How To Write
PTO Bylaws
Straightforward guidelines to help you write bylaws
for your PTO or PTA.
by Christy Forhan

Bylaws are the broad rules that govern how your group is

name of your group; purpose; membership requirements; officer

organized and run. Every parent group should have bylaws, and every

requirements; voting procedures, including the definition of quorum;

new leader should read the group’s bylaws. Bylaws cover topics such

meetings; financial policies; amendment procedure; dissolution; and

as the makeup of the executive board, how officers are elected, and

parliamentary authority (the reference you will use to resolve proce-

membership requirements.

dure questions, typically Robert’s Rules of Order). Should your PTO ever

The best way to get started writing your PTO’s bylaws is to read the
bylaws of other PTOs. Since every PTO is an independent organization,
there’s no “official” set of PTO bylaws that you must follow. However,
basic bylaws shouldn’t vary much from PTO to PTO. Designate two or
three charter members of your PTO to lead the development of your
bylaws. You can find sample PTO bylaws, including an annotated set of
PTO bylaws describing each section, in the bylaws/policies section of
the File Exchange.

Format
Before you concentrate on the content of the bylaws, spend a minute
considering the format and layout of the document. In today’s world of
electronic communication and record-keeping, it is vital that your bylaws be written in an editable electronic format. That means even if you
do all your preliminary work on paper, someone must type up your final

decide to file for tax-exempt status from the IRS—501(c)(3) recognition—the IRS requires a dissolution clause in your bylaws, so don’t omit
that piece.

FAQs—Writing Bylaws
Do we need an attorney?
Basic PTO bylaws needn’t be overly complicated. They should be written
in plain English, making them easy to understand for any member. If
you have an attorney available to your PTO who would agree to review
your bylaws at no fee, then you might consider taking advantage of her
expertise. However, keep in mind that nonprofit law is a specialty and
that not all attorneys will be versed in the nuances of setting up a nonprofit organization. Having a volunteer help your PTO is fine, but there’s
no need to pay a fee to have a professional draw up bylaws for a basic
PTO. You can do this on your own, just like thousands of other parent

version in a program like Microsoft Word. With electronic bylaws, you

group leaders have done before you.

can email the document to your officers and members as necessary,

What do we do with the bylaws when they’re finished?

make revisions over time, and most important, store multiple copies so
your future officers are never hunting through binders and file drawers
to find the only hard copy of your bylaws.

Layout
Typically, bylaws are written in outline format, with the major section
headings called “articles” and the subordinate paragraphs called
“sections.” This layout gives the bylaws structure and makes them easy
to reference.

Important Content Areas
If you follow the sample bylaws suggested above, you will cover all the
important areas for a typical PTO’s bylaws. These include: the formal

When your bylaws subcommittee is finished with its draft, gather
together your leadership team to review the proposed bylaws. If you are
just forming your PTO, you can adopt the bylaws with a two-thirds affirmative vote of your charter members. If your PTO has existed for a while
and you have a larger group of members, then you will need to take the
bylaws to the entire group for discussion and approval by a two-thirds
vote. Once they are approved, distribute a copy to all your PTO officers,
chairpeople of the larger committees, and the principal, and place a
copy in the permanent files of your PTO.
How do we use our bylaws?
Bylaws are the guiding principles and parameters for your PTO. Keep
both a paper hard copy and an electronic version in your files, readily

accessible to guide the group whenever necessary. Refer to them often

good idea to include both your PTO’s bylaws and its policies in each

to keep your group focused on its mission, to clear up confusion, and to

committee’s procedures binder.

resolve disputes. Because bylaws are neutral and inanimate, they are the
best way to keep personalities and emotion out of PTO issues.

What are some examples of common PTO policies or standing rules?
Policies can cover anything that you want to formalize without compli-

Over time, you will probably need to revise your bylaws to correspond

cating your bylaws. Detailed financial controls for your PTO should also

with the growth of your group. Don’t be afraid to revise them in accor-

be documented in your policies. Anyone who handles money on the

dance with the procedures spelled out in the document itself. In fact,

PTO’s behalf should be well aware of these rules.

it’s good business practice to formally review your bylaws, line by line,
every three years.

FAQs—Policies and Standing Rules
What are policies, and how do they differ from bylaws?
Policies, also called standing rules, are written documents that help
define the day-to-day operating procedures for your PTO. Generally, by-

Some common policies include:
• Qualifications and expectations of committee chairpeople. For
example, “The vice president shall chair the fundraising committee and organize fundraisers twice a year, in the fall and spring.”
• Committee-specific

rules for major projects such as the annual fun
run or auction gala.

laws cover the broadest of guidelines for your group, and they are fairly

• The schedule for when board meetings occur.

consistent from one group to another. Policies, on the other hand, are

• When to send condolences and in what manner (flowers, card, etc.).

more detailed and more specific to your PTO. For example, your bylaws

• Restrictions on using the school photocopier for PTO business.

might require your group to hold a general meeting at least three times
first Thursday of the month beginning at 7 p.m. Like bylaws, policies are

• For the incorporated PTO, the name of the PTO’s registered agent,
the address of the registered office, and the procedures for completing the annual renewal process.

used to address issues and resolve conflicts in a consistent manner.

• Criteria for selecting your volunteer of the year.

a year; your policies might state that general meetings are held on the

How do we change our PTO’s policies?

Do policies affect applying for tax-exempt status?

Policies may be adopted by simple majority vote (50 percent plus one

One of the most important policies is the conflict of interest policy. (PTO

of those voting). Robert’s Rules of Order dictate that changing a policy

Today Plus members can download a sample conflict of interest policy

requires a simple majority vote if notice has been given in advance

from the File Exchange.) When your PTO files for federal recognition as a

that the change will be considered. If no notice has been give and the

501(c)(3) tax-exempt charity, your group must have previously adopted

change is to be made on the spot, a two-thirds majority is required.

a conflict of interest policy. The IRS recommends specific wording for

In practice, policies typically are managed by the executive board. But
it’s important for members to be aware of the group’s policies. It’s a

the policy; it is wise to adopt their wording even if you are years away
from filing for 501(c)(3) status. u

