G New Jersey School Boards Association

How to Become a School Board Member

Legislation, (P.L. 2011, c.202), signed by Governor Christie on Jan. 17, 2012 gives communities the option to
change the date of the annual school board member election to November. Most communities have changed
their Annual School Election from April to November. Please check with your local board of education office to
confirm the date of the 2014 Annual School Election in your community.

Legal Requirements

To become a member of a local board of education in New Jersey,
you must—

e Be able to read and write

e Hold U.S. citizenship and one year’s residency in the school dis-
trict

e Be registered to vote in the district before filing the nominating
petition

e Have no interest in any contract with, or claim against, the board

e Not hold office as mayor or member of the municipal governing
body or, in the case of county school districts, the county govern-
ing body

e Not simultaneously hold two elective offices

e Not be disqualified from membership for the conviction of certain
crimes. (Within 30 days of election or appointment to the board,

a member must undergo a criminal history background investi-
gation through the state Department of Education.)

Getting Elected to the School Board

School districts that hold an annual election for board of education
members are called “Type II” districts. District voters elect school
board members for terms of three years. To be included on the
ballot, you must:

e Fach candidate for election, including incumbents, must com-
plete a nominating petition that includes the signatures of at
least 10 qualified voters living within the district (one of which
may be your own).

e Adhere to all state requirements to file campaign-expense re-
ports with the New Jersey Election Law Enforcement Commis-
sion (ELEC).

You can garner support for your candidacy by communicating your

goals and aims for the schools to the electorate.

Filing Nominating Petitions
Each nominating petition, addressed to the secretary of the board,
must state the following:

e That the signers are qualified voters in the school district

e The name, residence and post office address of the candidate
and the office for which the candidate is endorsed

e That the signers endorse the candidate and ask that his or her
name be printed on the ballot

e That the candidate is legally qualified to be a school board
member

The nomination petition also contains a notice advising candidates

that they are required to comply with the New Jersey Campaign

Contributions and Expenditures Reporting Act.

The nominating petition includes a section where one of the
signers makes a sworn statement verifying that the petition is pre-
pared in good faith, signed by each of the signers in his or her own
handwriting, and that he or she believes that the signers are duly
qualified voters in the school district. The candidate, if he or she is
one of the signers of the petition, may also make the verification.

The nominating petition also includes a section where the can-
didate must include a signed statement certifying that he or she is
qualified to be a school board member, consents to be a candidate,
will accept the office if elected, and is not disqualified as a voter.

Nominating petitions must be filed with the county clerk (No-
vember election) or the board secretary (April election).

Reporting of Expenditures

The New Jersey Campaign Contributions and Expenditures Re-
porting Act requires all school board candidates who receive any
contribution (including their own funds), regardless of the amount,
to file a Certificate of Organization and Designation of Campaign
Treasurer and Depository form with the Election Law Enforcement
Commission (ELEC). Candidates may be required to complete other
ELEC forms. Deadlines to file various campaign contribution forms
are dependent on the district’s school board election date.

ELEC is the regulatory agency regarding campaign contribu-
tions. Board candidates may contact ELEC or go online to obtain
the Compliance Manual for Candidates, which provides full instruc-
tions and reporting forms. Questions and requests for information
should be directed to ELEC at (609) 292-8700, or visit the ELEC
website at www.elec.state.nj.us.

Campaign Materials

Candidates and committees subject to the New Jersey Campaign
Contributions and Expenditures Reporting Act are required to in-
clude “Paid for by” language in all campaign materials. “Paid for
by” language must include the name and address of the commit-
tee, individual or group, and clearly state that the entity financed
the communication. Examples of “Paid for by” language may be
found in ELEC’s Compliance Manual.

Appointed School Boards

Most school boards in New Jersey are elected. However, some
school districts (called “Type |” districts) have board members ap-
pointed by the mayor during April or June. Members of county vo-
cational school boards are appointed by the County Board of Cho-
sen Freeholders in October. Most Type | districts have either five
or seven members; some have nine members. Appointed board
members’ terms of office depend on the size of the board.

Steps leading to appointment vary. For example—
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® You may indicate your desire and ability to serve on the board to
the mayor or to the county freeholders.

e Community organizations may recommend you to the mayor or
freeholders.

e Your involvement in other community activities may demonstrate
your willingness to assume a leadership role.

Serving on a School Board

As a member of the board of education, you will be expected to
fulfill certain responsibilities, including—

1. Establishing goals for the public schools based on student
educational needs, parent and community aspirations, state
and federal standards and district financial resources.

