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Seattle School Board—Churn and Challenge

The Seattle Public Schools and its school board have been 

through a rocky decade, including two major financial 

scandals followed by superintendent ousters, significant 

school board turnover, and frequent controversy over 

improvement efforts or personnel matters. These 

problems are rooted in a variety of issues, including 

structural factors related to board composition and 

off-cycle election timing, constituent demands, and 

community understanding (or misunderstanding) of the 

role of board members, exacerbated by the city’s racial 

and class dynamics. Recent challenges in the district 

also illustrate the importance of good superintendent 

and school board relationships, as well as the ways 

things can go wrong when the superintendent does not 

provide board members with the tools and resources to 

effectively govern and board members do not adhere to 

the principles of governance and oversight management. 

Structural Factors Contribute to Board Churn and 
Conflict 

Seattle has a long history of school board churn. Under the 

board’s current structure, roughly half of the seven board 

members are up for reelection every two years. This creates 

the potential for significant turnover every two years, which 

often leads to wide swings in overall board orientation 

and agendas. Racial and economic dynamics and special 

interest involvement further complicate matters.

Board members represent particular regions of a school 

district that is highly segregated by race, income, and 

school quality. This can be a good thing if the process 

supports deliberation and debate with the intent of 

reaching a common goal. But it can also lead to competing 

interests from board members representing different 

types of communities and conflict on the board. Four 

of the seven board members represent the generally 

more affluent and white North End neighborhoods. Board 

members are elected by their districts in a primary and 

then elected citywide in the general election, adding to 

electoral confusion. 

Special interests, including the Washington Education 

Association and private donors, also play an active 

role in Seattle elections. Because there is no campaign 

contribution limit, they can exercise significant power. 

School board members are unpaid, but most devote 

considerable time to their duties. This creates a dynamic 

in which people attracted to serve on the board are, in 

the words of one civic leader, “incredibly altruistic or 

advocates for a single issue.”

To foster a more cohesive and effective board, Seattle’s 

Alliance for Education, a largely privately funded local 

education fund, has invested in board retreats and 

training in partnership with governance experts, including 

the Center for the Reform of School Systems. Board 

members and superintendents have learned about 

board policies and processes aimed at improving board 

operations, management oversight, and support for 

student achievement. While the training has been useful 

in bringing together the diverse group of board members, 

At a Glance 
School Board Members—7

Represents—5 districts/2 at large

Number of Students—47,001

Number of Schools—91
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helping shape a common vision and developing 

processes for policy development and oversight 

management, repeated turnover on the board has made 

it difficult to sustain the momentum.  

In 2008, after a particularly fractious period of board 

politics and superintendent turnover, the board appeared 

to become more unified, owing to both a fresh mix 

of personalities coming out of the 2007 election and 

training provided by Seattle’s Alliance for Education. 

This unity was reflected in the board’s 6-0 vote (with one 

abstention) to approve Maria Goodloe-Johnson as the 

new superintendent. 

Poor Superintendent-Board Relations Exacerbate 
Tensions 

Though former Seattle Superintendent Maria Goodloe-

Johnson started out with a supportive board, her authoritative 

leadership style and lack of communication created tension 

with members over the course of her tenure.

Goodloe-Johnson was a strong-willed leader who aimed to 

bring change to a city best known for its grinding process 

and general lack of agreement on a plan for improving 

schools. She made progress, including building a data 

infrastructure and attracting talent to the central office, 

but the progress was controversial. During her tenure, she 

closed five schools and moved eight others to address low 

enrollment and weak programs. She also negotiated a new 

teachers contract, which includes a new evaluation system 

that will eventually use student growth as one of several 

factors in teacher evaluations and replaces the standard 

dichotomous system with a four-tier rating system. One of 

her most controversial moves was a proposal to place a 

handful of Teach for America teachers in Seattle schools, 

which was criticized by a small but vocal faction of district 

watchdogs who viewed the plan as part of a broader 

movement to privatize public education.  

