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The purpose of this study was to compare how elected and appointed board 

trustees provide oversight for the community colleges they serve.  The rationale for 

this study was that little examination of board governance processes at community 

colleges had occurred and, as a result, board members may lack the understanding 

necessary for effectively performing their governance responsibilities.  Although there 

have been multiple studies examining the board-president relationship, little research 

has examined what differences between elected and state-appointed boards may exist, 

and if board members are prepared to understand and fulfill their responsibilities. 

The following questions guided the research: (1) To what extent do the roles 

and responsibilities of politically appointed trustees and locally elected trustees differ? 

(2) How prepared are state boards and elected boards for their oversight role and 

responsibilities?  The goal of the research was to identify whether there were 

substantial differences between how state-appointed boards and elected boards 

approached their oversight responsibilities, to identify benefits or limitations for an 

institution between state board oversight and elected board oversight, and to better 

understand the importance of board preparation.   
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The research design followed a qualitative case study methodology focusing 

on three community college boards in the same state —two locally elected community 

college boards and the state board of a community college system.  A collective case 

study provided a unique opportunity to compare if differences existed between locally 

elected and state-appointed boards.  The research instruments utilized to gather data 

for this study were a questionnaire, interviews, board meeting observations and 

examinations of board minutes, orientation packets, and board policies.  

The themes that emerged from the study fell primarily into the following 

categories: professional experience, board preparation, roles and responsibilities, 

decision-making, and board relations.  The study findings did not reveal there were 

strong and unique procedural differences between elected and state-appointed trustees, 

but it did confirm that board preparation is severely lacking for all boards, resulting in 

boards composed of well-intended individuals, but not necessarily equipped to serve 

effectively.  For boards to operate at a high level of effectiveness in support of the 

college mission, the findings supported the following: boards undergo initial and 

ongoing training on their roles and responsibilities, employ a strong president who 

understands the importance of board preparation, and have a commitment to ongoing 

professional development regarding their governance roles.  Lacking any of the above 

can greatly impact board effectiveness and has the potential to leave institutions 

vulnerable to poor oversight.   
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How Governing Boards Provide Oversight for Community Colleges:  
Understanding the Differences Between State-Appointed and Elected Boards 

 

Chapter I: Introduction 

Admiration of past achievement and recognition of well-meaning current members of 

school boards do not constitute a rationale for perpetuation of the status quo. 

            Jean P. Danzberger, 1994       

As community college operations become more complex and institutional 

missions expand, the challenges facing the boards responsible for community college 

governance have increased.  In the United States, the traditional role of governing 

boards has been to guide the institution, monitor performance, and provide support 

and direction (Duryea, 2000; Ingram, 1993).  Although the philosophical role of 

boards has not varied, contemporary shifts in college funding, technology, and 

changing populations pose complex challenges for those governing higher education 

institutions (Danzberger, 1994).  And yet, research demonstrates that there is little 

consistency among boards in the preparation for this important oversight role. 

In a 1995 study of community college trustees (N=139), Weisman and Vaughn 

(1997) found that only 14% of community colleges required newly elected trustees to 

participate in an orientation providing guidance on their roles and responsibilities as 

board members (Weisman & Vaughn, 1997).  In states where local trustees were 

appointed by a state board, however, 78% of board members were expected to 

participate in board education (Davis, 1992).  The research implies when board 

development was not mandated, board members were unlikely to undergo the 

necessary professional development to fully understand their role as a trustee.  
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Preparation may be one indicator of possible differences between appointed and 

elected trustees, but scant research exists detailing differences in the way governing 

boards provide oversight for an institution. 

The lack of agreement about whether state-appointed boards or elected trustees 

provide the most effective board governance model for higher education institutions 

has been demonstrated by the statewide governance reforms implemented in the past 

two decades by many state legislatures.  During that period, 27 states considered 

governance reform, and 19 states made changes to their higher education governance 

system.  Some states redesigned state boards to limit their authority and return more 

autonomy to the individual campuses (McLendon, Deaton & Hearn, 2007).  Other 

states strengthened state boards, while still others divided unified systems to include or 

separate community college governance from public four-year institutions.  

McLendon, Deaton and Hearn (2007), in a study of governing board reforms, 

concluded that few of these changes occurred because of a clear understanding of the 

relationship between board members, the adopted governance model, and the state 

system they served. 

Focus of the Study 

This study was based on the premise that little examination of board 

governance processes at community colleges has occurred and, as a result, board 

members may lack the understanding necessary for effectively performing their 

responsibilities.  Although there have been multiple studies examining the board-

president relationship, little research exists describing whether this relationship is 
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affected by the process of board member selection or how well these trustees 

understand their role.  State legislatures have been evaluating how to implement 

effective educational board governance structures in the past two decades, but little 

progress has been made in examining what differences between elected and state-

appointed boards may exist, when and how governance reform should happen, or how 

to prepare board members to understand and fulfill their responsibilities.  

Research Questions  

The purpose of this study was to compare how elected and appointed board 

trustees provide oversight for the community colleges they serve in a state that 

includes both locally elected districts and a state-appointed board.  The state chosen 

for this study was selected because board trustees are either appointed by a state board 

or locally elected, depending on district.  Two different governing models within the 

same state offered a unique opportunity to compare if differences exist between 

locally elected and state-appointed boards.  The research focused on the following 

questions: 

1. To what extent do the roles and responsibilities of politically appointed 

trustees and locally elected trustees differ?  The rationale for this question 

was to better understand the decision-making processes that elected and/or 

politically appointed board trustees followed.  The goal of the research was 

to identify whether there were substantial differences between how state-

appointed boards and elected boards approach their oversight 

responsibilities.   
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2. How prepared are state boards and elected boards for their oversight role 

and responsibilities?  The rationale for this question was to ascertain 

whether state-appointed local boards were more prepared or less prepared 

than locally elected boards and whether this preparation had any effect on 

the institutions they governed.  The goal of this research was to identify 

benefits or limitations for an institution between state board oversight and 

elected board oversight, and to better understand the importance of board 

preparation.   

Significance of Study 

Among the 50 states, there are 19 different models of governance, and few 

scholars have examined the relationship between board governance and state policy of 

spending, tuition, assessment, and performance outcomes (Volkwein & Tandberg, 

2008).  Locally elected community college boards are the standard in 17 states (Hebel, 

2004).  In 19 states, boards are appointed by the governor, local leaders, or elected 

officials.  Boards in four states are selected by a combination of appointed or elected 

officials (O’Banion, 2009a).  The remaining states have a combination of an appointed 

and elected system.  This study is significant for three reasons: (a) the dramatic 

changes in funding, technology, and demographics in higher education has resulted in 

governing boards that are ill-equipped to handle the complexity of their 

responsibilities as trustees, (b) few studies have focused on the differences between 

how state-appointed and locally elected boards understand their role, and if their 

decisions align with the institutional mission of a college they govern, and (c) there 
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have been few studies conducted to assist state legislatures to identify which board 

structure most benefits their higher education institutions.  In light of this gap in the 

literature, this study intends to better understand the board readiness of state-appointed  

and locally elected boards, and identify the factors that influence the ability of boards 

to knowledgeably serve their institutions.  

