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KNOW
YOUR
WORTH!
Bryan Preston,
GSBA President
& Coffee County
Board of
Education

Elected to his local Board in a December
2010 run-off election, Bryan Preston has
served as a member of the Coffee County
(GA) School Board since January 1, 2011.
Bryan has served as local board chair and
vice-chair during his first 2 terms. Bryan
served as GSBA President-Elect for 2020
and as GSBA Vice-President in 2019.
Prior to his tenure as an Officer to GSBA,
Bryan served as a District 8 Director
for GSBA and has served on the GSBA
Board Chair Advisory Committee, the
Governmental Operations Committee
(GOC), and as Delegate for Coffee County
during GSBA’s Delegate Assembly. As
a member of the Coffee County Board
of Education, Bryan has made several
presentations and served on panels of
discussion at our member conferences
including topics on Board Governance,
Strategic Planning, Charter Systems and
School Safety and Security.
Bryan is a proponent of local control and
maintains strong relationships with his
State Legislators and local City and County
governing agencies. Bryan worked for 25
years in Foodservice Sales and Marketing.
He and his wife Mary are both graduates
of the University of Georgia. Mary
recently retired after 31 years teaching
in Elementary classrooms for Clarke and
Coffee counties. Bryan and Mary have
a daughter, Chelsea, a recent graduate
of Valdosta State University. Mary and
Chelsea are Bryan’s inspiration to serve his
community as a local school board member.

It goes without saying, but as board
members our school systems are facing a
myriad of challenges as we emerge from
the impacts of Covid-19: state and federal
legislative decisions, cultural and political
divisions within our communities, and
most importantly facing the reality
of learning loss many of our students
experienced during the 2020/2021 school
year. Terms like “pandemic fatigue”
and “COVID-19 mitigations” are part
of our regular vocabulary now. As our
GSBA Past-President, Pat Hugley-Green,
expressed in her Agenda Magazine article
last year, “as Leaders of Leaders,” we must
continue to engage in challenges that face
our districts with good governance and
strategic planning.
Here in Coffee County, when a difficult
issue faces our leadership team (our Board
and Superintendent) we ask ourselves,
“what does this decision have to do with
advancing student achievement?” Also,
“does this decision dovetail or deviate
from our mission and vision statements?”
This exercise helps keep us grounded
and focused on our roles and helps us to
tune out, “the noise,” of talking heads
and social media trying to advance
misinformed hot-takes or divisive agendas
that try to distract us from getting our
students back to in-person school. And
thank goodness we are back in-person
to start this school year. I realize that we
each have unique districts and varying
capabilities regarding returning to our
campuses, and I can only speak to my
experience as our leadership team, our
staff, and our stakeholders supported our
plan.
I’m not going to parse the subject, it
is a fact here in Coffee County that
virtual learning on the scale and for the
length of time that we offered it, from
March of 2020 and into the Spring
Semester of FY20/21, did not provide the
overwhelming majority of our students

“An Excellent & Equitable Education for
College, Career, and Life,” (our mission
statement). My wife is a semi-retired
elementary school teacher and works a
few days a week in a Students Accelerated
In Learning (SAIL) student support role
for K-5. As you can imagine, she and I
had many discussions as to the efficacy of
virtual learning for K-5 students.
We have all seen our Georgia Milestones
Assessment System (GMAS) scores, and
we have read reports of studies noting
that in many cases the estimates are that
students are months behind in math and
reading. My point here is a positive one
for locally controlled public education
and that our business of in-person
teaching is the most effective method of
learning for the majority of our students,
especially in Pre-K and K-8, the critical
formative years for our core business
of reading, writing, and arithmetic. In
addition, we are seeing the anticipated
manifestation of physical, emotional, and
behavioral issues. A result of lack of peer
socialization in which our staff trained
to deal with a student’s wellness needs
in-person was unable to do so for an
extended period of time.
In closing, the past months of not being
able to provide in-person learning has
shown what our public schools provide to
Georgia families is absolutely critical to
our children, their families, our economy,
and our future. When you speak to your
legislators, let them know that your
district has proven its worth and that it is
their State’s Constitutional obligation to
fund our students’ education. Ask them,
“What does your decision on ‘Bill X’
have to do with student achievement?”

“REMEMBER TO KNOW
YOUR WORTH.” 
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Reflections and Focus of a
Former School Board Member
Valarie Wilson
GSBA Executive
Director

I remember vividly the night I won my
first of what would eventually be three
elections to our local school board. While
I was excited and humbled that people
thought enough of me to elect me to the
role, I was terrified of failing. But I knew
failure was not an option; each one of the
children who attended our schools were
depending on me. Fast forward to my first
official night of service and my swearing
in ceremony, I will never forget it. The full
reality of what being on my local school
board meant hit me that night when Judge
Ed Carriere shared these words with me.
He said,

“Valarie, you will hear many
voices as you make decisions
in your role on this board of
education; but the voices that
will be the loudest are not the
only voices you should base
your decisions on.”

As my ears perked up the judge went on
to say, “The voices you need to listen
the hardest for are the voices of the
students you serve. They are your primary
constituents.”

The room was full of staff, parents, family
members, and community members, but
my eyes were drawn to the faces of the
students who were there and the promise
and hope I saw in each of their eyes.
I was introduced to GSBA shortly after
that meeting when I attended New Board
Member Orientation (NBMO), and I
remember Phil Hartley going into detail
regarding the role of a school board
member. My eyes were further opened
when he said school board members
were uniquely different from all other
elected officials in that they do not act
individually but as a board on behalf of the
school system. It highlighted the necessity
of creating a unified vision that would
result in success for all children.
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I know you are serving during difficult times, but I implore you to boldly embrace that uniqueness the law places on school board members;
our state, nation and world will be better for it.

