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CHARTER SCHOOL GOVERNANCE MODELS 

 
The Legislative Education Study Committee (LESC) staff reviewed and assessed the provisions 
within the Charter School Act that address the governance of charter schools.   

This handout includes information on: 

• selection of charter school governance boards; 
• composition of charter school governance boards;  
• models of charter school board governance;  
• potential issues of charter school governance boards; and  
• recommendations for effective governance. 

 

Selection of charter school governance boards 

Pursuant to the Charter Schools Act, 22-8B-8(I)1-3 NMSA 1978, a charter school application 
shall include:  

1. “I. a description of the governing body and operation of the charter school, including: 
(1) how the governing body will be selected;  
(2) qualifications and terms of members, how vacancies on the governing body will be 

filled and procedures for changing governing body membership; and  
(3) the nature and extent of parental, professional educator and community involvement 

in the governance and operation of the school”.  

The statutory language that addresses charter school governance selection is limited and has, in 
some instances, proven to be problematic.   

According to a report by the Legislative Finance Committee (LFC) on the Program Evaluation of 
New Mexico Charter Schools dated July 23, 2010, LFC staff noted that there may be a conflict 
of interest between the school’s administrator and its governing body in certain instances: 

• for example, administrators who are also founders of schools, select board members and 
replacements to the governing board; and  

• in turn, the governing board approve administrators’ salaries and hiring 
recommendations.  
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To remedy this potential conflict, the LFC suggested in its report:  

• “[c]harter school governing body members should have a conflict of interest disclosure 
form on file with the school or charter authorizer.”  

Composition of charter school governance boards 

Pursuant to the Charter Schools Act, 22-8B-4 NMSA 1978, a “charter school shall be governed 
by a governing body in the manner set forth in the charter contract; provided that a governing 
body shall have at leave five members; and provided further that no member of a governing body 
for a charter school that is initially approved on or after July 1, 2005 or whose charter is renewed 
on or after July 1, 2005 shall serve on the governing body of another charter school.  No member 
of a local school board shall be a member of a governing body for a charter school within the 
local school board’s school district during the term of office for which the member was elected 
or appointed.”   

The statutory language that addresses the composition of charter school governance boards is 
limited and may prove to be problematic.  However, potential concerns may be remedied by 
amending the Charter Schools Act to include more structure on how charter school governance 
boards are composed.   

For example, according to the National Resource Center on Charter School Finance and 
Governance’s report on Creating and Sustaining High-Quality Charter School Governing 
Boards, the laws in at least 14 states specifically address whether charter school governance 
boards may include certain members, such as parents and teachers.  In at least than three 
jurisdictions, pools of potential governance board members are created to assist charter schools 
with selecting qualified board members.  Further, at least four states allow charter school 
authorizers to approve or appoint governance board members as opposed to allowing each 
charter school to do so.    

Models of charter school board governance 

According to Gary R. Gruber, Ph.D., a consultant with Carney, Sandoe, and Associates in Santa 
Fe, there are three models of charter school governance boards that are used in most charter 
schools today:  

1. a school committee or council composed of parents, teachers, administrators, and others: 
 

• according to Dr. Gruber, this model is “the most democratic and representative as 
it is inclusive, fully representational and delegates management and oversight to 
one or more of its members”;  

• openness and inclusion are guiding principles in this model; 
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• members are elected or appointed “and serve at the pleasure of those 
constituents”; and  

• criteria for membership includes a desire to execute the school’s mission; 
commitment to actively participate in the decision making process of the school; 
and responsibility for the program’s success; 
 

2. a board of directors with officers, by-laws, and delegation of management to a principal, 
chief administrator/director, or head of a school:  
 

• this model provides a distinct line between the management and administrative 
work of the paid staff, and the governance work of the board of directors; 

• the governance board is responsible for “setting the school’s general policies and 
overall curriculum policies; approving and monitoring the annual budget and 
financial procedures; fund-raising; hiring and evaluating the school’s principal; 
approving personnel policies and monitoring their implementation by the 
principal; assuring that the charter school fulfills its charter contract; and strategic 
planning”;  

• the governance board composition can include the principal, representatives of the 
teaching staff, students, parents, professionals, and community leaders; and  

• the governance board does not participate in the daily functions of operating the 
school, nor does it deal with specific personnel issues or individual student needs; 
and 
 

3. owner/operator, either non-profit foundation or for-profit, with or without a board or 
committee;  
 

• under this model, “an advisory committee functions to provide information and 
support or a board of directors of the corporation or foundation serve in that 
capacity”; and  

• sometimes, “a larger holding group or company may operate several schools in 
different locations but still depend upon a local group for advice and guidance.”  

