collaboration between state
policymakers and school boards. “We need
state leadership to work with us in determining
what direction learning needs to go,” says Don. 

Monitoring and supporting “relevant” change
and effectively communicating it is how Daniel
thinks boards can exercise more influence on 
student outcomes. For B.A.,allocating resources
is “the most powerful thing school boards do.”
Making sure “there is a clearly understood 

strategy at work behind these decisions,” is 
important, he adds. 

Pamela thinks more influence can be exerted
through “dialogue with our Regents” to discuss
with them “the successes and the problems we
encounter in the implementation of the Common
Core and APPR.”  In addition, she says, boards
need to “educate our legislators about the laws
they are being asked to pass.” In the classroom,
boards need to “listen to the staff” to gain feed-
back about the reforms. Boards, she adds, also
need to “monitor the data.”  

“Supporting teachers and administrators in their
efforts to implement these seismic changes” is
how Barbara feels boards can influence student
outcomes. For her, it is important to “allocate…
resources for training and support of state initia-
tives, as well as actively listen to what staff is 
reporting are issues with these changes, with a
goal of mitigating the consequences.”

Student Performance
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Pamela Reinhardt, Rush Henrietta Central

School District,  thinks more influence can be

had through “dialogue with our Regents” to

discuss with them “the successes, and the 

problems we encounter in the implementation

of the Common Core and APPR.” 



Through this research, NYSSBA offers a window
into what school board members believe is 
quality board work, socially responsible 
and meaningful work, as well as how they 
incorporate these notions into practice. 

Board members describe quality board work as
having tangible qualities marked by words like
goals, standards and vision, and intangible ones
marked by words like real word connections, 
encourage and thank.

Socially responsible board work produces the
general theme of representing and attending to
others. The verbs board members used to de-
scribe such responsibility were telling: represent,
educate, reflect and balance. 

Board members describe themselves in relation
to their work with a more or less unanimous
theme of grounded, simple values punctuated 
by phrases such as small town, uncomplicated
person and treat others fairly. 

Finally, board members think boards can exer-
cise more influence over student performance

through two main conduits: education policy
(content-driven) and politics and governance
(process-driven). 

Content-driven ways board members think will
initiate a greater capacity for higher perform-
ance include attending to the socio-emotional
needs of students and providing alternative path-
ways to a diploma, especially for special needs
students. Having a more trusting relationship
with state education officials and effectively 
communicating relevant change regarding the
Regents Reform Agenda are process-driven 
responses to how boards can build capacity to
influence student performance.  

To sum up, school board members, as evidenced
by the seven individuals interviewed for this 
report, become involved in school board service
because they feel a deep commitment and 
passion to their local communities. They serve 
a critical, leadership role in navigating their
local public schools through major reforms 
while attending to the here-and-now operational 
needs of the school district and providing quality 
educational programming for all students.

Discussion
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This report was produced as part of the New York State School Boards Association 
“Do You Know Who I Am?” campaign.

Visit www.nyssba.org/schoolboards for more information.
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