Boards are ill-equipped to handle their responsibilities.  In 1966, the 

American Association of University Professors (AAUP) developed a joint statement 

with the Association of Governing Boards (AGB) acknowledging that governing 

boards have “final institutional authority” (Kauffman, 1993, p. 223) over our 

educational institutions, but as the demands on higher education institutions have 

grown rapidly in the latter half of the 20th century, there is concern that these 

governing boards are ill-equipped for their role as the institutional authority 

(Danzberger, 1994; Dougherty, 1994).   

In addition, states have acted independently of one another to enact governance 

policies and reforms (Mills, 2007).  As a result, traditional governance systems created 

in the early years of higher education may no longer be capable of responding to the 

policy changes, management shifts, and institutional needs of community colleges 

(McLendon, Deaton, & Hearn, 2007).  Given the legal responsibilities and oversight 

authority required of boards, the lack of formal job requirements for locally elected 

board officials creates special challenges for institutions and their senior 

administration (Dougherty, 1994).  New board models offering clear roles for elected 

officials, or providing more statewide oversight in decision-making, are needed to 
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cope with the environmental, technological, demographic, and resource changes in 

higher educational institutions (Carver, 1997; Mills, 2007).  Results of this study were 

used to examine if the way boards are appointed or elected influences how well 

trustees are prepared for providing oversight for our community colleges. 

State-appointed or elected board officials.  The debate over the best form of 

board oversight has been ongoing since the first governing boards were put in place in 

the early American educational institutions (Duryea, 2000).  The first colleges in the 

colonies were created as theological seminaries, comprised of clergy boards (Duryea, 

2000; Ingram, 1993).  The first board, appointed at Harvard in 1642, was comprised of 

a two-tier structure: Lay clergy leaders in the colony formed an external advisory 

board and a second internal board was made up of the college president and college 

fellows.  Although the external lay board was appointed, the purpose was to represent 

the interests of the local community, allowing the internal board more flexibility to run 

the college activities.  

Local municipalities, then and now, have steadfastly held onto the right to 

control their local schools out of an inherent distrust of distant government 

(Danzberger, 1994).  Those opposed to elected school boards (Danzberger, 1994; 

Duderstadt, 2004; Keller, 2004; Kezar & Eckel, 2004) contend that local lay boards 

can no longer handle the complexities of the states’ current higher education structure.  

Danzberger (1994), while acknowledging lay boards were necessary as the American 

education system grew, argued “dramatic shifts in the nation’s demographics and 

economy have posed complex challenges for an institution whose role has not been re-
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thought in almost a century” (p. 377).  Yet despite these challenges facing boards, 

little research has focused on identifying the differences between state board and 

locally elected boards and how board governance benefits or limits the institution. 

Locally elected boards.  Proponents of locally elected boards have maintained 

that state and federal governments are not engaged in the operations of schools, lack 

understanding of local needs, and exert unwanted influence upon institutional 

governance (Gehring, 1998; Martorana, 1963).  Voicing the concern of those skeptics 

who fear state and federal interference in local governing issues, Gehring (1998) 

warned, “higher education is in serious jeopardy of becoming a homogenized federal 

system of education” (p. 4).  

Dougherty (1994) argued that the original mandate requiring lay boards to 

support the institution’s goals had been sublimated by the politics of local leaders.  

This has created a conflict for trustees serving the constituents who elected them, and 

their responsibility to support the mission of the college.  The inexperience and lack of 

professional guidance of local school boards also contributes to a misunderstanding of 

the roles and responsibilities required of elected trustees (Kerr & Gade, 1989).  This 

study examined if institutions were vulnerable to elected trustees who were ill-

prepared to govern, and, if so, whether the lack of clear procedures defining the 

responsibilities of elected board members contributed to this vulnerability. 

State-appointed boards.  Consolidated state governing boards control funding 

and system-wide decision-making for institutions, while appointed local boards, or 

advisory councils, maintain the authority to oversee the daily operations of an 
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institution.  This board model allows states to maintain or implement a centrally based 

form of governance (McLendon, Deaton & Hearns, 2007).  Kerr and Gade (1989) 

noted that “consolidated boards might be better at providing a system of checks and 

balances” (p. 108-109) in the funding process, while allowing local communities a 

voice in the educational direction of their local schools.  Those advocating for state-

appointed local boards argued that these boards are “dually obligated to both campus 

and state” (McLendon, Deaton & Hearn, 2007, p. 647) and created a rational neutral 

third party governance system serving both the individual campus and the state.  But 

the authors (McLendon, Deaton & Hearn, 2007) also contended that few studies have 

measured whether consolidating board authority has resulted in a more balanced 

governance system.   

Few studies were found comparing the differences between these boards.  The 

rare structure of locally elected boards and a state-appointed board within the same 

state provided the opportunity to highlight differences between appointed and elected 

boards operating within the same state system.   

Which governance model to choose?  Community colleges across the nation 

reflect the many governance models in higher education.  Individual governing boards 

that are locally elected remain the oldest model and still the most predominant.  

Single-institution governing boards have traditionally been seen as the best way to 

mobilize individuals, but this model is in no way standardized across states.  

Martorana (1963) notes that homogeny of boards throughout higher education is 

doubtful, a truism seen from state to state, institution to institution. The goal of this 
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study is to identify differences between governing boards, but does not assume there is 

a single solution for all community colleges.  

In most cases the governance reforms that occurred in the last 20 years were 

motivated by budget concerns, political changes in the state legislatures, or scandals 

that were addressed by changing the existing system (McClendon, Deaton & Hearn, 

2007).  But insufficient data available to inform legislatures on which reform would 

improve board oversight has created less certainty that these reforms lead to effective 

board practice.  The goal of this research is to provide data that can be used by state 

legislatures to determine if board reform will lead to governance improvement. 

Summary  

Few studies have focused on board governance in community colleges.  

