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Give boards a clear oversight frame without
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Core thesis
School boards do not need to become AI experts. They do need enough governance clarity to oversee risk,
public trust, policy alignment, and leadership accountability as AI use expands across school systems.

This paper offers governance guidance. It does not provide legal advice.
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Executive Summary
Artificial intelligence is no longer a future issue for school boards. It is already entering districts
through purchased products, AI features added to existing platforms, and everyday tools used by
students, educators, and families.[1] At the same time, federal and international guidance is
converging around a few core concerns: privacy, civil rights, equity, transparency, human
oversight, and the need for institutions to set priorities rather than let adoption happen by
accident.[1][3][5][7]

Boards do not need to become AI experts. They do need to govern the conditions under which AI is used.
That means setting expectations for policy alignment, superintendent accountability, public communication,
and risk oversight, while leaving day-to-day tool selection, implementation, and staff guidance to district
leadership.[13][14]

Good board oversight starts with role clarity. Trustees should not choose classroom tools, write staff
workflows, or manage pilots directly. They should ask whether the district knows where AI is already in use,
whether existing policies still fit, how high-impact uses are reviewed, how harms can be challenged, and how
families will be informed in plain language.[1][3][10][12]

The next 12 months should be used to establish a baseline, update guardrails, test carefully, monitor what
matters, and communicate with the community in ways that build trust instead of panic. Boards that do this
well will not slow innovation. They will make it more credible, more durable, and more aligned to student
interests.[1][4][7]

Takeaway
AI is already entering districts through products, platform features, and everyday use. The board’s job is to
govern the conditions under which that use is allowed, reviewed, and explained.[1][3][7]

Why AI belongs on the board agenda
AI belongs on the board agenda because it affects core governance responsibilities, not just classroom
practice. Boards are responsible for direction, structure, accountability, and community leadership. In school
governance terms, that includes setting policy, hiring and evaluating the superintendent, monitoring results,
and communicating with the public.[14]

AI now touches all of those responsibilities. The U.S. Department of Education’s 2024 toolkit advises
educational leaders to plan for AI entering schools through procurement, product integration, and broader
social diffusion, meaning tools can appear in schools even when the board never voted to buy them.[1] The
Department also recommends public notice, ongoing monitoring, human oversight, community consultation,
and plain-language documentation when AI systems affect school communities.[1]

This matters because the governance question is no longer, “Should our district buy an AI tool?” The real
question is, “How will our district govern AI use that is already arriving through multiple channels?”[1][9]
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Board-level frame
AI is a governance issue because it changes risk, trust, and accountability faster than most districts can update
policy on their own.

What boards should govern and what they should not
Boards should govern the “why,” the “under what conditions,” and the “how will we know.” Leadership
should own the “which tool,” the “who trains whom,” and the “how this operates day to day.” That
distinction is not just good management practice. It is standard school governance practice. WSSDA
describes the relationship plainly: the board decides what is done; the superintendent decides how it is
done.[13] CSBA similarly states that boards establish direction, structure, and accountability, while
implementation belongs to the superintendent and staff.[14]

Area Board owns Leadership owns

Vision and
priorities

Whether AI use aligns to district mission,
student needs, and public values

Translating priorities into implementation
plans

Policy and
guardrails

Approval of policy, acceptable risk
thresholds, and reporting expectations

Procedures, workflows, staff guidance, and
training

Accountability
Superintendent goals, dashboards, review
cadence, and corrective action
expectations

Monitoring, documentation, incident
response, and program adjustments

Procurement
oversight

Expectations for evidence, privacy,
accessibility, and equity review

Tool selection, vendor review, pilot design,
and contract execution with
counsel/procurement

Public trust Expectations for family communication
and transparency

Notices, FAQs, community sessions, and
staff talking points

Boards should not operationalize AI directly. They should not choose prompt templates, approve every
classroom use case, act as a shadow technology committee, or substitute trustee preference for educational
evidence. DOE guidance encourages leaders to set priorities and pace based on educational goals, not on the
speed of the technology market.[1]

The main oversight risks boards are underestimating
The first underestimated risk is unapproved diffusion. AI does not only arrive through formal board action. It
enters through features embedded in existing products and through staff or student use of everyday tools.[1]
That means a district can have significant AI exposure before it has coherent governance.[1][9]
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The second is civil rights and fairness risk. OCR’s guidance explicitly warns that AI use can trigger
discrimination concerns under federal civil rights laws.[3] Its examples include AI detection tools that
disproportionately misidentify work by English learners and AI-enabled systems that may fail students with
disabilities if institutions do not provide appropriate alternatives or review.[3] DOE’s toolkit also warns
against punitive or high-stakes uses of predictive models without careful oversight and human review.[1]