Potential issues of charter school governance boards  

The Colorado Department of Education’s Governance and Leadership Best Practice Resources1 
highlights potential issues that charter school governance boards may encounter:  

• individual board members acting outside their decision-making authority; 

                                                           
1 http://www.cde.state.co.us/sites/default/files/documents/cdechart/guidebook/gov/pdf/top%2010%20mistakes-
best%20practices.pdf  

http://www.cde.state.co.us/sites/default/files/documents/cdechart/guidebook/gov/pdf/top%2010%20mistakes-best%20practices.pdf
http://www.cde.state.co.us/sites/default/files/documents/cdechart/guidebook/gov/pdf/top%2010%20mistakes-best%20practices.pdf
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• conducting meetings without adhering to legal requirements, by not properly noticing a 
meeting, taking action in a workshop or executive session, or discussing inappropriate 
topics in executive session; 

• approving a budget that is not based on realistic projections; 
• meeting too often and for too long; 
• failing to keep corporate records, such as charter applications, contracts, bylaws, Articles 

of Incorporation, and meeting minutes; 
• micromanaging or failing to focus on what matters most; 
• agreeing to capital financing terms that overextend the charter school’s budget;  
• neglecting the board’s responsibility to create and be governed by board policies; and 
• failing to communicate with constituents.  

Recommendations for effective governance 

According to the Colorado Charter School Handbook: A Guide for Starting and Operating a 
Charter School, the following criteria lists important factors to consider when establishing 
governance for a charter school:  

• governance structure;  
 
 first step is to establish the charter school’s governance structure and reporting 

lines;  
 document the roles and responsibilities for the lead administrator and the 

governing board; and  
 the initial governing board should establish how meetings will be conducted, how 

issues with parents and staff will be addressed, and how meetings will be 
documented in the minutes;  
 

• corporate documents;  
 
 establish a written vision and mission statement; and  
 create and maintain written bylaws and governing board policies; 

 
• board expertise and training; 

 
 all board members must be trained in basic board function and responsibilities;  
 an orientation for new board members should be developed and delivered; and  
 every board member should be provided a copy of the original charter application, 

the charter contract, bylaws, and governing board policies;  
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• strategic planning and goal setting;  
 
 strategic planning will ensure that the governance board adheres to its original 

intent for the charter school; and  
 

• election of new members;  
 
 the process for and frequency of elections for new board members should be 

outlined in the bylaws and board policy; 
 members may be appointed or elected by the membership; and 
 new board members should sign a board member agreement.  

According to Steering the Course for Success: Authorizers and Effective Charter School 
Governance, Attachment 1, an issue brief developed by the National Association of Charter 
School Authorizers (NACSA), the following are ways to promote, support, and reinforce 
effective charter school governance:  

• emphasize that the governance board, and not the school leader or founder) holds the 
charter, and ensure the governance board has the capacity to govern effectively;  

• ensure the governance board is structured appropriately to deliver effective governance;  
• ensure the governance board understands its role in oversight and accountability;  
• establish means to monitor the work and effectiveness of the governance board; and 
• establish clear criteria to determine the governance board’s effectiveness.  

Lastly, A Framework for Continuous Improvement of Charter School Board Effectiveness, 
Attachment 2, includes rating standards (developing, operational, advancing, and excelling) for 
measuring the following board effectiveness indicators:  

• board composition;  
• board development process;  
• board meeting attendance;  
• committee structure with objectives; 
• board diversity;  
• board participation in school events; and 
• board giving.  

The framework offers guidance to governance boards on ways to improve and to become a more 
effective governance board.  
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ATTACHMENT 2

SOURCE: Creating an Effective Governing Board Guidebook 




