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As new Maple Valley board member
Bill is watching his son play in an
organized baseball game, one of Bill's
friends, Charlie, asks Bill fora personal
favor. He would like his daughter to
be placed in an advanced placement
class and he feels that if Bill would
exert some pressure on the teachers
that his daughter could be in her
proper class. What should Bill do?

The scene described here may not
appear to present a profound
ethical dilemma. This situation,

and thousands like it, occur on a daily
basis. How school board members re-
act to these situations can make all the
difference in how properly, or not, they
perform their jobs.

The brief story about Bill is an ex-
ample of how a board member can
become involved in practicing favorit-
ism. Occasionally positions of power
and influence like school board ser-
vice present opportunities for inap-
propriate gain. In recent years, the
politicization of curriculum has made
it much more difficult for board mem-
bers to remain objective and diplomatic
in determining what curricula will be
most beneficial for the district's students.
These kinds of practices, if handled with-
out care and good judgement, often re-
sult in undermining board efforts to im-
prove the school system. Essentially,
ethical problems can arise wherever the
possibility exists for inappropriate uses
of power or when the goals of the
school district are replaced by personal
agendas. The trick is to recognize the
situations that can place one's ethical
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behavior in jeopardy so temptations to
misuse power and the public trust can
be avoided. Unfortunately the signs are
not always that easily identified and re-
minders are needed from which the
board member can turn for guidance.

Anytime the
possibility for
inappropriate uses of
power exist ethical
problems can and do
arise. Individuals
charged with
engendering the
public trust must
know how to
recognize these
situations if they are
to maintain that trust.

What are Ethics?
Webster'sThird New International Dic-
tionary defines ethics as the discipline
dealing with what is good and bad or
right and wrong or with moral duty and
obligation; a group of moral principles
or a set of values; the principles of con-
duct governing an individual or a pro-
fession; standards of behavior; charac-
ter or the ideals of character. But does
this definition remain constant over
time? The ancient Greeks believed vir-
tue and moral excellence were synony-
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mous and that ordinary citizens and
political leaders could and should ex-
hibit the same kind of behaviors. Al-
though arguments could be made to
refute their claim, for obvious reasons
we probably hope that this ideal is or
can be true. So, is the answer to the
first question, true? How about answer-
ing it with a resounding, maybe. Al-
though what is considered virtuous
and moral has probably changed little
since the Greeks attributed meaning
to ethical behavior, the culture of
different societies in both place and
time certainly have an effect on the
accepted meaning of ethical behavior.
In spite of numerous ethical discourses
and essays over the millennia, univer-
sal education and the basis for it, for
example, was hardly considered prac-
tical by large numbers of persons until
the nineteenth century. Having intro-
duced elements of Greek idealism into
this article, however, begs me to ask
my original question in another way:

continued on page 2
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Are professional ethics fundamentally
the same as personal ethics or are they
unique? Most persons would agree that
the key elements of an ethical life to
which we all aspire include compassion,
fairness, integrity, and moral courage.
And, these elements also are believed
to be key in a professional life. After
all, lawyers, doctors and, yes, school ex-
ecutives who do not exhibit these traits
are regarded as poor professionals and
even incomplete persons. However, pro-
fessional life does bring with it ethical
concerns that do not present themselves
in private life. Assuming responsibili-
ties that will have far-reaching, long-term
effects on a large number of "other"
people can be a daunting task. Because
they make decisions every day that will
determine what students learn, how
well they are prepared for careers or

Updating School Board Policies is pub-
lished six times annually and provided to
every Board member and the policy admin-
istrator of school districts that participate in
the National School BoardsAssociation's Na-
tionalAfffiiate Program or subscribe to NSBA's
National Education Policy Network. NEPN
Staff: Michael E. Eader, Associate Executive
Director; Adria L.Thomas, Director, Research,
Training and Member Services; Michael
Wessely, Editor; Dottie Gray, Clearinghouse
Manager. Editorial Board: Susan Butler, Sally
Banks Zakariya. Layout/Design: Steven
Horrocks and Virginia Weiss.

