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HERE’S WHY WE’VE CREATED THIS GUIDE 

We know you’re facing many challenges on your school board in today’s hyperpolarized environment, 

with many controversial topics related to public education.  

While there is no single road map that will work for all schools in Minnesota, we have developed some 

tools, tips, and suggestions to help keep your district focused on excellent student outcomes. 

In addition to this guide, check out the following resources available on the MSBA website: 

• Webinar - Best Practices for Responding to Your Critics 

• Article - Best Practices for Conducting Productive Board Meetings and Addressing Public Input 

• Article - Controversy in the Community: Ten Things a School Board Can Do to Help Stay on the 

Course 

These resources were developed to help you navigate today’s challenging environment so you can stay 

focused on the important work you were elected to do by your communities - namely improving student 

achievement so our state has the productive informed citizens it needs for the future.  

To be clear, these resources were not created to cause further division in your communities or to 

advance a particular agenda or point of view. Rather, these tips and strategies are focused on what 

unites us - our commitment to ensuring all students are treated with dignity and respect and provided 

the opportunity to succeed in school and in life.  

Our goal is simple: Help you communicate your role and provide specific strategies to help advance your 

district's mission, even when the conversations are difficult. 

Keep reading this Guide for some key takeaways on how to manage difficult conversations and situations 

so you can continue advocating for the success of all students.  

 

HERE’S HOW THE GUIDE IS ORGANIZED 

• Stay Student Focused 

• Monitor Your Environment, But Avoid Opinion Wars 

• Welcome Difficult Conversations 

• Leverage Frontline Stories 

• Lean on Unifying Messages 
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https://mnmsba.org/webinars/webinars-archived/best-practices-for-responding-to-your-critics/
https://search.mnmsba.org/doc/publication/68988b82-1d28-41f0-976c-3ad64f9619f8?_ga=2.259657034.1387653977.1657553983-289916503.1636928272
https://search.mnmsba.org/doc/publication/6098dec7-649a-435c-9732-ac6635f211b8?_ga=2.259657034.1387653977.1657553983-289916503.1636928272
https://search.mnmsba.org/doc/publication/6098dec7-649a-435c-9732-ac6635f211b8?_ga=2.259657034.1387653977.1657553983-289916503.1636928272


TIPS AND STRATEGIES 
We know it’s tough to stay focused on advancing student achievement in today’s environment when 

school boards have become ground zero for the heated debates taking place at the state and national 

level.  

Here are strategies to consider as you do your work to advance excellent educational opportunities: 
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STAY STUDENT FOCUSED 

You serve because it's your passion and your calling, and you care deeply about your district’s students 

and families. So, when times are especially difficult, take a moment to remember the "why" behind your 

board work. This reflection can help ground, motivate, and help re-frame the conversation back to 

students, especially when there are a lot of viewpoints and emotions at play. 

Consider this scenario: there's an agenda item for an upcoming board meeting that you know your 

community has strong feelings about, and you expect there will be a large turnout for public comments. 

You know that a vote in favor of the item is the best decision for your district. Your challenge is to keep 

the conversation in line with your district's mission to advance student achievement. 

To start, don't underestimate the importance of acknowledging emotions when tensions are high. You 

might start the board meeting by saying just that: 

 "It's obvious from tonight's turnout that many community members have strong feelings on this 

 issue. That's understood, and we recognize the passion around this topic." 

Then when it's time to discuss the item, put the topic in a student success frame: 

 "We made a commitment as a community to work together to close achievement gaps and 

 remove barriers to student success. The item under discussion this evening supports that work." 

Remember, your "why" can help you manage a situation like this. That's because, when you need to 

bring a topic back to student success and excellence, equitable outcomes for everyone, leaning into your 

“why” can act as a powerful, positive guide.  

“Children are apt to  

live up to what you  

believe of them.” 
 

- Lady Bird Johnson 



TIPS AND STRATEGIES 
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MONITOR YOUR ENVIRONMENT, BUT AVOID OPINION WARS  

Love it or hate it, social media is an important tool to stay in touch with what some people in your 

community are thinking and feeling.   

Create a board communication plan with a common philosophy on how to participate in social media as a 

board member.  Address if and who will respond to comments and direct messages on school accounts.  

When engaging in personal social media accounts, remember not to get dragged into the mud. If you’re 

feeling angry after reading comments, walk away.  Do not engage until you’ve had time to calm down, 

think, and re-evaluate whether the comment warrants a reply. 

It’s important to let people know you’re listening.  If someone reaches out to you directly, thank them 

for their input and emphasize the common ground you share. 

If you’re contacted directly or feel that a response is warranted, say something like, “I know this is a 

topic many people feel passionate about.”  Thank them for caring.  Again, make it clear that you’re 

listening to their concerns, even if you disagree.  

 
WELCOME DIFFICULT CONVERSATIONS  

As a school board member, you're accustomed to managing differences of opinion on key issues in your 

community.  That's always been part of the job. 

When you know you have a decision to make that may be controversial, do some groundwork ahead of 

the vote.  There's a lot you can do to help diffuse a potentially difficult situation: 

Here are some constructive tips that you've probably been using for years, but it's important to keep 

them top of mind in today's environment. Print them out and when the conversations are tough, use 

them as a reminder and resource. 

• Ensure the facts and data behind an initiative are well-prepared. 

• Ask that a public input session be scheduled separate from a board meeting so community members 

can express their opinions on an initiative before a decision is made. 

• Develop a communication plan for how people will be informed once a decision is made. This is 

critical. Thoughtful, strong decisions often go off course without a detailed communication plan. 

• Provide multiple avenues for two-way communication such as monitored email, phone, district 

website, and social media accounts to get ahead of questions and concerns.  

• Anticipate questions that will arise and be ready to explain rationale and process. 

 

For more tips and access to MSBA resources, log into the MSBA website and access the 

Resource Library.  

https://mnmsba.org/resource-library/


TIPS AND STRATEGIES 
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LEVERAGE FRONTLINE STORIES  

We like to call this, "show, don't tell." As you work to advance efforts to close achievement gaps and 

ensure schools are welcoming environments, it's important that you use positive frontline stories to 

position your district's work combining strong data points with good examples. 

That means you'll want to ensure you have teachers, administrators, and students at board meetings to 

effectively illustrate accomplishments and programs. Whatever the issue may be, never underestimate 

the power of frontline stories in advancing your district’s work. Appealing to others both on an 

intellectual level with solid data and on an emotional level with a compelling example will make a 

difference in your efforts. 

LEAN ON UNIFYING MESSAGES  

Even in divided times, there is a lot we can all agree on.  For instance: 

• School districts should implement initiatives that ensure students from all backgrounds are achieving 

at high levels. 

• School districts should provide special assistance to students at risk of failing their course work.  

No matter all the background noise that you’re dealing with as school board members, there is still 

widespread agreement that improving opportunities for all students is important and essential. 

Closing Thoughts 

The controversial topics have changed, but your 

strong and steady leadership has not. We recognize 

that your school board work today often feels 

overwhelming and daunting. It's important to 

remember that this moment in history, defined by 

difficult topics, is not unique. School board members 

have frequently navigated through the most 

contentious topics of our times, weathering these 

storms by using these tips and strategies while 

remaining focused on student success. 

We're here to support you so if you'd like more 

context, resources and information, please contact 

us at msba@mnmsba.org. 

This document was adapted in cooperation with the Texas School Boards Association.  

mailto:msba@mnmsba.org