Although studies have been conducted that suggest many board members may not 

fully understand their role in the organizational decisions of the institutions they serve, 

scant research exists detailing the differences in the roles of elected and state-

appointed board members.  At a time when community colleges are under pressure to 

accomplish diverse missions, cope with changing technology, and manage a myriad of 

budgetary demands and cuts, the ability to provide effective oversight for these 

institutions has never been more important.  This study sought to narrow the gap in the 

existing literature and contribute to the research on board governance in community 

colleges. 
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Chapter II:  Review of the Literature 

The purpose of this literature review was to gather and evaluate the scholarship 

available on board governance in community colleges, focusing on how elected and 

appointed board trustees understand and perform their roles and responsibilities, and if 

there are identifiable differences in the way elected and appointed board members 

provide oversight for the community colleges they serve.  The goal of this review of 

literature was to support the questions guiding this study and inform its design, which 

was to compare elected and state-appointed community college governing boards in 

the same state. 

Approach to the Review of the Literature 

Preliminary review of the literature indicated a body of research supporting the 

need for a study comparing the roles and responsibilities of state-appointed and locally 

elected boards.  Although the research revealed many sources defining board 

governance and how boards should function, few studies focused on how board 

understanding of its roles and responsibilities affects the institution.  The OSU online 

database provided a diversity of literature for this review.  Keyword searches were 

used to focus the topic and literature contained in Education Resources Information 

Center!(ERIC), EBSCOhost, Academic Search Premier, and Dissertation Abstracts 

International provided the most relevant studies.  The bibliographies and reference 

lists contained within these articles provided additional sources.  

The historical research conducted provided a rich overview of the unique 

development of university governance in the United States and how that evolution 
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influenced the role of trustees on modern governing boards in higher education.  The 

most relevant research on current board governance was conducted after the 

introduction of Carver’s Policy Governance in 1990 and focused on the lack of 

preparation provided new trustees for understanding their oversight roles and 

responsibilities, the over-politicization of trustee decision-making, and studies 

detailing governance reforms in other states during the last two decades. Missing from 

contemporary and historical literature are studies detailing the effects this lack of 

understanding of proper roles has had on the daily operations of an institution.   

Organization of the Review of the Literature 

The focus of this literature review was to gather and evaluate the scholarship 

available on board governance in community colleges, emphasizing how elected and 

appointed board trustees understand their roles and responsibilities.  The review was 

organized into three major themes connected to the purpose of this study. 

1. The history of board governance in the United States 

2. The politics of board governance in higher education 

3. The role of boards in the governance process 

These three themes were organized to provide context for the significance of this 

study, and the review proceeded from a broad historical overview of board governance 

to a specific discussion of how this literature informed the study of board roles and 

responsibilities in community colleges. 

The history of board governance in the United States.  The first section 

examined the historical origins of governance in the United States and its unique 



*"!

!

!

evolution in creating the basis for the role contemporary governing boards play in 

higher education.  Contained within this section is a review of the types of governance 

models, governance structures in community colleges, and the board governance 

system operating in the state examined in this study.  

The politics of board governance in higher education.  This section 

examined the politics of board governance in higher education, the statewide 

governance reforms that have occurred in the last part of the 20th century, and the 

debate between proponents of locally controlled and state controlled institutions 

regarding the best structure of board governance for public educational institutions.   

The role of boards in the governance process.  The final section looked at 

the role of boards, how well trustees understand their roles and responsibilities, and 

how trustees prepare for taking on the responsibilities of a board member. 

History of Board Governance in the United States   

Governing boards in higher education institutions have traditionally had a 

complicated relationship with the institutions they served.  From the development of 

lay boards in the early colonial colleges to the recent movement towards state-

controlled systems, a model for the best form of governance in higher education is 

continually debated (McGuinness, 1994).  Some states have adopted a state-controlled 

governance model, while other states favor locally elected boards to oversee higher 

education institutions.  In order to understand the issues facing modern boards and 

their governance of contemporary community colleges, it is important to look at the 
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evolution of and influence governing boards have maintained in American higher 

education.   

Historical origins.  There is some debate about which country the educational 

governance system in the United States is most indebted (Duryea, 2000; Martorana, 

1963; Mayhew, 1973).  The European universities of the 17th and 18th centuries relied 

almost solely on faculty to govern educational institutions; presidents were in charge 

of European and British universities in name only.  This model was not the 

governance structure that the early colonies chose to follow; instead, our governance 

system most likely evolved from the Scottish Enlightenment (Martorana, 1963; Sloan, 

1971).  

In 1690, the Scottish Parliament formed a Visitation Commission—visitors 

was a term used to define trustees, or supervisors—to make recommendations for 

university reform (Duryea, 2000; Lucas, 1994).  The formation of this commission 

was significant in two ways: (a) it signaled the first time in Europe and Britain that an 

external governing board was solicited for institutional oversight, and (b) the proposed 

reforms signaled a weakening of faculty control over the university (Duryea, 2000; 

Sloan, 1971).  The literature supports that this model of university governance was 

attractive to the budding American institutions as early colleges looked to lay boards 

in order to neutralize British control and localize citizen jurisdiction over their 

institutions (Bell, 2003; Danzberger, 1994; Duryea, 2000; Lucas, 1994).   

Colonial college boards were “made up of members of the non-academic 

community to facilitate real administrative authority over the college” (Sloan, 1971, p. 
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5)—a governance model that did not include faculty oversight.  Adopting the Scottish 

model of board oversight was also convenient given the lack of mature scholars in a 

young country.  Early leaders found board control philosophically and politically 

expedient because the colonies were inherently “ambivalent towards experts and 

expertise” (Danzberger, 1994, p. 368) and had an inherent distrust of distant 

government.  This departure from the European and British governance model is 

significant because it established a prototype for local municipalities to exert control 

over its institutions and minimized faculty authority (Kauffman, 1993).  

The first educational governing board, at Harvard in 1642, was organized as a 

two-tier structure; lay clergy leaders in the colony formed an external advisory board 

and a second internal board was made up of the college president and college fellows 

(Duryea, 2000; Ingram, 1993).  After the Revolutionary War, colleges began to reflect 

their new republican values by moving away from clergy-controlled seminaries to 

institutions supported by state and local government (Kauffman, 1993; Monroe, 2007).  

This early reliance on board oversight rather than faculty leadership, therefore, defined 

higher education in the United States as distinctly different than its counterparts in 

Europe almost from the beginning (Thelin, 2004). 

The Dartmouth College case.  Several scholars cited the 1819 Supreme Court 

decision involving the Trustees of Dartmouth College v. Woodward (as cited by 

Gehring, 1998), as a turning point in American board governance by solidifying local 

board autonomy (Duryea, 2000; Lucas, 1994; Monroe, 2007).  In this pivotal case, the 

state legislature of New Hampshire attempted to take control of Dartmouth College.  
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In the early 19th century, colleges were supported by tuition and public donations in 

the form of educational charities (Lucas, 1994; Monroe, 2007).  Without a federal 

policy regarding educational funding, states were left on their own to support their 

educational institutions (Monroe, 2007).  

