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ELEMENTS OF EFFECTIVE GOVERNANCE 

Governance – A Definition 
School district governance is the act of transforming the needs, wishes and desires of the 
community into policies that direct the community’s schools. 

There are four dimensions to the effective governance of a school district. Effective governance 
tenets encompass the basic characteristics and behaviors that enable governance team 
members to effectively create a climate for excellence in a school district and maintain the 
focus on improved student learning and achievement.  

They are: 
1. Governing as a unified team with a common vision and unity of purpose 
2. Governing with a shared understanding of roles and responsibilities  
3. Creating and sustaining a positive governance culture 
4. Developing protocols and procedures to facilitate governance leadership 

I. UNITY OF PURPOSE 

The foundation of effective governance is the common focus, core values and beliefs that 
governance team members share about children, the district and public education. 

Los Gatos-Saratoga Union School District Vision  

Our District is a thriving learning community… Where all are valued and recognized for their 
talents and contributions… Where every person optimizes his or her potential…  
Where members of the community embrace individual choices and healthy passions…  
Where all grow and learn in a collaborative, nurturing environment… and experience a zest for 
lifelong learning!  

Los Gatos-Saratoga Union School District Mission  

The mission of the District is to optimize the learning of each student. As a community of 
learners committed to excellence, we promote lifelong learning, personal integrity, social 
responsibility and good physical and mental health.  Members of our educational community 
will make meaningful, positive contributions to the world.  

Los Gatos-Saratoga Union School District Beliefs 

Regarding Human Nature and Learning  

We believe that:  
● Learning has intrinsic value 
● Clear, realistic and challenging goals increase learning 
● Collaboration and cooperation enrich the learning environment 
● Resourceful, persistent work has value 
● Effective communication builds understanding 
● Improvement requires change.  Challenge is an opportunity 
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● Reflection and dialogue enhance growth and learning 

 Regarding Individuality  

We believe that:  
● Each individual has equal, inherent worth 
● Each individual is responsible for his or her own actions 
● Each individual has a unique capacity for life-long learning 
● Good physical and mental health are important 
● All accomplishments build self-confidence, which enhances learning 
● Honesty and integrity are essential to create trust 
● Trust is the foundation of positive relationships 

Regarding Community  

We believe that:  
● The learning environment is enhanced when a sense of community exists 
● A safe, supportive environment and sense of belonging foster human growth, 

development, and learning 
● Understanding, acceptance and respect for ourselves, others and the environment  

are essential.  
● Respecting that students learn values primarily from the family, all members  

of the educational community have an obligation to encourage, maintain, model  
and communicate the highest ethical standards.  

● Each individual's learning is enhanced by a direct connection to his/her community. 

Expected District-wide Learning Results 
● Effective Communicators 
● Complex, Critical Thinkers 
● Collaborative Workers 
● Ethical, Effective Citizens 
● Responsible, Healthy, Self-directed Adults 
● Technologically Literate Individuals 

District Strategic Initiatives 2016-2019 

The District’s Strategic Vision “Support all students to develop the skills, passions, confidence, 
and resiliency to pursue college and/or career pathways that are right for them” is supported 
by the following Strategic Focus Areas and Initiatives: 

      Focus Areas: 

● Relevant and Engaging Learning Experiences Emphasizing the 4 C’s (Critical Thinking, 
Creativity, Communication, Collaboration) 

● Student Wellness, Balance and Belonging 
● Culture of Collaboration and Innovation 
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Strategic Initiatives: 

● Continue to develop and integrate social-emotional learning, including a focus on life 
balance and healthy well-being into the school experience 

● Increase inclusive professional development opportunities, coaching and support for 
staff on areas of strategic focus and continuous improvement 

● Enhance student support services including proactive and reactive interventions and 
support 

● Engage all students with everyday access to “21st Century” learning modalities and tools 
● Continue to foster and support excellence in academic achievement to ensure that all 

students reach their potential 
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II. CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE GOVERNANCE TEAMS  

Effective teams value and respect their essential roles, reach mutual agreement on the roles of 
the board and superintendent, and strive to operate within them. (See Appendix A – Board 
Norms) 

Working together, board members and the superintendent leverage the efforts of the 
professional staff by setting a direction for the district reflective of the community’s wishes for 
its children, by creating a supportive framework for action in the district, by holding the system 
accountable through mutually agreed upon mechanisms, by providing support to students and 
staff through behaviors and actions, and by demonstrating community leadership on behalf of 
students, district schools and public education. When this is done effectively, the chances of a 
climate for excellence, in which students thrive, increases dramatically.  