2. Developing a philosophy of education that will become the
basis for sound decisions that affect the governance of your
community’s schools.

3. Developing policies to guide the administration in managing
the schools; developing bylaws to direct the board in carrying
out its governance responsibilities.

4. Developing a community understanding of educational issues
and school policies through the maintenance of effective com-
munications systems.

5. Providing adequate financing for the district’s present and fu-
ture needs.

6. Ensuring quality education by providing adequate facilities and
equipment.

7. Establishing conditions that enable the administration to re-
cruit and effectively evaluate professional staff.

8. Engaging in board self-evaluation and inservice training pro-
grams for the purpose of providing well-informed leadership
and sound decision-making.

9. Establishing a process for the board to negotiate in good faith
with its employees, while representing community educational
goals and financial interests.

10. Abiding by the oath of office for school board members.
You Should Also:

1. Understand that your responsibility is not to administer the
schools, but to work with the board to see that the schools are
well run.

2. Understand that education today is extremely complex.

3. Listen to opposing views and be able to defend the board’s
philosophy and goals.

4. Be willing to invest the hours necessary to meet your respon-
sibilities.

5. Serve out of a sincere desire to benefit the community rather
than for personal glory or to carry out personal objectives.

6. Bear in mind that, as a state official, you have a responsibility
to all the children in the state, not only to those in the local
district.

About the NJSBA

The New Jersey School Boards Association was established by the
state Legislature in 1914 to promote and encourage the best pos-
sible public education for every child in New Jersey. Every public
board of education is deemed to be a member of the NJSBA by
statute.

Association policies are determined by NJSBA’'s Delegate As-
sembly, which is made up of school board members selected by
their local boards. The Delegate Assembly meets twice a year. As-
sociation policy is implemented by the executive director and staff
under the guidance of the officers and board of directors. Associa-
tion committees, composed of interested board members, study
particular issues and recommend courses of action to the Delegate
Assembly.

Services to boards of education and individual board members
include—

e Comprehensive technical assistance and inservice training

e | egislative information, action and liaison

* Consultation, action and information on policy, legal matters,
legislation, labor relations, public relations and other school dis-
trict functions

e A direct services program staffed by experts who offer on-site
consultation, assistance and information

e Policy assistance and information

e Publications geared to school board member needs, including
School Leader, NJSBA’s bi-monthly magazine, and School Board
Notes, New Jersey’s weekly online education news report

For New Board Members
Required Training

New Jersey law requires that, during the first year of their first term
in office, all board of education members complete training in the
roles and responsibilities of school board membership. The NJSBA
Board Member Academy offers a nationally acclaimed, intensive
Orientation Conference that provides training on all areas of school
board responsibility. (State law also requires board members to
take additional NJSBA training in each of the subsequent two years
of their first term in office, as well as within the first year after re-
election or reappointment to an additional term.)

Information about these programs is provided through NJSBA’s
newsletter, School Board Notes, online at www.njsba.org/sbn, and
through direct mailings to members.

In addition to new and re-elected board member programs, the
NJSBA Board Member Academy offers a full curriculum leading to
basic and advanced certificates. Programs address topics such as
labor relations, leadership skills, effective decision-making, policy-
making, budgeting, community relations, school law and legislation.

For information on NJSBA services and training, visit the As-
sociation’s website at www.njsba.org.



WHAT CANDIDATES WANT TO KNOW

ABOUT BEING A SCHOOL BOARD MEMBER

Below are frequently asked questions from school board candidates.

What are the main responsibilities of board members?

The board of education adopts policies under which the school district operates;
oversees the budget; approves the curriculum; hires and evaluates the super-
intendent; represents the public during contract negotiations; and serves as a
communications link between the community and the school system. School
board members must remember that they have no authority except that which
results from participation in decisions of the board during an official meeting.
Actions, promises or commitments made by individual board members are with-
out legal basis and have no binding commitment upon the district. Board mem-
bers should be aware that they are elected to represent the entire district in all
matters pertaining to education, and not any one segment.

How much time does it take to be a school board member?

A survey by the National School Boards Association found 63 percent of board
members spend 11 to 50 hours a month on board duties — with some dedicat-
ing even more time to the position. As a school board member, you will provide
oversight of one of the largest operations in your community. By accepting this
responsibility, you effectively agree to attend regular and special board meet-
ings, to review the board packet in advance of meetings, and to keep yourself
informed about the issues on which you will make decisions.

What is the relationship between the board and superintendent?

