Should the Board Approve Student Handbooks?
It is a common practice in some districts for the Board to approve the student handbooks before they are printed.  But should it be?  It is not illegal or necessarily wrong for school board members to approve student handbooks.  However, it is not required by law and MSBA has the following concerns:
1. Student handbooks might conflict with Board policy.   It is not uncommon for student handbooks to inadvertently include language that does not align with Board policy.  When the Board adopts a handbook that conflicts with Board policy, it creates confusion as to what rules apply.  Because state law requires districts to post board policy and handbooks online, parents and students are discovering these conflicts, usually in situations where the district is attempting to enforce district rules.  Student handbooks frequently conflict with Board policies on discipline (JG-R1), attendance (JED and JED-AP1 and AP2), and early graduation (IKFA).   

The Board governs through adopting policy, and districts should avoid any practices that dilute the importance or reliability of Board policy.  Boards should also demand that all handbooks, guidance and other district documents align with Board policy.  If administrators believe the district should be operated in a manner that conflicts with Board policy, then the policy should be reviewed and revised.  Because Board policy is the final word on a subject, MSBA’s Policy CHCA, Student Handbooks, states:  “In the event of a discrepancy between handbooks and other written district materials, Board policies and administrative procedures will take precedence. “  But if the Board adopts both the handbooks and conflicting Board policies, how are employees or the public to know what the Board’s final position is on a topic – particularly in situations where the Board itself is not aware of the conflict?
In one instance, a conflict between the district’s policy and handbook led to litigation.  In Moore v. Appleton City R-II School District, the student handbook prohibited students from bringing to school the specific weapons detailed in the Safe Schools Act as well as any “dangerous instrument.”  The Board policy was broader and also prohibited any device designed to look like or imitate a weapon, including toys.  When a student brought an Air Soft toy gun to school and was suspended, the parents sued the district claiming that students should only be suspended for violations of the student handbook since that was the only document provided to parents at enrollment.   While the court in the Appleton City case ultimately found in favor of the district, this was an unnecessary lawsuit!  
2. Adopting student handbooks could lead to micromanagement.  One of the issues school boards and administrators struggle with the most is defining roles.  Many administrators complain that their Board micromanages or overly supervises their work and does not give the administrators freedom to make management decisions.  However, those same administrators then ask the Board to approve the student handbooks, which include all kinds of details about district operations that are typically management decisions.   Does the administrative staff want the Board to read, revise and weigh in on all of these management issues or blindly adopt the document?  MSBA trains Board members to govern and to delegate the management to the administrative staff.  Approving handbooks contradicts that training.

3. Adopting student handbooks could slow down necessary revisions.   It is not uncommon for student handbooks to be amended during the school year due to a change in the law, Board policy or the need to address an emerging issue.  This is not difficult to do because many student handbooks are now distributed electronically.  However, if the Board adopts a student handbook, the assumption is that the Board must approve all amendments to that document too.  Because most Boards only meet once a month, this could inhibit administrators from making quick and necessary changes to school rules.
Once again, it is not illegal or necessarily wrong for the Board to approve student handbooks.  But Board approval is not required by law, and if your Board does approve handbooks, Board members and administrators need to agree on the reasons why.   Administrators might consider simply providing Board members copies of the student handbooks as an information item, as opposed to asking the Board to actually vote to approve the documents.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Board members should ask administrators to review all handbook materials for potential conflicts with Board policy prior to presenting the document to the Board.  Administrators should also make sure that all legally required notices are included in the handbook.   MSBA has created the “Student Handbook Checklist” to assist districts with legal compliance.  See http://www.msbanet.org/member-services/legal/.  
For more information on this issue, contact the School Laws Department at (800) 221-6722.