Board members understand that they have collective, not individual authority and that 
direction to the superintendent is through decisions reached at board meetings.  In addition, 
the board understands the use of the five governance responsibilities to align and focus the 
work of the district (i.e., The board sets direction, establishes structure, provides support, 
ensures accountability and acts as community leaders.). 

Members of the board will demonstrate community leadership through: 

● Speaking with a common voice about district priorities, goals and issues 
● Engaging and involving the community in district schools and activities 
● Advocating for children, district programs and public education to the general public, 

community leaders and local, state and national leaders. 
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III. CREATING AND SUSTAINING A POSITIVE GOVERNANCE CULTURE 

To be effective, it is vital that the board and superintendent have a respectful and constructive 
working relationship based on trust and open communications. Trustees and the 
Superintendent discussed strategies to support to one another and strengthen the working 
relationship. 

A. What trustees need from the superintendent to fulfill their responsibilities… 
● Regular communication through the Friday letter including a preview of the board 

meeting agenda topics, links to articles and relevant public policy information.  
● Timely and comprehensive information to make informed decisions.  
● To know in advance about reports or documents trustees will provide input on. 

B. What the Superintendent needs to fulfill his responsibilities… 
● Appreciation – respect of staff and respect of the work of staff.  
● No surprises. Share information in a timely manner. If trustees are surprised they will 

contact the superintendent immediately.  
● To be mindful of the work demands on staff. To consider carefully requests by asking if a 

report or request is essential for leadership work at the board level. 

C. What trustees need from one another to fulfill their responsibilities… 
● Trust and respect  
● Equality when sharing different perspectives and opinions 
● Understands the distinction between board and staff roles, and refrains from 

performing management functions that are the responsibility of the superintendent and 
staff 

● Understands that authority rests with the board as a whole and not with individuals 
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IV. GOVERNANCE LEADERSHIP - STRUCTURE AND PROCESS 
To effectively meet district priorities, goals and challenges, the board and superintendent must 
function together as a governance leadership team. The following protocols were developed to 
support and promote the effectiveness of the governance team and to ensure a positive and 
productive working relationship among board members, the superintendent, district staff, 
students, and the community. The protocols were developed for and by the members of the 
governance team, and may be modified over time as needed. 

Protocols to Facilitate Governance Leadership 

Topic - 1 Placement of items on the Board Agenda  

Rationale  

● The board meeting agenda provides the opportunity to demonstrate proactive 
thinking and planning.  

● Clarification of the agenda placement process, appropriate placement of items on 
the board agenda and sufficient time for gathering information on the issue is 
critical to effective discussion and deliberation.  The connection with the Strategic 
Goals should be noted when appropriate. 

Protocol  

Each January, and quarterly thereafter, the superintendent will distribute the annual 
calendar of proposed board meeting topics. The superintendent will include regular 
updates about future board meeting topics in the Friday letter.  
Any board member or member of the public may request that a matter within the 
jurisdiction of the board be placed on the board meeting agenda.  
1. Trustees will send requests for agenda items to the superintendent and the board 

president with clarification of the reason for the requested information.  
2.     The superintendent and board president, during their agenda setting meeting, will 

review the requested items to determine if they feel the items are appropriate for 
addition to an upcoming meeting agenda. 

3.    If the item is from a trustee and is not placed on the agenda by the superintendent 
and the board president, then it will be placed as a possible future agenda item for 
review by the board at the end of the next meeting.  At that meeting, the proposing 
trustee will have no more than three minutes to present their reason for requesting 
the agenda item. At that time, if a majority of the board feels that the item should 
be added as a future agenda, then it will be placed on the agenda of one of the 
following three meetings. 

4.    If the item is from a member of the public and is not placed on the agenda by the 
superintendent and board president, the requesting individual will be notified by 
the board president or the superintendent to see if the issue can be addressed 
directly and to inform the individual that a request for the agenda item may be 
made to the entire board during Public Comment at a future board meeting. 

 

Topic - 2 Responding to Board Member Requests for Information or Reports  

Rationale  

● Critical to board members’ ability to make informed decisions is timely access to 
information.  

● The superintendent wants to be responsive to requests for information, maintain 
the focus on district priorities and balance the management of staff time.  

Protocol  
● Trustees will call or email the superintendent in advance of the board meetings with 

questions or clarification about information in the board packet.  
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● Trustees will always work through the superintendent and copy the board president 
when requesting information/reports. The request will include clarification about 
what is being requested, why it is being requested and the relation/alignment with 
the district goals  

● To prepare for board discussions, more information will be provided to the board 
prior to study sessions.  