As I sat in my NBMO session, I connected
the words of the judge to what I was
hearing from Phil; school boards cannot
act as a unified body on behalf of students
without listening to the voices of those
students. And yes, I mean their actual
voices in addition to their academic
success and growth; that is how we really
hear their voices.
That was the day I also recognized a
unified vision for our school system
on behalf of all students meant I could
not allow my personal agenda, any
other person’s, or any group’s agenda to
take precedence over the needs of the
students within our school system. And,
if as a board we developed this unified
vision correctly, we would gather input
from students, parents, staff, and other
stakeholders. That vision, those beliefs,
and the values we established together had
to drive our work. More than anything, I
walked away from NBMO knowing that

my only interest was the interest of every
child that matriculated through our school
system.
Today when I see the special interest
groups, the political partisanship, the
constant attempts to undermine public
education, I am saddened. I have often
said there is no place for politics in public
education and little boys and girls do
not care about political affiliation or
other adult issues that detract from their
learning; they just want to be educated.
School board members must lead as a
united body with fidelity and protect every
child within their school system’s right to
a quality education; nothing should come
before that. Every child deserves school
boards who will magnify their voices,
especially when other voices are projecting
above theirs.
I know you are serving during difficult
times, but I implore you to boldly embrace

that uniqueness the law places on school
board members; our state, nation and
world will be better for it. So, I’ll leave you
with one of my favorite greetings that is
from the Maasai people,

“How are the children?”
And the response is, “All the
children are well” meaning
life is good, the community is
strong. When school board
members get it right, our
children are well and our
communities are strong.” 
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Putting Students First
How Georgia school boards make difficult
decisions in politically charged and
unprecedented times.
By Scotty Brewington, Contributing Writer, MarketJet, LLC

Houston County Board of Education Superintendent
Dr. Mark Scott visits schools and talks with students.
School boards all over the country
have been front and center this year
with protests and frustrations around
masks, quarantining, social distancing
and other pandemic-related issues.
For local school boards, dealing with
complicated and controversial issues is
nothing new, but for many members,
being thrust into the spotlight is
uncharted territory. With elected
members on both sides of the political
aisle, how do school boards make
difficult and sometimes controversial
decisions to best serve their districts as
a whole?

The role of the school board
The school board’s job is to make policy
decisions that affect the entire school
district. These decisions are typically
around school policy, personnel, budget,
real estate and hiring a superintendent.
The board’s role is not the specific day-today operations of each school. This is the
job of the superintendent, who is hired by
the board and works with members on the
district’s governance team.
“As a board, we are charged with governing
the school system. The superintendent
manages the school system. We make
sure that he is carrying out our wishes,

which are supposed to be the wishes of the
people in the county,” said Allen Edwards,
chairman of the Pike County Board of
Education. “We’re not supposed to get
in the weeds. We’re supposed to have the
10,000-foot view.”
In Georgia, public school boards can
have anywhere from five to 10 members,
depending on their charter. Members are
elected to four-year terms and there are no
term limits. Superintendents are appointed
by the school board and have no set term.
The superintendent makes
recommendations to the board, which
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“Board members are charged
with taking everyone’s
perspective into consideration
– not individuals with personal
agendas. They represent
all students and the entire
community.”
Howard, a mother of two children who
attend school in Jackson County, was
appointed in 2013 by the Jackson County
School Board. Four of the board’s five
members are currently in their first term.
The fifth has served on the board for over
20 years.
“People are confused about the process
and in today’s environment, it has become
more charged,” said Don Clerici, chairman
of the Jackson County School Board.
“People like to remind me that I work for
them. I remind them that we work for
every taxpayer – not just you.”

“A board of education is a unique servant
to the community,” said Houston County
Superintendent of Schools Dr. Mark
Scott, who has served as superintendent
for eight years. “Often, people compare
school boards to a county commission or
city council, but school board members are
elected for all students in a county – not
just those in a certain address.”
then has the final say. Meetings are open
– except for personnel, real estate and
legal issues, which are handled in closed
executive sessions – and votes are held in
public.
“Most parents don’t understand the role
of the school board. I think they feel
like members are their representatives to
advocate for their cause, but they have
been elected to represent what is best for
the community,” said Jackson County
School System Superintendent Dr. April
Howard.

“A board of education is
a unique servant to the
community,” said Houston
County Superintendent
of Schools Dr. Mark
Scott, who has served as
superintendent for eight
years. “Often, people
compare school boards to a
county commission or city
council, but school board
members are elected for
all students in a county –
not just those in a certain
address.”
– Dr. Mark Scott,
Houston County

Making difficult decisions
Clerici has served on the Jackson County
School Board for three years, though
this is his first year as chairman. He said
it is the board’s decision to listen to the
community, but members must make
decisions that benefit everyone.
“On our board, everyone is willing to
let you speak your peace and get it off
your chest. It’s helpful for us to hear. I
have kids in the system, but not at the
elementary, middle and high school levels,
so I appreciate hearing from parents and
citizens about things they are concerned
about or would like handled differently,”
Clerici said.

Jackson County Chairman, Don
Clerici, discussing an issue with
Superintendent Dr. April Howard.

CONTINUED Ü
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as individuals, but we come
together and look at all of the
facts and then make a decision
as a board based on what is
best for our school system and
students,”

