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Policies play an indispensable role in the sound organization and efficient administration of schools. 
Written policies that are referenced in an easy-to-use manual play a critical role in international schools 
where the turnover of board members, administrators, teachers, and parents can be high and institutional 
memory can be correspondingly short

Simple written, unambiguous and widely disseminated policy statements can:
! codify the school's values and beliefs;
! expedite decision making;
! save people an enormous amount of time in decision making (you don't need to re-invent the wheel 

over and over again);
! prevent misunderstanding and unpleasant surprises;
! protect community morale against the perception of favoritism or capricious and unilateral decision 

making;
! reduce confusion;
! improve communication; 
! provide employees, students and parents the security of knowing where they stand in relation to 

issues that are important to them;
!  provide a written level record of school rules and regulations; 
! illustrate and preserve the critical demarcation between the authority of the board and the 

administration;
! make it more difficult to manage a school on the basis of impulse, whim, or personality;
! minimize the possibility of "crisis management."

With all that to recommend written policy, it is curious that a clear and unambiguous operational 
definition of "school policy" remains slippery and often ill-defined.  As early as 1955, the National (USA) 
School Board Association (1987) and the American Association of School Administrators attempted to 
define policies  as broad guidelines which create a framework within which the superintendent and his staff 
can discharge their assigned duties with positive direction.

One way to add clarity to the operational definition of  "policy" is to focus on the distinction 
between policies and regulations.  Policies are set by the board and focus on what is needed, why the school 
requires it, and how much the board wants.  Regulations, on the other hand, deal directly with the 
implementation of policy (the specific operational procedures) and focus on the where, when, by whom, and 
in what manner.  Regulations make policies actionable and are in the domain of the administration’s 
responsibility.

Policy Regulations
In general, policy statements answer the 
questions:

In general, administrative regulations answer the 
questions:

What is needed? Where?
Why is it needed? When?
How much is required? In what manner?

By whom?

For example, let's imagine a school becomes concerned about the manner of dress of students in the 
Middle and High School.  Parents and teachers are complaining about T-shirts with drug-related symbols or 



logos, immodest halter tops, and torn blue jeans.  The administration and board decide that a student dress 
code policy is needed.  

POLICY (decided by the Board)
What is needed:  Student dress code policymaking
Why is it needed:  The reputation of the school is being damaged and the attire of some students may be 
negatively impacting the learning environment of others.
How much is needed:  While not wanting to impose a school uniform, the board wants to upgrade the 
standard of student attire without entirely removing individual choice.

Draft Policy Statement:
"While recognizing that clothing is a legitimate expression of individualism, the board of trustees believes 
that students at this school should be dressed appropriately for the learning environment.  This means that  
attire should be neat, clean, and modest (respectful of the host country culture).  In addition, no student  
attire should detract from the education of self or others, cause offense, or result in the good name of the 
school being damaged."

REGULATION (decided by the administration)
Where:  On the school premises and on field trips and at other places where the school is responsible for the 
students (sport matches at other schools, etc.)
When:  During normal school hours, at afternoon and weekend extracurricular activities, and at any other 
time when the school is responsible for the students (field trips, etc.)
In what manner:  Administrative team will draw up a list of specific guidelines which will assist the 
students and parents in knowing how the policy is being implemented.  It may contain specific rules, 
defining modesty (length of skirts, hot pants, bare midriffs, etc.) and perhaps specific prohibitions (drug-
related paraphernalia as jewelery or T-shirts advertising alcoholic beverages).

The principal will publicize the new policy and regulations by sending a letter to all Middle School 
and High School parents.  The new policy will come into effect one week after the letter home has been 
dispatched.
By whom:  Enforcement of the new policy and regulations will be by teachers and administrators with 
specific consequences for first, second, and subsequent infractions.

The distinction between policy and regulation is an important one in the efficient organization of the 
school, particularly when individuals have a special interest in an issue. In these circumstances it is not 
uncommon to find administrators attempting to approve policy statements and board members getting 
involved in writing regulations, often with conflict as a result.

Some issues are clearly matters of policy such as the school mission statement, major curriculum 
decisions (to IB or not to IB?) and budget approval.  However, some other issues are not so clear cut.  Many 
of the more nebulous issues fall into the area of curriculum and instruction.  For example, should the board 
decide which second languages are taught in school?

There is also the questioning of political sensitivity and potential controversy that can influence 
what is policy and what is administrative regulation.  One international school became concerned about 
possible drug abuse among some High School students and decided to tighten up its Substance Abuse 
Policy.  One of the recommendations was to employ random urine testing of all High School students. 
Although random urine testing of student could be considered a strategy that the administration might 
employ in order to implement the board's Substance Abuse Policy, in this case both the administration and 
the board anticipated that random testing would be a controversial development in the parent community. 
As a result, they decided that the actual testing would be included in the policy statement to so as to give it 
the additional "weight" of board approval.

It is the healthy board that periodically conducts a reality check and asks itself the questions:  Is this 
a matter of policy?  Should we even be discussion this?  Are we doing the head of school's work?

Typically, policy formulation starts with the recognition of need; e.g. several parents complain about 
the dress of the High School students.  The board then determines how to proceed.  Concern over student 
dress might be referred to an ad hoc committee, for instance.  There follows a discussion of the issues 



surrounding the problem,.  From the committee discussion, the head of school is able to synthesize the ideas 
and opinions of committee/board members to use when he/she prepares the first draft policy statement. 
Sometimes policy statements will be written by board members, but often the actual writing is done by the 
administration. This makes sense since it is the administration that will ultimately need to implement and 
enforce the policy.

The draft policy then returns to the committee for further discussion. The committee needs to ask 
itself whether the statement actually addresses all aspects of the problem. is the language clear and 
unambiguous?  It is realistic?  How will the policy be communicated to the teachers, students, and parents? 
What is the anticipated reaction to the policy in the community?  When dealing with highly sensitive and 
controversial topics (sex and AIDS education or drug testing for example), it may be wise for the committee 
to circulate the draft policy to the community before recommending its adoption to the full board.

Once the committee has reached agreement on the proposed policy statement, the convener of the 
committee notifies the board chair who places the item on the agenda of the next board meeting at which 
time a decision is made regarding its adoption.  If the policy is adopted, it is then the work of the 
administration to implement and and provide the board with periodic progress reports on such 
implementation.


