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Just the facts…about ACT! 
ACT stands for the Washington State Association of College Trustees. It is the 
professional development association for all 152 trustees representing the 30 
community and technical college districts in the state of Washington.  

ACT exists to provide training and educational opportunities to trustees and to assist 
trustees in their policy and advocacy responsibilities. The vision of the association is to 
“ensure quality, affordable, and lifelong educational opportunities for all the people of 
Washington State,” and the mission is to “support, educate, and unite Washington State 
community and Technical College trustees in fulfilling their duties and responsibilities.”  

Participating in ACT gives trustees an opportunity to broaden their knowledge of the 
community and technical college system, to hear and learn about other perspectives on 
issues trustees face on their local campuses, and to get the latest information on higher 
education trends and external factors, as well as networking with fellow trustees around 
the state.   

ACT hosts three conferences a year. A one-day Fall Conference is held in the fall. A 
Legislative Contact Session is held each February in Olympia and an annual convention 
and business meeting is held each May. Participation in these events is highly 
encouraged.  

The trustees’ association is supported by dues, paid by the district boards of trustees. 
ACT is governed by a Board of Directors and has an active Legislative Action 
Committee. The Board of Directors’ members are elected at the May annual business 
meeting. The Legislative Action Committee is made up of a trustee representative from 
each college to serve as the primary representative and another trustee from each 
college to serve as the secondary representative. The trustee representatives on the 
system-wide committee serve as a communications link between ACT and the local 
boards.  

There are many ways to be active in ACT. First of all, attend the annual conferences. 
Second, participate as a member-at-large on the Board of Directors and/or on the 
Legislative Action Committee. ACT also has several committees, such as the 
Education, Awards, Bylaws, and Audit committees. Volunteers are always welcomed. 
ACT also appoints trustees to serve on system-wide committees, and other ad hoc 
committees are appointed on an as-needed basis.   

The Bylaws for the Washington State Association of College Trustees can be found at 
on the ACT website. The Bylaws describe the duties and responsibilities of the various 
committees in greater detail.  

ACT exists to help trustees be stronger, more effective trustees at the local level, and to 
aid the trustees in being more influential at the state level.   
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Concepts of Trusteeship 
 

Strong, effective boards help create strong effective institutions by focusing on their own 
unique responsibilities.  The board’s role is significantly different than the roles of the 
president and other employees at the college.  The board does not do the work of the 
institution, but ensures that it is done. 
 
The challenge for governing boards lies in establishing and focusing on a vision and 
mission that clearly defines the expected impact of the district on the areas served by 
the college.  It is the board’s responsibility, on behalf of the public, to define what the 
end result of all of the colleges’ efforts should be.  Boards should define, in consultation 
with those they represent and with internal groups at the college, what the benefits of 
the college are for the community, who should receive those benefits, and the relative 
importance of the benefits. 
 
As a trustee, you are a member of a lay board that, as a unit,  

 Sets the policy direction; 
 Employs a chief executive officer as the institutional leader; 
 Acts as community bridge and buffer; 
 Establishes the climate in which educational goals are accomplished; 
 Defines legal, ethical, and prudent standards for college operations; 
 Assures fiscal health and stability; 
 Maintains standards for good personnel relations; 
 Monitors institutional performance; and 
 Serves as a positive agent for change. 

 
Trustees are an essential link with the community. They govern on behalf of the public 
and must be responsive to the needs of external constituents.  They both represent the 
community to the college, and advocate for the college in the community and state.  
They can be powerful influences in building partnerships with business, industry, and 
government. 
 
Trustees face the exciting challenge to seek out, consider and balance many diverse 
values and interests as they engage in the policy-making process that guides their 
colleges to excellence and success. 
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Characteristics of an Effective Community College Trustee 
 

Ideal trustee skill set 
 
1) Know the community needs and trends 

Good trustees are connected to the community.   They should be aware of the business 
and economic dynamics within the college district and bring a perspective to the board 
that reflects the needs of the college’s service area. 
 

2) Able to commit time and effort 
The responsibilities of being a trustee extend far beyond one meeting a month.  Trustees 
need to have the flexibility – and the commitment – to dedicate the time it takes to attend 
college functions, to study board materials, and to attend training sessions so they can 
be informed about the local, state and national trends impacting higher education.  
Trustees should be willing to commit to continuing trustee professional development. 
 

3) Proactive, visionary and future-oriented 
Trustees need to be able to concentrate on policy issues and to set a vision for the 
future for the college – where it needs to be in 10 or 15-years.  Trustees need to set 
goals to help the college achieve that vision.  Trustees should not get into the “how” of 
achieving the goals – that is the domain of the president and staff. 
 

4) Willing to advocate for the college and its students 
Most trustees accept their appointment to a board with a general understanding of their 
policy governance role, but another responsibility is to serve as a strong advocate at the 
local, state and national levels for their college and the system. 
 

5) Demonstrated ability to be a team player 
A good trustee is one who has a history working well as part of a team.  The power of a 
board rests with the five-member board acting together, not as individuals.   A trustee 
needs to be willing to work cooperatively to help the board reach consensus and then 
support the decisions of the board. 
 

6) Committed to the college and serving the public good 
A valuable trustee is committed to the role the college plays in the community and is 
committed to working for the good of the college and the students.  A trustee should not 
join a board with a personal agenda or for personal gain. 

 
7)   Ethical, respected leader 

Trustees set the standard for ethical and professional conduct.  A trustee’s reputation 
will reflect on a college.   A trustee should be someone who has earned the respect and 
trust of those who know and work with that individual and someone who will enhance the 
standing of the college within the community. 
 

Every board has unique needs 
 
One of the strengths of community and technical colleges is the ability for colleges to be 
responsive to the unique characteristics of the community.  A board should reflect that 
community.  Board appointments should mirror the business and industry of the district, the 
ethnic diversity of the community, and the geographic regions of the college’s service area.  



Healthy Boards Unhealthy boards 
are marked by: are marked by:

Distributed
Influence

Dominant
inner circle

Collective
Wisdom

Individual
convictions

Open-minded
listeners

Close-minded
listeners

Constructive
dissent

Back-channel
agitation

Transparency Opacity
Confidentiality Seepage

Diligence Disengagement
Respect and

trust
Disregard and

distrust

Clear
expectations

Ambiguous
expectations

Mutual
accountability

Collective
impunity



G:\Candace\Trustees\Orientation\Materials 1 October 3, 2012 

New Trustee Learning Guide 
 
Learn about Trustee Roles and Responsibilities 

 Attend Trustee Orientation Workshops sponsored by state associations and the 
Association of Community College Trustees (ACCT).  

 Peruse trusteeship materials, including those published by state associations, 
ACCT's Trusteeship in Community Colleges: A Guide to Effective Governance, 
and the ACCT website (www.acct.org/resources).  

 Read the local trustee handbook, if there is one.  
 Study the board's policies on the governing board, particularly the code of ethics 

or standards of practice for the board.  
 Meet with the chief executive officer, board chair and other members of the board 

to discuss trustee roles and responsibilities.  
 Seek out someone from the board to use as a resource or mentor.  
 Discuss with the CEO and other trustees the difference between policy making 

and administration.  
 Be aware of the legal and ethical constraints on trustees, including open meeting 

provisions, confidentiality, conflicts of interest, and role in collective bargaining or 
setting staff salaries.  

 Arrange your schedule to be able to attend state and national conferences for 
trustees.  

Learn about the College's Programs, History and Culture  
 Work through the CEO to arrange to talk with key people about major programs 

and accomplishments of the district.  
 Arrange to tour the college(s).  

Peruse the college catalog, accreditation self-study and team report, key 
planning documents, and annual report.  

 Know the district and college mission, vision, and policy goal statements, and the 
board's policies related to educational programs and services.  

 Read about the history of the college. Plan to attend major district events, such 
as convocations, opening days, and graduations.  

 Read about the community colleges in general, including chapter 1 in 
Trusteeship in Community Colleges.  

Learn about External Trends and Issues 
 Read local newspapers and listen to the news for trends that might affect the 

college.  
 Strengthen links with key people and groups in the communities served by the 

college. Attend community events. Listen for issues that are pertinent to the 
college.  

 Read about local demographic and economic trends that affect the college.  
 Read about state legislative, fiscal, and other policy issues that affect the 

colleges.  
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Learn about College Planning Processes and Budgets 
 Working through the CEO, meet with appropriate people to explore the policy 

goals in the strategic and master plans.  
 Meet with the appropriate personnel to review the policy aspects of the budget, 

its parameters and restrictions, the process for developing the budget, its 
relationship to strategic and master plans, and how the board monitors the fiscal 
health of the district.  

Learn about Board Meetings and Board Operations 
 Review past agendas and minutes.  
 Thoroughly read the agenda for each meeting.  
 During the first few months, don't hesitate to call or meet with the CEO, mentors 

or other trustees, and/or the board chair before each meeting to seek clarification 
on agenda items.  

 Become knowledgeable about basic parliamentary procedures and other 
practices related to participating in effective meetings.  

 Be willing to observe and learn for the first few months to understand how things 
have been operating. Call the board chair or CEO when there are questions.  

 Understand the key conditions of open meeting laws and laws and regulations 
related to conflicts of interest.  

Practice Good Human Relations Skills 
 Get to know other members of the board as individuals.  
 Learn and respect communication protocols with other trustees, the CEO, and 

staff members.  
Work to be a member of the board team. Wisely contribute ideas and opinions.  

Rely on the Following Resources 
 The Chief Executive Officer.  
 The board chair and other experienced trustees.  
 Your state trustee association  
 Association of Community College Trustees  
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Ethics 
 

The public asks, and expects, its leaders to uphold and maintain high standards in the 
performance of their public duties.  Trustees, as public officials, are expected to model 
and uphold high ethical standards.   
 
It is essential for trustees to recognize there are different standards of conduct for public 
officials than for private citizens and must become familiar with laws that regulate public 
officials.   
 