The function of the school board is not to run the schools, but to see that they are
run effectively. The board establishes school district policy and goals and com-
municates those goals to the superintendent. The superintendent is accountable
to the board, and all other staff members are accountable to the superintendent.
Teamwork between the board and superintendent is essential. Board members
should look to the superintendent for leadership and guidance on educational
procedures.

What is the relationship between board members and teachers?

The board is responsible for adopting the policies, rules and regulations that
define the responsibilities of teachers (as well as other school employees), and
for approving all employment contracts. Observation and evaluation of teach-
ers is the job of the superintendent and those supervisors to whom he or she
delegates the responsibility. The board’s role is to set standards, or expectations,
in the form of policies that detail the criteria the superintendent should use in
recommending and evaluating staff members.

Board members should treat teachers and other staff members with respect,
and must always observe the chain of command, recognizing that the appro-
priate channel for board/staff communications is through the superintendent.
Board members should also keep in mind that the board can appoint, transfer
or remove employees only upon the recommendation of the superintendent.

Who decides how district money is spent?

The school budget is the district’s financial plan, and reflects all program needs.
The board’s budgeting responsibilities include discussing these needs and set-
ting the parameters for budget development. The superintendent then works
with other staff members to draft a budget that meets board goals and student
needs, complies with state regulations, and stays within the district’s financial
resources. The board adopts the budget after a public hearing. After the budget
is finalized, the superintendent is responsible for administering it. The board
provides financial oversight by signing off on the bill list to approve expenditures
throughout the year.

Who hires and evaluates a district’s superintendent?

The selection of a superintendent is considered to be one of the most significant
decisions a school board makes. A systematic procedure for selection should be
used, requiring months of careful planning and well-organized steps in screen-
ing the most qualified candidates. In addition, state law requires that boards

evaluate superintendents annually. An effective evaluation process is based
on the achievement of specific, agreed-upon goals between the board and the
superintendent.

When are executive sessions permitted?

All meetings of the school board are open to the public, except for specific top-
ics that may be discussed in “executive,” or closed session. Executive sessions
are limited to matters deemed confidential, including matters that by law must
remain private, such as student records; pending litigation; topics involving
attorney-client privilege; discussion of land purchases; negotiations strategies;
and personnel issues.

The purpose of an executive session must be announced prior to going into
closed session. Only the specifically announced subject may be discussed.
Minutes must be kept and approved at a subsequent meeting, and then re-
leased to the public when the need for confidentiality no longer exists.

Will I have a say in deciding what is taught and which textbooks are
used?

The board is required by state law to approve courses of study, including all
textbooks and materials. The board should ask its administrators to demon-
strate how these curriculum materials will help students achieve the state’s
Core Curriculum Content Standards. The board establishes what will be taught,
when and where it will be taught, to whom it will be taught, and with what
materials. Administrators and teachers manage and carry out the instructional
tasks.

Since the decision-making authority is vested in the board and not in the indi-
vidual members, you will be successful in achieving your personal goals only if
you can convince a majority of the members of the board that your proposals
have merit. As a board member, you have an obligation to express your views
and then to accept and support the board’s final decisions.

Will I be involved in collective bargaining with employee unions?

Since 1968, school districts have been required to negotiate contracts with
their employee unions. A board member may be directly involved in collective
bargaining if he or she serves on the negotiations committee. The board sets
the guidelines used by the district’s bargaining representative (a committee
of the board, or a professional negotiator), who regularly reports to and takes
direction from the board. Board members participate in negotiations and vote
on the final agreement, unless a conflict of interest prevents the board member
from participating or voting.

How can a board remove poor employees? What is tenure?

State laws, union contracts and local district policies spell out employment,
discipline and release procedures for all employees. The local school district’s
administration and board follow these procedures.

New Jersey’s education tenure laws are particularly significant. Tenure is the
right of certain employees to continuing employment after working in the dis-
trict for an established period of time. Traditionally, teachers have earned ten-
ure after three years and a day, but a new law enacted on August 6, 2012,
the TEACHNJ Act, adds a fourth year for teachers who were hired after the
law’s enactment. The new law requires enhanced evaluation procedures and
requires that teachers meet additional criteria in order to earn tenure. It also
reduces the time and cost of removing tenured teachers for reasons such as
inefficiency or unbecoming conduct. After a local board files “tenure charges”
to remove an employee, under the new law tenure charges will be decided by
an arbitrator, not the Commissioner of Education as in the past. (It is important
to note that since September 1991, newly hired superintendents are no longer
eligible for tenure, but work under a negotiated three-to-five-year contract.
During the contract, superintendents have tenure protection.)




