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Over the last several decades, Americans have voiced strong dissatisfaction with the 
performance of the nations public schools. This dissatisfaction has manifested itself in the 
form of loud calls for radical public-school reform. Responding to this call, state-level 
political figures such as governors, members of legislatures, and state boards of education, 
joined by regional and national study and policy groups (such as the Rand Corporation, the 
Southern Regional Education Board, and the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 
Teaching), issued reports that were highly critical of public-school systems, making 
recommendations for change. Joining in on this stampede to fix public school systems 
were local political leaders, local and national business groups, and aspiring political 
candidates, sensing an opportunity to launch themselves into political prominence by 
jumping on the reform bandwagon. 

With good intentions, but scant appreciation for the complexity of the public-education 
system, the aforementioned groups set out to reform it. The first areas to be addressed 
were curriculum and budgets, followed closely by teacher certification through teacher 
testing. Next came testing of students and testing of pre-service teachers entering teacher 
education programs. The latest reform strategies involve drop-out prevention, 
accountability at all levels of the K-12 pipeline, and, finally, national standards and state 
policies addressing social promotion and reading standards. 

To be sure, these actions were needed and achieved some success, but they have fallen 
short of the goal of systemic reform of public education. What seems to be missing amid all 
this activity is an appreciation of the reality. that one cannot optimize the whole by 
optimizing the parts. Systemic reform will require addressing the system with a whole-
system approach. Every system, public schools included, has some areas of excellence. 
But areas of excellence are not what are needed. The whole system needs to be reformed 
if it is to reach the goals set for it by the public. 

All of the aforementioned reform activities involve school district actions at the level of the 
superintendent and below. Governance, especially local school-board governance, has 
gone largely untouched by reform efforts. To say that local school-board governance, is a 
critical part of a school system=s performance is to declare the obvious. In fact, to expect 
school-system reform to be effective, and leave governance untouched is naive. 

If one accepts the premise that fundamental systemic change is what is called for, then the 
system of governance must come under scrutiny. This is especially true for large systems. 
To be sure, public-school governance is complex. Public-school governance may have a 
more complex structure than that of any other American institution. 

The Education Commission of the States offers the following definitions of 
governance: 
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# the institutions and individuals who make decisions about a state or school district=s 
education policy 1 

# the structures, processes and ideas that influence who participates in decision 
making in the public sector and how2 

# Who makes what decision and in what manner3 

For purposes of this paper, the first two definitions are operational, with the 
definition of policy limited to: 

# Overall goal-setting for the district 
# Resource allocation 
# Monitoring and accountability system, and 
# Hiring of key personnel 

Although it is clear that the phrase "public education governance" is broad and 
involves agencies and institutions well outside the authority of the school board, this paper 
assigns the responsibility for public school governance to the school board. Therefore, 
what is being addressed herein is the behavior of public school boards of trustees. For 
purposes of clarity, it should be known up front that a basic premise of this paper is that 
public school governance is such an important element of school and school district 
operational quality that any efforts at school or school district reform which do not 
include governance improvement are not serious. 

The American public-education governance system is composed of more than just schools 
and school districts. It usually consists of not only local school boards, but also the 
following additional agencies or units: 

# legislative and executive branches of local, state, and federal governments 
# local, state, and federal judicial systems 
# state departments of education 
# offices of the mayor (in many cases) 
# colleges and universities 
# parent organizations, businesses, and community-based organizations 
# individual school shared-decision committees 

The public-school governance system, as a unit, involves more than these units' individual 
roles and purposes. Perhaps even more important, it also involves the relationships among 

1Governing America's Schools: A Primer for Reporters, Education Commission of the 
States, June 1999 

2Governing America's Schools: Recent Changes in Public-Sector Governance, 
Educationa Commission of the States, 1999 

3Governing America's Schools, Project Description, Education Commission of the States, 
1999 
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the units, in other words, their coordination with one another. 

This paper does not suggest a reform of America's public-education governance system. 
To do so would require an effort somewhat akin to the constitutional convention of 1787. 
The suggestion here is to reform the public-education system of Houston, Texas: the 
Houston Independent School District (HISD). The point of the aforementioned system 
description is to put the Houston system into proper context. The interrelated components 
of Houston's public-education system are as follows: 

# Executive and legislative branches of state and local government 
# State regulatory agencies (Texas Education Agency) 
# HISD Board of Education 
# Individual school shared-decision committees 

For the purposes of this discussion, the focus will be on the Board of Education. 