In 1809 the Board of Trustees, concerned about President John Wheelock’s 

overreaching influence over the campus activities, sought to curb his power (Duryea, 

2000) by appointing a controversial clergyman to the faculty over Wheelock’s 

objections.  The state legislature, which financially supported the college, ordered that 

the board of trustees be expanded from 12 to 21 members and answer to the people, or 

in this case, the state (Duryea, 2000; Gehring, 1998).  The result?  Dartmouth 

governance was temporarily governed by two entities: the college, overseen by the 

original Board of Trustees, and the university, run by the president, state legislature, 

and the expanded Board (Duryea, 2000; Gehring, 1998; Monroe, 2007).  

In 1817, Dartmouth Treasurer William Woodward withheld all the college 

records and accounts from the original 12-member board, forcing the college trustees 

to sue the newly formed state board (Duryea, 2000).  The trustees, represented by 

Daniel Webster, argued that Dartmouth College had been established by a royal 

charter in 1769 and was, therefore, an independent and privately governed college 

(Monroe, 2007).  The New Hampshire legislature maintained that boards served in the 

public interest and were responsible for upholding the public trust (Monroe, 2007).  

The court ruled against the state and in the college’s favor; Dartmouth continued to be 
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run by an internally-appointed board of trustees, laying the foundation for the local 

governance model of education that still exists today (Gehring, 1998; Monroe, 2007). 

The Dartmouth College case was important, because it re-affirmed the 

precedent of oversight authority to an external lay board instead of an internally 

governed college by either president or faculty.  It also reinforced the early 

governance model of resisting state or federal influence over local institutions—a 

prototype that has been tested, but not wholly relinquished, in higher education in the 

modern era (Duryea, 2000).  What also made this case significant is it was the first 

opportunity for state oversight of education (Lucas, 1994), and the driving force was 

funding.  Lucas (1994) noted that although the Dartmouth trustees requested that the 

state legislature pay all legal fees, it granted state board representation in return for 

public appropriations.  And although the state failed in its attempt to take control of 

Dartmouth, the state controlled model would be resurrected in the 20th century as 

legislatures sought greater control over the funding and oversight of public 

institutions. (Lucas, 1994; McLendon, Deaton & Hearns, 2007). 

Governance models.  The challenge in defining the most effective board 

governance model was seen in the multiple governance models demonstrated from 

state to state.  Board governance models are defined at the state level and the local 

level.  Several scholars (Duryea, 2000; Fischer, 1991) argued that this variety in 

boards is what makes America’s higher education unique.  But is it innovation that 

accounts for this inconsistency, or a lack of data in which to match board selection 

with governance requirements?  In community colleges, elected boards were originally 
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the standard but according to ACCT (Mangen, 2010), appointed boards now compose 

60% of community college boards.  In the state that was the subject of this study, both 

elected boards and a state-appointed board oversee the community colleges.  This 

inconsistency across governance structures may be a product of politics (Dougherty, 

1994), the inherent mistrust local municipalities possess for state and federal oversight 

(Danzberger, 1994), or may indicate a need for data to assist legislatures determine the 

best governance model state by state (McLendon, Hearns & Deaton, 2007). 

Current board governance models vary considerably.  Although there are no 

higher education institutions that are faculty governed, few states follow exactly the 

same board governance structure.  McGuinness (2003) identified three major types of 

state governing boards in higher education: (a) governing boards, (b) coordinating 

boards, and (c) planning regulatory/service boards.  Governing state boards have 

direct responsibility for oversight of the educational institutions within their system.  

Statewide coordinating boards vary from state to state and have regulatory 

responsibilities, but do not provide direct oversight for individual institutions.  

Planning regulatory/service boards have limited governing or coordinating authority 

and carry out regulatory or service functions for the institutions in their respective 

system.  Twenty-seven states operate with state governing boards, 19 have state 

coordinating boards, and four states have planning agencies (McGuinness, 2003).   

At the individual institutional level, Martorana (1963) studied 209 higher 

education boards in the United States, organizing them into four main categories: 
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1. Governing board: A board that is legally charged with the direct control 

and operation of a single institutional unit. 

2. Coordinating board: A board which is legally responsible for 

organizing, regulating, or otherwise bringing together the overall 

policies or functions (or both) in areas such as planning, budgeting, and 

programming, but which does not have authority to govern institutions. 

3. Governing-coordinating boards:  A board having legal responsibility for 

functioning both as a coordinating board and a governing board for two 

or more institutional units which offer programs that have common 

elements. 

4. Other board:  A board having responsibility at the state level for 

supervising, accrediting, certifying, advising, or performing a similar 

function in relation to the public higher education institutions, but 

which does not have specific authority to govern these institutions or to 

coordinate their operations.  

Boards are unique in their designation as trustees, regents, visitors, or directors, 

(Martorana, 1963) and these terms vary from state to state.  What they share is that 

individual members have no legal authority, and boards can only act as an entity or 

collectively (Carver, 1997; Reed, 2001).  Martorana (1963) noted that the term trustee 

is not an accurate term because no individual trustee has the ability to act on behalf of 

the institution—only the board of trustees can implement policy or influence decision-

making for the institution.  The variety of board designations perhaps accounts for the 
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challenges in defining the roles of board members.  Review of the literature found that 

the words trustees and board of trustees were used interchangeably, leading to the 

potential misunderstanding that trustees had the same authority as the board of 

trustees.  Individual trustees need to understand their individual roles, while also 

maintaining their responsibilities as a board member.  The confusion that has resulted 

for board members in retaining dual roles will be discussed further in the third section 

of this literature review. 

Governance in community colleges.  Historically, public two-year colleges 

were formed with the goal of reflecting community interests (Palinchak, 1973), and 

were founded as either bottom up or top down institutions.  Bottom up institutions 

referred to schools that originated as part of the K–12 system; top down schools began 

as part of the university system (Katsinas, Colon, Johnson, Sanders & Thompson, 

1999).  Bottom-up campuses were designed as extensions of high schools and 

oversight was maintained in the public school districts or in separate districts 

consisting of multiple school board entities.  Many educators saw the role of the early 

junior college as an extension of secondary schools (Cohen & Brawer, 2008; 

Palinchak, 1973; Zwerling, 1976) and for the first 40 years of the 20th century, over 

85% of all junior colleges existed as part of the high school (Palinchak, 1973) district.  

Most of these campuses today still reflect this district alignment and are governed by 

locally elected trustees (Cohen & Brawer, 2008).  Top down schools were created by a 

legislative statute or as a branch of an existing public college or university.  These 
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community colleges have historically operated under a state board system 

(MacTaggert, 1996).  