● Prepared reports or written answers to questions will be distributed to all board 
members, without identifying the board member requesting the information.  

 

Topic - 3 Board/Superintendent Relations 

Rationale  

● Board members should be knowledgeable and equally informed about district 
programs and issues.  

● The board’s ability to make rational, thoughtful, responsible decisions on behalf  
of students and the community is dependent upon receiving sufficient, appropriate, 
timely, and specific information from district staff.  

● There should be open lines of communication between the board and the 
superintendent and there should be no surprises for either the superintendent or 
the board.  

Protocol  

● In order to strive for the efficient and effective use of board and staff time, and to 
respect the time and efforts of district staff in preparing board-meeting 
presentations, we have an obligation to make our expectations for staff reports 
clear.  

● The superintendent will strive for a quick turnaround on requests and will respond 
to trustees within 24 hours of a request with a response or a status about the 
response. 

● The superintendent will meet with trustees individually once every nine weeks and 
will meet with trustees in pairs three times per year. 

● The superintendent will meet with Board members in pairs or individually prior to 
each Board meeting to review the Board meeting agenda. 

 

Topic -4  Establish Multi-year and Annual District Goals  

Rationale  

● Multiyear goals lead the district into the future and provide a district wide vision.  
● Important to the work of the board is the ability to track progress over multiple 

years, especially due to the lag time with data reporting.  
● Multiyear goals help the community have a collective vision and help the board to 

be clear about performance expectations for the superintendent  
● The governance team wants to demonstrate proactive and strategic planning that is 

synchronized with the budget.  

Protocol  

Critical to governance work is data driven decision-making that promotes clarity of 
direction, focus and alignment. Setting goals ensures that the work of the District is 
focused and strategic.  
● Annually establish the goal setting and planning timeline.  
● Initiate goal planning prior to the budget adoption. The planning process will guide 

and inform budget development.  
● Establish a schedule of progress reports twice per year. 
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● Review and update the multiyear strategic plan at three-year intervals with 
stakeholder input.  Include establishment of the criteria, the process and 
measurable outcomes 

 
 
 

Topic - 5 Board Study Sessions 

Rationale  
● Study sessions provide opportunities to study issues in more depth. The topics are 

usually those where additional discussion is needed to make important decisions.  

Protocol  

● Study sessions and conversation/discussion meetings are public meetings subject to 
the provisions of the Brown Act and no action is taken. 

● The board will identify study session and conversation/discussion topics as needed 
throughout the year and during the annual goal and calendar setting process.  

● Superintendent will distribute pre-meeting information to the Board following the 
same protocol for getting information out in advance of Board meeting (four 
working days when possible.  This information will be as comprehensive as possible. 

● During the study sessions and conversation meetings, the governance team will 
ensure an orderly structure for input with flexibility to allow for effective 
deliberation among governance team members. The board will determine the 
public input process, based on the issue.  

 

Topic -6 
Outreach to, Interaction with, and Responding to Concerns of the Community and 

Staff 

Rationale  

● The board wants to be accessible, consistent, and fair in dealings with complaints 
and concerns from the community. 

● The board values open communication /transparency and timely resolution of 
issues. 

Protocol  

When approached with concerns and complaints, trustees will: 
● Listen and use judgment in responding, being mindful of their role in judicial review. 
● Strive to ensure a community member feels heard and made aware of the 

appropriate next steps.  
● Trustees will notify the superintendent; as appropriate the superintendent will 

share follow up on the issue with all of the trustees.  Timely response/feedback will 
be provided to community or staff members as appropriate. 

● If a community or staff member sends a complaint/concern to the full board, the 
board president, in consultation with the superintendent, will provide a timely 
response on behalf of the full board, copying the full board, superintendent and 
executive assistant. 

● All media requests should be referred to the superintendent. 
● Board members should not have direct meetings with union officials/bargaining  

team members. 
● Board members should not have direct meetings with staff regarding District 

business without first informing the superintendent.  
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● Board members should be aware of his/her role as a Board member when 
interacting with district employees and the potential impact of their position on 
employee perception of those interactions.  

● Because his/her position as a Board member may influence the performance of 
school personnel, all Board members should inform the superintendent before 
visiting or volunteering at a District school in their role as a board member. 

● When Board members attend community events and interact with the public and 
staff, they will be mindful that they are in their role as a member of the Board, not a 
private citizen. In this role, Board members will refrain from making presentations 
or comments on behalf of the district or Board unless they’ve been given authority 
to do so. 