The Goal of School District Governance Reform 

The goal to be achieved in any governance reform effort is simple and straightforward. It is 
to elevate the quality of board membership and to streamline the processes and practices 
of governance activities. Identifying the goal is easy; achieving it is more difficult. The focus 
of this paper is improvement in the quality of board membership. Governance processes 
and practices will be the focus of another paper. 

What is the problem? Simply put, the public school governance system in most public 
school systems is dysfunctional. Some of the most glaring problems are: 

# 

# 

# 

Fractionization--School boards are separated into small groups, with an inability to 
operate as single body. 
Politics-Individual members often put their political interests ahead of the well-
being of the larger organization. 
Unclear purpose--There is an inability to rally around core goals. The organization 
must have a clear purpose. Clearly, the organization may have several purposes, 
but it must have one overarching purpose. The more heterogeneous the people 
are, the more difficult it is to reach agreement on educational goals. 
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# Complexity--School systems are influenced by multiple levels of regulatory, 
politically based entities: federal--President, US Congress, federal judicial system; 
state--Governor, state education commissioner and state board of education, state 
legislators, state judicial system; local--municipal governments, local school board. 

# Micromanagement--lndividual members often operate as managers of the 
organization, rather than as policy makers 

# Improper frame of reference--School boards often see the schools as a collection 
of classrooms and the district as a collection of schools, instead of understanding 
that the system is an organization which behaves very much like all other private, 
public, or governmental organizations. 

What does this say about the current board? This is not about the personalities and 
abilities of current board members, but about the system that has influenced them. 

It is not the intention of this paper to suggest that change is sought because of the 
. performance of the current school board or its predecessors. Nor is it the intention to 
suggest that problems in school performance are due to the current or previous school 
boards. Although school-board conduct and operating structure bear some of the 
responsibility for the difficulty in the process of school reform, there are certainly other 
contributing factors as well. 

Questioning the performance of school boards should not be interpreted as a lack of 
confidence in or disillusionment in the importance of citizen control of public schools. 
Houston should be very proud that its school system has accomplished the reforms that it 
has under the leadership of an elected school board. It is the only major urban school 
district that has accomplished such a turnaround in academic and operational progress 
without a takeover by city or state government. 

What has been done? School board governance reform has been underway for several 
years, albeit in modest increments. The 74th Texas Legislature (1995) conducted a 
comprehensive revision of the Texas Education Code. This revision, known as Senate Bill 
1, and to a lesser degree legislation adopted by the 75th Texas Legislature (1997), 
contained significant modifications to the laws related to governance of local school 
districts. Key issues include the following: 

# Section 11.151 (b), modifies previous language to provide that "The trustees as a 
corporate body have the exclusive power and duty to govern and oversee the 
management of the public schools of the district." Previous language read that the 
board was empowered to "manage and govern." 

# Section 11.163 (a) (1 ), requires the adoption of an employment policy by the board 
and allows the board to delegate employment authority to the superintendent. 

# Section 11.201 (d) (6), assigns to the superintendent the duty of "preparing and submitting 
to the board of trustees a proposed budget as provided by Section 44.002." Previously, this 
duty had been assigned to the board president. 
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# Section 21.251-21.260, establishes an independent hearing-officer process to conduct 
termination hearings from which the board issues a final determination. 

These changes, as helpful as they are, fall short of what is needed if, as is often repeated, 
public education is our most important issue. 

What needs to be reformed? The issue that probably has received the most attention is 
the composition or structure of the board. The most frequently asked questions include: 

# should the board members be appointed or elected? 
# should the electoral units be at-large or single-member districts? 
# should the number of members be large or small? 

The second issue that must be addressed is the level of associated knowledge and skills 
that school-board members must possess. Local school-board members must operate in at 
least four distinct spheres of interest: business, pedagogical, political, and organizational. 
To be effective in each of these areas requires specific knowledge and/or background 
experience. In the business area, board members must understand financial principles 
governing bonded indebtedness, provision of services by vendors and suppliers, and 
employee benefits. In the pedagogical realm, they should know about learning systems 
and accountability. In the political realm, board members must understand and be 
comfortable with participation in the political process that governs local school boards. In 
the organizational arena, board members must understand what makes the district an 
organization and how organizational principles can be used to improve effectiveness and 
efficiency. 

Another important area involves the legal perspective, which also affects a school district's 
governance. This includes the portions of the law that address the board's authority 
{policy-making vs. managerial) board-member training, charter schools, and shared 
decision-making committees. 