Opinions expressed in and by Updating
do not necessarily reflect positions of the
National School Boards Association.

Questions/Subscriptions (703) 838-6760

Copyright 1997 National School Boards
Association. All Rights Reserved. Permission
to reprint articles may be requested through
the editor.

NSBA President
Sammy J. Quintana

Executive Director
Anne L. Bryant

Deputy Executive Director
Harold P. Seamon

Senior Associate Executive Director
Michael A. Resnick

Associate Executive Directors
Don E. Blom

Michael E. Eader
Jeremiah Floyd
Susan P. Merry

General Counsel
August W. Steinhilber

ISSN: 1081-8286

life in general, school boards must pay
particularly careful attention to the
kinds of decisions they make. Behav-
ing differently could, and at times has,
cheated students and the community
at-large of the expectations for a school
system that would serve their needs.

Ethics in Education
Over the last twenty
odd years we have
experienced a series
of scandals involving
professional and per-
sonal misbehavior
involving national
and world leaders.
Charges of miscon-
duct, untruthful-
ness, deception and
questionable ethi-
cal standards seem
to appear with
frightening fre

cal misbehavior isn't the norm but the
breaking of more common, yet subtle,
ethical questions can develop into more
serious transgressions. For this reason,
the board member needs to be aware
of any possibility of behaving unethi-
cally so as not to betray the public's trust
and confidence in his or her abilities to
represent its best interests.

Problems
exist that effect
making that
one "right" ethi-
cal choice a
simple black or
white decision.
In education
there exist
competing
standards of
goodness.
There isn't just
one good way.
For example,
good educa-

tional practice is to do what is good for
the student, what is in their best inter-
est, but consideration of community
members and administrators sometimes
forces board members to juggle what's
right for the kids. What's practical for
the administrators, and what's going to
make parents and other members of the
community happy doesn't always allow
school boards to make decisions that
are slanted heavily in favor of the stu-
dents. Likewise, superintendents must
consider staff concerns and board ex-
pectations when deciding what also is
best for students. Board member Bill,
for instance, may wish to help his friend
Charlie as both a friend and a constitu-
ent in his school district. However, the
rules and regulations that constrain the
actions of the administrators and teach-
ers involved in making determinations
about advanced classes eligibility and
placement must also be considered
when Bill decides how he'll respond to
Charlie's request.

A second problem revolves around
today's decline in accepting personal
moral responsibility. If its legal, it's
ethical is an attitude that seemingly
pervades every area of our society.
Examples of this casual sloughing-off of

continued on page 3

Key elements of an
ethical life include
compassion, fairness,
integrity, and moral
courage. Can these
qualities exist for us
personally but take on
different meaning in
our professional lives?

quency. It is both
the numbers and the persons involved
that has captured our attention. When
persons generally regarded as trust-
worthy religious leaders, political
leaders, jurists, educators are
shown to be untrustworthy and/or un-
principled, public concern develops
about the reliability of all leaders in
the society. Local figures are not
immune from this suspicious view of
leaders and school officials, unfortu-
nately, fall into this category.

Probably because the education of
the next generation is such a noble, if
not always revered, undertaking, we
want to believe that everyone in edu-
cation is ethical. But that isn't always
true. To understand this we only have
to consider the politically minded board
member who's self-promotion ignores
everything else; the school administra-
tor who sees nothing wrong in borrow-
ing from the schools' petty cash fund
until the next pay day; the board mem-
ber who urges colleagues to conduct
school business with a text book manu-
facturer who regularly treats her to
personal gifts, dinners and nights out
on the town. Sometimes unethical
behavior goes beyond simple breaches
of conduct and school officials break
the law. Fortunately, this serious ethi-
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personal responsibility appears daily on
the evening news. As members of soci-
ety, we seem to have abandoned our
responsibility to make moral judge-
ments, more often deferring to legal
mechanisms for answers.

