
At present, in virtually every state in the nation, there is some legislator who 
is interested in eliminating, or actively campaigning to eliminate, the state 
board of education (SBOE) or to reduce its authority and responsibility. 
In Minnesota the SBOE was abolished in 1999 by the legislature. In New 
Mexico it was abolished in November 2003 by constitutional amendment. 
In other states—including Hawaii, Illinois, Kansas, Michigan, Ohio, and 
South Carolina―threats to the SBOE’s existence are either ongoing or 
have been narrowly averted. I think that this trend not only threatens the 
welfare of students, teachers, and schools in each state, but also refl ects 
an unfortunate tendency we are seeing in the nation as a whole, in which 
shared power and shared decision making increasingly are not valued. Of 
course state boards of education are not perfect. I would surmise that nearly 
every person in this room has a horror story about their SBOE or about 
some individual on it. But I can tell you that if we went around abolishing 
governance bodies because of foolish things that some people do—well, 
you can imagine the consequences. 

The Roles and Responsibilities of State Boards 
of Education
Although state boards diff er in the forty-seven states in which they exist, 
they share similar roles, responsibilities, and areas of authority. Whether a 
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board can initiate policy on its own—as it can in Kansas, for example—or 
whether it is primarily an administrative policymaking body, the board 
typically is the governing body that implements the education laws enacted 
by the state legislature and federal government, determines state educa-
tional policy, develops performance levels, establishes state standards and 
curriculum frameworks, directs and manages teacher licensure, oversees 
fi nancial ma� ers related to school funds and accounting, and serves as the 
liaison between the state and local districts. State boards determine high 
school graduation requirements. They establish testing and assessment 
programs, including cut scores. In many states they establish accreditation 
standards for local school districts and for teacher preparation programs 
and certifi cation standards for teachers and administrators. In most states 
they review and approve the budget of the state department of education 
(SDOE) and they develop rules and regulations for the administration of 
state programs. 

Now if you look at the above list, you will see that it comprises all the 
elements that ought to be aligned in a fi rst-rate education system and 
that must be aligned if we are to evaluate whether or not our children 
are learning. Every aspect of a student’s life is touched by state education 
policy, from the qualifi cations of teachers, to the programs that train those 
teachers, to the standards used to evaluate schools for local and state report 
cards. And if alignment is done correctly it should be driven by state policy 
and governed by the state board of education. 

State Boards of Education and Current Controversies
There is no single or easy explanation to account for what amounts to a 
widespread threat to SBOEs. There are so many diff erent models of state 
educational governance that comparison is diffi  cult in general; there is no 
particular commonality between the two states that have abolished the 
board or among states in which the board has been seriously threatened. 
In most states (including Illinois), the SBOE is appointed by the governor 
or appointed by the governor and approved by the state senate or the 
state legislature. The Chief State School Offi  cer is appointed by the SBOE, 
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appointed by the governor, or elected. In three states (including Ohio), the 
SBOE has a combination of elected and appointed members. Ten states have 
elected state boards—four (including Hawaii) with nonpartisan elections 
and six (including Kansas and Michigan) with partisan elections. In South 
Carolina the board is appointed entirely by the legislature. (See Table 1.) 

Table 1
State Education Governance

STATE

METHOD OF 
SELECTION OF 
STATE BOARD 

MEMBERS

NUMBER 
OF VOTING 

STATE BOARD 
MEMBERS

LENGTH OF TERM 
(in years)

METHOD OF 
SELECTION OF 
CHIEF STATE 

SCHOOL OFFICER

Alabama partisan ballot 8 + governor 4 appt. by SBOE

Alaska appt. by gov. 7 5 appt. by gov.

Arizona
appt. by gov., 

conf’d by Senate
11 (including 

CSSO)
4 partisan ballot

Arkansas appt. by gov. 10 6 appt. by SBE

California appt. by gov.
11 (including 1 

student)
4 (1 yr. for 
student)

partisan ballot

Colorado partisan ballot 8 6 appt. by SBE

Connecticut
appt. by gov., 

app’d by House 
& Senate

9 4 appt. by SBE

Delaware
appt. by gov., 

app’d by Senate
7 6 appt. by gov.