The third is privacy, security, and data governance risk. DOE, OECD, CSBA, and OSPI all place privacy
near the center of AI governance.[1][8][12] OECD found that among the jurisdictions it studied, data
protection and privacy were the most consistently prioritized policy concerns in AI education discussions.[8]
DOE’s toolkit also points leaders to questions about multimodal data collection and biometrics, not just text
prompts and chat logs.[1]

The fourth is vendor opacity and weak evidence. NIST’s framework is built around governance, mapping,
measuring, and managing AI risk.[7] DOE advises leaders to complete impact assessments, test systems in
real-world conditions, seek independent evaluation where appropriate, and require stronger evidence from
vendors rather than relying on market claims.[1][7]

The fifth is public trust erosion. NIST notes that understanding and managing AI risks helps enhance
trustworthiness and cultivate public trust.[7] In school systems, that translates into a practical board question:
if a family asks how AI is being used, what data is involved, what choices they have, and who is accountable
when something goes wrong, can the district answer clearly?[1][7]

Common board error
The biggest governance mistake is assuming AI risk begins at procurement. In practice, it often begins with
unmanaged everyday use.

The questions every board should ask leadership
Boards do not need more AI jargon. They need better governance questions. The following prompts help
trustees stay in their lane while still asking for the evidence and clarity that responsible oversight requires.

1. Where is AI already showing up in our district today?
Ask for a practical inventory across procurement, integrated platform features, and informal everyday use.[1]

2. Which uses are low-stakes, and which are high-impact?
High-impact uses deserve stricter review, especially where decisions affect discipline, grading, placement,
accessibility, safety, or student opportunity.[1][3]

3. What existing policies already apply, and where are the gaps?
Many districts need revision rather than entirely new policy, especially around privacy, academic integrity,
accessibility, records, procurement, and complaint pathways.[1][12]

4. How are privacy, civil rights, and accessibility reviewed before wider use?
Ask what is checked, by whom, and how concerns are documented.[1][3][12]
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5. What human review is required before AI influences consequential decisions?
DOE recommends additional human oversight where rights or safety may be significantly affected.[1]

6. What evidence do we require before expanding use?
Ask for pilot criteria, success measures, disaggregated review where relevant, and renewal thresholds.[1][7]

7. How are families, staff, and students being informed?
DOE recommends public notice and plain-language documentation, and OSPI emphasizes broader
community understanding and dialogue.[1][11]

8. How will the board know whether the district is governing AI well?
Request a small oversight dashboard, not an endless presentation deck.

A 12-month oversight framework

Phase 1: First 90 days
Establish the baseline

The board should ask leadership for a concise baseline memo covering current AI use, existing applicable
policies, major near-term risks, and where decision rights currently sit. This is also the right time to confirm a
board stance: mission-aligned, trust-first, and neither blanket-ban nor uncontrolled rollout.[1][13][14]

• Board checkpoint: Receive district AI baseline
• Clarify governance versus management roles
• Set reporting cadence
• Ask leadership to identify any urgent policy gaps

Phase 2: Months 3 to 6
Update guardrails

Leadership should review policies and procedures against current AI uses. Boards should focus on whether
policies cover privacy, acceptable use, academic integrity, accessibility, civil rights, vendor review, records,
and complaints or appeals.[1][3][12] This is also the phase for defining where “no,” “not yet,” or “pilot only”
applies.[1]

• Board checkpoint: Review policy map and proposed updates
• Confirm standards for human oversight in high-impact uses
• Confirm family and staff communication plan
• Confirm decision escalation path for incidents
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Phase 3: Months 6 to 9
Pilot carefully and monitor

DOE recommends impact assessment, testing in real-world conditions, independent evaluation where
appropriate, and ongoing monitoring.[1] Boards should not run pilots, but they should expect a pilot structure
with success criteria, stop conditions, and a plan for monitoring unintended consequences.[1][7]

• Board checkpoint: Review pilot rationale and metrics
• Ask what groups may be affected differently
• Confirm whether training and support are adequate
• Require a brief update on incidents, complaints, and lessons learned

Phase 4: Months 9 to 12
Move to accountable practice

By the end of the first year, the board should expect a clearer operating model: where AI is used, what is
approved, what remains prohibited or limited, what has been learned, and what the district will revisit next
year. This is also when public reporting matters most. Communities do not need hype. They need evidence
that the district is proceeding with guardrails, review, and a willingness to pause when necessary.[1][7][11]

• Board checkpoint: Receive year-one oversight report
• Evaluate superintendent progress on governance expectations
• Approve next-year priorities
• Revisit whether pace is still appropriate

Oversight principle
Good AI governance is iterative. The board’s job is not to solve AI in one policy cycle. It is to create a
repeatable oversight rhythm.