Houston County Board of Education
Chairman Fred Wilson and students.
“I’m happy to listen – even if you are
yelling at me. I always say, only two
things get me mad – messing with my
kids or messing with my money. A large
percentage of their tax money comes to
the school system and their kids are here,
too, so I’m willing to listen. That is what
people often want. They want you to hear
them.”
“The pandemic has only increased the
pressure on school boards, as community
members are emotionally charged and
passionate about the response in schools.
In this charged environment, school
boards must gather information, listen
to the experts, and be willing to change
policies and plans if the situation requires
a new approach,” Clerici added.
“Complex decisions move well beyond
what you have in established policy and
the right answer is only a manifestation of
a perspective,” said Dr. Michael Duncan,
Pike County’s superintendent. “In these
types of conversations, complex decisions
require innovative and creative solutions.
Too often, governance teams get caught
up in the emotion, which can be very
negative, and jump to solutions without
correctly evaluating the problem. When
emotions are running high, a quick

response is typically the wrong response.”
Pike County created a policy from the
beginning to deal with COVID-19
and then stuck to the plan, Duncan
said. As cases increased within its
schools, the board created “space” for
the administrative team to engage with
stakeholders to make decisions and adapt,
and then effectively communicated that
process with the community.
“Early on, we chose to stay away from the
political part of it and that worked for us,”
said Edwards. “Some of our neighboring
districts would change their policy in
the eleventh hour and announce a mask
mandate three or four days before school
started. We didn’t do that. We had a plan
in place and we followed it. Then, when
the cases got above a certain threshold, we
were able to change direction.”
Chairman Fred Wilson has served on the
Houston County Board of Education for
over 26 years. Though the district’s seven
board members do not always agree, there
is much emphasis put on staying objective
and presenting a united front once a
decision has been made.

“Many people think school
board members make decisions

said Wilson, who raised two children
in the school system and now has two
great grandchildren who attend school
in Houston County. “We try to look at
the whole picture and what is best for
everyone. Even if we come to the point
where we still disagree, once a decision is
made, we all support that decision because
that decision is for the school district and
the students – not for us personally.”
Meeting “fireworks” and
unprecedented times
The past two-and-a-half school years have
certainly tested school boards, teachers and
school administrators. Emotions around
the pandemic run high and opinions about
how schools should respond run deep.
Sometimes, it feels as if no one can agree.
In August, a group of parents attended a
school board meeting in Jackson County
wearing red shirts, protesting mask
mandates in school.
“At the beginning of the school year, we
didn’t mandate masks. We said it was a
safe practice, but they were not required.
But even with that, they didn’t want us to
ever mandate them,” said Howard. “Then,
three weeks into the year, we had over 700
cases and we mandated masks.”
The mask mandate expired at the end of
September as case numbers in Jackson
County decreased and since then, the
level of frustration from parents has also
decreased, Howard said.
“COVID is not a governing policy issue,
it is an administration issue, which falls
under the superintendent and my staff.
It is our job to provide data and make
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recommendations, to the board and then
their role is to support or not support our
recommendation,” Howard said. “It is
honorable for the board to hear the voice
of our community, but when you are on a
governing board, you hopefully have more
information than any one constituent.”
In Pike County, school administrators
received a lot of charged feedback around
the number of students being quarantined
and other mitigation strategies being used
in schools.
“We had a rumor start before a board
meeting that we were going to require
masks and a group came with a speech
prepared,” said Edwards.

“But we have to stay on message
and on mission with the school
system. You can’t focus on the
1-2% making the most noise. At
the end of the day, you have to
make the best decision based
on the best info you have for our
kids.”
Advice for board members?
According to Edwards, who has served
on the Pike County School Board for six
years, it’s important to take your time

Left to Right: Superintendent Dr. Michael Duncan, Chairman Allen Edwards,
Vice Chairman Floyd Miller, Board Member Emily O’Steen, Board Member Denise
Burrell, Board Member Marcie Bradberry, Board Member Brian Hubbard

making big decisions. Ultimately, once a
decision is made, you have to trust that
you will be on the right side of history.
“Not all of our decisions are popular, but
many times, you can’t make a decision
based on what is going on right now in
your face,” said Edwards, whose two kids
grew up in the school system and whose
wife is a teacher in Pike County. “People
may be unhappy now, but down the road,
they typically understand why we make
the decisions we make. A lot of times, you

Left to Right: Superintendent Dr. Michael Duncan,
Chairman Allen Edwards, Vice Chairman Floyd Miller

make unpopular decisions knowing that
looking back, people will understand.”
Maintaining open communication
and strong relationships within the
community and between the board and
superintendent – as well as a formal
process for people to provide input – is
also important.

“I have always been very
grateful that the board
supports me professionally and
personally,” said Duncan, who
has served as Pike County’s
superintendent for 17 years.
“There is a sense that if I
am successful, they are also
successful. When they really
care about your success, it
helps you get through the
challenging times.”

CONTINUED Ü
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“My advice to both experienced as well
as new board members is to elevate
themselves to policy and governing
functions and insulate themselves from
politically charged topics and agendas,”
said Howard. “When they don’t do that,
they can potentially lose objectivity with
what they are trying to do as a governing
board. I have been fortunate. Our board
has really elevated and let the data tell the
story, and we have put students and staff
safety at the forefront.”
In the end, Clerici said, the school
board must do what is right for its most
important constituents – the students.
“I’m a Dawg fan and Kirby Smart has a
saying: ‘Keep the main thing the main
thing.’ That’s what I say here at work
and for myself, and it also applies to the
board,” said Clerici.

“The main thing is
the children and
the educational
experience. Stay
focused on that and
don’t feel like you
have to rush to this
or that decision.
Keep the kids first
and take it slow.” 

(from left to right)
Jackson County Board of Education Members

Beau Hollett, Lynne Massey-Wheeler, Don
Clerici, Rob Johnson, Carol Anglin

1946 - 2021
Celebrating seventy-five years of

BUILDING OPPORTUNITIES
IN K-12 CONSTRUCTION

Scan this QR Code to learn more
about how we are partnering with
school systems and universities to
not just construct buildings, but
to also help build opportunties for
students’ futures.

carrolldaniel.com
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ACCELERATE LEARNING OUTCOMES
with Edmentum Courseware + 1:1 Virtual Tutoring

Take the Burden off Teachers and Parents
Edmentum Courseware is trusted by schools and districts to provide rigorous, engaging digital
curriculum for grades 6-12 built to Georgia and national standards. Now, customized 1:1 tutoring
offered through partnership with FEV Tutor is available to enhance Edmentum's new Accelerate mini
courses and teach students the essential skills they need to succeed in high school math and ELA. All
facilitated by dedicated, highly qualified tutors who can help lighten the load on school and district
educators.