Florida appt. by gov. 7 4 appt. by SBE

Georgia appt. by gov. 13 7 partisan ballot

Hawaii
nonpartisan 

ballot
13 4 appt. by SBE

Idaho appt. by gov. 8 5 partisan ballot

Illinois appt. by gov. 9 6 appt. by SBE

Indiana appt. by gov. 11 (incl. CSSO) 4 partisan ballot

Iowa appt. by gov. 9 6 appt. by gov.

Kansas partisan ballot 10 4 appt. by SBE

Kentucky appt. by gov. 11 4 appt. by SBE

Louisiana
8 elected, 3 

appt. by gov.
11 4 appt. by SBE

Maine appt. by gov. 9 5 appt. by gov.

Maryland appt. by gov.
12 (incl. 1 
student)

4 appt. by SBE

Massachusetts appt. by gov.
9 (incl. 1 
student)

5 appt. by SBE

Michigan partisan ballot 8 8 appt. by SBE
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STATE

METHOD OF 
SELECTION OF 
STATE BOARD 

MEMBERS

NUMBER 
OF VOTING 

STATE BOARD 
MEMBERS

LENGTH OF TERM 
(in years)

METHOD OF 
SELECTION OF 
CHIEF STATE 

SCHOOL OFFICER

Minnesota none appt. by gov.

Mississippi
5 appt. by gov., 
4 appt. by legis.

9 9 appt. by SBE

Missouri
appt. by gov., 

consent of 
Senate

8 8 appt. by SBE

Montana appt. by gov. 7 7 partisan ballot

Nebraska
nonpartisan 

ballot
8 4 appt. by SBE

Nevada
nonpartisan 

ballot
10 4 appt. by SBE

New Hampshire appt. by gov. 7 5 appt. by gov.

New Jersey appt. by gov. 13 6 appt. by gov.

New Mexico none appt. by gov.

New York appt. by legis. 16 5 appt. by SBE

North Carolina
11 appt. by 

gov.,2 elected
13 8 partisan ballot

North Dakota appt. by gov. 7 6
nonpartisan 

ballot

Ohio

11 elected by 
nonpartisan 

ballot, 8 appt. by 
gov.

19 4 appt. by SBE

Oklahoma appt. by gov. 7 6 partisan ballot

Oregon appt. by gov. 7 4 partisan ballot

Pennsylvania
17 appt. by gov., 

4 elected
21 6 appt. by gov.

Rhode Island
9 appt. by gov., 

2 elected
11 3 appt. by SBE

South Carolina
16 appt. by 

legis., 1 by gov.
17 4 partisan ballot

South Dakota appt. by gov. 9 4 appt. by gov.

Tennessee
appt. by gov., 

con’d by General 
Assembly

10 (incl. 1 
student)

9 appt. by gov.

Texas partisan ballot 15 4 appt. by gov.

Utah
nonpartisan 

ballot
15 4

appt. by SBE, 
approved by 

gov.
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STATE

METHOD OF 
SELECTION OF 
STATE BOARD 

MEMBERS

NUMBER 
OF VOTING 

STATE BOARD 
MEMBERS

LENGTH OF TERM 
(in years)

METHOD OF 
SELECTION OF 
CHIEF STATE 

SCHOOL OFFICER

Vermont
appt. by gov., 
approved by 

Sen.

9 (incl. 1 
student)

6
appt. by SBE, 
approved by 

gov.

Virginia appt. by gov. 9 4 appt. by gov.

