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Unlike many rural communities in the United States, the 

public schools in Bismarck, North Dakota, are growing. 

According to demographers’ projections, the district will 

add close to 1,300 students over the next five years—an 

increase of more than 10%. The Bismarck School Board 

has a history of collegiality, pragmatism, and caution. These 

features have enabled it to avoid the dysfunction and 

conflicts that plague boards in some larger cities and have 

positioned it well to deal with the challenges of rapid growth 

in a fiscally prudent way. But these same factors may also 

make it more difficult for the board to undertake innovative 

strategies or to address a persistent achievement gap for 

the district’s low-income and minority students. 

The Bismarck Public Schools District (BPS) covers an area 

of 27 square miles that spans the metropolitan area of 

North Dakota’s capital. It serves 11,000 students across 23 

schools and three education centers. Eighty-nine percent of 

Bismarck students are white, 8% are American Indian, and 

20% qualify for free or reduced priced lunch. District-wide 

proficiency rates remained largely the same from 2007 to 

2011, hovering around 80%, and exceed state averages. The 

district has failed to achieve Adequate Yearly Progress under 

No Child Left Behind for the past five years because of large 

achievement gaps for its low-income and minority students. 

Bismarck’s five-member school board represents the city 

at large and is chosen in staggered elections every two 

years. Members serve four-year terms and turnover is high, 

with only one board member serving since 2004 and three 

members still in their first term as of February 2012. Board 

members receive a $550 monthly stipend. The board is 

responsible for all major decisions regarding school policy, 

curriculum, expenditures, and expansion and has complete 

control over local school matters. 

Observers in Bismarck say that their school board members 

engage constructively among themselves and with the 

community. There is little infighting or competing agendas—

in contrast to some other regulatory bodies in town. “I think 

the board works extremely well together,” says Lawrence 

King, a Bismarck attorney who serves as board president. 

“We make better decisions with honest discussion and 

different perspectives.” Another board member, Steve 

Marquard, agrees that having diverse backgrounds—

including blue collar workers and younger parents—

enhances the board’s ability to represent the community 

and make good decisions. Interest in serving on the BPS 

board is on the rise. Ten years ago no one ran for an open 

board seat; during the 2010 election, eight candidates ran 

for three positions. 

Taking the Time to Get It Right

The recent selection of a new superintendent is an example 

of the Bismarck school board’s emphasis on prudence 

and community input. After Superintendent Paul Johnson 

resigned in December 2009 to head an international 

school, the board launched a yearlong superintendent 

search process that included surveying residents about 

the qualities they wanted to see in a new leader. When 

the favored candidate withdrew to accept another job, 

the board asked John Salwei, an assistant superintendent, 

to serve as interim superintendent, rather than taking 

their second choice. “We wanted to do it right rather than 

At a Glance 
School Board Members—5

Represents—5 at large

Number of Students—11,008

Number of Schools—23
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quick,” says King. The board launched a second search the 

following year. 

Eventually the board voted 4-1 to hire Superintendent 

Tamara Usleman, who started in January 2011. 

The board chose Usleman for her enthusiasm and 

approachability, despite some initial concerns that her 

previous experience had been limited to a smaller school 

district in Minnesota. Board members were looking for a 

superintendent who would communicate well and make 

thoughtful decisions, rather than a transformational 

leader. “We hit it out of the park by hiring Tamara,” King 

says. “We heard from every group in town that they are 

extremely happy with the choice.”

In general, the board seems to have had good relationships 

with both Usleman and past superintendents. King sees 

the board’s purpose as serving as a conduit between 

the district and the community and providing big picture 

policy guidance. He thinks that it is “dangerous” for board 

members to get too involved in management details. “We 

have a superintendent and administrative team with far 

more experience than we have in these particular areas,” 

he says. “We tell them what direction we want to go and let 

them implement it.”

Thinking Ahead

The school board has been a careful financial steward. 

As a result, Bismarck is well positioned today to address 

growth challenges and provide strategic opportunities for 

its students. BPS was not immune to the national recession 

and the state and local budget cuts that accompanied it. 

But the school board’s conservative approach to financial 

management helped insulate the district from the worst 

effects felt in some other cities.

In August 2010, BPS opened the Career Academy, a new 

campus adjacent to Bismarck State College that provides 

students with instruction in skills useful for high paying jobs 

and transferable as college credit. The idea for the academy 

came from forums between the school board, students, 

and families, the Bismarck-Mandan Chamber of Commerce, 

and local colleges. In designing the academy, the board 

sought input from local employers about the skills they 

seek from employees. Both the Career Academy and a new 

elementary school were constructed within the last four 

years under a pay-as-you-go model, using funds that the 

board had saved instead of requiring a bond vote. 

The biggest single challenge facing Bismarck is the 

development of a new facilities master plan. As student 

enrollment increases, the district’s existing capacity 

is insufficient to satisfy demand. Ten of Bismarck’s 16 

elementary schools are beyond capacity and another 3 

are at the limit, according to a physical and educational 

assessment. Bismarck’s high schools are overflowing, 

and the middle schools have less than 5% of their room 

remaining. The district uses 25 portable classrooms, 19 of 

which are more than 30 years old. 

Similar to the superintendent search, the attitude around 

the facilities plan has been one of “let’s get it right the first 

time” rather than “let’s get it done.” The school board hired 

two firms to help develop a master plan and engaged in an 

extended process of getting community input and building 

buy-in before voting on the final plan in March 2012. This 

process of building community support is critical because 

the district must now pass a boundary redesign and a bond 

package to pay for $100 million in construction over the 

next 10 years. 

Going Forward

The Bismarck School Board has admirably avoided conflict 

and resisted temptations to micromanage. But its attention 

has been largely focused on facilities issues rather than 

on academic performance. Because overall student 
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achievement is strong, there is little urgency to address 

the persistent achievement gaps for low-income students. 

Some board members blame the district’s academic 

shortcomings on students’ socioeconomic conditions or 

flaws in federal legislation, not on a need for improvements 

in the schools.

Two school board seats are up for election in June 2012. 

As Bismarck deals with its facilities challenges, the board 

will have greater opportunities to refocus on student 

achievement in the coming years. Ideally, it will find a way 

to maintain its transparency and good management while 

pushing student outcomes even higher, especially for low-
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