 Live 1:1 tutoring available 24/7 either ondemand or on a pre-scheduled basis
 Outstanding tutors who hold at minimum
a 4-year bachelor’s degree with 2 years of
teaching or tutoring experience and have
passed extensive background checks
 Personalized tutoring and academic
coaching with language support for
Courseware curriculum, targeted skill
building, and test prep

Engaging Live
1:1 Instruction

Connected to Edmentum
Curriculum & Courses

Evidence Based
Program Models

24/7 Availability
on any Device

Equity for all
Students

Results that
Matter

 Holistic support to foster open, effective
communication between students,
school staff, and parents

For more information, please contact:
Laura Brown
Regional Vice-President
laura.brown@edmentum.com

edmentum.com
800.447.5286
info@edmentum.com
AC032-43 111919

5600 W 83rd Street
Suite 300, 8200 Tower
Bloomington, MN 55437
© 2019 EDMENTUM, INC.
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Policy and
Advocacy
Angela Palm,
GSBA Director
of Policy and
Legislative Services

Code of Ethics Is a
Policy with Serious
Implications

POLICY DEVELOPMENT
GSBA assists local school
boards and system staff in policy
development through a number
of services: full policy manual
revisions, an update service for
policy manuals revised by GSBA
within the last five years, a policy
maintenance service and sample
policy information. You can also
find up-to-date changes to state
policies and regulations affecting
your manual in the quarterly Policy
Update.

The GSBA HUB is a FREE
community exclusively developed
for members of the Georgia
School Boards Association
(GSBA). The HUB is intended
to be an online community of
learning and collaboration,
facilitating more efficient and
effective board governance
– a give and take of helpful
information, anecdotes, advice,
and wisdom.

At any training session school board
members are likely to hear that they are
the policy-making body. Most think of
that responsibility in terms of policies for
students and staff, but board members
also adopt policies governing their own
behavior and procedures. Some of those
policies are by their own choice; others are
required. In 2010, a new state law required
the State Board of Education to create a
model code of ethics for local school board
members and required local boards to
adopt that model at a minimum within
three months of the State Board action. If
the State Board changes the model, as it
did in 2016 due to a new law, local boards
must also change theirs within three
months at a regularly scheduled meeting.

This requirement for a statewide code
of ethics was part of a broad effort to
make local school board members behave
better, as it was widely believed at the time
that several school boards were behaving
unprofessionally and unethically with no
consequences for the negative impact on
the students and community. While the
requirement for a statewide code of ethics
for local school board members was new,
code of ethics policies were not. GSBA
found at the time that 90% of the boards
had one. Many of them also included
conflict of interest provisions. Only 15%
of the policies included sanctions for
violations. To create at least one consistent
consequence, a new qualification for
serving on a local board of education was
added to state statute (O.C.G.A. §20-251(e)).

CONTINUED Ü
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We succeed when our
schools succeed.

Our experienced public finance bankers and extensive distribution capabilities provide issuer
clients with innovative strategies for even the most complex financing needs. It helps result
in better schools and better opportunities for every student throughout Georgia and across
America. For more information about Education SPLOST, general obligation bonds and the
other investment banking services we offer, feel free to contact us today.

David Gray
Bucky Kimsey

Todd Barnes
Frank King

Gabe Agan
Tom Owens

Bill Camp
Allen McCannon

Atlanta, GA // 404.240.6840

Proud to support the Georgia School Boards Association.

R E L AT I O N S H I P S | I D E A S | E X E C U T I O N

RJ Wo r k sFor G A S c ho o ls. c o m

© 2021 Raymond James & Associates, Inc., member New York Stock Exchange/SIPC. 19-PF-0856 JPR 9/19
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3

At qualifying to run for office,
candidates must sign a notarized
affidavit that they have read and
understand the code of ethics and
conflict of interest provisions and
agree to abide by them.

3

The affidavit also requires the
candidate to agree that he or she will
annually disclose compliance with
the training requirements, the code
of ethics, and conflict of interest
provisions.

3

School board members fulfill the
compliance disclosure requirement
as part of the annual training
report that each board member and
superintendent signs and sends to the
Department of Education.

No report is sent to election officials; it is
up to the candidate to tell the truth.
The code of ethics also comes into play
in the accreditation process. One of the
standards members of Cognia (formerly
AdvancEd) must meet is “The governing
authority adheres to a code of ethics
and functions within defined roles
and responsibilities.” Failure to meet
that standard is often cited in special

review reports. The Georgia Accrediting
Commission also requires a policy to
“assure the observance of professional
ethics by all concerned.” When people
– including fellow board members and
superintendents -- get angry with a board
member or the board, they often point to
the code of ethics to support their claims
that the board is not following its policies
and/or breaking the law. GSBA, the
Department of Education, and Cognia all
receive numerous phone calls and emails
from people trying to find somebody who
can force a board or board member to
behave differently. They are dismayed to
discover that power lies with the voters.
In search of an easier path, they often look
at the code of ethics policy.

is mine, but board members must be
clear that each of them is responsible for
following each of the statements that
follow that opening. Remember, if you are
in office or have qualified to run for school
board, you have already signed a notarized
affidavit that you have read this policy,
understand it, and agree to abide by it.

