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dozen studies covering more than 2,800 
districts and 3.4 million students. Of the 
27 studies examined, 14 had information 
about the relationship between district 
leadership and average student academic 
achievement.

Case Studies: Several studies on district 
leadership focus at least in part on board 
activities. �e Learning First Alliance study, 
Beyond Islands of Excellence, (Togneri and 
Anderson, 2003), examined the practices 
in �ve school districts with high student 
test scores despite moderate to high student 
poverty levels. Districts in the study were 
Aldine, Tex., Independent School District; 
Chula Vista, Calif., Elementary School Dis-
trict; Kent County Public Schools in Mar-
yland; Minneapolis, Minn., Public Schools, 
and Providence, R.I., Public Schools.

Also, a study of 10 districts in �ve states, 
Getting There from Here (Goodman, Ful-
bright, and Zimmerman, 1997), sought to 
identify the e�ect of quality governance on 
student achievement. Included in the anal-
ysis was an examination of the relationship 
between school board and superintendent 
and characteristics of e�ective board lead-
ership. Researchers selected the districts to 
re�ect diversity in size, geography, student 
achievement, graduation rates, dropout 
rates, board/superintendent relations and 
race/ethnic factors.

Studies with Comparison Districts: One of the richest data sets available is the Lighthouse I study of the 
Iowa Association of School Boards (IASB). Looking at similar districts with either unusually high or un-
usually low records on student achievement, the project examined the role of boards and how they relate 
to student achievement. In studying Georgia districts, Lighthouse I contrasted the knowledge, beliefs, and 
actions of school board members from high- and low performing districts. Since conducting this original 
study in 1998-2000, IASB has expanded the project into an action research approach, identifying pilot 
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search: Past, Present and Future: School Board Leadership for Improving Student Achievement (Iowa School 
Boards Foundation, 2007) and in the �omas Alsbury-edited 
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sons for lack of student success. Board members o�en focused on factors that they believed kept students 
from learning, such as poverty, lack of parental support, societal factors, or lack of motivation. Board 
members expected it would take years to see any improvements in student achievement. For these board 
members, the reasons for pursuing change o�en were simple ones—to meet state mandates (and avoid 
sanctions) and a desire to not “have the lowest test scores” in the state.

In addition, board members in low-achieving districts o�ered many negative comments about students 
and teachers when they were interviewed by Lighin.9 (ip -1.364 Td
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low-achieving districts were likely to cite communication and outreach barriers. �ey were quick to de-
scribe a lack of parent interest in education; in fact, they were able to list only a few e�orts to solicit com-
munity involvement. Compared with board members from high-achieving districts, they frequently noted 
frustration with the lack of community involvement and said there was little they could do about it. As for 
relationships within the district, sta� members from the comparison low-achieving districts contacted for 
the research o�en said they didn’t know the board members at all.

While such �ndings perhaps could be limited to high- and low-achieving districts in Georgia, other  
research highlights similar �ndings. Similar factors were evident in Waters and Marzano’s 2006 meta- 
analysis of 27 studies. In this study, the authors found that high-achieving districts actively involved board 
members and community stakeholders in setting goals.

While individual board members did pursue their own issues, the researchers said, there was a reluctance 
to place these issues at center stage. “When individual board member interests and expectations distract 
from board-adopted achievement and instructional goals, they are not contributing to district success, but 
in fact, may be working in opposition to that end.” School board members realized, the authors noted, that 
these issues can be a distraction from core district goals.
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failed to support the school board’s request for a tax increase, the board began a fundamental rethinking 
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from school to school. One example was in Sacramento, Calif., where teachers received at least 18 hours of 
in-service training per year based on uniform curricula. New teachers also received six full days of instruc-
tional training, and teachers had common planning periods to encourage collaboration on lesson plans and 
strategies to address student needs. In the Charlotte-Mecklenburg, N.C., schools, weeklong seminars for 
Advanced Placement teachers, leadership retreats for principals and �nancial support for attaining national 
board certi�cation were among e�ective strategies by the district to improve curriculum.

Waters and Marzano (2006) also touts the importance of professional development. While not speci�cally 
examining the school board role in this process, this study on leadership notes that “a meaningful commit-
ment of funding must be dedicated to professional development for teachers and principals. �is profes-
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