Individual governing boards remain the oldest model and still the most 

predominant model in community colleges, but this is changing.  Bell (2003) 

identified the community college form of governance as “the type of organization 

designed to accomplish large-scale administrative tasks by systematically coordinating 

the work of many individuals” (p. 27).  Single-institution governing boards have 

traditionally been seen as the best way to mobilize individuals, but this model is in no 

way standardized across states.  Multi-campus institutions, multiple campuses 

governed by a single board, have expanded rapidly in the latter part of the 20th 

century (Association of Governing Boards, 2010a) and now account for two-thirds of 

all community college boards across the nation.  Martorana (1963) and McGuinness 

(2003) documented that homogeny of boards throughout higher education is doubtful 

and may not even be desirable.  But other than documenting the proliferation of the 

multi-campus boards, and acknowledging the many governing models across the 

states, few studies have examined if there is a specific board structure that benefits the 

community college and why.  To use an example between local board control and state 

oversight, the junior college movement in the state used in this study illustrated the 

challenges in bringing all institutions under the control of one system. 

State governance system.  In most states today, higher education shares many 

of the same tensions seen in the battle for control of Dartmouth in 1814.  The debate 
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regarding the relationship between the colleges and legislature most often revolves 

around funding: Who pays for the services and running of the public institutions?   

The first junior colleges in many states were state supported as part of the 

university system.  William Rainey Harper of the University of Chicago and David 

Scott  Jordan of Stanford University, argued that the junior college should be 

responsible for general and vocational education; in other words, leaving the 

university to focus on upper division scholarship while the junior colleges educated at 

the lower division levels (Cohen & Brawer, 2008).  This model was followed by some 

of the earliest junior colleges that emerged in the early 20th century, but by the 1920s 

proponents of a distinct junior college sought to operate outside the shadow of the 

four-year institutions and follow the California model, which was originally an 

extension of the K–12 system and funded by local communities (Gerber, 1969).   

In 1947, The Truman Commission published its report on higher education, 

emphasizing the importance of an educated citizenry to uphold the values of 

democracy.  For the first time, community colleges were singled out as the institution 

to provide low cost education to all (Levinson, 2005).  This resulted in a rapid 

expansion of the community colleges across the nation, culminating in the 1960s when 

“487 new community colleges were created, for a total of 909 by the end of the 

decade” (Levinson, 2005 p.45).  Most of these colleges were locally governed and 

funded. 

Not surprisingly, junior college enrollment in the 1960s was growing in most 

states, but in the state used in this study, the overall percentages of higher education 
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students within each district was declining (Gerber, 1969).  The significance of this 

decline meant that more students were attending junior colleges from outside the 

locally-supported district areas, leading to concern that local funding would not be 

able to keep pace with college enrollments.  This laid the groundwork for increased 

state support for the colleges, and so began the discussion of forming a state system to 

replace the existing local junior college districts (Gerber, 1969). 

In 1962, a higher education master plan draft was submitted to the governor of 

the study subject state that completely omitted mention of the existing junior colleges.  

The Advisory Committee on Junior Colleges (ACJC) approached the General 

Assembly about creating a new draft that would include the junior colleges.  At the 

same time, the ACJC also commissioned a study to investigate the creation of its own 

plan. The final report in 1963 recommended developing a total of 15 junior college 

districts, each defined along specific district lines (Colvert, 1963).  The report also 

affirmed the importance of maintaining local control of district colleges: 

It is believed that local control of a junior college in a large district is 
far better than fully state-supported junior colleges, all under a state 
junior college board.  Under a local junior college the district or area 
junior colleges will be more responsive to the local needs of the 
students and the community.  The very philosophy of the junior college 
demands that it be locally controlled. (p. 9). 
 

The study also recommended that the state provide 50% of the college operating 

budget and provide funds for capital costs.  The report was provided to the General 

Assembly in 1964, but the results were not what the junior colleges had planned 

(Gerber, 1969).  
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The General Assembly agreed that junior colleges were an important part of 

higher education and revised the state’s Educational Master Plan to include junior 

colleges.  But it also recommended that existing junior colleges be given the option of 

becoming fully state funded as part of a state system, or remain locally supported 

(Commission on Higher Education, 1992).  In order to implement this plan, the 

creation of a Junior College State Board was proposed.  No new colleges would be 

created at the local level and, instead of locally elected governing committees, the 

Junior College State Board would serve as the governing board over all junior colleges 

in the state (Commission on Higher Education, 1992).  These recommendations 

culminated in the passage of the Community College and Occupational Act of 1967 

and the formation of the Community College District (CCD) system which separated 

junior colleges and technical schools from sole local district control in all but four of 

the districts (Gerber, 1969).      

Summary 

The first theme of this literature review examined the history of board 

governance in the United States and revealed that external governing boards emerged 

from the desire for local autonomy and distrust of distant government prevalent in the 

early republican colonies.  This departure from European university governance model 

provided boards, rather than faculty and presidents, a unique opportunity to oversee 

higher education.  What began as a desire for local municipalities to have a greater say 

in their institutions, solidified after the Revolutionary War; the resistance to state and 

federal involvement was strengthened in the Dartmouth College challenge in the early 
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19th century.  The literature revealed that the arguments for state control of higher 

education made in the Dartmouth case would again be echoed in the 20th century, as 

states began to assert their power in exchange for institutional funding.  The junior 

college movement would reflect similar issues between local control and state 

support—leading to the two governance structures that exist in the community 

colleges used in this study.   

The literature showed that governance oversight then, and now, has been 

driven by three principles: (a) funding in higher education, (b) accountability, and (c) 

the demand that governing boards uphold the public good.  This next section examines 

the politics involved in higher education, the statewide governance reforms that have 

occurred in the last part of the 20th century, and the debate between proponents of 

locally controlled and state controlled institutions regarding the best structure of board 

governance for public educational institutions.  

The Politics of Board Governance in Higher Education   

As discussed in the previous section, governing boards have always been 

political—whether elected or appointed—but since the latter part of the 20th century, 

state legislatures have been actively participating in the reorganization of governing 

boards, blurring the line between autonomy and state control.  Although multiple 

reorganizations of governance structures occurred during this period, several scholars 

noted these changes were prompted not by an understanding of effective board 

governance or by how the board structure affects the institution (Dee, 2006; 

McLendon, Deaton, & Hearns, 2007; Volkwein & Tandberg, 2007).  Between 1983 
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and 1995, 33 special commissions were formed to look at state planning in higher 

education (McGuinness, 1994).  The driving force behind these reforms was primarily 

severe budget cuts and new state funding formulas; the secondary purpose was to 

strengthen ties between K–12 systems and higher education (Wellman, 2006).  No 

studies were found that examined whether the governance changes produced the 

results sought by the legislatures or if they were motivated by the goal of improving 

board oversight. 