Each board should develop and live by a code of ethics as a standard policy.  Codes of 
ethics usually define specific expectations for individual trustees.  Codes address the 
responsibility of governing board members to promote the public trust.  Ethical trustees 
do not limit themselves to special or single interests.  The codes reinforce the concept 
that board members have no power as individuals, and that the only authority the board 
has is as a unit.  Ethical trustees do not act alone. 
 
Governing boards usually include in their codes of ethics descriptions of how trustees 
should treat each other and should conduct themselves.  Ethical trustees do not insult 
each other, treat their president or other employees with disrespect, or exhibit a lack of 
civility. 
 
Legal conflicts of interest are defined in law.  They include conflicts related to private 
economic interests, including investments and other sources of income, which may be 
affected by the trustee’s exercise of his or her official duties.  Trustees should review the 
specific implications of those laws and regulations to ensure they avoid problems.  
Trustees should also be aware of activities that create the perception of favoritism or 
personal gain.  Public perceptions that board members are furthering their own interests 
rather than those of the district harm the college.  Being sensitive to situations for 
potential conflicts and understanding their negative impact will help avoid problems. 
 
A first step in determining if an action is ethical is for the trustee to ask: 

 Am I doing to others what I would want done to me? 
 Would I mind seeing what I am doing on the front page of a newspaper? 
 Am I comfortable with members of my family knowing what I am doing? 
 Do I want to encourage employees and students to do this? 
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What are “Ethics”? 
 
Ethics are standards of right and wrong, good and bad. Ethics are concerned with what one 
ought to do to fulfill one’s moral duty. There are two aspects to ethics: 

Being able to determine what is right or wrong, good or bad  

Committing to doing what is right and good.  

The latter aspect means that being ethical is more than understanding what the right thing is to 
do; it means that one must do ethical actions – one must “walk the talk.”  

Being ethical means doing what is right and good and well as avoiding what is wrong or bad. 
The failure to be ethical can be construed as being unethical.  

Ethics leads to a set of rules of conduct for specific situations. Basic ethical principles guide the 
development of standards for specific professions and groups.  

Ethics are a subset of values. The definition of values applies to things that are desired as well 
as what one ought to do, and can include such concepts as wealth, happiness, success, and 
fulfillment. Ethics define how a moral person should behave; values include other beliefs and 
attitudes that guide behavior.  

Just because something is desirable, it does not mean it is ethical. Using only a personal value 
system to guide behavior is not sufficient. Being ethical requires that decisions are based on 
ethical standards as well as being guided by one’s values. For instance, a person may hold a 
value that one religion or set of beliefs is superior to all others. That belief is a legitimate one for 
that person. However, persecuting or discriminating against others on that basis would be 
unethical—it would violate the ethics of respect, caring, and fairness. Some values and moral 
concepts that define the “oughts” of behavior (such as those related to gambling, dress, music, 
and some sexual practices), while valid for some people, do not equate to core ethical 
standards, described below. 

What are core ethical values? 

Two sets of core ethical values are described below, the first from Ethical Frontiers in Public 
Management by Kathryn Denhardt; the second from the Josephson Institute.  

Public Service Ethics: 
Denhardt identifies three major ethical values inherent in public service: honor, benevolence, 
and justice. All three contribute to the moral foundation of public service—doing good not for 
personal gain but for the satisfaction of contributing to society.  

Honor is having a strong sense of duty and pursuing good deeds as ends in themselves. Being 
honorable means having integrity, being honest and keeping commitments. Honorable trustees 
are committed to the public interest and to the principles of democracy. Promoting one's own 
interests at the district’s expense, engaging in manipulation, following hidden agendas, and 
making power plays are not honorable or ethical.  

Benevolence is the disposition to do good and to promote the welfare of others. Public 
education is a benevolent act. Through providing for the education of others, the public welfare 
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is improved. Benevolence as a trustee for a public institution involves seeking the common good 
or the well being of the entire community. The common good is a higher standard than serving a 
particular constituency or interest, and involves aggregating many diverse interests in the 
community.  

Justice underlies fairness and regard for the rights of others. A commitment to justice asks 
public officials to be committed to respecting the dignity and worth of every member of society. 
They promote systems of laws and regulations that protect individual and group rights. Regard 
for the rights of others is a particularly important value in higher education, where diverse values 
and different ways of thinking are explored and discussed as part of the educational process.  

Pillars of Character 
Adapted from Making Ethical Decisions, www.josephsoninstitute.org.: 
The Josephson Institute calls its core ethical values the “Six Pillars of Character”. They are 
trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, fairness, caring and citizenship. Using these six values 
as filters or guides helps ensure that our decisions are based on ethical principles. Using all six 
helps ensure we do not sacrifice one value for another.  

Note: The following description including excerpts from “Making Ethical Decisions” at 
www.josephsoninstitute.org. 

Trustworthiness. When we are trustworthy, people believe in us. Being trustworthy requires 
honesty, integrity, reliability and loyalty.  

Being honest means we are sincere, truthful, straightforward, and avoid deception. It does not 
mean, however, violating confidentiality or being uncivil.  

Integrity refers to “wholeness.” A person who has integrity is consistent in decision-making and 
behavior, and firmly adheres to a code of ethics or values.  

Reliability means we keep our promises. If we commit to a task, we follow through. This is one 
of the reasons why it is important to avoid making commitments to people prior to the public 
discussion in a board meeting on an issue: the discussions may identify issues that affect 
trustee positions on an issue.  

Loyalty means protecting and promoting the interests of certain people, a group or organization. 
As a trustee, the primary loyalty is to the college and the public good—loyalty to friends and 
single interest groups is subordinate. The duty of loyalty also means maintaining the 
confidentiality of confidential information.  

Respect. The second “pillar of character” is respect. It includes civility, courtesy, decency, 
autonomy, and tolerance.  

Civility and courtesy are particularly important when engaging in discussions with other trustees 
and the president when we disagree with them. Autonomy means that we do not try to live 
others’ lives for them. Tolerance means we accept others’ perspectives and judge others only 
on their core ethical values.  

Responsibility. Responsibility means being willing to make decisions and choices and to be 
accountable for them. Responsible people do not shift the blame to others.  
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Responsibility means doing the best one can, and being diligent, careful, prepared, and 
informed. It means persevering, following through, and finishing tasks that one commits to.  

Responsibility also involves self-restraint, prudence, and recognizing the importance to set a 
good example. A responsible trustee recognizes that there are some limits on being able to say 
whatever one wants to, because people look to them as representatives of the college.  

Fairness. The fourth pillar, fairness, involves equality, impartiality, openness and using due 
process. People say that “life is unfair,” and to be sure, it can be very difficult to define what’s 
fair in a way that all would agree. Exhibiting fairness involves using open and impartial process 
for gathering and evaluating information, so that even those who disagree with a decision can 
understand how it was made. It means seeking equity and avoiding favoritism or prejudice.  

Caring. Caring means that we are genuinely concerned about the welfare of others. We are 
benevolent. Trustees are often asked to care about many different people–community 
members, students, faculty, and others. As public officials, we care about the common good and 
welfare of the community. Sometimes, supporting the welfare of one group of people may mean 
making a decision that is perceived as not beneficial to others.  

Because we care about other people, we care about being ethical, about being respectful, 
responsible, and trustworthy. Being unethical is easier if we do not care about others.  

Citizenship. The last “pillar” is citizenship, which involves how we behave as part of a 
community. Ethical citizens obey laws, contribute to the community through service and 
leadership, and protect the environment. Citizenship is concerned with the future health and 
welfare of society. Trusteeship is an expression of civic leadership, and the ethics of trusteeship 
reflect good citizenship practices.  

Why should boards adopt a code of ethics or standards of practice?  
Trusteeship brings with it certain responsibilities and expectations. Some of these are related to 
what is ethical and appropriate behavior for public officials. The public expects its leaders and 
representatives to uphold high standards in the performance of their duties.  

Codes of ethics (or “standards of practice” as they are sometimes called) define specific 
expectations for board members. It is important for boards to clarify for themselves what 
behavior is appropriate. It is not enough to assume that because something is legal, it is ethical, 
or that everyone knows how they are supposed to act as board members the minute they are 
elected or appointed to the position.  

At least two regional accrediting commissions require boards of trustees to have a code of 
ethics: the Western Association’s Accrediting Commission for Junior and Community Colleges, 
and the Northwest Association. During the re-accreditation process, institutions in those regions 
are evaluated on whether or not the board has a code of ethics.  

The process of developing, adopting, and reviewing adherence to codes of ethics involves 
boards in very substantive discussions of what is expected of board members. These 
discussions are instrumental in strengthening boardsmanship, and enhance the ability of the 
board to effectively lead and set an example for the institution. The development and adoption 
of a code of ethics strengthens boards.  
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What ethical concepts might boards address? 
Codes of ethics, which are also called standards of practice, codes of conduct, or standards for 
excellence, cover three general areas.  

 Promote the public trust.  
 Roles and responsibilities of trustees and governing board  
 How trustees should treat others and conduct themselves.  

Promote the Public Trust 

Represent common good: 
Trusteeship is an expression of civic leadership. Governing boards derive their authority from 
and are accountable to the community as a whole. As public officials, trustees fulfill the core 
value of responsibility to society by acting on behalf of the entire community. They express the 
value of benevolence by seeking well being of the entire community. They represent the 
interests of the community in their board decisions.  

Considering special interests: 
Single and special interest groups play an important part in representing various segments of 
our diverse society, such as political parties, racial and ethnic groups, employee associations, 
religious groups, neighborhood associations, taxpayer groups.  

However, while all of these interests are important, trustees must remember that the first and 
foremost obligation of every trustee is to represent the general interests of the college’s service 
area. Ethical behavior involves being aware of a wide variety of public and community needs, 
and integrating them into the interests of the whole.  

Open meetings: 
Most states have laws that address open meetings for public governing boards. Part of the 
responsibility of public service is that issues affecting the public are shared and debated in 
public. Doing so promotes trustworthiness and reliability. College boards may hold executive or 
closed sessions to protect the rights of personnel and the college; respect for the rights of 
others means that ethical trustees do not reveal discussions in those sessions.  

