
Issaquah School Board E-mail Correspondence 
 

Topic One: How can the Board most effectively manage e-mail correspondence? 
 
Objective 

To create a system that ensures the public that the Board reads and processes e-mail 
correspondence; recognizes that Board members and/or administrators do not have the capacity to 
respond to every message; helps the Board use e-mail input in a meaningful way; and avoids 
individual Board members being put in a position to speak on behalf of the entire Board. 

 
Proposal 

 All Board e-mail correspondence will be channeled through schoolboard@issaquah.wednet.edu, 
and Board member’s individual District accounts will be removed from the website.  

 An automated reply to incoming messages will state: “Thank you for contacting the Issaquah 
School Board. This is an automated inbox, so you will not receive an individual reply. However, 
please be assured that your feedback is important and that each member of the School Board will 
read your message. The content of your message will also be included in a correspondence 
analysis for the Board to discuss at an upcoming business meeting, and your comments will be 
considered as part of any relevant Board processes and decisions. If you have a question or issue 
that needs to be addressed immediately, please contact the appropriate District employee. Thank 
you. If you do not know who to contact, please call the Superintendent’s Office at 425-837-7002.” 

 The Board secretary will monitor the schoolboard@issaquah.wednet.edu inbox and forward all 
messages to each Board member and relevant cabinet members as they are received. 

 The Board will appoint a Correspondence Officer who will prepare a brief overview of the quantity 
and type of e-mail messages the Board receives. The Correspondence Officer will share the 
overview during the “Correspondence” agenda item at business meetings once a month. 

 

Topic Two: Legal best practices for e-mail 
 
Objective 

To establish a date by when Board members will only use their official District e-mail accounts to 
conduct any District business, thus making it much easier for the District to comply with Washington’s 
Public Records Act and retention statute. 

 

 Issue Open Public Records Act: Any e-mail received or sent by a Board member in his or her 
official capacity must be available for public inspection and copying. As a practical matter, it is 
extremely difficult for a public agency to comply with public records requests when boards send 
and receive e-mail correspondence to constituents/staff without a systemic recordkeeping system.   

 Issue  Washington records retention statute: Districts must maintain and follow a retention policy 
for electronic records and to follow specific schedules for archiving and destruction of records. In 
Issaquah, IT maintains backup electronic records of e-mail messages for four weeks after the 
message has been deleted from the user’s e-mail account. 

 Solution  Board members should only use their official District account for any District business. 
All e-mail correspondence from ISD staff will be sent to Board member’s District e-mail accounts. 

 
 

Reminder: Per GP 6, individual members are not authorized to speak on behalf of the School Board but 
should filter messages through the Board president. Even in a private capacity or in a role outside Board 
duties, individual members must consider how correspondence reflects on their official position (any 
correspondence concerning District/education information would likely be considered a public record sent 
from an official Board position). 
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More in-depth legal advice about Board e-mail use 
 

There are at least three legal issues and one policy issue that constrain or hinder board 
member use of e-mail for communication. 
 

1. First, and most significant, is the Open Public Meetings Act (OPMA), chapter 
42.30 RCW.  That law requires any school board discussion of school district 
business to be conducted only in open public meetings (or executive/exempt 
sessions which meet the statutory exception language).  Two board members 
can converse about school district business in person, by phone or by e-mail 
without violating the OPMA, because two board members are not a quorum of 
the board (and assuming the two board members have not been delegated 
responsibility as an official committee of the board).  But once a third member is 
included in the conversation, directly or by one of the first two members sharing 
the substance of their conversation with a third, the act has been violated.  See 
Wood v. Battle Ground Sch. Dist., 107 Wn. App. 550 (2001). Violations of the 
OPMA create personal liability for board members ($100 fines) and are grounds 
for recall from office. 

 
The danger of violating the OPMA by use of e-mail is significant because it is so 
easy for board members to include other board members in the "cc" box or to 
forward a string of e-mails to a third board member. Consider, for example, a 
board member who is concerned about a career and technical education issue 
and asks the superintendent to provide some data on that issue before the next 
board meeting.  Because it is convenient, the superintendent sends the data to 
the board member by e-mail, and because the superintendent wants all board 
members to have equal access to the same information, includes the other board 
members in the "cc" box on the e-mail.  To this point, no violation of the OPMA 
has occurred because the board members have only received information, not 
discussed or deliberated it.  However, if one board member hits the "reply to all" 
button and comments on the data, a discussion or deliberation of school district 
business has occurred and a violation of the OPMA.  Similarly, if a board 
member receives independent data from a constituent via e-mail, and the board 
member forwards that data to two or more other board members, a violation of 
the OPMA has occurred, regardless of the board member's good intentions of 
simply wanting to share a common base of information.  District staff members 
can send information to board members without violating the OPMA because 
those staff members are not on the governing board of the school district, but a 
member of a 5-member board cannot share information with more than one other 
board member without violating the OPMA.  The OPMA simply does not allow 
the board to discuss school district business, and certainly not poll each other 
and reach consensus, via e-mail outside of an open public meeting. 

 
2. The second legal issue to consider is the Public Records Act (PRA), chapter 

42.56 RCW.  Any record received, sent or maintained by a board member in his 
or her official capacity as a board member must be available for public inspection 
and copying.  All hard copy and electronic (e-mail) correspondence received or 
sent by a board member in conducting school district business would be included 
within the broad definition of "public record" regardless of whether the subject e-



mail is on the board member's personal computer at home or on a school district 
computer.  As a practical matter, it is extremely difficult for a public agency to 
comply with public record requests when members of a governing board are 
independently sending and receiving e-mail correspondence to constituents 
without a systemic recordkeeping system. And it is even more difficult because of 
the need to review and redact exempt information from these records (e.g. 
student or employee information) prior to allowing public inspection. 

 
3. The third legal issue is related, but slightly different, than the second.  The 

Washington State records retention statute requires school districts to 
maintain copies of records for a specific period of time and to follow specific 
schedules for archiving and destruction of records.  Thus, even if the District 
didn't have to worry about making board member e-mails available for public 
inspection and copying, the District would still have a duty to maintain those 
records.  The purpose of this law is to protect the public's records for historical 
and archival purposes, but also to ensure that public agencies have the records 
necessary to investigate and defend themselves from various types of lawsuits 
(e.g., violations of the OPMA, unlawful discrimination, violations of due process, 
etc).  Again, as a practical matter, it is extremely difficult for a public agency to 
comply with the records retention statute when members of a governing board 
are independently sending and receiving e-mail correspondence without a 
systemic recordkeeping system. 

 
4. The fourth issue is not strictly legal, but related to how board members have 

agreed amongst themselves to operate.  A single board member does not 
have legal authority to speak on behalf of the board or the school district 
unless a majority of the board has delegated authority to that board member to 
do so.  Most boards have a formal board policy or an agreed protocol that 
delegates solely to the board president the authority to speak on behalf of the 
board.  However, outside of a public meeting where multiple board members are 
appearing together, constituents do not understand the distinction between a 
board member speaking on behalf of him- or herself and a board member 
speaking on behalf of the school district.  When a parent receives a letter or e-
mail from a board member, the parent will more likely than not assume that the 
board member is speaking on behalf of the entire school district.  This common 
misunderstanding has led to significant frustration for constituents who end up 
feeling misled by the board member when the other board members do not agree 
with the position taken or statements made by the first board member, as well as 
for other board members who feel that the first board member has undermined 
their efforts to operate by consensus. 

 