Perhaps a solution to these problems
is to establish a clearer sense of what is
right or wrong through education. Al-
though it can be argued that no single
definitive answer exists to ethics prob-
lems, this strategy may work. Teaching
ethics in the university as a core course
across all disciplines may be one solu-
tion. Specifically requiring everyone
that works in the field of education
teachers, administrators, school board
members to take coursework in eth-
ics before assuming their positions is
another. Arguments have been made
stating that ethics programs should
begin at the elementary school level
most commonly taking the form of
character education. Whatever method
is selected to better inform and equip
society for ethical behavior, school
boards should proactively pursue ethi-
cal behavior by including ongoing dis-
cussions of ethics as part of their per-
sonal and professional development
activities. Periodically stating what is
right and wrong during executive ses-
sions or board retreats, for example, can
keep boards focused on ethical practices
in their decision making and will assist
them in discovering ethical ways of
working toward solutions to issues.

The Ethical and Effective
Board Member
Ethics and effectiveness. These are two
different things, but they go hand-in-
hand. Personal ethics form the basis for
a code of behavior by which persons
conduct themselves. If personal actions
are guided by a sound code of ethics,
chances are good that the individual will
be an effective board member, capable
of producing useful results. To this end,
a code of ethics for school board mem-
bers should be established by every
school board. And it must begin with a
genuine commitment to strive for high
quality public education that supports
the full development of all children. The

code involves an understanding of the
strengths of both the nation and the
community served by the school district
including its freedoms, its racial, ethnic,
and religious diversity, and its commit-
ment to education excellence and eq-
uity for all children. Board members
must be committed to working effec-
tively with others to do this. Saying
they're committed, however, is not
enough. Board member's actions must
speak loudly in support of their com-
mitment. They have got to do things
that reveal their commitment: doing
their homework before board meetings;
keeping abreast of current educational
issues; learning how to get and present
facts; devoting sufficient time, thought
and study to issues and proposals; con-
sidering alternatives; encouraging ideas
and opinions from students, staff, and
citizens in the community; working with
the rest of the board to establish effec-
tive board policy; establishing fair and
equitable terms and conditions of em-
ployment and employee evaluation;
selecting sound in-
structional strate-
gies and materials;
setting high expec-
tations for board
work; and, advocat-
ing for children and
focusing on the
best interests of
children.

The Code of
Ethics
Most school dis-
tricts have adopted
codes of conduct
that are merely lists of things board
members and superintendents should
not do. Ethical standards need to be
more than a description of potential
conflicts of interest and use of influence,
however. Board members need to de-
velop codes of ethics that recognize the
need to teach, learn and conduct their
lives in ways they want their children
to follow. A set of ethical standards for
a school district should, above all, re-
flect the educational welfare of students
as its greatest concern, and might in-
clude an oath of office for school board
members that clearly states the board
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member is not obligated to any special
interest.

School boards need to develop their
own code of ethics, not only to reduce
the risk of unethical conduct, but to re-
inforce the bonds of professional coop-
eration so sorely needed in any organi-
zation. From the beginning, the board
needs to recognize that the process can
be rewarding but it is often difficult. This
happens because people resent the im-
plication that they need to be instructed
in what's right and wrong. It also hap-
pens because ethical issues, by their na-
ture, can be and frequently are contro-
versial. However, attempts to reach
consensus on basic professional respon-
sibilities has a way of reinforcing, in
general, commitment to ethical conduct.
And the increased awareness it brings
to the group will help lessen the chance
of stumbling into unethical behaviors.

Once the school board decides to
go forward with a code, it should form
a Code of Ethics Task Force that in-
cludes the superintendent and deputy

superintendent,
the school attor-
ney, principals,
board members
and representatives
of the teachers'
union to begin
working on this
important and nec-
essary project. It is
important to as-
semble a task force
with such broad
membership so it
may benefit from as
varied an experi-
ence pool as pos-

sible. It also is important to do this in
order to get all of the groups affected
by the Code to more willingly embrace
the final product.