 
Conflicts of interest/personal gain 

Public service as a trustee is intended to benefit the college and the community, not the 
individual trustee or his or her relatives and friends. Preventing trustees from abrogating this 
responsibility is why many states have laws that define conflicts of interests for public officials. 
The laws may prohibit trustees from making decisions that would benefit their income, personal 
investments, and businesses owned by the trustee or family members. Trustees should review 
the specific implications of those laws and regulations to ensure they avoid problems.  

Beyond legal implications, trustees should be aware of activities that create the perception of 
favoritism or personal gain. Examples of potential problem areas are preferential treatment of 
other trustees or college staff, selectively sharing information with only certain people, or 
informally steering business to or seeking to have friends hired. Public perceptions that board 
members are furthering their own interests rather than those of the district harm the college. 
Being sensitive to situations for potential conflicts and understanding their negative impact will 
help avoid problems. 
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Board Role and Focus 

Student success: 
The college’s purpose is to educate students and produce people who contribute to society. 
Boards should expect their members to uphold the welfare and success of students as a 
primary concern.  

Quality of education: 
In order to fulfill the trust granted them by being appointing or elected, ethical boards spend a 
significant amount of time identifying and discussing the results of the college’s educational 
program. Through establishing broad outcome goals and monitoring progress, boards ensure 
the colleges contribute to society. Boards may wish to have an ethical standard that they focus 
on educational goals in their meetings.  

Promoting the college: 
Ethical trustees promote and support the college in the community. They do not denigrate staff, 
programs, or courses. They take advantage of opportunities to speak well of the college and 
advocate its interests to public officials and community leaders. They are interested in the 
college’s welfare and effectiveness and expect the college to be the best it can be.  

Board as a unit: 
One of the most basic tenets of effective trusteeship is the recognition that governing authority 
rests with the entire board, not with any individual trustee. As individuals, trustees have no 
authority to direct staff, determine programs and procedures, or represent the college, and 
ethical trustees do not try to do so.  

The board’s voice is expressed through the policies and actions it takes in its official meetings. 
Once the board has decided a policy or position, a trustee must be prepared to support it 
publicly. It is unethical to try to use authority independently from the board, to speak out against, 
or to try to sabotage a board decision.  

Making decisions; making policy: 
Making ethical decisions means applying core values in decision-making. Making good 
decisions also means seeking and considering all available facts and perspectives. It means 
studying and asking questions to clarify board agenda materials. Being ethical and responsible 
to the public means not making any promises about how one will vote prior to discussions at 
open meetings.  

Delegation: 
Board responsibilities include establishing policies that direct the operations of the college and 
assuring that the college performs according to policies. Ethical trustees engage wisely in policy 
making and respect the delegation of authority to the chief executive to administer the college.  

Micromanagement: 
One of the most sensitive areas facing trustees is the difference between their policy role and 
the roles of the college staff. Trustees set broad policy direction and monitor adherence to 
policy. Problems occur when trustees become involved in the day-to-day operations and try to 
second guess or direct staff activities. Although often well intentioned, these trustees are 
performing acts that are both harmful to the college and to the office of the chief executive.  
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Board/CEO Relationship: 
Respect, reliability, trustworthiness and justice are all key values in the board/CEO relationship. 
Specific ethical practices include committing to: 

 Thoughtful, thorough CEO search processes; 
 Open and clear communication (including “no surprises”); 
 Clear delegation, expectations and direction; 
 Support for the CEO. 

Communications with staff and students: 
The board and CEO should discuss and reach agreement on protocols for trustee contact with 
other college administrators, faculty, and classified staff members. Ethical trustees support the 
authority of the CEO position and respect established lines of communication.  

Student and employee complaints to trustees should be referred directly through appropriate 
channels or to the chief executive officer. Every community college has, or should have, 
procedures that allow student and employee grievances.  

Communicating with community members and media: 
A code of ethics may include statements about protocols for communicating with community 
members and media personnel. The protocols usually state that individual trustees do not speak 
for the board unless specifically delegated to do so, and that they refer and/or follow up with 
community members through appropriate channels. These protocols ensure reliability of 
information, and respect the board as a unit and the roles of those designated as spokespeople 
for the college.  

Compensation and expenses: 
Trustees should accurately account for their expenses and follow local protocols and laws about 
receiving compensation of any kind. There should be appropriate reimbursement criteria and 
procedures, which define fair reimbursement for trustee expenses. Ethical trustees always ask 
themselves if their expenses are authorized, legitimate, direct, and reasonable. 

Board Relations 

Open communication: 
All board members, as well as the CEO, are responsible for maintaining an open, cooperative 
environment and promoting a free exchange of information at the board meetings. Trustee 
deliberations are characterized by fairness, including open and impartial process for gathering 
and evaluating information. Trustees are honest and straightforward in civil and respectful ways.  

Function as a team member: 
Being a good board member requires the ability to function as part of a team. Board members 
differ in personality, motivation, knowledge, attitude, experience, background, community 
stature, and capability. Differing points of view help develop alternatives, stimulate the 
imagination, and lead to creative solutions. Being open to and respectful of other members' 
viewpoints are skills that are necessary to reach consensus.  

Trustees often bring specialized knowledge to the board by virtue of their backgrounds and 
professions. However, trustees are not on the board to be "experts" in their fields – they are 
there to represent broad community interests and do not play other roles while acting as a 
trustee.  
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Maintaining confidentiality: 
While most of what the board does is public, an important aspect of trustee ethics is maintaining 
confidentiality about issues discussed in closed session. Violating confidentiality occurs when 
individuals share closed session information, such as informing the union of the collective 
bargaining positions, leaking information to the media, or discussing private personnel 
information.  

Consideration for others: 
An important consideration in maintaining harmonious operations is to respect fellow board 
members' opinions and those of other stakeholders. Remaining courteous and open-minded 
and treating others with honesty, decency, and mutual respect are characteristic of ethical 
trustees. Avoiding bitter arguments and using courteous, non-inflammatory language at board 
meetings help create an atmosphere for solving problems and provides a good example for 
college employees and community members. Criticizing or belittling other trustees hurts the 
reputation of the entire board.  

Commitment: 
Commitment relates to the core ethical value of responsibility, which requires trustees to devote 
time and attention to the position. There is a great deal to learn about the role of trustees and 
the governing board, the colleges, and educational issues and trends. This learning requires 
much effort7 and thought. Learning occurs through reading, studying agendas and other 
resource materials, engaging in study sessions and discussions, and conference attendance.  

Four questions to ask yourself: 

To help determine ethical behavior, ask: 

1. Am I doing to others what I would want done to me?  
2. Would I mind seeing what I am doing on the front page of a newspaper?  
3. Am I comfortable with members of my family knowing what I am doing?  
4. Do I want to encourage employees and students to do this?  

Developing a code of ethics 

Developing a code of ethics engages all trustees and the CEO in discussions of ethical 
concepts. The best format for these discussions is a board retreat or workshop, which can be 
facilitated by an outside consultant to allow all trustees to engage in discussions.  

Steps in the process might include a discussion of the concepts presented on this website or 
provided by consultants. Participants would be invited to define what they think is ethical 
behavior for their particular board. They discuss and agree on what the general expectations 
are for the board members and the CEO working together. They may develop their own 
language or use the worksheets provided on this website or ACCT’s model code of ethics, as 
well as standards of good practice.  

The models and samples provided on this site are designed to be the basis of discussion. 
However, a code of ethics has more meaning if it is understood and accepted by all. Therefore 
we do not recommend simply adopting a model statement or someone else’s code of ethics. 
Much of the benefit of a code of ethics derives from the discussion that goes into developing 
one that fits the board.  
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After the discussion, the code of ethics should be adopted by the board in a public meetings and 
incorporated into board policy.  

Using a code of ethics 

Codes of ethics are: 
 Good resources when there are questions about specific situations or behaviors.  
 Useful tools to orient new trustees to their responsibilities.  
 Excellent criteria for board self-evaluations.  
 Valuable discussion items for a board retreat.  

Periodically reviewing the code helps keep it current, useful, and relevant to the board. 

What happens when boards or trustees are not ethical? 
Questionable or unethical behavior by a trustee or by the board hurts the college, and its 
reputation suffers. Trustees have harmed the very thing—the institution—that they were 
supposed to protect.  

Time and energy is wasted addressing the behavior in question, time that is better spent on 
ensuring that students are educated. Community members, college employees, and students 
lose respect. College employees and students may lower their own standards for ethical 
behavior, based on the message they are receiving from the board. Community members and 
politicians may be less likely to support the college, including funding, if they believe that the 
board does not act with integrity and with the best interests of the college and community in 
mind.  

Ethical dilemmas and challenges: 
We all believe that we are ethical people. In fact, each of us probably believes we are more 
ethical than most other people. However, it is not possible for everyone to be more ethical that 
everyone else. So, even though we may have the best intentions in the world, even the most 
conscientious people rationalize their behavior. And, there are times when making a decision 
that incorporates some ethical values may violate others. A few common challenges and 
dilemmas are:  

It’s for a good cause, or the end justifies the means: 
It is tempting to take short cuts in decision-making when the end result will be a good thing. For 
instance, hiring a person or awarding a contract without giving other people a chance to apply 
for the job or bid for the contract may reduce the time and money that is spent making the 
decision. However, not being open about the process violates other public service and civic 
leadership ethics, including being trustworthy, open, and fair. The public trust is a tenuous thing, 
and the public will quickly lose faith if it suspects unfair means.  

Multiple loyalties: 
Many trustees feel a reasonable obligation to promote the interests of special interest groups 
(community leaders, neighborhoods, businesses, faculty, ethnic and religious groups, etc.) and 
those who supported their election or appointment to the position. Loyalty is an ethical value. 
However, as a trustee, the primary loyalty is to the college and the public good—loyalty to 
friends and single interest groups is subordinate. The obligation can become unethical when it 
extends to making sure that a special interest benefits at the expense of other groups.  
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Concealment: 
We’ve all avoided giving negative feedback or expressing opinions that others won’t like 
because we care about people’s feelings or we don’t want to offend others. However, not being 
honest is disrespectful—the key is share negative information or disagree with others in ways 
that still communicates respect.  