Where do we start? Local school boards derive their power from state government, whose 
constitution charges the state with the responsibility of providing for the free and 
appropriate education of the citizens of the state. With respect to boaid structure, the 
logical place to start is at the state level. With respect to board processes and practices, 
we may start with the local board. 

In HISD, the nine-member configuration-in operation since 1977-was created by a special 
act of the Texas Legislature and is governed by that act and its subsequent amendments, 
Tex. Rev. Civil Statutes, art. 2774b. While there is a provision of the Texas Education 
Code, section 11.052, which generally governs the creation of single-member and at-large 
trustee districts, this provision is not applicable to the HISD school board. Section 2 of 
Article 277 4b states: 

All trustee elections held in 1977 and thereafter, all candidates for School 
Trustee in any such Independent School District, notwithstanding any 
contrary or inconsistent provisions in any other General or Special Law, shall 
be voted upon and elected from separately numbered single-member trustee 
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districts ... ( emphasis added.). 

Section 3 further provides that the district shall be divided into nine trustee districts 
containing as nearly as possible the same number of residents as determined by the last 
federal census. These provisions of the special act make it clear that any change from a 
nine-member single-member district board would not be in compliance with the special act. 
Texas Education Code section 11.052 is a general statute which governs a school district 

that is changing the composition of its board by converting to either all single-member or 70 
percent or greater single-member districts. It is not applicable to the HISD school board in 
light of the provisions of the special act. 

Based on the special act governing the HISD school board and the provisions referenced 
above, any changes in the board's composition would require legislative action. 
Additionally, before any changes could be implemented, the district would have to obtain 
clearance from the U.S. Department of Justice for approval under the 1965 Voting Rights 
Act. 

What are some changes we need? We need a change in the composition of the board. 
During the 1960s and early 1970s, the Board of Education of the Houston Independent 
School District was made up of seven members elected at-large from the school district. In 
the quest for a system that better represented the minority populations of the city and the 
needs of local communities, the composition of the board was changed by legislative action 
in 1977 to comprise nine single-member districts. The result was a more racially diverse 
board membership. However, this change did not necessarily achieve the desired result of 
better representation of local community needs. 

By drawing district lines to ensure broader minority representation, certain minority groups 
were predominant within the boundaries, and other groups within the boundary lost real 
representation. While this strategy encouraged the election of individuals from one specific 
minority in one district, it also grouped together different minorities in another district, 
perhaps a neighboring district. Such an arrangement inherently creates a situation where 
the elected individual owes his or her election to the group in a specific district and, 
therefore, feels responsible to that group. Clearly, establishing such allegiances mitigates 
against achieving a compromise for the good of the district as a whole and requires the 
elected individual to be an outspoken advocate of the specific area, a specific group, or a 
specific issue. 

The goal of reformers who initiated this reform was to increase and equalize access. 
The current goal that has evolved for public education is now excellence of outcomes for 
all students. Minorities have achieved the goal of access to membership on governing 
boards. Now the question is: how do we assure that excellence is achieved? 
An unintended consequence of the "nine single-member-district" composition has been 
intense racial, economic, and geographical divisions among board members. While there is 
a broad, general consensus among board members that the public school system serves a 
purpose for the entire community, it is often difficult to view issues consistently from a 
district-wide perspective when individual constituencies are narrowly focused. This situation 
makes effective and efficient whole-system decisions, such as district-wide allocation of 
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facilities and resources, very difficult at best and, in many cases, impossible. 

What are some fossible remedies? There will be efforts to change the board's composition 
during the 761 session of the Texas Legislature. To broaden the board's perspective and 
eliminate geographic and racial conflicts, the State Comptroller, in his Texas School 
Performance Review of HISD, recommended adding two new trustees, a president and a 
vice president, by at-large election. Adding two board members by at-large election would 
create more problems than it solves. We oppose increasing the size of the board, but we 
believe that some form of at-large configuration is preferable to the present arrangement. 

For the district to move forward and for the city to have the school district it requires, the 
school board must be focused on decisions that benefit the entire school district. This will 
enable us to create a district dedicated to maximizing the potential of every child in every 
school in every part of the city. There are a number of roads to reach this destination, but 
all require a change in the current school-board structure. To be sure, the remedies listed 
below do not in any way exhaust all possible remedies. For Houston, however, we think 
that they are superior to the "take-over" remedies adopted by several large urban centers 
in America. 