School employees should be inter-
viewed to assess core values and areas
of potential ethical risks. As the initia-
tive progresses, the Task Force and the
school board might find it helpful to
include the views of additional staff
members, parents, students and even
members of the business community
who regularly provide services to

continued on page 4

School boards need
to develop their own
code of ethics, not
only to reduce the
risk of unethical
behavior, but to
reinforce the bonds
of professional
cooperation needed
in any organization.
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schools. Including these persons in the
process can provide a series of reality
checks on the Code development ini-
tiative and foster a sense of ownership
of the Code of Ethics beyond the ranks
of school officials. School executives
need to have the ability to bring their
ethical concerns to the discussions and
also should be included in the process.

Putting all of this together may not
be an easy task but once completed the
board will have a document it and all
those persons involved with the schools
will be able to look to for direction.

The following Code of Ethics was de-
veloped by the National School Boards
Association (NSBA). It is a good example
of what a Code of Ethics should include
and features realistic ideals of ethical be-
havior for school board members with-
out forgetting that the interests of the
children always comes first: [Note:
School board members would be asked
to sign the district's Code of Ethics
thereby confirming their commitment
to its standards.]

Code of Ethics
For School Board Members

As a member of my local school
board of education I will strive
to improve public education,
and to that end I will:

Attend all regularly scheduled
board meetings insofar as pos-
sible, and become informed
concerning the issues to be
considered at those meetings;

Recognize that I should en-
deavor to make policy deci-
sions only after full discussion
at publicly held board meet-
ings;

Render all decisions based on
the available facts and my in-
dependent judgement, and
refuse to surrender that judge-

ment to individuals or special
interest groups;

Encourage the free expression
of opinion by all board mem-
bers, and seek systematic com-
munications between the
board and students, staff, and
all elements of the community;

Work with other board mem-
bers to establish effective
board policies and to delegate
authority for the administra-
tion of the schools to the su-
perintendent;

Communicate to other board
members and the superinten-
dent expressions of public re-
action to board policies and
school programs;

Inform myself about current
educational issues by indi-
vidual study and through par-
ticipation in programs provid-
ing needed information, such
as those sponsored by my state
and national school boards as-
sociation;

Support the employment of
those persons best qualified to
serve as school staff, and insist
on a regular and impartial
evaluation of all staff;

Avoid being placed in a posi-
tion of conflict of interest, and
refrain from using my board
position for personal or parti-
san gain;

Take no private action that will
compromise the board or ad-
ministration, and respect the
confidentiality of information
that is privileged under appli-
cable law; AND

Remember always that my first
and greatest concern must be
the educational welfare of the
students attending the public
schools.
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The development and practical ap-
plication of ethical standards are both
challenging and continually changing.
Regularly visiting the boards code of
conduct, making revisions where
needed and re-establishing commitment
to the standards that apply across time
is especially important in making cer-
tain that ethical standards are followed
and the responsibilities of the school
board are fulfilled.

Some Easy Rules to
Remember
In order to test whether or not board
members are in compliance with the
Code of Ethics the board and others
have developed they'll need to ask them-
selves some questions. No matter what
others they pose, however, the follow-
ing three questions, or ones like them,
should be asked each time they fmd
themselves caught in an ethical di-
lemma:

1. Is the action I am considering
legal? If the action the board
member is about to take is against
school district policy or the law,
do not proceed. Illegal activity
places the board member in an
insupportable position and usually
results in causing others to unfairly
share blame. This should always
be a relatively simple choice.

2. Will my action provide balance
and fairness? Make certain that
decisions made as a board mem-
ber are fair to all parties concerned
both short-term and long-term. A
win-win situation results in every-
one benefitting from balanced
decisions.