Board oversight checklist
• We know where AI is already in use across the district.
• We can distinguish formal adoption from informal everyday use.
• We have identified high-impact uses that require stronger review.
• Existing policy has been mapped and updated where needed.
• Leadership can explain privacy, civil rights, accessibility, and equity safeguards.
• The district has a process for pilots, monitoring, and incident escalation.
• Families and staff have plain-language information about expectations and safeguards.
• The superintendent has clear accountability for progress and reporting.

Policy, accountability, and decision ownership
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A board does not need an “AI policy” before it has governance clarity, but it should know where AI-related
accountability sits. As a rule, the board should approve the policy framework and expectations, while
leadership should build the operating procedures. That is consistent with school governance practice and with
DOE’s recommendation that educational leaders guide priorities, pace, implementation, and
monitoring.[1][13][14]

This is also the point to be explicit about limits. AILN is not legal counsel, and districts will still need
state-specific legal review where required. But boards should not wait for perfect legal certainty before
improving governance hygiene. OCR, DOE, and international guidance already provide enough direction to
justify stronger oversight now.[1][3][5]

Board should expect clear ownership for

Policy review and recommendations; vendor and data review; accessibility and student support considerations;
incident reporting and remediation; family communication; and annual reporting to the board.

Public trust: communicating with families and community
For many boards, the hardest AI question is not technical. It is relational. Families want to know whether
students are safe, whether learning remains meaningful, whether privacy is respected, and whether someone
is accountable.

DOE recommends public notice and plain-language documentation when AI is used, along with consultation
and feedback from affected communities.[1] OSPI’s guidance likewise emphasizes community awareness,
student well-being, and broader dialogue so that concerns are surfaced before mistrust hardens.[11] NIST
connects responsible risk management to public trust directly.[7]

For boards, that suggests a simple communication rule: explain the district’s approach in ordinary language.
Say what AI is being used for, what it is not being used for, what rules apply, what data concerns are
considered, what human review exists, and where families can raise questions. Do not oversell
transformation. Do not imply certainty that the district cannot support. Speak in terms of guardrails, learning,
accountability, and review.

What good oversight looks like without slowing everything
down
Good oversight is not a brake pedal on every decision. It is a governance pattern.

It looks like a board that starts with mission and student interest, not fear and not vendor promises.[1][6] It
looks like leadership that can explain why a use case exists, what evidence supports it, and how risks are
being monitored.[1][7] It looks like policies that are understandable, enforceable, and revisited as the
technology changes.[8][10][12] It looks like the willingness to say “not yet” to weakly justified uses, while
allowing well-scoped experiments to proceed under supervision.[1]
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It also looks like humility. OECD’s work shows that governance across jurisdictions is still evolving, and
early guidance has often been non-binding rather than fully codified regulation.[8] That should not paralyze
boards. It should remind them to govern with clarity, revision, and proportionality rather than false
confidence.[8]

What boards should avoid
Boards should avoid five common mistakes:

Do not confuse governance with operations. Trustees should not become an ad hoc AI implementation
team.[13][14]

Do not treat AI as only an instructional issue. It can affect tutoring, assessment, operations, communications,
student support, records, and safety-related contexts.[1][4]

Do not rely on vendor assurance alone. Ask for evidence, testing, limitations, and monitoring plans.[1][7]

Do not let academic dishonesty concerns dominate the entire agenda. Cheating matters, but a board-only
focus on detection can miss larger questions about fairness, privacy, accessibility, and learning
design.[1][3][8]

Do not communicate in slogans. “We are pro-AI” and “we banned AI” are both weaker than a clear statement
of conditions, uses, limits, and accountability.

Conclusion
School boards do not need to become AI experts. They do need enough governance clarity to oversee risk,
public trust, policy alignment, and leadership accountability as AI use expands across school systems.

That is the board’s lane. Set expectations. Clarify who decides what. Require plain-language communication.
Ask for evidence before scale. Expect human oversight where rights, fairness, or student opportunity may be
affected. Review progress on a regular cadence. Adjust as conditions change.

Districts that do this well are not the ones moving fastest. They are the ones making AI use understandable,
defensible, and educationally aligned.

Structured next step

For boards and district leadership teams that want a practical starting point, AILN’s Written Leadership
Review provides an async-first written assessment of current AI governance posture, likely policy gaps,
priority questions, and recommended next actions. For teams that need facilitated policy and governance
work, the next step is AILN’s Governance Sprint.

Source list



AI Literacy Network Board Oversight for AI in Schools

Prepared March 2026 Page 9

[1] U.S. Department of Education, Office of Educational Technology. Empowering Education Leaders: A Toolkit for
Safe, Ethical, and Equitable AI Integration (2024).