Washington

9 elected by 
local school 
boards, 1 
elected by 

private schools

11 (incl. CSSO) 4
nonpartisan 

ballot

West Virginia appt. by gov. 9 9 appt. by SBE

Wisconsin none
nonpartisan 

ballot

Wyoming appt. by gov. 11 6 partisan ballot

In addition, state boards throughout the country have been caught up in 
such a wide variety of local social and political controversies that a single or 
even primary reason for the current situation would be hard to identify. In 
Minnesota, the issue that led to the dissolution of the SBOE had to do, among 
other ma� ers, with the state’s “diversity rule,” a long-standing mandate for 
“multicultural, gender-fair, and disability-aware” curricula in the schools, 
which the board wanted to amplify and strengthen. While there was 
virtually no disagreement about the importance of the rule itself, political 
controversy about its specifi c provisions divided the board and eroded 
its authority to the extent that in 1999 it was eliminated by the legislature 
and its responsibilities were transferred to the commissioner of the state’s 
education department, called the Department of Children, Families, and 
Learning. In New Mexico in 2004, a constitutional amendment abolished 
the SBOE and placed educational governance in the hands of a cabinet-level 
Secretary of Public Education appointed by the governor and confi rmed by 
the state senate. In this case, the impetus for the change seems to have been 
frustration over student achievement levels and the large number of New 
Mexico’s schools that had been ranked as “probationary” by the SDOE. The 
board, unfortunately, became the victim of this very complicated situation, 
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with proponents of the amendment promising that a new arrangement 
could accomplish everything from eliminating bureaucracy at the local 
level to making public education a priority at the state level. In Hawaii 
supporters of a state Senate bill to abolish the board (which was vetoed 
by the governor in 2002) claimed that decentralizing school governance 
was the key to school improvement. And in Kansas, as well as elsewhere, 
the SBOEs, legislatures, and citizens have become embroiled in widely 
publicized debates over the content of the schools’ science curricula. 

Of course, we will not see any fi nal resolution to these controversies for quite 
some time, and even the apparently defi nitive actions in Minnesota and New 
Mexico are susceptible to reversal. A strong movement has existed since 
2001 to reinstate the SBOE in Minnesota, where educators as well as many 
legislators have come to the conclusion that combining policymaking and 
implementation in a state agency shortchanges stakeholders. According to 
one study, “in place of the progressive idea of citizen participation through 
a bipartisan board, [the schools have been] le�  with a state legislature that 
acts as sort of a super school board.” A state representative (who now is 
the commissioner of education) said, “Maybe we cut off  our nose to spite 
our face, and now we’re wishing we hadn’t been so hasty” (Alice Seagren, 
quoted in Pugmire, 2001). We have eliminated “an important forum for 
public input,” said another representative (Lyndon Carlson, quoted in 
Pugmire, 2001). 

Composition of the State Boards
The National Association of State Boards of Education remains fi rm in its 
conviction that SBOEs are valuable forums in which diverse stakeholders 
can reach consensus and understanding and develop a commonality of 
purpose. Boards are governing bodies whose mission is to look at issues 
from all angles and perspectives and on behalf of every child in the state. 
They are advisory bodies that work with the state legislature, the governor, 
and the Chief State School Offi  cer. The advice they off er is critical, because 
in many states the SBOE is the only body that brings together multiple 
perspectives from around the state. State boards meet in the state capital, but 
SDOE employees all live in the state capital. And there is a huge diff erence 
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between, say, Atlanta, Georgia, which has a very diverse population, and a 
place like Pierre, South Dakota, which does not. Very o� en, therefore, there 
is much more diversity in terms of ethnicity and perspective on the SBOE 
than there is in the SDOE. 

Clearly, this diversity is a characteristic of elected state boards, but it is 
also true of boards whose members are appointed by the governor. Most 
governors search for appointees who represent a variety of perspectives. 
And individual board members also recognize the importance of ge� ing 
diff erent viewpoints on the table when they organize commissions or 
hold hearings. No ma� er how o� en SDOE staff  members visit local school 
districts, state boards are still needed to represent every corner of the state 
and contribute a variety of outlooks and opinions. And on the best and 
most eff ective boards, the individual members are commi� ed to looking 
at issues through the lens of their colleagues so that they can determine 
collaboratively what is in the best interest of all students in the state. 

In these ways, then, boards possess not only legal authority but also signifi -
cant moral authority. In all states the members work for free. They also work 
extremely hard. There is much anecdotal evidence about the tendency of 
governors to minimize the role and responsibility of the SBOE when they 
are making appointments. Typically they make a phone call to someone 
with appropriate qualifi cations and say something like, “Would you like to 
be on the state board of education? It will mean a� ending a meeting once 
a month. Sometimes you may go to a hearing.” And so members join the 
board. And they fi nd that there are hearings, and there are board meetings, 
and there are commi� ee meetings, and there are subcommi� ee meetings, 
and there are local responsibilities, and there are invitations to high school 
graduations. And in spite of the huge commitment, they give enormously 
of their time and energy because they care about what happens to children. 
I have seen this kind of devotion from board members who are on the far 
right and those who are on the far le�  and those who are in the middle. 
They come to this process with goodwill, and they advocate for educa-
tional equity and quality for all students. Rarely can we say that about a 
governing body, on which offi  ceholders usually have to represent, and are 
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accountable to, their particular constituency. But SBOE members have to 
represent every student in the state. They must hold a vision for education 
in the entire state and work for sound policymaking that expresses that 
vision. 

