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The Wisconsin Association of School Boards Inc. (WASB) is a nonprofit, voluntary membership organization that includes all 426 school boards in Wisconsin, representing more than 3,000 locally elected citizen leaders. Presently governed by a 15-member board of directors (elected regionally), the WASB was founded 85 years ago by school board members from throughout Wisconsin who gathered at the Capitol in Madison to discuss statewide educational policy in the context of locally governed school districts. The WASB is one of the oldest school boards associations in the nation. Local governance of public education remains a foundational principle of the Wisconsin Constitution.

The WASB derives its positions through a Delegate Assembly composed of representatives from member school boards.
Based on resolutions adopted by school board delegates, the WASB has been a vocal advocate for state and federal initiatives and accountability programs that support improved student learning and has committed the organization’s resources to supporting local action to close the achievement gap. The membership of the WASB has also determined that the association will cooperate with federal and state leaders to adapt the No Child Left Behind law to fulfill its important goals. 
The WASB has, meanwhile, been an outspoken opponent of outmoded regulatory mandates that hinder the ability of school districts to meet the needs of students. The WASB has been a leading voice in supporting special education reform and public charter schools among other initiatives that allow local leaders to focus on and address the learning needs of all children.
The WASB shares with the Commission on No Child Left Behind an important guiding principle: Our educational system must provide equal opportunities for all students by focusing on learning, improved instruction and student achievement.  

In America, public education generally is provided by school districts under the direction and control of an elected school board. Recognizing this existing governing structure is a key element that is currently missing from the intervention and sanctions framework of No Child Left Behind, which acknowledges only state educational agencies and individual school sites. By ignoring the political and social capital that will inevitably be generated by citizen school boards, who provide a separate independent voice in education debates, NCLB may be headed in the same direction as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, which originally bypassed local citizen leadership. Experience with the IDEA demonstrates the absence of local governing structures, accountable to the public, depletes the program of oversight and prevents federal initiatives from achieving clear public policy goals. The recent revision of IDEA begins to unravel this problem and recognizes local leadership that has been lacking.
The report Beyond Islands of Excellence, a project of the Learning First Alliance, offers this analysis: 

Heroic principals who turn around low-performing schools, innovative charter schools that break established molds, inspiring teachers who motivate students to excel—those are familiar prescriptions for improving student achievement in high-poverty schools. While such efforts may mean brighter educational futures for the children involved, they produce isolated islands of excellence. Our nation has a moral imperative to close the achievement gap between low-income students and their more advantaged peers. The No Child Left Behind Act makes this a legal requirement as well. Yet improving learning will require more than individual talents or school-by-school efforts. 

Based on my interactions with school board members, a review of our association policies and a recent survey of school leaders in Wisconsin, I have found that school board members and superintendents in Wisconsin are in nearly universal agreement on two points related to NCLB: 1) this federal initiative has been successful in changing the culture of public education and has resulted in an intensive focus on student achievement by governing officials in the state’s school districts; and 2) the sanctions and punitive tone of the law’s interventions are widely viewed as a barrier to a long-term commitment to sustained improvement. In some cases, school officials express a sense of learned helplessness in the face of the law and look toward the inevitability of sanctions. In other cases, perhaps more worrisome, the sanctions in the law have caused further entrenchment and more vigorous defense of the status quo.

The following are principles that the WASB recommends be included in any revision of NCLB:

Leadership

· Move away from a federal focus on improving particular schools toward a large-scale effort to improve public education by recognizing that in Wisconsin and generally throughout the United States public education is provided through school districts under the control and management of school boards. 

· Move away from an adversarial sanctions and compliance model toward a cooperative shared leadership model that focuses on improved instruction, educational programming, academic achievement and outcomes for students, which shows deference to existing local governing structures and local policymaking. Develop a cooperative leadership model to deploy these public officials in a unified national mission.

Interventions
· Support research and review of effective, timely and valid state assessment systems, which may include locally purchased or developed assessments that generate data to longitudinally measure individual student growth over time in addition to aggregate district-wide achievement gains. Allow the use of growth data in the evaluation of schools. Recognize that much of the consternation about NCLB centers on the quality and timeliness of the state instruments used to measure student achievement. Many local officials have developed or purchased more useful diagnostic assessments that provide ongoing data about students that can be used in classrooms. Federal research and national experts should guide the development of effective state systems of accountability.

· Support supplemental services for students and choices for families that meet high standards and strict performance criteria. Wisconsin has more experience with choice and options than most other states in the nation. The lessons of this experience tell us that public accountability for taxpayer-financed alternatives to public education is important. Wisconsin recently passed legislation with bipartisan support to protect the integrity of options available in this state.

· Recognize supplemental services and choices for families can only be provided by local school districts in most parts of rural America because these communities lack a marketing base for entrepreneurship while transportation barriers obviate choices.
· Support research and a national discussion of relevant outcomes of public education and appropriate assessments to the most significantly disabled students. Concern about the application of standards and accountability for students with most significant disabilities is not an expression of low expectations in many cases; rather, it centers on the relevancy of present standards and assessments to desirable outcomes, such as community integration, employment or postsecondary education. Universally designed standards and assessments are virtually unavailable in practice.
Supporting the goals of the NCLB, the WASB is currently participating in a multi-state Midwestern project to pilot school board leadership development programs that improve the capacity of school districts to elevate the achievement of all students.

The project is based on research conducted by the Iowa Association of School Boards (IASB). 
 That study began with an important question: Do some school boards create higher student achievement than others? The goal was to provide information to guide school boards in their efforts to intervene in the achievement trajectory of their schools. It was also designed to examine the leadership development programs offered by state school boards associations in their efforts to support these public officials. To explore this question, the Iowa research team needed a student achievement database that was large and consistent over time from which to identify high-achieving and low-achieving districts. A prior study in Georgia, initiated through the Council for School Performance, had established such a database. 
The ground-breaking work of the Iowa researchers discerned that school boards in high-achieving districts are significantly different in their knowledge and beliefs than school boards in lower-achieving districts, confirming that school boards matter. 
The results of this study give school boards and school boards associations throughout the nation information upon which to base their leadership development programs to improve student achievement.
Expanding on the findings of the IASB study, which has been named the Lighthouse Study because of its goal to guide school leaders, the IASB, under the leadership of Mary Delagardelle and Hilary LaMonte, selected pilot school boards in that state and has provided them with intensive training in the areas that were demonstrated to affect student achievement. Preliminary findings of this work are demonstrating that school boards can adjust their leadership tactics and skills to match those of board members in high-achieving districts. Early student achievement data is also demonstrating an impact on student learning.

The WASB is now working in partnership with IASB to create board development programming for the 21st century that will transmit this knowledge to Wisconsin school boards to replicate these important findings on a larger scale.
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