If you have not read your code of ethics
lately, policy BH in the GSBA system,
please pull it up and read it carefully as we
look at specific parts of the policy that are
often problematic for some school board
members, deservedly or not. Please note
the intent of this article is not to add to
any finger-pointing or discord. It is to
help board members better understand the
context and importance of the policy.
First, note the last part of the opening
sentence: “the board adopts this Code
of Ethics and each member of the board
agrees that he or she will...” The emphasis

The second and fifth statements are major
sources of contention when things are not
going well in a governance team. Board
members agree they will “Support the
delegation of authority for the day-to-day
administration of the local school system
and act accordingly” and “not undermine
the authority of the local superintendent
or intrude into responsibilities
that properly belong to the local
superintendent or school administration,
including such functions as hiring,
transferring or dismissing employees.”
Add the third statement, “Honor the
chain of command and refer problems or
complaints consistent with the chain of
command,” and you have the trifecta of
trouble spots between superintendents and
school board members as to whose job is
what. The 2010 bill that put into place the
requirement for the code of ethics also put
into the law a basic delineation between
the role of the school board and that of
the superintendent (O.C.G.A. §20-261). It states that it is not the role of the
board to micromanage the superintendent,
but it is the duty of the board to hold
the superintendent accountable for his/
her performance. In other words, it
is neither the board member’s nor the
board’s job to get into the operations side
of the district, but it is your job to hold
the superintendent responsible for their
running of the district.

Second, Domain I, the Governance
Structure, goes to the heart of most of
the issues we see across districts. The first
statement regarding the authority of the
board is also in state law (O.C.G.A. §202-61). An individual board member has no
statutory authority, the board does. Note
that board members agreed to recognize
that and act accordingly.
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You evaluate the superintendent each year,
but accountability is more than a once
a year checkup. It is part of the working
relationship between the board and
superintendent. Adopting board norms
or protocols can help flesh out what these
statements mean in terms of behavior.
What steps should you take before visiting
a school? What is the proper process for
getting information? How do you handle
complaints you receive?
Third, Domain V on Board Meetings is
another trouble spot. We get complaints
periodically that a board member is
skipping all or most meetings. The callers
are hoping for a state law requiring a
minimum of meetings a board member
must attend. They are out of luck on that
but the very first statement in this domain
– which, again, board members have
sworn to abide by – is that they will attend
and participate in regularly scheduled
and called board meetings. Obviously,
emergencies arise and individual
circumstances must be considered, but
that is what it says. The third statement is
a stumbling block where there is discord.
Board members will “work with other
board members in a spirit of harmony
and cooperation in spite of differences
of opinion that may arise during the
discussion and resolution of issues at board
meetings.”
Some of you do not like some of your
fellow board members, do not respect each
other, and wonder why the other(s) are
there. That is not a good or productive
place to be, but it is not a violation of the
code of ethics. The way a board member
expresses those feelings might be. Board
members are elected individually then
have to find ways to make themselves
into a team focused on providing students
the best opportunities possible for a great
education. That is not always an easy task,
but school board members do not sign up
for easy. When they stay focused on the
students and not each other, things usually
work themselves out.

Any board member who struggles with
maintaining confidentiality should take
note of statement 5 in this domain.
Keeping certain information confidential
is a requirement not a suggestion. When a
popular coach, teacher, or superintendent
has been let go and board members
are being bombarded with questions,
accusations, and tears, it takes some resolve
to remain silent, but that’s the job. The
last frequently encountered issue in this
section is the expression of opinions about
board decisions. The 2010 model code of
ethics included the requirement to “express
opinions before votes are cast, but after
the board vote, abide by and support all
majority decisions of the board.” After
complaints from some school board
members that this statement was being
used to muzzle them and deny them their
first amendment rights, a state law was
passed in 2016 that a local board could not
adopt nor follow any code of ethics that
prevents them from discussing freely the
policies and actions of the board outside
the board meeting. Matters discussed in
executive session and those exempt from
open records are not included in this
authorization to speak freely outside the
board meeting (O.C.G.A. §36-80-1),
which is aligned with the confidentiality
noted above. The model code of ethics
was then modified to say members will
“abide by all decisions of the board.” The
intent all along was that board members
would discuss issues, vote, and then come
together. After all, once the board has
voted, the decision on the topic has been
made. The governance team has to move
forward and on to other business.
Fourth, superintendents (and those who
did not get a desired job in the district)
might say that portions in Domain VI
on Personnel are their most frequent
complaint about board members. It is not
unusual to find accusations of violations of
this section in those accreditation special
review reports either. The first statement
and first half of the second are the basis
of the accusations. Board members have
promised to “Consider the employment
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Board members are elected
individually then have to find
ways to make themselves
into a team focused on
providing students the best
opportunities possible for
a great education. That is
not always an easy task, but
school board members do not
sign up for easy.
of personnel only after receiving and
considering the recommendation of the
superintendent” and to “Support the
employment of persons best qualified to
serve as employees of the school system…”
The nepotism statutes for board members
and superintendents were passed because
of the broadly held belief that only
relatives need apply, that only relatives get
promoted, etc. (O.C.G.A. §20-2-51(c)
(4)(A) and §20-2-101(b)(2) respectively).
Hiring the “best qualified” may mean the
most politically connected person does not
get the job. “Politically connected” is not
a reference to school district leaders only
– it could be any number of relationships.
Facing controversies is where all that time
of working together and respecting each
other’s roles pays off.
Finally, there is a section called
“Conduct as a Board Member.” The
third statement sounds like common
sense and general civility, but it is a test
for some: “Communicate in a respectful,
professional manner with and about
fellow board members.” If a fellow board
member is getting on your last nerve, feel

CONTINUED Ü
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free to express your anger, frustration,
disappointment, or whatever feeling to
yourself in private. When you signed
that affidavit and annual disclosure,
you agreed to communicate this way
inside and outside the board meeting.
Statement 4 is another pothole for
some board members: “Take no private
action that will compromise the board
or school system administration.” Like
some of the other statements in the code
of ethics, this is a broad statement the
board is left to interpret.
The State Board model code of ethics
authorizes local boards to hold a hearing
if 2/3 of the board believes a member
has violated the policy. If 2/3 of the
board finds there has been a violation,
the local board must determine an
appropriate sanction. There is a hearing
and appeal process in that portion of
the policy. There is nothing in statute or