The moral authority of the state board also derives from the stability that it 
brings to a state’s educational policies and programs. In my state of Virginia, 
for example, the governor can serve only one term, and so our governor 
changes every four years. We also have the habit of electing a Democrat for 
four years, a Republican for four years, then a Democrat for four years, and 
so on. And because the governor appoints the Chief State School Offi  cer, 
very o� en we change the Chief State School Offi  cer every four years or 
sometimes every two years if the individual happens to serve only one 
two-year term. If we did not have overlapping terms for SBOE members in 
Virginia, the vision for education in our state would change every four years 
as well. But because the governor appoints members whose terms overlap, 
we have been able to develop and sustain, for example, our Standards of 
Learning. The current board includes individuals who participated in the 
early stages of writing those standards, and there are others who came 
later and said, “Let me explain what is not working in my community and 
what modifi cations seem necessary.” 

I o� en facilitate retreats for state school board members; several years ago 
I worked with the Colorado board when it changed from being a seven-
member board to an eight-member board. At the time (and even now) 
the board consisted of four Democrats and four Republicans. At fi rst, all I 
heard from the members was, “We’re a four-four board, we’re a four-four 
board, we can’t get beyond this impasse.” It took a long time to get them to 
think, No, we are an eight-member board, and if we do not behave like an 
eight-member board, the legislature will treat us like a no-member board. 
So they began to have the kinds of conversations with one another that 
their previous “them against us” notions had never allowed them to have. 
Eventually they started seeing themselves as what, indeed, they are―the 
educational leaders and visionaries in their state, those with the moral 
authority to ensure that all constituencies have a voice. 
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The Value of State Boards of Education
It is in these ways, then, that state boards play an important role, have 
signifi cant responsibilities, and also have considerable legal and moral 
authority. When they use these strengths and are able to function well, 
they can also be extraordinarily eff ective policymakers. SBOEs have the 
capacity and the resources to gather data and to evaluate issues in depth—
something I do not think many state legislators do. They can take the 
political pulse. They can talk to state representatives and senators and 
to the governor; they can meet with the various education organizations 
and pay a� ention to all the voices and constituencies to determine where 
stakeholders stand on the issues and what kinds of policies will serve their 
interests and address their needs. They can evaluate problems, set goals, 
and dra�  policy. I always tell the boards I advise to remember the power 
of the question. When board members receive a policy dra�  they must 
know the right questions to ask about the language in which that policy is 
expressed, or else they will not know whether it really addresses the issue 
it was meant to address. Board members then take that policy language to 
the local level to ensure that it has meaning in practice. They can and should 
engage the public in order to understand, for example, what parents and 
communities need to know about policies and standards so that these are 
not just documents si� ing on a shelf but are the basis for what is taught and 
valued in every school. 

The state board of education has the responsibility for implementation and 
oversight of policy, and most important, it can evaluate policy during the 
policy review cycle to determine its eff ectiveness. The importance of the 
SBOE to the goal of alignment is especially clear in terms of the role it plays 
in the policymaking cycle. No other body is as well positioned to work 
for alignment of teacher preparation, licensure, standards, curriculum, and 
assessment. Through their role in policy evaluation, eff ective boards can 
develop appropriate time lines and criteria for looking at a policy, determine 
the sorts of materials necessary for an adequate review, and gather feedback 
from the diff erent constituencies so that the various policy components can 
be aligned to accomplish what they are intended to accomplish.
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For state boards of education these are very challenging times. I began 
by mentioning that we have seen eff orts to abolish them or to diminish 
their authority. I encourage all educators to look at ways in which we can 
strengthen and support our state boards of education and work with their 
members so that together we can reach the goals we have established for 
our students.
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