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED661924.pdf

[2] U.S. Department of Education, Office of Educational Technology. Artificial Intelligence and the Future of
Teaching and Learning (2023).

https://www.ed.gov/sites/ed/files/documents/ai-report/ai-report.pdf

[3] U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights. Avoiding the Discriminatory Use of Artificial Intelligence
(November 2024, revised January 2025).

https://www.ed.gov/media/document/avoiding-discriminatory-use-of-artificial-intelligence-112274.pdf

[4] U.S. Department of Education. Dear Colleague Letter on the Use of Federal Grant Funds to Improve Education
Outcomes Through AI (July 22, 2025).

https://www.ed.gov/media/document/opepd-ai-dear-colleague-letter-7222025-110427.pdf

[5] UNESCO. Guidance for Generative AI in Education and Research (2023).

https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/guidance-generative-ai-education-and-research

[6] UNESCO. AI and Education: Guidance for Policy-Makers (2021; maintained 2025 resource page).

https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/ai-and-education-guidance-policy-makers

[7] NIST. Artificial Intelligence Risk Management Framework (AI RMF 1.0) and AI RMF resources.

https://nvlpubs.nist.gov/nistpubs/ai/nist.ai.100-1.pdf

[8] OECD. Emerging Governance of Generative AI in Education, in OECD Digital Education Outlook 2023.

https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/oecd-digital-education-outlook-2023_c74f03de-en/full-report/emerging-governance-of-
generative-ai-in-education_3cbd6269.html

[9] OECD. OECD Digital Education Outlook 2026: Exploring Effective Uses of Generative AI in Education.

https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/oecd-digital-education-outlook-2026_062a7394-en.html

[10] NASBE. Five Questions for State Boards to Ask about AI in Schools.

https://www.nasbe.org/five-questions-for-state-boards-to-ask-about-ai-in-schools/

[11] Washington Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction. Human-Centered AI Guidance for K-12 Public
Schools (Version 3.0, 2024).

https://ospi.k12.wa.us/sites/default/files/2024-07/comprehensive-ai-guidance-accessible-format_0.pdf

[12] California School Boards Association. Understanding Artificial Intelligence in K-12 Education (2023).

https://www.csba.org/-/media/CSBA/Files/GovernanceResources/PolicyNews_Briefs/Technology/AI-Brief-REPD_09-2023.a
shx?la=en&rev;=76a46a79975a4506a48f7162d88f1e53

[13] Washington State School Directors' Association. Serving on Your Local School Board: A Foundation for Success
(2024 edition).

https://wssda.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ServingOnYourLocalSB.pdf

[14] California School Boards Association. The Role of the Board and related governance resources on board-staff
relationships.

https://csba.org/~/~/~/media/Files/Services/GovernanceServices/SingleDistrict/PGS/RoleOfTheBoard.ashx

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED661924.pdf
https://www.ed.gov/sites/ed/files/documents/ai-report/ai-report.pdf
https://www.ed.gov/media/document/avoiding-discriminatory-use-of-artificial-intelligence-112274.pdf
https://www.ed.gov/media/document/opepd-ai-dear-colleague-letter-7222025-110427.pdf
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/guidance-generative-ai-education-and-research
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/ai-and-education-guidance-policy-makers
https://nvlpubs.nist.gov/nistpubs/ai/nist.ai.100-1.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/oecd-digital-education-outlook-2023_c74f03de-en/full-report/emerging-governance-of-generative-ai-in-education_3cbd6269.html
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/oecd-digital-education-outlook-2023_c74f03de-en/full-report/emerging-governance-of-generative-ai-in-education_3cbd6269.html
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/oecd-digital-education-outlook-2026_062a7394-en.html
https://www.nasbe.org/five-questions-for-state-boards-to-ask-about-ai-in-schools/
https://ospi.k12.wa.us/sites/default/files/2024-07/comprehensive-ai-guidance-accessible-format_0.pdf
https://www.csba.org/-/media/CSBA/Files/GovernanceResources/PolicyNews_Briefs/Technology/AI-Brief-REPD_09-2023.ashx?la=en&rev=76a46a79975a4506a48f7162d88f1e53
https://www.csba.org/-/media/CSBA/Files/GovernanceResources/PolicyNews_Briefs/Technology/AI-Brief-REPD_09-2023.ashx?la=en&rev=76a46a79975a4506a48f7162d88f1e53
https://wssda.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ServingOnYourLocalSB.pdf
https://csba.org/~/~/~/media/Files/Services/GovernanceServices/SingleDistrict/PGS/RoleOfTheBoard.ashx