Alternatively, it is unethical to use the position to bully others or misuse information that will 
harm the college and other trustees. Publicly criticizing college staff, programs, and other 
trustees abrogates the responsibility to protect the assets of the college. Criticisms and 
concerns should be shared in the appropriate problem-solving venue.  

No one will know. 
We may excuse behavior that might not meet ethical standards because “no one will be hurt.” 
Using the stature of the position to influence staff, asking for special favors or perks, or sharing 
confidential information may seem easy and harmless, but the ethic of trustworthiness is 
violated.  

Everybody’s doing it. 
Others acting in unethical ways is not permission for unethical behavior. Some organizational 
and group practices or systems may be so ingrained that they seem acceptable even if they are 
ethically questionable. Ethical trustees will always evaluate behavior against the board’s ethical 
code.  
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The Difference between Policy and Administration 
 

Board members are community representatives who hire a college president to lead the 
institutions.  The president hires staff members who have the expertise to implement 
board policy and fulfill purposes of the institution.  The system works best when trustees 
focus their efforts on representing community interests through establishing policies, in 
collaboration with the president and staff, which provide direction for the college.  The 
board is most effective when it leaves the day-to-day operations to the staff and 
concentrates on broad values and the big picture. 
 
Trustees should keep the following broad principles of the roles and responsibilities of 
boards and administration in mind at all times: 
 
  The Board: 

Governs 
Decides: Why, What 

Makes Policy 
Sets Goals 

Reviews Plans 
Evaluates Progress 

 

 
The President: 

Administers 
Decides:  How, Who 
Implements Policy 

Plans to Achieve Goal 
Implements Plans 
Monitors Progress 

 
Trustee involvement should not extend into the day-to-day life of the college.  Trustees 
should not be on campus to such an extent it is perceived as interfering or 
micromanaging college activities.  They should not ask special favors of staff members or 
attempt to direct staff activities. 
 
The college president works with the board chair in preparing and presenting the agenda 
to the board, and is responsible for the recommendations brought to the board.  If a 
problem or issue comes to the attention of a trustees that is a matter for the board, ask to 
have it reviewed by the board.  If the problem is one that should be solved through 
administrative channels, it should be referred to the president for handling by the 
appropriate staff member. 
 
The president and board function best as a team.  While the president is hired to carry 
out board policies, trustees look to the president for guidance and educational leadership.  
Mutually agreed-upon clear descriptions and expectations of roles and responsibilities 
help ensure open communication, confidence and trust. 



 

  October 1, 2010 

 

“As trustees, we look at the big picture, while Dr. Smith, 
as president, sees to the day-to-day operations.” 
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 TRUSTEES AND PRESIDENT 

THE GREEN LINE 
 

Board Half 

Learning 

Teaching 

Professional (Administrative) Half 

Oversee 
Measure Learning 

(actual ends) 

Evaluate 

Evaluate 

Evaluate 

Evaluate 

Set Goals & Objectives 
(intended ends) 

Design Programs 
(intended means) 

teachers 
times 

materials 
methods 
facilities 

resources 

Operate Programs 
(actual means) 
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Role of Board Chair 
 
The board chair, as all board members, has no legal authority as an individual other than 
that specifically delegated by the board.  Boards should adopt as policy the role and 
expectations of the board chair.  He or she is a member of the board team, but has 
greater responsibility to create a positive climate, lead the board as a team, and work 
closely with the president.   
 
Roles of a board chair include: 

 Presiding officer of the board 
 Board liaison with the president 
 Spokesman for the board 
 Representative of the board 

 
Develop the board team: A good board chair will build a sense of team and help 
trustees work together.  Board chairs help ensure there is respectful and ongoing 
communication among board members, and assist them in understanding their roles and 
responsibilities.  Where there are significant disagreements or “split” boards, chairs need 
excellent conflict resolution skills to prevent discord from hurting the institution.  It is the 
chair’s responsibility to work directly with individuals who are being disruptive or not 
contributing to the board as a unit.  The board chair must occasionally remind board 
members of legal, ethical, and appropriate board behavior.  This takes tact and courage, 
but is essential for an effective board. 
 
Represent the board and district:  The board chair often acts as the spokesperson for 
the board.  Therefore he or she must be knowledgeable about the district, board policy, 
and external issues and trends.  The chair must have the self-discipline to represent only 
the board’s actions, not personal views. 
 
Work closely with the president:  The board chair is a major source of support and 
counsel for the college president.  The chair should communicate regularly with the 
president and clearly state board expectations on behalf of the board.  The chair ensures 
the president is regularly evaluated. 
 
Preside over board meetings:  The chair presides over board meetings and ensures 
discussion and decision-making are orderly, deliberate, and appropriate.  He or she 
works with the president to set the meeting agendas and is familiar with all items and 
pertinent issues.  The chair ensures all trustees stay focused on policy-making, avoid 
administrative-type actions, support the mission and goals of the college, and are 
oriented toward the future. 
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Board Speaks as a Whole 
 

Trustees make a difference by contributing to overall board effectiveness.  Trusteeship is 
not an individual act – it is expressed by being a valuable member of a team of people, 
who together comprise the legal unit that governs a district. 
 
Trustees have authority only when they are meeting as a board.  The board as a whole is 
the legal governing unit.  Trustees contribute their collective talents, skills, and 
backgrounds to their boards, but have no individual power or authority.  Individual trustees 
have no authority to direct any college staff, should make no statements representing the 
board (unless they are reports of adopted board positions and policy), and should support 
board decisions once they are made. 
 
Effective governance of a community or technical college requires trustees work together 
to be a cohesive unit.  Community and technical college boards should consider many 
points of view and sources of information when making policy decisions, but should seek 
consensus to the fullest extent possible for the good of the district. 
 

 Trustees should honor the “team” nature of the board. 
 Individual trustees have no authority. 
 Trustees should not speak for the board unless delegated by the board to do so. 
 Trustees should not participate in any meeting outside of a legal assembly of the 

board in which matters of board substance are discussed. 
 Trustees should fully support all decisions made by the board. 

 
Effective trustees are those who make sincere efforts to work with others on the board in a 
cooperative, collegial manner and who are willing to abide by principles that contribute to 
board effectiveness.  Being a member of the all-important leadership team requires 
respect and consideration for others and for the responsibilities of trusteeship. 
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Advocacy Role of a Trustee 
 

A major contribution boards make to their colleges is by using their contacts and 
influence to shape public policy in favor of education.  Trustees in particular have political 
clout as a result of being appointed by the governor.  They have moral clout as people 
who hold the college in trust for the community and they are seen as more objective and 
altruistic than people who are employed by the college. 
 
A major area of a board responsibility includes the following advocacy activities: 

 Establish clear mission and goals and communicate them to state and federal 
policy-makers 

 Establish monitoring systems that ensure accountability 
 Become informed about and take positions on relevant legislative proposals 
 Get to know local, state, and national elected officials representing the district 
 Be willing to actively advocate on behalf of the district 

 
Successfully advocating on behalf of the colleges requires three approaches.  First, those 
in the legislature must be made aware of the colleges’ contribution to the community and 
state.  The missions of the colleges must be clearly articulated, and the benefit to the 
community and the state clearly defined.  Local colleges and state and national 
associations must be able to describe the value colleges add through the education they 
provide.   
 
Second, ongoing personal communication among trustees and college staff and their 
elected representatives is important.  The best time to make friends with legislators is 
before they are needed.  Bringing them on campus, following up on contacts, and 
building community support are important aspects of the advocacy role.  Informed 
trustees, in their role as community representatives, bring credibility to discussions on 
policy matters and the impact of proposed legislation on the community. 
 
The last critical component is developing third-party relationships with people outside of 
the colleges in such a way that these people become advocates for the colleges.  Boards 
develop friends and allies for the community college cause through their linkages with the 
ownership and through their support of collaborative efforts.  The business and 
community groups with whom the college partners are powerful voices in seeking support 
for the college.  Ongoing communication and collaboration with others in the community 
helps ensure that the colleges have broad-based business and community support. 
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Legislative Expectations of Trustees 
 

 Get to know your legislators on a first-name basis. 
 

 Develop an understanding of the issues and be prepared to discuss these issues 
with decision-makers (legislators and community leaders). 
 

 Be an advocate of the college and the system with legislators and community 
leaders. 
 

 Ensure the college has a legislative and media plan (that is congruent with the 
system’s program), a strategy to achieve the plan, and an active legislative action 
committee. 
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Evaluating Board Performance 
This information was adapted for Washington Association of College Trustees based on the 
publication, Assessing Board Effectiveness: Resources for Boards of Trustees Self-Evaluation, by 
Cindra Smith and presented during the May 23, 2019, Spring Conference. 
 

Effective Leadership and Governance 
Successful colleges require effective leadership and governance. Success is a result of highly 
qualified and skilled people serving in leadership positions. These people learn their roles, 
embrace their responsibilities, and continually improve their performance. Effective governing 
boards are comprised of trustees who are committed to excellence in performing their duties. 
 
Students, communities, college staff, the public, media, government, and the accrediting 
commission have the right to expect and deserve a high degree of professionalism and 
performance from trustees of Washington’s community and technical colleges.  
 
How do governing boards assure they are effective?  One way is through ongoing board and 
trustee education and development, to provide the skills necessary to govern well. Another is 
through regular board self-evaluation, to assess how the board is upholding commonly 
accepted standards of good governance. The board seeks and uses information on how it is 
performing on specific roles and responsibilities. 
 
Assessing board performance involves looking at the board as a unit. While individual trustee 
behavior contributes to effective board functioning, a board self-evaluation looks at how 
individuals collectively work together to govern the district. It focuses on board policies and 
practices related to the role of the board in representing the community, setting policy 
direction, working with the CEO, and monitoring institutional effectiveness. 
 

 
Relationship to CEO Evaluation 
Given the unique nature of the relationship between the board and CEO, the evaluations of the 
board and the CEO are intertwined. When the board evaluates itself, it is evaluating in part how 
well the CEO supports the board; when it evaluates the CEO, it is evaluating the direction and 
support the board provides for that person. The CEO contributes to board evaluation and 
evaluates his or her support and leadership to the board. The board conducts the CEO 
evaluation and looks at its own behavior in fostering CEO effectiveness.  