State Board rules, guidance, or standards
that provides examples or suggestions
regarding sanctions. It is solely up to the
local board. The one time a sanction was
appealed, the State Board upheld the
local board’s action.
GSBA encourages each local board
of education to do an annual selfassessment. As part of that process,
I would encourage you as a board to
spend time on this policy. Are any of
the statements unclear? If so, perhaps
a discussion as a governance team will
help clarify what it means to you. If
you read it and think something like
“I usually do that but…,” consider
what you need to do differently to be
compliant with it. Are there parts of the
policy the board or any of the members
struggle with? How will you hold
yourselves and each other accountable
for following this policy? What kinds of

SAVANNAH

ALBANY

behaviors would be a violation? What
are ways to handle that? Would setting
norms or protocols help clarify some of
the questions?
The intent of requiring this statewide
policy was to promote consistent,
ethical behavior to help local boards
govern more effectively. It can mostly be
summarized as be kind, be respectful,
and stay in your lane. Board members
and superintendents have a difficult,
often contentious job, so make it as easy
on yourselves as possible by working
together, communicating clearly, and
following your policies. The great
philosopher Mr. Rogers offered a
formula for success: “There are three
ways to ultimate success: The first way
is to be kind. The second way is to be
kind. The third way is to be kind.” May
we all be successful. 

SWAINSBORO

ROME

ST. SIMONS

"Designing a better future for the children of Georgia since 1962."
WWW.JWBUCKLEYCOM
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Listening to
the Voice of
the Community

Phil Hartley,
GSBA General
Counsel,
Harben, Hartley &
Hawkins, LLC

Steps a board of education can take to hear from the
community, build trust and respond when necessary.
Local boards of education are elected by
the voters of their community and are
responsible for the education of the most
important asset of the community, its
children. The parents of those children
and even non-parent potential voters
sometimes have strong feelings about
the school system the children attend.
Listening to the voices of the community,
sharing with them what is happening in
the school system and why, is a part of
the job description of individual board
members and the board as a governing
body. Yet, like all elected officials, school
board members have been subjected not
just to second guessing about decisions
that have been made in the last three
years, but often to angry and personal
denouncements and, sometimes, threats.
Put a few of these on social media and the
whole community can be in an uproar.
Enough of such citizens live and in person
and a school meeting can be disrupted.
What steps can a board of education
take to hear from the community, build
trust with the community and respond,
when necessary, to avoid the disruption
that is generated by our highly charged

transformation of every issue into a
partisan battle? First step, have an active
practice that lets the board hear from the
community, not just the voices that shout
the loudest or are the maddest, but from
those that care the most about the school
system. Look to the many sources available
to find those willing to give their time in
the same way board members do: school
councils, PTAs, PTOs, booster clubs,
volunteers and mentors. Do not neglect
those whose interest in the community
is broader than the school but very
dependent upon the school: community
leaders, other government leaders,
financial leaders, those who run local
charities and the faith community. There
are many ways to involve these voices
from advisory committees to seeking
input through directly asking a selected
email list for input. In recent months,
many boards would very much appreciate
having a positive and supportive force of
community members sometimes attending
meetings and sometimes just sending texts
and notes of personal support as well as
social media posts to broadly share that
support outside of board meetings.

Listening to the voices of the
community, sharing with them
what is happening in the school
system and why, is a part of
the job description of individual
board members and the board as
a governing body.
Of course, when most boards in Georgia
think of public participation, they are not
thinking of collaborative and requested
participation, but instead of citizens
showing up at board meetings, typically
to complain or criticize for years. Almost
all boards of education in Georgia have
included for years a time for citizen input
or public participation during some or
all of their board meetings. In the 2020
Session of the General Assembly, the
legislature, as it often does, took a matter
of local control and turned it into a state
mandate. O.C.G.A. § 20-2-58, which
went into effect July 1, 2021, requires that
each public board in the State include as
part of the agenda of every regular board
meeting (just monthly meetings, not
special meetings or work sessions) a time
for public comment.

CONTINUED Ü
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Do not neglect those
whose interest in
the community is
broader than the
school but very
dependent upon the
school: community
leaders, other
government leaders,
financial leaders,
those who run local
charities and the
faith community.
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Little additional guidance is provided
in the law other than the board cannot
require notice more than 24 hours in
advance of the meeting and that the chair
can limit the length of time for the public
comment and the number of citizens
speaking for or against an issue. There
is no guidance provided as to whether
the board can limit the topics for public
comment to just those topics the board
of education can address or maybe even
just those topics on the agenda for that
meeting.
While some citizens, especially those that
enjoy being able to see themselves on a
streaming screen, enjoy the infamy of
appearing at board meetings, other citizens
prefer to use the relative shield of social
media. When school systems offer citizens
the right to comment on the system’s
social media sites, it is very important that
terms of use be put in place, that someone
be assigned to monitor and manage the
social media cites, that the employees
with the ability to post items on behalf of
the school system are well-trained on the
parameters of appropriate posts and that
the school attorney is consulted about
how to control public posts, what can be
removed and what the first amendment
protects. In fact, this whole arena of
public comment and participation is full
of Constitutional considerations. Hearing
from the public is an important role of
board members as noted above, but that
requires that the board and each member
be willing to hear comments that are
uncomfortable, mean and insulting.
There is a line over which even public
officials that choose to run for the position
should not allow others to cross. But
drawing that line is often a balancing act
between protecting the safety of board
members and other public officials and
creating an even greater dispute that gives
the protesters and disruptors the very
platform that they seek. O.C.G.A. § 1611-34 makes it a crime, a misdemeanor,

to disrupt a public meeting. Clearly,
threats of bodily harm or property
damage directed against individual board
members or other school officials should
be taken seriously and reported to local
law enforcement. Coordination with the
school system SROs, the local sheriff or
police department is essential, especially
when local issues are likely to stir strong
public sentiment, large crowds at board
meetings and personal feelings that could
stir threats or other dangerous acts.