3. How will my decision affect how
I feel about myself? If the board
member is not proud of what s/
he has done, and would not wish
to have others know all of the de-
tails behind the decision, then it
probably isn't a good decision.
This is where personal ethics and
professional ethics come together
strengthening the commitment to
adhere to standards.

continued on page 5
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Other precautions apply. With the
exception of business related to per-
sonnel, litigation or contract negotia-
tions the work of the board and board
members is, by law, open to public scru-
tiny. Trying to hide conflict may only
lead to more trouble. Board members
should strive to be open and honest in
their professional transactions. Reliance
on collaborative efforts with colleagues
in arriving at mutually agreed to deci-
sions presents a board committed to

Board members,
should be: open an
honest in their
professional
transactions.

continuity through a united front.
Boards should follow their own board
policies and bylaws carefully. These
policies have been developed for a
reason and circumventing diminishes
their importance. Disregarding policies
also weakens the overall effectiveness
of the board and, by association, indi-
vidual board members. Here are some
reminders school board members
should find useful:

Board members must remember
that board policies can never con-
tradict the law or be less than the
law but they can, and often are
more stringent than the law.

Board members need to be better
informed to insure that ethical
decisions are made. Establishing
broad-based decision making skills
and developing an appreciation
for research to help the collective
board do a better and more effec-
tive job is essential.

Through affiliations with groups
that contribute to the schools in-
structional program and mission
school boards and school board
members avoid groups that are
politically driven and which aren't
particularly concerned with ethi-

cal decision making. This is always
a good idea.

Be visible and accountable be-
cause the more you interact with
staff and community members, the
more aware you will be of their
perceptions concerning proper
conduct.

Finally, treat fellow board mem-
bers, staff, and community mem-
bers equally, respecting their opin-
ions and views. Try to include, not
exclude, them in ethical discus-
sions, to widen your knowledge of
ethical behavior.

Testing Your Ethical
Acumen: How About Bill?
Using the information presented here,
let's step back to the scene presented at
the beginning of this article to see how
Maple Valley's new board member, Bill,
might decide how to handle the request
of his friend, Charlie. The following are
four possible choices Bill could make.
Which choice do you believe is best?

A. Call the board chairman to find
out about board policy and per-
sonal favors before acting or prom-
ising anything. Tell your friend you'll
get back to him with a decision.

B. Refer your friend to the normal ad-
ministrative chain of command. De-
scribe the procedures that he can
follow to help him press his case.

C. Let your friend use your name
with his daughter's teacher be-
cause you know that this student
should be in advanced placement
classes. After all, you are on the
board to help serve your constitu-
ency.

D. Tell your friend that as an indi-
vidual board member you are un-
able to do anything to influence
teachers. Your job is to create
policy, not to become involved in
day-to-day individual situations.

If Bill is uncertain about what action
is best in this situation, it would be wise
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for him to be prudent. Answer A pro-
vides him with the kind of cautionary
approach he might find useful. Bill will
learn from his board chairman that it is
unethical for board members to use
their position for advancing their
friend's causes.

Letting Bill's friend use his name for
personal influence should be avoided.
Board members should not intrude in
daily administrative decision making. As
a result, choice C would be highly inap-
propriate.

Choice D can be a correct one, as
far as it goes. However, Bill may want
to assist his friend by informing him
of the means for assisting his daughter
himself, while emphasizing that it would
be inappropriate to use Bill's name with
teachers and administrators.

The best answer is B. This behavior
assists Bill's friend Charlie without com-
promising his position as a board mem-
ber. It enables him to be of assistance
and reinforces the administrative pro-
cedures developed for handling student
placement. He must be careful, how-
ever, not to intrude any further in this
matter.

Conclusion
Thinking ethically is not easy. If it was
Diogenes wouldn't have needed to look
so long for his "honest man", George
Washington wouldn't be revered for
telling the truth and board service that
pleased everyone, at all times, would
be a snap. We know this isn't the case.
Concentrating on what is right and what
is wrong takes discipline and an aware-
ness of one's environment. Colleagues,
students, constituents, and others in
the community must be considered in
every decision making the job all the
more difficult. Self-reflection, patience,
and commitment will go a long way
toward providing the answers every
board member searches for when striv-
ing to be both ethical and effective.
Most board members will be confronted
with situations like the one the ficti-
tious Bill experienced in this article.
How they respond will make the dif-
ference.
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