Board Tasks 
Adopt a board self-evaluation policy and process 

Regularly conduct a board self-evaluation 
Discuss the results of the evaluation to identify strengths and areas for improvement  

Use the results to enhance board effectiveness and set annual board goals 
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Some boards schedule their CEO evaluation and board self-evaluation discussions in 
conjunction with each other to capitalize on the link between them. Others do them at 
different times. One of the outcomes of both evaluations are priorities and tasks for the coming 
year, and no matter how the evaluation sessions are linked, the board and CEO priorities must 
be aligned.  
 
Accreditation Standard 
The importance of regular board self-evaluation is reflected in the Northwest Association of 
College and University Accrediting Commission Standards. Standard 2.A.8 states: 
 

“The board regularly evaluates its performance to ensure its duties and responsibilities 
are fulfilled in an effective and efficient manner.” 
 

The district’s accreditation self-study will provide evidence that boards have conducted regular 
self-evaluations and used the results to improve how they are governing their district.  
 

Purpose and Outcomes 
The purposes of the board self-evaluation are to identify areas of board functioning that are 
working well and those that may need improvement. It is an opportunity for open and candid 
discussion about board and trustee responsibilities, as well as trustees’ interests and desires. 
Board self-evaluations also model the value of reflecting on one’s own performance and engage 
in ongoing improvement. They set an example for ongoing improvement throughout the 
institution.  
 
Evaluation discussions foster communication and leads to more cohesive board teams. Reports 
from trustees on boards that regularly conduct self-evaluations include that they gain an 
increased appreciation for and understanding of their fellow trustees. Their board meetings run 
more smoothly and they receive better information. They have a set of priorities that guide 
board agendas and workshops. And, they increase the time they spend on college policy, goals 
and accomplishments. 
 
The outcomes of a board self-evaluation include:  

 a summary of what the board does well and its accomplishments for the prior year 
 a better understanding of what is needed from each trustee and the CEO to be an 

effective board and board/CEO team  
 an assessment of progress on the prior year’s goals and identification of what needs to 

be completed 
 goals and tasks for the coming year related to board performance and its leadership for 

district goals 
 
In addition to the general outcomes, boards may have specific needs or desires from year to 
year, depending on circumstances. For instance, during an accreditation self-study, the board 
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may want to focus on the accreditation standards. Or, if the board has hired a new CEO in the 
past year, the evaluation may focus on the board/CEO relationship. If a board has not been 
functioning well, it may wish to focus on team dynamics, communication and the board’s code 
of ethics. If the board has a significant number of new trustees, the evaluation may focus on the 
roles and responsibilities of the board and trustees.  
 

Evaluation Process 
Self-evaluation processes range from relatively informal discussions to formal, structured 
assessment surveys or even interviews. A board evaluation, whether formal or informal, should 
result in a report that describes the process, summarizes the results, and identifies actions that 
the board intends to take as a result of the evaluation.  
 
Annual board self-evaluations are the most common. Each year, the board sets aside time to 
reflect on past accomplishments and performance against pre-determined criteria, and to 
identify priorities and expectations for the coming year. 
 
Boards may choose specific areas to review more often. For instance, some boards will quickly 
assess the board meeting discussion and agenda content at the end of each meeting, which 
provides immediate feedback. Other examples are boards assessing how they oriented and 
integrated newly elected trustees, or the process of hiring a new CEO, after those events 
occurred.  
 
Surveys 
Surveys are by far the most common approach to gathering information about board 
performance. Responders rate board performance on various criteria, and the ratings are 
summarized and presented to the board for discussion.  (College staff, a consultant, and/or a 
board member or committee may do the summary). The discussion of the summarized ratings 
and related comments is the board’s self-evaluation. 
 
Survey instruments ask responders to rate performance on the items in the survey, usually 
using a numeric scale. The ratings are provided as raw data and/or are summarized in some 
way (averages, charts, graphs, etc.) 
 
Using the same rating scale from year to year allows average ratings to be compared to prior 
years for the same or similar criteria. Using the same rating scale for surveys of trustees and for 
college leadership allows for easy comparison between the two sets of results. 
 
Surveys are designed to assess two areas of board functioning 

 The progress was made on achieving board priorities and tasks set the previous year.  
 Board performance on characteristics of effective board functioning.  

 
Annual Board Priorities and Tasks: Survey instruments that assess achievement on board 
priorities are unique to each board. Annual priorities, related to the Board’s governance role for 
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institutional goals, will vary from district to district (and from year to year within the same 
district). In addition, the board may identify specific areas related to board performance to 
address in the coming year.  
 
Board Functioning. There are two primary types of instruments that assess board functioning. 
The first involves using a generic survey based on criteria that reflect commonly accepted 
standards of board effectiveness. The second involves developing a survey using criteria in local 
board policy and practice, related to ethics, board meetings, delegation to the CEO, monitoring 
policy implementation, and other board roles. 
 
Interviews  
Another evaluation strategy is for someone, usually a consultant, to interview all board 
members, the CEO and others (if any) identified by the board. The interviewer gathers 
information about board performance, summarizes the results of the interviews and presents a 
report to the board. It is a qualitative approach to evaluation. It may be used in addition to a 
survey.  
 
An interview approach may be beneficial to use when the board has not had an evaluation for 
some time, or when there are significant and/or ongoing concerns about board functioning. 
Drawbacks include that it is a time-consuming, more expensive process. 
 
Informal Discussion  
Informal processes do not use surveys or structured interviews to gather information. Rather, 
the board allots time for a substantive discussion of board strengths, accomplishments, 
weaknesses and areas for improvement. It is recommended that such discussions be facilitated 
by an external person or consultant to allow the board chair ample opportunity to participate. 
A report of the discussion is prepared that summarizes the discussion and identifies further 
board action. 
 
Boards with members who have been together a number of years, along with a long-term CEO, 
may use this approach. The drawback is that, unlike surveys, it does not provide numerical 
ratings that can be compared over time. 
 
Designing the Evaluation Process 
A Board Policy may be adopted that states the purpose and value of the board self-evaluation, 
either describes the process or states how it will be determined (by a committee of the board 
or other method), indicates when the evaluation will take place, may include if constituency 
feedback will be sought, and commits the board to using the results to enhance board 
performance.  
 
Boards may have a standing or ad hoc committee to review the criteria and conduct the 
process. If a board hasn’t had a process or wishes to significantly revamp the process and 
criteria, a subcommittee of the board is usually asked to develop a recommendation. 
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Alternatively, the Board may ask the CEO and his or her staff to research and recommend a self-
evaluation process to the board.  
 
Decisions for the board include: the specific purposes of the evaluation, whether or not the 
evaluation will include a survey and/or interviews, who will participate, which criteria will be 
used, consultant roles (if any), how the results will be shared and discussed, and who will write 
the report. Designing the process involves answering the following questions:  
 

 Will the board evaluation be conducted through an evaluation discussion, survey, 
interviews, or a combination of approaches? 

 
 Who will be asked to evaluate the board? 

 
 Who will gather the information and compile the results? 

 
 When will the results be discussed by the board?  

 
Who participates in the board’s self-evaluation?  
All board members: The expectation is that the board evaluates itself. Each and every trustee 
should be involved in assessing board performance and in discussing the results of the 
evaluation. New trustees may think they don’t have enough experience on the board to provide 
useful feedback; however, most new trustees have spent time observing the board prior to 
being appointed, and their input can be very valuable. Student trustees may be encouraged to 
contribute feedback and participate in the evaluation discussion. 
 
CEO: The CEO is in a position to provide essential feedback to the board on its performance, 
and is key to ensuring that the board has the information and other resources to fulfill its 
responsibilities on many evaluation criteria. For instance, the CEO would provide feedback 
during a discussion of the results of a survey rather than completing a survey form. 
 
College constituents: Boards may provide an opportunity for college employees to complete 
surveys on board performance. The most common approach is to invite the college leaders who 
are most familiar with the board to complete a brief survey and make comments. They are 
usually administrators who routinely attend board meetings as well as faculty, staff, and 
student constituency group leaders. Data from these surveys let the board know how it is 
perceived by those who most often see it in action.  
 
Community members: A few boards occasionally seek information from selected community 
representatives (such as those on foundation boards or advisory committees). Surveys or 
interviews that gather feedback from community members should include those areas that 
community members may know about, such as the visibility and effectiveness of the board as 
ambassadors for the college. These surveys are often short – three to six questions, such as: 

 The Governing Board for [Community College District] has a reputation for effective 
governance and positive leadership for the colleges.  
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 [Community College District] board members are effective ambassadors for the 

community colleges. 
 

 The Governing Board for [Community College District] ensures that community interests 
and needs are reflected in decisions affecting the colleges.  

 
If the board evaluation process includes feedback from college and/or community, the 
summary of the survey or feedback should be presented separately from the board’s self-
evaluation data, so that the board may compare trustee perceptions with those of others.  
 
Evaluation Discussion  
The actual board self-evaluation is the discussion about the survey or interview results. 
Interview summaries and survey ratings provide information for the board as a basis for 
discussion, but are not, in themselves, the self-evaluation. 
 
Survey ratings identify areas where the board is doing well; high scores should be celebrated, 
and lower scores explored to see how the board might improve. Items where trustees had 
differing ratings should be addressed to explore the differing perceptions. The process of 
exploring what “excellence” and “efficiency” looks like contributes to board effectiveness. 
 
The evaluation session is an open meeting of the board. Boards often schedule the evaluation 
session as a study session, workshop or retreat to allow for enough time to discuss the 
evaluation and identify priorities for the following year.  
 
The schedule for evaluation, particularly if it results in identifying s annual priorities and 
identifying priorities, should be coordinated with the district’s annual goal setting cycles.  
 