 
 
APPENDIX A - BOARD NORMS  
 

Communication: 
● Make a commitment to open and honest communication with all constituents. 
● Make a commitment to effective deliberation, listening openly while everyone is 

allowed to express their point of view. 
 

Professional Responsibility: 
● When there are differences of opinion, embrace and respect individuality. 
● Commit the time necessary to govern effectively.  This means being there, preparing 

prior to the meeting, being knowledgeable, participating, understanding the full scope 
of being a board member and being willing to take on the responsibilities involved. 

● Be collaborative, willing to compromise. 
● Maintain confidentiality. 
● Look upon history as lessons learned; focus on the present and the future. 

 
Teaching and Learning: 

● Focus on students’ best interests, addressing the needs of all students.  
● Model good teaching and learning in our work. 

 
As a Board, We Will: 
 
       Collaborative Leadership: 

● Recognize and respect differences of perspective and style on the board and among 
staff, students, parents and the community. 

● Take collective responsibility for the board’s performance. The authority of the board 
rests with the board as a whole and not with individual board members. 

● Adopt, evaluate, and update policies that enable the district to achieve its vision, 
mission and strategic goals. 

● Adopt a budget that supports achievement of the vision, mission and strategic goals and 
monitor the fiscal health of the district on a regular basis. 

● Evaluate on a regular basis the board’s effectiveness against a predetermined set of 
criteria. 

10 Los Gatos-Saratoga Union School District Governance Handbook - Revised 4-23-19 



● Provide community leadership on educational issues and advocate on behalf of students 
and public education at the local, state and federal levels. 

 
Communication: 

● Define and communicate the district’s core values and beliefs and develop, along with 
the superintendent, community, parents, students and staff, a shared vision, mission 
and strategic goals that will lead to district success. 

● The board president is the spokesperson for the board.  When the board receives 
correspondence from our constituents the board president, on behalf of the Board, 
acknowledges receipt of the communication and informs party of next steps to be 
taken. 

 
 
Professional Responsibility: 

● Establish a framework for collective bargaining that supports high-quality teaching and 
learning. 

● Ensure that the district operates within the legal parameters established by local, state 
and federal government agencies. 

● Model good learning by participating in professional development. 
 
District Leadership Interaction: 

● Hire and support a superintendent who will strive to achieve the district’s vision, 
mission and goals. 

● Conduct regular and timely evaluations of the superintendent based on agreed-upon 
measurable goals, established board directions and district performance.  Ensure the 
superintendent holds district personnel accountable. 

● Respect the differences between governance and management; allow district staff to 
manage the district. 

 
Teaching and Learning 

● Keep teaching and learning as the primary focus of our work. 
● Establish clear outcomes for student success that promote equity of outcomes for all 

students. 
● Maintain accountability for student learning by adopting the district curriculum and 

monitoring student progress. 
● Ensure that a safe and appropriate environment is provided to all students. 

 
Norms rev. 8 30 16 
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APPENDIX B -  DISTRICT INFORMATION 

1. Communities served by the District: 
Loma Prieta, Los Gatos, Monte Sereno, Saratoga 
 

2. Number of employees in the District: 
Certificated:  209 
Classified: 122 
 

3. Unions in place: 
Classified Employees:  California State Employees’ Association (CSEA) 

President:  Julia Peck 
Certificated Employees:  District Teachers’ Association (DTA) 

President:  Amy Obenour  
 

4. Grade levels served by the District: 
9th – 12th grades 
 

 
5. Total 2017-2018 Enrollment – 3425  
 
6. Student Demographics (from Data Quest – 2017-2018): 
 

Name  Total  African 
American 

American 
Indian or 
Alaska 
Native 

Asian  Filipino  Hispanic 
or 

Latino 

Pacific 
Islander 

White  Two 
or 

More 
Races 

Not 
Reporte

d 

Los 
Gatos-Sa
ratoga 
Joint 
Union 
High 

3,425  0.4%  0.0%  30.2%  0.5%  7.5%  0.2%  50.5%  9.5%  1.3% 

Santa 
Clara 
County 

272,132  1.9%  0.3%  29.8%  4.1%  38.4%  0.5%  19.6%  4.8%  0.7% 

Statewid
e 

6,220,41
3 

5.5%  0.5%  9.2%  2.4%  54.3%  0.5%  23.2%  3.5%  0.9% 

 
 
7. Percentage of English Learners: 

      1.3 % 
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