The struggle to meet the demand for public accountability in higher education, 

while maintaining institutional autonomy, has been a critical challenge for legislatures 

and governing boards in the last part of the 20th century.  Although scholars agree that 

educational institutions require a certain amount of autonomy in order to maintain 

academic freedom, balancing local autonomy with state support has become more 

difficult (Dee, 2006; Wellman, 2006).  The fiscal constraints created by diminishing 

state budgets, the public demand for outcome-based initiatives, and the movement 

towards privatization in higher education has increased state involvement in college 

governance (Dee, 2006).  McLendon (2003) identified the 1950s and 1970s as a period 

of “widespread growth in state interventions and a concomitant decrease in the 

autonomy of colleges and universities” (p. 67).  But despite an increase in state 

involvement, “unanswered questions remain about the proper role and reach of state 

postsecondary coordination and governance” (Wellman, 2006, p. 56).  Dee (2006) also 

asked where the line should be drawn between “autonomy and absolute 

accountability” (p. 133) for both state and campus.  
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Changes in statewide governance structures.  The lack of agreement over 

which is the best governance model for colleges was seen in the 1990s, a decade that 

ushered in dramatic changes in the governance structures of many public higher 

education institutions.  The changes ranged from consolidating statewide systems, 

evolving towards a centralized governance structure, moving away from centralization 

while strengthening the authority of individual elected boards, and merging 

community colleges into four-year institutions.  Several states looked at deregulation 

of governance processes and replaced state boards with coordinating boards with the 

idea of providing greater institutional autonomy (Wellman, 2006).  Some states 

redesigned the powers of their state boards to limit their power and return more 

autonomy to the individual campuses.  Other legislatures strengthened their state 

boards, while still others divided their unified systems to separate community college 

governance from their public four-year institutions (McClendon, Deaton & Hearn, 

2007).   

McLendon, Deaton and Hearn (2007) detailed the shift towards governance 

reform in higher education from 1985 to 2000.  In that span, redesigns of statewide 

governance structures occurred in 22 states, with state governments considering more 

than 100 measures aimed at modifying the governance of higher education 

institutions.  Table 2.1 details the governance changes affecting community colleges 

from 1985 to 2000.   
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Table 2.1 

Statewide governance reforms implemented from 1985 to 2000  

 

Year Enacted State Changes Implemented 

 

1985 Washington Appointed nine member state 
coordinating board to provide 
planning, coordination and policy for 
higher education. 

1989 Alaska Merged three universities and 11 
community colleges into three multi-
campus institutions. 

1991 Minnesota Merged three separate systems into one 
coordinating board, reducing state 
board authority, granting more power 
to campus boards. 

1993 Arizona Replaced single state governing board 
with three separate boards for state, 
university, and community colleges. 

1994 Montana Restructured state governance of six 
four-year colleges and five two-year 
campuses, creating a coordinating 
board to which all colleges report. 

1997 Kentucky Created Kentucky Community and 
Technical College System, and 
transferred governance from the two-
year colleges to the state university 
system.  

 
1999 

 
Kansas 

 
Transferred supervision of community 
colleges and vocational schools from 
state Board of Education to Board of 
Regents. 

 
2000 

 
Florida 

 
Replaced statewide Board of Regents 
and established a K-20 “super board” 
to coordinate higher and lower  
education systems. 

* adapted from McClendon, Deaton & Hearn, 2007 p. 658. 

The fact that the reforms differed so greatly led the researchers (McLendon, 

Deaton, & Hearn, 2007) to conclude that the changes reflected a discontent with 
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higher education efficiency, and that statewide political unrest influenced reformation 

more than a real understanding of the governance changes needed in higher education.  

For example, in 2000, the Florida Board of Education supplanted all public 

educational boards, replacing them with a super-board to oversee the K–20 system of 

elementary and secondary institutions, community colleges, and eleven universities 

(MacTaggert, 2004).  Fifteen months later, Florida voters overturned the Board of 

Education’s reform and Florida’s public institutions reverted back to local 

maintenance of campus boards, but did not suspend the K–20 super-board.  Mills’ 

(2007) research of the Florida higher education system acknowledged the subsequent 

confusion resulting from operating two systems of oversight and stated that “new 

structures of governance are needed to cope with new environmental conditions that 

include constricted state resources, globalization, and the rapid development of 

information technology” (p. 162).  But Mills did not propose what those new 

structures might be.  Florida’s dual system further underscored the tension between 

state oversight and local control. 

McGuiness (2003) observed that 19 different governance models exist among 

the 50 states, and that between 1992 and 2002, 17 states experimented with changes in 

higher education governance models.  Locally elected community college boards are 

the standard in 17 states.  In 19 states, boards are appointed by the governor, local 

leaders, or elected officials.  Boards in the remaining states are selected by a 

combination of appointed or elected officials (O’Banion, 2009a).  Although there has 

been research acknowledging the impact of funding on governance practices (Mullin 
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& Honeyman, 2008; Tollefson, 2009), few studies have been conducted that examine 

the relationship between governance and state policy adoption (Volkwein & Tandberg, 

2007). 

Although changes in board governance are often driven by legislatures looking 

to exert more fiscal control over public institutions, the community colleges governed 

by the state board used in this study received less than 30% of their funding from the 

general fund, down from 50% in 2000, requiring the remaining needs to be covered by 

tuition (McCallin, 2007).  The two locally governed districts receive 13% to 20% of 

their funding from the state, but benefit from a mill levy that, as of 2011, added 

another 50% to the college’s operating budget. 

The literature reveals that overhauls of educational governance systems occur 

frequently at the statewide level, but that these changes may be politically motivated, 

implemented quickly, and are not supported by evidence detailing why change is 

required or how it will improve the current system (McLendon, Deaton, & Hearn, 

2007).  Yet few studies are available examining the organizational dynamics of boards 

and how they are shaped by the political, cultural, and social influences of decision-

making (Ramaley, 2006).   

The politics influencing appointed and elected boards.  McGuinness (1994) 

pointed out that state government now plays a central role in American higher 

education.  But that has not always been the case.  State governing boards are a 

relatively new trend in community colleges.  Prior to the 1950s, the predominant 

pattern of community college governance was for lay boards to exercise policy and 
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financial responsibility at the campus level (McClendon, Deaton & Hearn, 2007).  The 

post-war expansion of education caused states to re-evaluate their governance models 

in the effort to create stability and financial efficiency, but Ramaley (2006) observed 

that state intervention has not led to better governance. “As patterns of trust and 

consultation continue to break down, the roles of governing boards, especially boards 

that oversee multi-campus institutions or state systems, continue to expand” (p. 159), 

but to what end?  There is little evidence that requiring more from boards leads to 

fiscal efficiency.  And while there are strong advocates for both state operated and 

locally elected boards, neither board structure is free from the politicization of the 

board and the trustees who form those boards. 