The Report 
The end results of the evaluation are a summary of the discussion and a set of goals or actions 
to be taken as a result of the evaluation. A written follow-up report helps ensure that the 
results will be used and that any issues will be addressed. It is evidence for the public and 
college community that the board is serious about assessing its performance and that trustees 
are committed to being an effective governing body. The report is a public document, usually 
posted on the District’s Web page for the Board of Trustees. The goals, priorities, or action 
items for the coming year are usually reviewed at a subsequent board meeting and ratified or 
adopted.  
 
Conducting the Survey 
Most districts have research personnel who are skilled in survey development and using survey 
software to collect responses. The raw data of the results may be provided, but it is very helpful 
to summarize the data in some way (averages, charts, and/or graphs) to help the board make 
sense of the data.  
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Role of Consultants 
Consultants and facilitators are often helpful to boards in developing and conducting an 
evaluation. They can provide an independent, non-biased influence to help keep board 
discussions focused and productive. They may help prepare the survey form, summarize data, 
and provide follow-up reports. They allow the board chair, who would normally chair the 
discussion, to participate fully.  

Evaluation Criteria 
Boards may use a variety of types of criteria to assess performance, as well as a combination of 
approaches. A good practice is to combine assessing progress on board priorities with criteria 
related to effective board practice. 

1. Progress on annual board priorities, including board roles (tasks) in furthering the 
strategic goals of the district.  

2. Commonly accepted standards for community college boards of trustees, including but 
not limited to ACCT, ACT and Accrediting Commission standards, and/or  

3. Criteria gleaned from the board’s own policies (e.g. the code of ethics, board 
responsibilities and duties, delegation to the CEO). 

 
Annual Board Priorities and Tasks 
Each year, boards should discuss progress on the district’s goals and plans, identify the most 
important priorities for the coming year and the board’s role (tasks) in governing and furthering 
those priorities. Board priorities are developed in conjunction with the CEO and align with the 
CEO’s annual goals and priorities.  
 
Annual priorities clarify where board and CEO resources and time should be spent in the 
coming year. They comprise steps toward strategic and long-range goals and clarify what the 
board should be doing. The priorities lead to tasks or roles for the board and answer the 
question, “What does the board need to do in order to accomplish the specific priorities?” 
 
Common board roles or tasks related to the goals include “setting expectations,” “monitoring 
progress,” “reviewing and approving plans or policies,” “advocating for the district,” and the 
like. The priorities and tasks inform the development of board meeting agenda items and 
workshop topics.  
 
The priorities and implementing board roles (or tasks) are criteria in the board’s annual self-
evaluation for the following year. Specific benchmarks or measures may be established to help 
the board define expectations for itself and the members.  
 
Following are just a few examples of district goals, board priorities, and related tasks, and a 
possible benchmark. There are countless possibilities and they will vary from district to district 
and year to year. A caveat is not to have too many, perhaps six to ten areas to address. 
 
Board goals may be lofty, such as “provide leadership to ensure educational quality through 
fostering innovation.” This type of statement lets the college know the Board is vitally 
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interested in educational quality and will be expecting reports. It is helpful to identify specific 
tasks or roles for the board in providing such leadership, e.g. “review a comprehensive report of 
program reviews in the career-technical areas, and monitor implementation of plans to 
improve programs where indicated.” 
 
Example 1. District Strategic Goal: Improve Student Success 

 Board Priority: Expect and monitor progress on establishing and assessing student 
success measures. 

 Board Task: Participate in workshop that educate board members about the metrics 
and reports used by the district to monitor student achievement. 

 
Example 2. District Strategic Goal: Maintain the Fiscal Stability of the District 

 Board Priority: Ensure that all board members are knowledgeable about the 
district’s fiscal condition.  

o Board Task: Hold board study sessions on state and other revenues, long-
range budget projections. Support trustee education on understanding 
budgets, financial statements and audit reports.  

 
 Board Priority: Maintain a 10% unrestricted general fund balance. 

o Board Task: Expect that the budget presented for review will include a 10% 
unrestricted general fund balance. 

 
Example 3. District Strategic Goal: Promote a college culture that fosters innovation, excellence, 
and commitment to education.  

 District Objective: Strengthen professional and leadership development 
opportunities for all staff. 

o Board Priority: Ensure there is a program for leadership development to 
address retirements and turnover in administration.  

 Board Task: Expect and review a report on leadership development 
within the administration.  

 Board Task: Expect that the budget will include resources for 
professional and leadership development.  

 
These examples barely scratch the surface of possible criteria, as well as approaches to goal 
setting. Governing boards and CEOs will have their own approach and language to describe 
goals, objectives, priorities and/or tasks.  
 
1. Board Priority: Strengthen the board’s connections with and knowledge of K-12 trends and 

issues. 
 Board Task: Participate in a joint workshop with local K-12 boards of trustees. 

 
2. Board Priority: Ensure that board meetings are positive and productive. 

 Board Task: Revise the board meeting agenda to include a consent agenda on 
routine items to allow more time to discuss issues.  
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 Board Task: Maintain respectful, inclusive and professional attitudes and language 
during board meetings.  

 
3. Board Priority: Strengthen the board’s policy role.  

 Board Task: Approve an updated board policy manual by the end of the academic 
year.  

 Board Task: Uphold the principle that delegation to the CEO is only through the 
board as a unit. 

 

In addition to the priorities and tasks related to the District’s strategic goals, the board may set 
professional development standards for itself. There may be special circumstances, such as 
hiring a new CEO, integrating new trustees, and/or respond to accreditation recommendations 
that will require board attention. The board may wish to focus on area that were not rated 
highly in a board self-evaluation. Examples include:  

 
Example 1: Board Priority: Strengthen the board’s connections with and knowledge of K-12 
trends and issues: 

 Board Task: Participate in a joint workshop with local K-12 boards of trustees. 
 
Example 2: Board Priority: Hire and support and excellent CEO 

 Board Task: Work with a search consultant to conduct a professional and effective 
search resulting in an outstanding CEO.  

 Board Task: Develop and implement a plan to support and guide the new CEO during 
his or her first year.  

 
Example 3 Board Priority: Strengthen the board’s policy role.  

 Board Task: Approve an updated board policy manual by the end of the academic 
year.  

 Board Task: Uphold the principle that delegation to the CEO is only through the 
board as a unit. 

 
To help trustees (and others) respond to these types of criteria, the survey instrument may 
describe what the board did to fulfill its role. For instance, the survey may list the board 
meetings or workshops where the board addressed certain topics, or activities the trustees 
engaged in to further their own development or represent the district.  
 
Board Performance Standards 
The most common approach to board self-evaluation is to use a survey based on commonly 
accepted criteria for effective boards. A sample survey form is included as an appendix. Criteria 
also may be derived from the following:  
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District Mission and Planning: Does the board understand the role and mission of community 
colleges? Does the board regularly review the mission? Does the board provide leadership for 
planning through setting broad policy direction and standards for planning processes?  
 
Board Policy Role: Does the board understand and fulfill its policy role? Is the board policy 
manual up to date? Does the board clearly differentiate between its role and the role of the 
CEO? Is the board focused on the future direction of the district? 
 
Board/CEO Relationship: Is there an open, respectful partnership and good communication 
between the board and the CEO? Does the board clearly delegate to and set clear expectations 
for the CEO? Is there an effective CEO evaluation process? Does the board create an 
environment that supports CEO success?  
 
Board/Community Relationship: Does the board represent the community that it serves? Is the 
board knowledgeable about community trends and needs? Does the board help promote the 
image of the college in the community? Does the board effectively advocate on behalf of the 
college? 
 
Educational Programs and Quality: Does the board understand the educational programs and 
services? Does the board monitor student success and educational quality? Does the board 
focus on the students of the future and their needs? 
 
Fiduciary Responsibilities: Does the board ensure that the district is fiscally healthy? Does it 
approve a budget that supports educational and strategic goals? Does it effectively monitor 
fiscal management? Does it assure that district facilities meet student and employee needs? 
 
Board/Staff Relations & Human Resources: Does board policy and direction foster respect and 
support for employee excellence? Does the board provide leadership and clear parameters for 
the collective bargaining process? Does the board refrain from micromanaging staff work? Does 
board policy and practice support faculty, staff, and student participation in decision-making? 
 
Board Leadership and Behavior: Does the board understand and uphold its role and 
responsibilities? Does it have and adhere to a code of ethics and policies on conflicts of 
interest? Does the board deal effectively with perceived ethical violations? Do board members 
work together as a unit for the good of the district? Do board members respect each other’s 
opinions? Do board members “do their homework” and contribute effectively to board 
discussions?  
 
Board Meetings and Agendas: Do meeting agendas focus on key policy issues and board 
responsibilities?  Does the board have the information it needs to make good decisions? Are 
meetings conducted in such a manner that the purposes are achieved effectively and 
efficiently? Do board members adhere to all aspects of open meetings laws?  
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Board Development: Does the board have its own goals and objectives for the year and 
evaluate itself on how it has achieved them? Do new board members, including the student 
trustee, receive an orientation to the roles and responsibilities and to the district's mission and 
policies? Are all board members encouraged to engage in ongoing education about college and 
state issues? Do board members receive and review information about important issues?  Does 
the board continually explore how it be a cohesive team that engages in rich discussions that 
create an environment that fosters excellence? 
 
Local Board Policy 
In addition to commonly accepted criteria, a board may decide to use criteria derived from its 
local policies. The code of ethics and policies on board roles, meetings, delegation to the CEO, 
and how the board monitors policy implementation are all rich sources of criteria. A benefit of 
this approach is that the board reviews its policies during the course of the evaluation.  
 
Using this approach requires a board committee and/or staff to develop a customized survey 
instrument. The following are examples of items found in various board policies: 

1. Individual trustees have no legal authority outside the meetings of the board; they shall 
conduct their relationships with the community college staff, the local citizenry, and all 
media of the community on the basis of this fact.  (From a board code of ethics policy) 

2. The board delegates to the CEO the executive responsibility for administering the 
policies adopted by the board and executing all decisions of the Board requiring 
administrative action. (From a board policy on delegation to the CEO) 

 
Individual Trustee Performance 
As stated at the beginning, board self-evaluation focuses on how the board, as a unit, is 
functioning. The focus is on board roles, dynamics, and practices. However, effective board 
functioning depends on the contributions of individual trustees—boards benefit when their 
members are skilled and knowledgeable about their roles and the issues they face. Excellent 
communication skills, critical thinking, a focus on the future and the ability to consider broad 
policy goals and values are all important attributes. 
 