While pursuing these reforms, Goodloe-Johnson took an 

arm’s length approach to working with her board. According 

to some observers, she had worked with a dysfunctional 

board before coming to Seattle and may have brought 

with her the view that boards were more of a problem 

than a partner. She took a strong executive approach and 

decided when to loop the board in. She took the same 

approach with the broader community, where she was 

known for her stiff communication style. The resulting lack 

of communication left board members feeling alienated—

and at times embarrassed. It was not uncommon for board 

members to attend their local community meetings and 

face tough questions about controversial district reforms 

about which they had little or no information.  

In the 2009 election, Seattle residents elected two new 

board members who tended to vote with the previous 

board majority less frequently than the members they 

replaced. Goodloe-Johnson also faced backlash from 

teachers and parents. In 2010, the Seattle teachers union 

passed a no-confidence vote in Goodloe-Johnson and her 

administration, even as they approved the new teacher 

contract with the controversial reforms she had negotiated. 

Parents also gave her stinging reviews in surveys.  

The final straw, however, came in February 2011, when a 

report from the state auditor’s office exposed the alleged 

misuse of $1.8 million by a district-run program aimed at 

supporting small minority businesses. Though Goodloe-

Johnson was not directly implicated in the scandal, an 

outside attorney hired by the district concluded that she 

knew enough to have acted. Had Goodloe-Johnson’s 

relationships with the board been more collegial, and had 

she reacted less defensively to the audit, she might have 

weathered the scandal. But after a pattern of being left 

out of the loop, board members were angry at Goodloe-

Johnson for putting them in the hot seat by failing to share 

information or act sooner. Her one-time supporters on the 

board, including board president Steve Sundquist, were 
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pushed too far. “I would have counted myself as a supporter 

until we got to this place,” Sundquist told a local reporter. 

On March 2, 2011, just one week after the financial scandal 

broke, the Seattle School Board fired Goodloe-Johnson.

Board Members React With Micromanagement 

After terminating Goodloe-Johnson’s contract, the board 

immediately appointed the district’s chief academic 

officer, Susan Enfield, as interim superintendent. Enfield 

was committed to staying the course on the district’s 

strategic plan and set out to repair relationships with the 

community and teachers union in an effort to secure a 

permanent position. 

Most board members strongly backed Enfield and wanted 

her to stay in the position. But they were also determined 

not to end up in another situation where they didn’t know 

the answers. Several board members started “down a path 

of encroachment,” according to one observer, moving 

away from policy governance and getting their hands into 

management issues. 

As the November 2011 elections approached, members 

who had supported Goodloe-Johnson’s more controversial 

reforms felt vulnerable. When Enfield fired a principal at 

Ingraham High School, a racially and economically diverse 

school where only 5% of African-American students were 

proficient in math but an Advanced Placement program is 

popular with more affluent families, she faced public outcry. 

Several days later, she reversed her position, a move that 

shocked many and hinted at board involvement.

After a tumultuous year of scandal and change for the 

school board, the November elections brought defeat for 

both the board president and the school board member 

representing the community where Ingraham High School 

was located. Two new board members formed a coalition 

with the two previously independent board members and 

began what one observer called “micromanagement on 

steroids,” calling for increased participation in management 

decisions, including direct board control of administration 

and personnel decisions, such as hiring and firing principals. 

The board publicly deliberated on whether to run a national 

search for the open superintendent position or simply 

offer the job to Enfield. In December 2011, Enfield stunned 

the board and community by announcing her decision to 

remove her name from consideration. While she offered 

little explanation, the pattern of micromanagement and the 

divided board were likely factors in her decision.

Looking forward, many observers and community members 

are pessimistic that Seattle’s current school board will 

be able to attract a high-caliber superintendent. Eight of 

32 Puget Sound area districts have open superintendent 

vacancies. Seattle public schools face an uphill struggle 

to attract strong central office executives and talented 

principal candidates, particularly in light of the board’s 

reputation for conflict and micromanagement. Maria 

Goodloe-Johnson’s apparent failure to effectively manage 

what had temporarily been a fairly unified and supportive 

board likely contributed to recent turmoil and her ouster. 

But the underlying structural issues causing board turnover 

and conflict in Seattle will not be changed by a new 

superintendent alone.
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