Running for public office and representing
the public, especially in the vital mission
of educating students, means listening
to the opinions of all the citizens being
represented. A careful plan that actively
seeks that opinion and that is prepared to
respond when certain citizens cross the
line from public input to private danger is
crucial for all boards of education doing
their best to serve the public, even when
some citizens chose to act out in an uncivil
manner. 
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Father of the GSBA: John H. Woodall, Sr.
By Scotty Brewington, Contributing Writer, MarketJet, LLC

GSBA Executive Director, Valarie Wilson, met with Henry and Mark
Woodall, who gifted GSBA with a gavel and other mementos from
their grandfather, John H. Woodall, Sr.

This year marks the 70th anniversary of
the Georgia School Boards Association,
which was founded by John Henry
Woodall, Sr. (April 4, 1886-August
25, 1965). Woodall also served as the
organization’s first president.
In October, two of Woodall’s four
grandsons – Henry and his younger
brother, Mark – donated for display at the
GSBA offices a commemorative gavel that
was given to their grandfather.
“Through inheritance, the gavel came
down to my father and was always on a
shelf in his den,” said Henry Woodall,
who unearthed the gavel while cleaning
out memorabilia in the family’s attic. “We
were pleasantly surprised that the GSBA
was excited to receive it and could find a
use for it.”

John H. Woodall, affectionately known
as the “father” of the GSBA, was born in
Pleasant Hill in Talbot County, Georgia.
He graduated from Georgia Tech in 1908
with a degree in mechanical engineering,
and in 1910, he married Alberta “Berta”
Mae Matthews.
Woodall went on to create Woodland
Excelsior Works, which later became the
Georgia Cushion and Wrapper Company,
one of the South’s largest manufacturers of
padding for the shipping of furniture, fruit
and vegetable baskets.
Throughout his distinguished life,
Woodall served as a state senator from
1947-1948 and again in 1960. As a state
senator, he co-sponsored a bill creating
vocational schools in Georgia and another
bill creating the Georgia School Boards
Association. He was an executive board
member of the National School Boards

Association, a member of the Georgia
Board of Education, and served on the
Talbot County School Board for 42 years.
Though Henry was just 14 years old when
his grandfather died at the age of 79, he
was aware of his influence and political
endeavors even then.
“I served as a page when he was in the
state senate in 1960 and was impressed
with his status in the Senate,” said
Woodall. “I enjoyed him even in my
youth. He was a great storyteller and had
a great big laugh. Even after he lost his
voice box to cancer, he still had a great
laugh.”
Woodall was often described as an
outstanding civic leader, successful
businessman and a loving husband and
father. For Henry, he looks back at his
grandfather’s legacy with pride.
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“He realized that there was a need in our
state and everywhere in the country for
people to enhance their education, which
in time would enhance their skill set so
they could get a better job and have a
better life,” Woodall said. “I think he
passed along to all of us a sense of service
that I have tried to pass along to my
daughter. I believe my brothers and our
first cousin have also tried to pass that
commitment along to their children.”
In 1965, John H. Woodall was presented
with a brochure at the 13th Annual
Conference of the Georgia School Boards
Association that portrayed some of the
major activities of the GSBA. In the
brochure, it said:
“Affectionately known as the Father
of the GSBA, John H. Woodall, Sr.,
of Woodland, Georgia, furnished the
inspiration and leadership necessary for
the organization and early survival of the
Georgia School Boards Association.
An outstanding civic leader, a successful
businessman, a statesman and an effective
politician, Mr. Woodall has dedicated
his life in service to his fellow man,
particularly to the youth of Georgia. He
served 42 years as a member of his local
board and has been a member of the
State Board of Education. As a member
of the Georgia General Assembly, he was
responsible for passage of many farreaching educational legislative measures.
His leadership attributes, evident in
organizing the Georgia School Boards
Association, were also instrumental in
the reactivation of a somewhat dormant
National School Boards Association, where
he served in an official capacity for many
years.
For all his accomplishments and
leadership, this record of activity of the
Georgia School Boards Association is
dedicated.” 

John H. Woodall, affectionately known as the “father”
of the GSBA, and his wife Alberta “Berta” Woodall.

Celebrating
YEARS

As we reflect on days gone by, it is exciting to look back on GSBA’s history and give
recognition to those individuals who have contributed so much to this organization and
helped to make it what it is today. GSBA has stood the test of time because it has grown
with and anticipated the needs of the constituency it serves.
The vision and beliefs remain the same as they did 70 years ago – GSBA believes in public
education and continues to advocate for the over 1.8 million public school children in
Georgia. With these core beliefs in mind, the mission remains to provide educational
leadership, services, and support to local boards of education, and to represent their
collective resolve in the governance of public education.
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Board of Directors
Bryan Preston
President
Coffee County

Shakila Henderson-Baker
President-Elect
Newton County

Pat Hugley-Green
Past President
Muscogee County

Amy Murphy
District 1
Bryan County

Pamela J. Brown
District 4
Rockdale County

Nick Ellis
District 8
Wayne County

Teresa Blackshear
District 12
Twiggs County

Michelle Olympiadis
District 5
Atlanta Public Schools

Mark Pettitt
District 9
Hall County

James B. Lanier, Jr
District 13
Dublin City

Coleman Landers
Vice President
Walton County

Ron Hopkins
Treasurer
Jefferson City

Teresa Gee Hardy
District 2
Grady County

Kia Chambers
District 3
Muscogee County

Amy Dees
District 6
Coweta County

Jill Fisher
District 7
Rome City

Jimmy Atkins, Jr.
District 10
Richmond County

Cornelius Ball
District 14
Turner County

Rebecca Soto
District 11
Oglethorpe County

We Believe
in Public
Education.
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Campus Benefits is a full-service employee benefits brokerage/
compliance & consulting firm serving Georgia Public School
entities. We deliver superior insurance products and services while
providing industry leading benefits programs with a measurable
results-based service plan. Why Settle for Less?
Over the years, Campus Benefits has designed innovative
products and delivered exceptional service for our clients.
While most firms tout great Customer Service, we provide
the proven results.
•

A+ Happiness Score (Customer Satisfaction Rate)

Why is the Happiness Score important?
•

Provides real-time reporting to
employers on active, pending

SCAN THE CODE
FOR THE CAMPUS
BENEFITS LIVE
HAPPINESS SCORE

and closed employee requests
and needs.
•

The happiness score measures
service trends, employee FAQs
and Team Campus Productivity.