Boards may wish to provide an opportunity for individuals to assess their knowledge and skills 
required to be an effective, contributing trustee. The responses to these individual self-
assessments can be used to identify trustee development activities, including board study 
sessions, attendance at conferences, reading materials, and on-line seminars.  
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Summary 
This resource guide is intended to help boards of trustees design a self-evaluation process that 
meets specific board needs and cultures. The information should help boards determine the 
approach they will use, which criteria will provide the best information for the board, who will 
be asked to evaluate the board, and how the results will be used.  
 
Governing boards that engage in the self-evaluation process and thoughtfully consider and use 
the results to improve their performance provide excellent leadership for their communities 
and colleges. They are embracing their responsibilities and ensuring that board members have 
the skills and knowledge to lead and govern. High performing boards of trustees add value to 
their districts, thereby ensuring that their colleges make a difference in the lives of students 
and for the community. 
 

Sample Board Self-Evaluation Survey 
 
Board Performance Standards  
The following set of criteria reflect key characteristics of effective governing boards. Results 
from this survey form may be used to provide a basis for discussion of overall board 
functioning. It may be used in conjunction with a survey on progress on board priorities and 
tasks. Boards may add or substitute items more pertinent to their specific needs.  
 
Trustees are asked to rate their level of agreement using the following scale:  
 5 Strongly Agree 
 4 Agree 
 3 Neutral 
 2 Disagree 
 1 Strongly Disagree 
 N/A Unable to evaluate 
 

CRITERIA RATING 
1. The Board understands its policy role and differentiates its role from those of 

the CEO and district/college employees. 
 

2. The board is committed to and regularly reviews the district’s mission and 
goals and monitors progress toward achieving the mission and goals. 

 

3. The board assures that there are effective planning processes and that 
resource allocation support institutional plans.   

 

4. The board adheres to its policies; the board’s policies are regularly reviewed 
and up-to-date 

 

5. The board delegates responsibility and authority to the CEO, and supports the 
CEO’s leadership.  

 

6. The board maintains an excellent working relationship with the CEO; 
including honoring established protocols for communication.  
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CRITERIA RATING 
7. The board sets clear expectations for and effectively evaluates the CEO.  

8. Board members represents the interests and needs of the communities 
served by the District. 

 

9. The board supports advocates District interests to local, state, and federal 
governments. 

 

10. Board members represent the District well at college events and in the 
community. 

 

11. The board reflects a commitment to student success in its deliberations and 
decisions. 

 

12. The board effectively monitors the quality and effectiveness of the 
educational program and services in fostering student success. 

 

13. Board members are sufficiently knowledgeable about the district’s 
educational programs and services. 

 

14. The board assures the fiscal stability and health of the district.  

15. Board members understand the budget and provide effective oversight for 
fiscal operations. 

 

16. The board ensures that plans for facilities and maintenance are current and 
monitors their implementation. 

 

17. Board human resource policies and union contracts protect the district and 
effectively set standards for quality, fairness and equity.  

 

18. The board respects faculty, staff, and student participation in college 
decision-making.  

 

19. Board members refrain from attempting to manage or direct the work or 
activities of employees.  

 

20. Board members understand and fulfill their roles and responsibilities.   

21. The board expresses its authority only as a unit; members understand they 
have no individual authority.  

 

22. Board members maintain confidentiality of privileged information.  

23. The board regularly reviews and adheres to its code of ethics, and avoid 
conflicts of interest and the perception of such conflicts. 

 

24. Board meeting agendas reflect board responsibilities and include sufficient 
information for decision-making. 

 

25. Board meetings are conducted in an orderly, respectful manner; there is 
adequate time to explore and resolve key issues. 

 

26. The board understands and adheres to the Brown Act.   

27. Board members work together and with the CEO for the good of the District.  
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CRITERIA RATING 
28. The new member orientation process effectively educates new members 

about board roles and the institution. 
 

29. Board members are committed to their own professional growth and 
participate in trustee development activities. 

 

30. The board evaluation process helps the board enhance its performance.  

 
Add any comments related to any of the above items: 

 
Please respond to the following questions.  

1. What are the board’s greatest strengths?  

2. What are the major accomplishments of the board in the past year?   

3. What are areas in which the board could improve its performance? 

4. I recommend that the board has the following goals for the coming year:  
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Hiring and Evaluating a President 
 
The college president is the most important single individual in the institution.  That 
person is the primary agent of the board—the one to whom the board delegates its 
authority to manage or administer the institution in accordance with its policies.    It 
follows that the most important action a board can take to ensure the success of its 
district is to appoint and retain the best president possible.   
 
Boards should base the president selection criteria on a careful analysis of institutional 
needs.  The person selected should possess the specific qualifications needed by the 
institution and the community.  The search process for a new president should be 
designed to involve appropriate constituencies, clarify the board’s goals and objectives, 
and enable the board to select a person it can fully support.   
 
Board hiring and evaluating responsibilities include: 

 Appoint a president who can meet the college’s needs and is compatible with 
the board 

 Establish appropriate lines of authority and delegation 
 Define clear expectations for performance 
 Provide constructive and honest feedback in a supportive manner 
 Establish a fair process for the evaluation 
 Conduct regular evaluations 

 
While the emphasis on accountability in higher education continues to grow, so will the 
importance of performance appraisals of college presidents.  Trustees who are 
committed to improving the process of evaluating the president can enhance the 
president’s effectiveness.   Presidents should be evaluated annually. 
 
Objectives of an evaluation process include: 

 Assess how well the institution is fulfilling its mission 
 Examine, and re-set if necessary, goals for the institution and the president 
 Support the president by providing constructive information on past 

performance 
 Develop plans for the future to address any issues that arose during the 

evaluation process 
 Provide an opportunity for the board to learn how its performance can enhance 

the board/president partnership 
 Foster communication between the board and the president
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Student Success and Education Policy 
Appreciation is extended to Dr. Kay McClenney, Sid W. Richardson 
Endowed Fellow and Director, Center for Community College Student 
Engagement, Community College Leadership Program, The University of 
Texas at Austin for permission to use their material for this summary.  
 
Community colleges provide educational opportunities that 
result in a better quality of life. Access, equity, and success are 
central to the community college mission. As guardians of the 
public’s interests, boards are responsible for ensuring that the 
colleges they govern have programs and services that ensure 
student success and that meet community needs. 
Cha 
Board Role 
Board leadership, expressed through policy and performance, sets the tone for the entire institution. If boards 
are focused on student success and quality education, their districts will be more successful in producing 
student learning. 
 
Boards provide and expect visible and persistent leadership for student success. They ensure such leadership 
by hiring the right chief executive officer, one who is not just committed and knowledgeable, but is also 
passionate and relentless about student success. They honor administrators, faculty and staff who lead efforts 
that promote student success. 
 
Boards focus on and are committed to student success over time; they realize that it may take years to change 
the culture of a college. Trustees expect that the district’s strategic and other plans put student success at the 
center. They expect that human resources process and professional development programs foster 
expectations and a climate for student success. When reviewing and adopting budgets, boards assure that 
spending priorities are aligned with the student access, equity and success goals. 
 
Board meeting agendas regularly include discussion of student progress and achievement. Board members are 
patient but relentless in expecting and setting ambitious but realistic goals for student success.  
 
Colleges that enjoy a culture of evidence or inquiry are more effective in fostering student success. Boards 
provide leadership in building a culture of evidence when they support inquiry and curiosity and avoid blame. 
 
Trustee discussions and questions are framed in a manner that makes it both safe and necessary for the 
college to engage in courageous conversations about equity and student success. The board supports and 
expects college employees to use data in decision-making, to risk innovatively, and to be willing to shift when 
programs don’t work well. They celebrate and reward progress toward improving student success. 
 
Finally, boards set policies that protect academic freedom. A unique and important contribution of colleges is 
to provide a forum in which people have the freedom and sanctuary to explore problems and issues. Boards 
protect the right and responsibilities of colleges to be independent voices in society to create, criticize, 
challenge, and advocate new ideas. 
 

 

Board Responsibilities: 
• Provide and ensure visible, 

persistent leadership. 
• Provide and expect a strategic 

focus on access, equity and student 
success. 

• Build a culture of evidence and a 
climate for innovation and 
creativity. 

• Expect effective education. 
• Protect academic freedom. 
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Student Access, Equity and Success are Central 
Effective community colleges reflect an environment in which learning is valued and celebrated. Since the 
mid-1990’s, educational leaders and policymakers have increasingly focused on the outcomes of education. 
 
Trustees are more likely to become involved in discussions about student learning and success in addition to 
their traditional focus on budgets, buildings and legal accountability. Boards and colleges are now establishing 
and evaluating goals that focus on student learning. 
 
Learning – becoming a more educated person – occurs in many ways. Students learn through traditional 
classroom instruction, collaborative approaches and learning communities, individual support and tutoring, 
counseling and advising, college activities and events, work experience, distance learning, independent study, 
and a wide variety of modes and schedules for delivering information. 
 
Understanding the conditions that lead to student success enables boards to reinforce and allocate funds to 
programs and services that work well. Institutional and classroom-based research, including systematic 
student feedback, provides the information boards need to adopt appropriate policies and ensure funds are 
allocated well. Board leadership creates a climate in which educators are willing and encouraged to do 
education differently and by design – to do more of what works. 
 
Key principles of effective education include: 

• Intensive student engagement in learning. 
• High expectations for students. 
• Focus on the front door, on student readiness. 
• Making effective practice mandatory for students. 

 
Boards should be aware of research on educational practice and quality, work with the CEO to foster effective 
practice, and expect the faculty to inquire into and capitalize on what works. 
 
Board Policy 
The policies boards adopt are the public statements of their intent and leadership. A focus on student success 
may be reflected in any number of policies, including the vision, mission, values and goals. Boards also may 
choose to adopt an “umbrella” policy on student success. 
 
