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On the Hill

soundboard

can school board members really 
influence Congress? The answer is, un-
equivocally, yes. And you may be aware 
that NSBA’s Federal Relations Network 
(FRN) has been expanded to have 
at least one member of every school 
board across the nation who is actively 
engaged in grassroots efforts. 

Collectively, school board mem-
bers can have far greater influence on 

members of Congress than ever before. 
Board members can and must influence 
their members of Congress if we are 
to advance public education and local 
school board governance. 

In order to effectively influence 
members of Congress, board members 
must understand that it takes in-depth 
knowledge of education, passion and 
commitment to the issue, and a strong 
and sustained relationship with their 
members of Congress. 

In developing an in-depth knowledge 
of the issues, NSBA, your state school 
boards association, and your school 
district staff can certainly help you. 

Congressional Influence
As school board members, you can develop a 
strong relationship with your member of Congress

Your own experiences and engagement 
with the issues in your community will 
help you create the level of passion and 
commitment to the issue that is needed. 
However, only you can develop and sus-
tain a strong and truly effective relation-
ship with your members of Congress. 

Just as voters in your community 
have varying degrees of influence on your 
decision-making process as a member 
of the school board, voters in your state 
or in your congressional district have 
varying degrees of influence on your 
members of Congress. Your goal must be 
to become one of those key influencers.

A complex tAsk
Building and sustaining strong relation-
ships with your members of Congress 
is not easy. It is difficult. It is complex. 
Political ideology and personality 
will be key factors in sustaining the 
relationship, but as often quoted by 
community leaders, “There are no 
permanent friends nor permanent 
enemies—just permanent issues.” 

For school board members, the issue 
is improving the quality of public edu-
cation for all students. You also must be 
thoughtful in determining both the level 
of investment in terms of your own time 
and other resources as well as your de-
sired level of return on that investment.

Keep in mind that as you look among 
your own constituents and voters for 
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those whom you most value and count 
on, your members of Congress can 
be expected to do the same. The only 
difference is that your goal must be for 
one member of Congress to view you as 
one of the most trusted among his or her 
own constituents and voters.

creAting reAl connections
School board members also need to un-
derstand that influencing Congress is 
only achieved by reaching one member 
of Congress at a time. We like to believe 
that when we elect our senators every 
six years and our representatives every 
two years and send them to Washing-
ton, they will put aside any partisan 
politics and do what’s best for our 
schoolchildren. 

We believe that they will remember 
their campaign promises and the other 
commitments they made during their 
campaigns. After all, these senators and 
representatives are our neighbors who 
should understand the real challenges 
that we face in our local communities. 
More importantly, we believe they fully 
understand that, if our nation is to be 
globally competitive, they must ensure 
that the federal government adequately 
supports our states and local school 
districts. Some members of Congress 
do. Some do not.

School board members have a real 
opportunity to urge their own members 
of Congress to support public education 
and local school board governance. You 
also can hold your members of Congress 
accountable. Your vote will reflect your 
assessment of their performance. 

So, in spite of the global or national 
perspective, the reality is that most 
members of Congress see the world 
through their own “local lenses.” 
School board members must create the 

“real connection” between local reality 
and federal goals. 

7 tips for building 
congressionAl relAtionships
To help you develop and sustain new 
relationships with a member of Con-
gress, here are a few useful tips during 
the early phases of that process:

1. Review the biography and other 
information about your member of Con-
gress and determine if there is anything 
in common between the two of you. 
Having previous professional or personal 
connections can go a long way. Having 
been elected to your local school board, 
your name already may be familiar to 
your member of Congress. 

In other instances, there may be 
personal connections such as having at-
tended the same high school or college, 
living in the same neighborhood, or 
having children attend the same school. 

2. Consult with your board col-
leagues and schedule a personal tour 
of a successful school or program 
that reflects an initiative that could 
be expanded with additional federal 
support. The visit creates a “visual” that 
normally is far more effective than a 
written report. More importantly, the 
visit creates a connection between you 
and the member of Congress.

3. Establish a relationship with the 
congressional district office staff. In ad-
dition to your visits to Washington, you 
should create opportunities to be with 
your member of Congress, particularly 
if the activity offers that person access 
to groups of voters that may be new to 
them.

4. With the assistance of the school 
district staff and in collaboration with 
your board colleagues, develop a regular 
report that offers your member of Con-
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gress (and staff) key information related 
to your district. Use information about 
new and successful initiatives—and also 
challenges—that could be addressed by 
your member of Congress.

5. When your member of Congress 
has done something positive that impacts 
your district, write a letter thanking him 
or her for that effort or write a letter to 
the editor of the local newspaper.

6. In addition to shedding light on 
your effective role as a local school 
board member, consider becoming ac-
tive in other coalitions. Such participa-
tion can help in identifying other areas 
of interest that typically suggest you 
have access to additional voters beyond 
the school community.

7. In consultation with the congres-
sional district office staff, determine 
how you may be of greater technical 
support. There are many issues facing 
elected officials, and education is one 
of the high-profile ones. You may be 
able to become a key resource to your 
member of Congress on issues of mu-
tual interest, thus creating even greater 
value for the relationship.

After following some of these help-
ful tips, you will be well on your way to 
becoming a valued and trusted member 
of the “inner circle” and helping to 
ensure our students have access to 
high-quality public education regard-
less of their ZIP code.

Reginald Felton (rfelton@nsba.org) is 
NSBA’s assistant executive director of 
congressional relations. 

ONLINE EXTRA
for more information about the national 
school boards Action center and how to 
join the friends of public education, go to 
www.nsba.org/Advocacy/ActNow.html.
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