Remedy 1 Encourage the community to pay more attention to school-board elections 
and elect individuals who can represent them and the district as a whole. 

Advantage 
# This remedy does not require restructuring the board. 

Disadvantages 
# It becomes increasingly difficult to identify and recruit good-quality school 

board candidates. 
# The geographical boundaries of the nine districts remain the same, and 

candidates would be subjected to the traditional pressures from favored or 
powerful constituent groups 

# Board elections are "down-ballot" elections and are more subject to voter 
drop-off, thereby subjecting the election to disproportionate influence by 
small niche groups. 

# Constituency service becomes the primary consideration in decision-
making. 

Remedy 2 Return to the policy of electing all school board members on an at-large 
basis. 

Advantage 
# The entire board represents the largest segment of the entire community 

and its members' interests. 

Disadvantages 
# It would be very difficult for minority members of the community to win a 

seat on an entirely at-large board. They would have less name recognition 
citywide, and they would have difficulty raising the increased funding 
needed to conduct a citywide election campaign. 
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# An entirely at-large board would represent the largest segment of the 
community (White), but possibly not the largest segments of the school 
population (Hispanic and African American). 

# It would increase the influence of monied interests in campaign donations. 

Remedy 3 Change the structure of the board to six or seven single-member district 
seats and two or three at-large seats for a total board of nine members. 

Advantages 
# Increasing the size of each individual district would force school board 

candidates to look beyond the niche groups in their district and appeal to a 
broader support base. 

# The at-large members would consider the whole rather than the parts 
because they were elected to be trustees of the entire school district, not 
representatives of one particular district. They would use their votes to 
promote the general welfare and mission of the entire district, not narrow 
constituent interests. 

# The special needs of local communities would continue to be represented 
by the board members elected from single member districts. 

# The goals of decentralization and diversity would continue to be pursued. 

Disadvantages 
# Legislative action would be necessary. 
# Compliance with the Voting Rights Act would be required. 
# District boundary lines would have to be redrawn. 

Remedy 4 Elect a Board of Electors who would recruit a slate of board members for six 
single-member districts and three at-large districts. 

Advantages 
# More people would run for electors whose only role is the recruitment of 

the board members. 
# Prominent citizens would be more willing to serve as board members if 

they did not have to spend most of their energy in fund-raising and 
campaigning. 

Disadvantages 
# It would require an enormous communications campaign to convince 

voters (and legislators) that this system would produce a board that 
represented all constituent groups. 

# The election campaign for electors could be dominated by special-interest 
groups that refuse to come to consensus on the slate of board members. 

Remedy 5 Reduce the number of members from nine to seven, keeping the single 
member configuration for all seats 

Advantages 
# Increasing the size of each board district would encourage school board 
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candidates to look beyond the niche groups in their district and appeal to a 
broader support base. 

# The special needs of local communities would continue to be represented 
by the board members elected from single member districts. 

# The goals of decentralization and diversity would continue to be pursued. 

Disadvantages 
# Legislative action would be necessary. 
# Compliance with the Voting Rights Act would be required. 
# District boundary lines would have to be redrawn. 
# There would still be no members who are elected to represent the entire 

district. 

Remedy 6 Elect board members as a slate, rather than as individual board members 

Advantages 
# There would be a unity of purpose established before board members are 

elected, thereby strengthening the possibility of board unity (see 
Attachment). 

# This remedy does not require restructuring the board. 

Disadvantage 
# This would require an agency to be identified and responsible for 

organizing the slate. 

Remedy 7 Through the Education Code, rewrite the Roles. Responsibilities, and 
Authority of the Board to convert it to a clear Policy and Oversight Body 
consistent with the recommendations of the National School Board 
Association's committee on governance. 

Advantages 
# There would be no need to change the number of board members or 

board districts. 
# The special needs of local communities would continue to be represented 

by board members elected from single-member districts. 
# The goals of decentralization and diversity would continue to be pursued. 
# A similar strategy was used with State Board of Education 
# No compliance issues with the Voting Rights Act would be required. 

Disadvantages 
# Legislative action would be necessary. 

In summary, the Houston Independent School District has been able to achieve 
considerable reforms under the present board configuration, but. These reforms have 
resulted from a fortuitous set of circumstances that may not recur for years. The question 
is, can this city rely on good fortune or luck to fill its Board of Education with highly qualified 
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board members, or should it put in place systems and structures that will increase the 
probability that the Board of Education is composed of such persons? We think the latter. 

Revised September 2000 
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