Vision, Mission, and Values 
A primary function of the board of trustees is to create and affirm a broadly developed and compelling vision 
and mission. Visionary trustees, in partnership with the CEO and college leaders, anticipate what is needed to 
respond to community needs and environmental trends. Creating and re-creating a vision and mission 
requires the colleges to sharpen priorities, ensure a strategic approach to the future, and anticipate potential 
problems. 
 
The vision states what the college will be in the future. The mission reflects the purposes. Values frame the 
operations of the college. The statements are developed through integrating values and ideas from trustees, 
college employees, students and community members. They are adopted as policy and periodically reviewed. 
They guide board and college deliberations. 
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Ends and Student Success Goals 
John Carver developed the concept of Ends policies, which is helpful in defining the role of governing boards in 
educational policy-making. Ends policies define the value the district adds to the community by answering the 
question, “What good will be produced for which people, at what cost?” The “good” includes the learning 
produced by the institution. The people are those whom the college benefits outside of the organization, e.g. 
the students, different publics, and the community as a whole. The cost reflects the resources used as well as 
the alternatives not chosen. 
 
Ends are not the services the college provides – they are the results of the services. Ends are not the activities 
in which the staff is engaged – those are the means the staff uses to achieve the Ends. Ends policies contain 
concepts that can be evaluated. As boards develop Ends policies and monitor their achievement, the need for 
good data becomes obvious. Boards must be informed about community demographics, economic 
projections, and educational needs in order to define ends goals. They must have information about student 
outcomes and program effectiveness in order to evaluate progress. 
 
The following examples reflect three different perspectives on setting outcome goals or ends. The first 
perspective defines the difference the college should make for the community. It explicitly recognizes the 
responsibility and connections that colleges have to and with their communities, e.g.:  

• Because of the College, the people in the region served by the college will have convenient and 
extensive access to postsecondary training and education. 

• The adult population of the region will have the workforce knowledge and skills necessary to achieve 
an economically self-sufficient life. 

• Because of the College, the region will be a caring, compassionate community. 
 

The second perspective reflects a focus on what happens to the students, such as: 
• Students will obtain the lower division courses, knowledge and skills needed to succeed in earning a 

baccalaureate degree. 
• Students who lack college-level reading and comprehension skills will acquire literacy skills at a level 

that enables them to participate in college-level courses. 
• As a result of their college experience, students will be able to critically think and participate in society 

as productive citizens. 
 

Boards may set specific benchmarks in student success goals, such as: 
• Increase completion of certificates and associate degrees by 5% each year until at least 2020. 
• By 2020, close attainment gaps based on race/ethnicity and family income. 
• Each year, significantly improve successful completion rates (C or better) in basic skills courses, 

compared to the college’s baseline. 
 

Specific policies vary from district to district and reflect differing priorities and needs within their 
communities. Boards should work closely with college employees to clearly define community needs and 
develop relevant educational priorities and goals. 
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Board Policy on Student Access, Equity and Success 
Developing a policy on student success would involve administrators, faculty, staff and students; such policy is 
within the purview of the Academic Senate as an “academic and professional matter.” Trustees should actively 
contribute to the policy concepts, which may include the following: 

• Definition of the board’s role and accountability. 
• Definitions of student success and goals; statements of and/or delegation to identify key performance 

indicators and benchmarks. 
• Direction or delegation to the CEO to ensure that student access, equity, and success is central to 

planning and budgeting. 
• Processes that address key roles for administrative, faculty, and staff involvement, which may include 

the college committees focused on access, equity and success. 
• Processes and a general schedule for monitoring student success. 

 
Summary 
Students are successful when faculty, staff and administration work together to ensure that there are clear 
standards for student learning, effective teaching, and excellence in educational practice and support services. 
 
Leadership from the board of trustees and the chief executive is key to creating an environment in which 
students succeed. Through their policies and focus, governing boards can and must create this environment. 
They ensure systems are in place to enable the board to monitor student success and program quality, and 
that provide the board and public with sufficient assurances that the colleges are fulfilling their missions. 



Case Studies  
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LEGISLATIVE MESSAGING
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WHAT WE ARE GOING TO COVER

• Legislative overview
• Communicating with your Legislators

• Why it’s important
• Olympia Office Visits
• Testimony
• Year-Round Engagement

• Messaging
• Resources
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LEGISLATIVE OVERVIEW
• Washington has a part-time Legislature.
• 49 districts represent each corner of the state.
• The number of elected members:

• House of Representatives: 98 members
• Senate: 49 members

• The Governor’s office and Legislature rely on the 
expert knowledge of advocates, stakeholders and 
staff for information.

LEGISLATIVE OVERVIEW
• The state’s legislative cycle is two years long:

• Odd years: session convenes for 105 days
• Even years: session convenes for 60 days
• The Governor may call a special 30-day session at any time
• Session lengths have grown in the past few years (16 since 

2001)

• Lawmakers introduce roughly 2,500 bills in a long 
session and 1,500 in a short session

• Only about one in five will become law
• About 500 in a long session
• About 300 in short session
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COMMUNICATING WITH YOUR 
LEGISLATORS: WHY IT’S IMPORTANT

• Advance CTC system priorities

• Increase visibility

• Showcase colleges, students, programs

• Influence legislative decisions

OLYMPIA OFFICE VISITS

• Bring with you:
• Legislative agenda, operating budget request, 

capital budget request

• Personalize the request to reflect their interests & the 
districts’ needs. Legislators want to know:

• Why do I care?
• How does this impact my district/constituents?
• What can I do about it?
• In closing, ask for their support: “I hope we can count on your 

support this session.”
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ADDITIONAL TIPS FOR SUCCESS

• Do your homework!
• Legislators and their roles
• Colleges in their districts

• Repeat key points/messages

• Use local, personal stories to support data

TESTIMONY: PROTOCOL

• Let “your” legislators on the committee know you’ll 
be testifying.

• Acknowledge the chair, committee members –
address them by title.

• State your name for public record.
• Thank legislators for hearing your testimony.
• Stay on message, know your agenda.
• Repeat your message.
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TESTIMONY TIPS

• Be prepared – your time with them may be shorter 
than you anticipate.

• Anticipate likely questions, practice responses.
• The more lively and concise you are, the greater 

chance of your message getting across.
• Don’t read your notes.
• Don’t worry about lack of attention from legislators; 

your comments are being recorded and watched.

TESTIMONY: TOUGH QUESTIONS

• Let them finish their sometimes long questions.

• Repeat your message.

• Acknowledge concerns, whether in fact you believe they 
are valid or not.

• Answer to the “best of your recollection” and “as I 
remember it”.

• When helpful, repeat the question to give yourself time 
to answer.

• Try and take control of the hearing by getting your key 
points across – bring it back to your agenda.
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TESTIMONY: TOUGH QUESTIONS

• Address the entire committee if you get a difficult 
question. Don’t focus on the questioner; diffuse it.

• If you don’t know a fact:
• Say “I’d like to confirm that information. I can get back to 

you and committee staff as soon as I have the definitive 
answer.”

• Describe a trend
• Tell a story, it will be remembered

• Watch your body language.

TESTIMONY: TOUGH QUESTIONS

• Do not:
• Speak for the system unless there’s a definitive 

position; speak about your college or students.
• Promise something you can’t deliver.
• Answer hypothetical questions
• Provide answers to questions that were not 

asked.
• Get defensive or interrupt.
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YEAR-ROUND CONTACT
• Hold candidate forums during election season.

• Attend candidate fundraisers as a private citizen.

• Attend events where the legislator is a guest.

• Subscribe to newsletters so you can find out your legislators' priorities; 
discuss how your college and our system help advance those priorities.

• Meet off-campus at a casual location (like coffee or lunch) to talk about 
issues.

• Give campus tours, emphasizing areas of interest to that legislator.

• Serve as a resource for them if they have questions or need a subject 
matter expert.

• Meet them in Olympia during the legislative session.

• Build a relationship with their legislative assistant.

EFFECTIVE MESSAGING

• Good messages are:
• Accurate
• Credible
• Expressive
• Supported by facts
• Personalized
• Reflective of system-wide themes
• Repeatable
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EFFECTIVE MESSAGING: EXAMPLES

• Community and technical colleges:
• Give everybody the chance to pursue skills and education 

beyond high school – in a way that fits them best.
• Provide better skills, better jobs, better lives.
• Build prosperity for everyone in Washington – greater 

good.
• Fuel our economy by providing a talented and skilled 

workforce that meets employers’ demands.

RESOURCES
• WWA State Legislature: 

http://www.leg.wa.gov/pages/home.aspx

• TTVW: http://www.tvw.org/

• AACT: http://www.sbctc.edu/about/college-
trustees/default.aspx

• SSBCTC: http://www.sbctc.edu/

• LLegislative News: 
http://sbctclegislativenews.blogspot.com/

• TTwitter: @SBCTCWashington
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Note: All material licensed under Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

THANK YOU!

“Questions”?
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Joint Legislative Committee 
 
 

Purpose: 
The purpose of the Joint Legislative Committee is to provide advice to the State Board 
and the State Board staff on legislative issues. The committee reviews the legislative 
priorities of the trustees and the presidents to formulate a recommendation to the State 
Board for a system legislative platform.  During the legislative session, the committee 
meets weekly (via telephone) to advise the State Board staff on legislative positions for 
the system. 
 
Membership: 
The chair of the committee is the executive director of the State Board for Community 
and Technical Colleges.  The membership consists of representatives from each of the 
following bodies: 
 

 State Board for Community and Technical Colleges (three State Board 
members); 

 Trustees Association of Community and Technical Colleges (TACTC president 
and Legislative Action Committee Co-Chairs) 

 Washington Association of Community and Technical Colleges (WACTC 
president, president-elect and Legislative and Public Information Committee 
chair) 

 State Board staff (Deputy Executive Director of Finance, TACTC Administrator / 
Legislative Liaison, and Director of Communications) 

 
The committee relies on the staff of the State Board for Community and Technical 
Colleges for assistance in the preparation of materials to support the committee’s work. 



System Acronyms  
   

 
 
 






