Locally elected boards.  Elected boards presumably represent their 

constituents’ needs, but are also legally responsible for the institutions they serve.  

Individual trustees are elected by their local districts or wards, but they can only act as 

a board entity, which can lead to confusion over their correct role in the process.  This 

dual allegiance makes elected boards “less likely as a group to develop consensus” 

(Longanecker, 2006, p. 108).  Too often elected trustees perceive complex governance 

decisions as abdicating their responsibility to the constituents they serve.  In 

community college boards, this reluctance is often mitigated by local ties to the 

community, but also illustrates the argument that “to whom the board is beholden 

significantly affect the way in which that board governs” (Longanecker, 2006, p. 108).  

Although there are many critics who maintain that lay boards can no longer 

handle the complexities of our current higher education structure, local municipalities 
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have fiercely held onto the right to control their local schools (Martorana, 1963).  

Gehring (1998) warns, “higher education is in serious jeopardy of becoming a 

homogenized federal system of education” (p. 4) voicing the concern of those who 

fear state and federal interference in local governing issues.  Proponents of local board 

governance, not unlike Dartmouth’s supervisors, maintained that state and federal 

governments are not engaged in the operations of schools, lack understanding of local 

needs, and exert unwanted influence upon institutional governance.  But Dee (2006) 

pointed out that higher education has always operated with a loose connection 

between campus and state.  Higher education has never been entirely free from state or 

federal control, mainly because of funding.  Over time, institutions have “ceded their 

constitutional autonomy in exchange for increased funding from the state” (Dee, 2006, 

p. 143).  When community colleges were primarily funded by a local tax base 

autonomy was possible, but as colleges rely more and more on state funding, 

independence has become a challenge.  

But there is also a growing chorus of critics who argue against local 

governance for our educational institutions (Danzberger, 1994; Dougherty, 1994; 

Hermalin, 2004).  Danzberger (1994) declared that “lay boards of education have 

served the nation well as it grew from an agrarian society through rapid and awesome 

industrialization” (p. 377), but changes in demographics and the economy have 

created enormous pressures “for an institution whose role has not been re-thought in 

almost a century” (p. 377).  Hermalin (2004) asserted that lay boards do not possess 

the “necessary knowledge, incentive, or time” (p. 40) to make all the decisions 



#"!

!

!

required of them.  There are several issues that weaken lay boards’ ability to provide 

oversight: (a) lack of expertise, which increases reliance on the president and other 

administrators, (b) lack of time, (c) differing agendas and divisiveness, and (d) a need 

to reward constituent interests (Hermalin, 2004). 

Dougherty (1994) contended that the original mandate requiring lay boards to 

support the institution’s goals has been sublimated by the politics of local leaders.  

This has created a conflict for trustees between serving the constituents who elected 

them and fulfilling their responsibility as board members to support the mission of the 

college.  The inexperience and lack of professional guidance for local boards also 

contributes to a misunderstanding of the roles and responsibilities required of elected 

trustees (Kerr & Gade, 1989).   

Anderson and Davies (2000) conducted a case study featuring nine board 

members, each elected to a four-year term at a single community college in the 

western United States.  This study focused on trustee resistance to Carver’s policy 

governance model, which defines roles for boards.  The findings revealed a high level 

of discomfort regarding the expectation that board members should vote with the 

majority, even if they did not agree with the decision.  Although individual board 

members hold no legal authority for decision-making, the researchers’ case study 

revealed elected officials were much less likely to publicly vote with the majority if 

agreement meant voting against their constituents’ perceived wishes—even if that 

meant going against the stated college mission (Anderson & Davies, 2000).  These 

findings supported Dougherty’s thesis and pointed to the potential conflict of interest 
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for elected board members who, motivated by their political dependency on the 

resources of local business and community interests, may not always make decisions 

in the best interest of the college.   

Elected board members often mistake community activism with establishing 

policy.  In a study involving 59 college presidents and their experiences with board 

members, O’Banion (2009b) examined the issues that arise when a trustee is 

motivated by a political agenda.  The author concluded that the problems caused by a 

rogue trustee were long lasting, and few community colleges had policies in place to 

deal with or dismiss an errant trustee, despite the potential damage to an institution 

(O’Banion, 2009b).  In 1996, the Association of Governing Boards (AGB) proposed 

increasing the size of public boards to 15 or more members to minimize the danger 

posed by rogue board members and recommended selecting board members based on 

qualifications such as experience in large organizations, a fiscal acumen, and higher 

education experience (AGB, 1996).  This recommendation can only be achieved when 

boards are appointed. 

One of the biggest issues for presidents trying to manage boards is that the 

college president directs the operations of the institution, yet reports to the board.  If 

an individual trustee mistakes an oversight role for taking an active role in the 

college’s daily operations, who has authority to manage that board member?  

Duderstadt (2004), echoing the recommendations made by AGB, suggested college 

presidents of public institutions be allowed to evaluate potential board members and 

share, to a limited extent, in the selection of those members.  And if job qualifications 
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are required of the board members selected to serve on community college boards, this 

may also suggest that the democratic process of electing local community members to 

serve on boards may no longer be viable.  More research may be required examining 

boards that require members to meet job qualifications before determining if those 

boards are more effective in providing oversight for an institution. 

State-appointed boards.  State governing boards are defined as “the 

governmental and institutional structure responsible for the oversight of post 

secondary education in a state” (Wellman, 2006, p. 54).  In a state governance model, 

the state legislature serves as administrator of the institution, allocates resources, and 

serves the broader public interest, rather than the specific institution.  State governing 

boards, as well as state-appointed local boards, maintain fiscal control over an 

institution, appoint campus presidents, and oversee regulatory authority (Wellman, 

2006).  McGuinness (1994) noted that state boards may protect institutions from 

outside interference, cope with policy issues, protect college presidents, and stabilize 

decision-making.  

Although American higher education institutions have traditionally been 

suspicious of the influence state systems exert over local independence, the movement 

towards state governing boards accelerated after the 1980s.  As state budgets shrink, 

legislatures have desired more control over how boards manage the resources at public 

colleges.  And as funds disappear, state governments are faced with the dilemma of 

doing more with less; one way to manage higher education spending is to control the 

decisions boards make.  McClendon, Deaton and Hearn (2007) argued that state 
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boards create a rational neutral third party system serving both the individual campus 

and the state.  But Kerr and Gade (1989) noted that as states have moved towards 

more control and consolidation, higher education spending has also run counter to the 

development of a “national economic policy, toward more competition and autonomy” 

(p. 115).  In other words, it may be true that state systems can provide a more balanced 

approach to spending, but as states have intervened in fiscal decisions for public 

colleges, the result has been more competition between colleges for the same dollars.  

