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The ISD system is not unique in the United States, although the term to describe the 
system is. Under federalism, states are allowed to create school systems however they 
choose, and education policy is largely considered the domain of state governments. Two 
neighboring states illustrate differing approaches to education. Arkansas’s school districts 
are similar to those of Texas. School districts are independent of local governments. 
In Arkansas, school district lines may cross county lines or may be contained within 
a single county. District lines may also be limited to a single city or include several 
cities. Some school districts in Arkansas are drawn based on the proximity of a road 
or highway to a school. In the Ozark and Ouachita Mountains, sometimes the closest 
school via highway or road may be in another county. Louisiana, by contrast, has 
countywide school districts. All public schools in a county are part of the same public 
school system. Most school systems are parishwide, with just a handful of exceptions, 
such as the cities of Monroe, Bogalusa, Baker, Central City, and Zachary. Even in 
Louisiana where, with a handful of exceptions, parishwide (countywide) school systems 
exist, local school boards are elected separately from parish and city governments. The 
parish school boards make decisions independent of the parish government. To give 
another example, the nation’s largest school system is the public school system for New 
York City. Rather than a separate school district, the public schools in New York City are 
owned and operated by the New York City Department of Education.

In Texas, the board of trustees of an ISD oversees the schools of the district by authorizing 
construction of schools, selling bonds to finance projects, collecting property taxes to fund 
operations, and providing guidelines 
for schools. Guidelines may include 
directions on the hiring of teachers 
and administrators, curriculum 
decisions, discipline policies, and 
budget decisions.40 In effect, the 
board of trustees runs the schools in 
the district.

Although the ISD system 
is designed to give citizens local 
control over their schools, the state 
of Texas exerts control in specific 
areas. In particular, the state uses its 
power over the creation, existence, 
and support of school districts to 
enforce statewide policies. These 
policies include the classes that 
students must take, the textbooks 
that students use, and the structure 
of district budgets.41 To this end, the 
Texas Constitution provides for the 
State Board of Education (SBOE).42 
The SBOE consists of fifteen 
members elected from SMDs across 
the state. A commissioner, appointed 
by the governor and confirmed by 

Completed in 2012, a new $60 million football stadium sits at Allen High School in the 
Dallas suburb of Allen, Texas. The decision to build such a stadium, which rivals some 
NCAA Division I (Football Championship Series—FCS) stadiums, was made by the board 
of trustees of Allen Independent School District (ISD). The stadium was built at a time 
when other school districts in Texas were struggling to meet their budgets, keep class 
sizes low, and retain good teachers. Ironically, in 2014, two years after it was completed, 
the stadium was declared structurally unsound. Significant cracks appeared in the 
concrete foundation of the stadium, requiring extensive repairs, and it could not be used 
for the 2014 football season.
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