•

Employees have instant ability
to provide comments pertaining
to their experience with the
Campus Benefits Team.

https://campusbenefits.com/happiness-score/
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THEME:

Leading and Learning Beyond 2021:
Collaborative Conversations for Solutions

DECEMBER 1 – PRE-CONFERENCE WORKSHOPS
6:45 A.M.

Registration Desk
Whova Online Support Room Opens

7:00 A.M.

Exhibitor Lounge Opens

8:30 A.M.

Pre-Conference Workshops Begin

10:00 A.M. Mid-Morning Break
12:00 P.M. Lunch

Board Chair Lunch
1:15 P.M.

Workshop Resumes
Attorneys Only Workshop

2:00 P.M.

Exhibit Area Open

2:15 P.M.

Mid-Afternoon Break

3:30 P.M.

Welcome Reception

THURSDAY, DECEMBER 2
7:00 A.M.

Exhibitor Lounge Open
Registration Desk Open
Whova Online Support Room
Continental Breakfast Open
Exhibit Area Open

7:30 A.M.

Voluntary Time of Inspiration

8:30 A.M.

First General Session
Governor Address (invited)
GSBA Youth Advisory Council
Keynote- Natalie Louis

10:50 A.M. Break & Tour of Exhibits
11:50 A.M. Lunch

REGISTER TODAY AT

Join us for the 2021 GSBA/GSSA
Annual Conference at the Renaissance
Waverly Hotel in Atlanta! We will
once again have a hybrid conference
experience, but in-person registration
is NOT limited at this time. You can
network with colleagues and vendors
both on and offline from all over
Georgia. Registration Cost- $350
The opportunity to improve our work
through professional and leadership
development and the chance to network
with our colleagues is what makes this
event so special.

70th Anniversary Recognition

HYBRID EVENT

IN -PERSON &
ONLINE with
Whether you’re attending the GSBA/
GSSA Annual Conference in-person
or virtually, you’ll find outstanding
program offerings focused on the
mission to support and develop
public school system leaders who
are dedicated to the highest quality
education for all children.
Be sure to visit the Exhibit Area
in-person and online, where companies
showcase a wide array of products and
services designed to help you and your
students achieve excellence. During
your visits, please thank them for their
support of the conference.

GTOY Winner Recognition
Superintendent of the Year 		
Announcement
1:00 P.M.

Breakout Sessions

2:15 P.M.

Break & Tour of Exhibits

2:30 P.M.

Second General Session
State School Superintendent (invited)
Keynote- Malcolm Mitchell
Service Pins

FRIDAY, DECEMBER 3
8:30 P.M

Third General Session
Georgia Teacher of the Year 		
Recognition
Leading Edge Recognition
Keynote Speaker- Dr. Mary Ehrenworth
New Board Member Passport 		
Recognition
Student Video Awards

11:00 A.M. Adjourn

*Programing subject to change
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Brian Kemp

Richard Woods

Natalie Louis

Invited

Invited

First General Session Keynote

Governor, State of Georgia

Georgia State School Superintendent

Brian Kemp is the 83rd governor of the State
of Georgia. He has served as governor since
January 2019.

Woods is an educator who is currently the
Georgia Superintendent of Schools, a position he
was elected to in 2014.

Senior Lead Staff Developer,
Teachers College Reading & Writing
Project, Columbia University
Louis teaches advanced reading and writing
workshops at summer institutes, and has a
special interest in helping upper grade teachers
understand the work of primary reading.

CONFERENCE SPEAKERS AND PRESENTERS
Malcolm Mitchell

Dr. Mary Ehrenworth

GSBA Youth Advisory Council

Second General Session Keynote

Third General Session Keynote

First General Session Panel

YOUTH
ADVISORY
COUNCIL

Author, Poet, Former NFL Player
& Founder Share the Magic
Foundation

Author, Senior Deputy Director of
the Teachers College Reading &
Writing Project

Students representing Bleckley
County, Pike County, Oconee
County, Forsyth County, Richmond
County, Baldwin County

After retiring from the NFL, Mitchell devotes
himself to traveling the country to promote
literacy, particularly among students from
disadvantaged backgrounds

Dr. Ehrenworth works with schools and districts
around the globe. She shares her knowledge on
the difference educators can make by teaching
students to read and write well.

High school students from all across Georgia
discuss literally and learning from their
perspectives and experiences. This is the third
GSBA YAC Class.

Process

INN
OVA
TION

REGISTER TODAY AT

Leading & Learning Beyond 2021:
Collaborative Conversations for Solutions
Pre-Conference
Workshops:
December 1, 2021

Exhibits
In-Person & Online:
December 1-2, 2021

Annual
Conference:
December 2-3, 2021

Legal Issues

School Finance

Support Staff

GSBA has been the leader in helping
local school boards interpret the
complexities of Georgia’s laws,
rules and regulations regarding
public education.
• Cost: $230 (Board Members)
$335 (Attorneys)
• Credit Hours: Six credit hours

Superintendents and former board
members lead this informative
workshop to help you gain a better
understanding of the budgeting
process and the entire financial
planning process for school systems.
• Cost: $230
• Credit Hours: Six credit hours

Collaborate with fellow attendees at this
workshop specifically designed for central
office personnel. Hear from experts on
best practices, parliamentary procedure,
meeting processes and
board management.
• Cost: $175
• Certificate of completion will be given.

5120 Sugarloaf Parkway
Lawrenceville, GA 30043

We Believe In
Public Education.
Visit us online at gsba.com

THE

HUB

Celebrating
YEARS

