Make Time to Discuss and Resolve Policy Issues
Pittsburgh Public School Board, District staff members and city residents, 

Thank you for your support of the A+ School’s Board Watch Program and congratulations to the Board for earning another overall B- on the August 2010 report card. Despite the fact that the overall score has remained in the B- range, and scores have slightly risen for 4 out of 5 indicators, I am concerned because the lack of improvement in the area of Role Clarity and support the changes called for by A+ Schools.
The Board has consistently received the lowest scores in Role Clarity for nearly every report card to date. My understanding of the role of a Reform School Board is that in addition to levying taxes and representing the community, you are responsible for reviewing, modifying and setting policies that are intended to achieve the district’s goals. School Board leadership requires planning for change and monitoring factors that would indicate success, not just reacting to proposed changes or agenda items. You are the only local policy-making body of the school district, if you don’t fulfill your role, who will?
In order to be able to do a better job of focusing on district policies, you need to make time to be able to do that within the current meeting structure. Currently, most board conversations about policy are related to whether or not the district has one regarding a particular topic or how agenda items relate to the details of a current board policy. One way that you save time in meetings and be better informed about your own policies as a board is if, on each board tab, you required the district policy number to be listed as a reference for you to read in advance of the meeting. If there is no policy to reference for a particular board tab, then that would indicate the need for a discussion about whether the Board should establish one. 

Often in meetings, Board members raise concerns or questions that could be resolved through policy, but are dismissed and not revisited. Assigning someone to keep track of the list of potential policy items that arise and ensure those topics are addressed at a later date could facilitate the Board’s resolution to recurring issues. Two examples of recent topics that have come up in discussion multiple times with no resolution are: 

1. Minority/Women Business Enterprise contract procurement- Rather than discuss individual contracts in a meeting, the Board could set a policy that lists goals for participation and how the status will be monitored. 

2. Student Reassignments- When discussing the disadvantages to students being reassigned multiple times to different schools, the Board could set a policy that limits the number of times a student can be transferred by the district because of school closings within a certain time frame. 
The School Board has a very important role as elected officials to work on behalf of the community to advance this district. I ask for your attention to the matter of how you fulfill your role as policy makers as a Board because it is impossible for any Board member to effectively this role alone. In order to focus more on policies, you need the time, information and process for the conversation- all of which is within your control to create. Please make the changes necessary to better fulfill your role as the policy makers of this school district. 