Not unlike elected trustees who struggle with a dual allegiance between 

constituents and the institution, however, Longanecker (2006) observed that appointed 

boards also have a difficult task “serving multiple masters” (p. 105).  Their legal 

responsibility is to the institution or system they serve, but they are also beholden to 

the state legislature or governor who appointed them.  Unlike elected trustees who 

may be in conflict with other board members, appointed trustees may have a difficult 

time evaluating what the institution can realistically become.  Appointed boards, 

which may be less connected to the operations of individual campuses, become 

infatuated with what they want the institution to be—which may be at odds with what 

the college can realistically become (Longanecker, 2006). 

Glenny, Berdahl, and Palola (1971) cautioned that the movement towards state 

board centralization, which increased competition for funding among colleges, put 

community colleges at a disadvantage; the authors maintained that the students who 

are most at risk of completing college are the most in need of the services that are 

likely to be cut from state budgets.  This argument was supported by a later study of 
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governance structures and state spending.  Lowry (2001) found that state boards were 

less likely to allocate funding for instruction, student services, and academic support 

than local boards.  The author did not conclude why spending in these areas was 

lower, but the study suggests that state boards are less connected with the students 

who benefit from these services, which can put disadvantaged community college 

students at risk.  Longanecker (2006) further criticized state boards for focusing on the 

“student as client and consumer of the institution” (p. 103) and not enough on the 

institution itself.  When state boards become regulatory agencies, they may neglect 

their guidance role—a risk when local boards are no longer involved in the culture of 

the college. 

Longanecker (2006) noted that how and why a board member is selected will 

influence how they govern.  Self-perpetuating boards, which choose themselves, tend 

to have the most flexibility because they often choose members who agree with the 

majority, and have certain skill sets complimentary to the board at large.  Longanecker 

(2006) argued that these boards have fewer agenda issues and tend to be more 

collaborative with other trustees.  The danger is that these boards, like their corporate 

counterpart, may be indebted to those who have appointed them and become insular in 

their decision-making processes.   

Districts governed by elected boards have long struggled with the challenge of 

minority populations governed by non-minority boards.  California, for example, 

chose to divide many local districts into wards in order to ensure that boards reflected 

the population they served (Bell, 2003).  State-appointed boards, in theory, are better 
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able to ensure minority representation, but the state board examined in this study was 

no more diverse than the elected boards.  Wellman (2006) argued that the ability of 

state-appointed boards to defend the public trust depends on the quality of the political 

appointment, which puts the institution at the same risk for politicization as elected 

boards.  State appointments must be protected from the influence of external pressure 

and political activism, but should also be sensitive to the diversity of student 

populations.  Organizations such as Association of College Trustees and Alumni 

(ACTA) have endangered this diversity and protection against over-politicization by 

successfully working with governors to promote the appointments of individuals that 

have specific political agendas (Wellman, 2006).  How minority appointments, or lack 

thereof, affect board decision-making has not been sufficiently explored in the 

literature. 

Summary.  The second theme of this literature review examined the politics 

that influenced the governing process in higher education.  The research supported that 

the last few decades have seen an increase in state involvement in educational 

governance.  But despite multiple reorganizations of governance structures, little 

progress has been made in understanding the organizational dynamics of boards, or the 

political influences that shape board oversight.  Despite strong arguments for and 

against local control and state oversight for community colleges, there is little research 

supporting which governance model is most effective for community colleges.  Kezar 

and Eckel (2004) noting the lack of research on governance effectiveness stated: 

“Previous scholarship focused almost exclusively on structural theories and to a lesser 
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extent on political theories and provided little explanation of, or few ideas for, 

improving governance”  (p. 373).  The literature shows that neither the state nor the 

institution have been doing a good job of promoting public accountability, nor 

demonstrating effective oversight in higher education, leaving boards open to criticism 

and continued attempts at governance reform (Wellman, 2006). 

The literature also identified some of the issues that occurred when elected 

trustees’ political agendas were in conflict with the mission of the college, but also 

pointed to the need for additional studies that indicate whether appointed trustees, who 

were also indebted to the governor or board that appointed them, were able to serve 

public community colleges more effectively.  This study examined the gaps in the 

literature by comparing the roles and responsibilities of elected and appointed boards, 

with the intent of providing research regarding if, and to what extent, they differ.  The 

next section reviewed the role of boards in the governance process, the roles and 

responsibilities of boards, and the importance of adopting clearly defined policies for 

trustees to follow. 

Boards and the Governance Process 

The philosophical role of the board of trustees has not varied greatly since the 

colonial era when the mission was to guide the institution, monitor performance, and 

provide support and guidance (Duryea, 2000).  In 1973, the Carnegie Commission on 

Higher Education issued six priority functions of a governing board.  In summary, 

boards should (a) hold and interpret the welfare of the institution, (b) act as a buffer 

between community/society and the campus, resisting inappropriate external 
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interference and interacting with the changing realities of surrounding society, (c) be 

the final arbiter of internal disputes involving administration, faculty, and students, (d) 

be the agent of change, deciding what changes should be encouraged and when, (e) 

take responsibility of financial welfare, and (f) provide governance over the institution 

(Mayhew, 1973). 

Most scholars agree with the lofty goals established by the Carnegie 

Commission, but how do boards turn these ideals into action when governing an 

institution?  This next section looked at the role of boards, how well boards understand 

their roles and responsibilities, what board resistance exists to adopting specific 

governance policies and how trustees prepare for taking on the responsibilities of 

being a board member. 

Roles and responsibilities of boards.  There have been many documents 

outlining best practices for the roles and responsibilities of boards (AGB, 2010b; 

Carver, 1997; Fisher, 1991; Weisman & Vaughn, 1997) but most of these studies have 

focused on a practitioner approach (Chait, Holland & Taylor, 1993).  The fact that 

there has been so much writing attempting to define a governing board’s 

responsibilities may indicate how complicated it is to translate the goals to reality. 

Longanecker (2006) stated, “How can boards govern for the real world rather than for 

an idealized world?” (p. 96).  Legally a governing board is responsible for establishing 

board policy and institutional governance, ensuring the fiscal integrity of the 

institution, evaluating institutional performance, and appointing and evaluating the 

president (AGB, 2010a; Carver, 1997; Fisher, 1991; Reed, 2001).  But after 



$+!

!

!

establishing the legal standards, the literature varies widely in how boards should 

operate.  AGB (2010b) advocated boards overseeing the educational quality of 

academic programs; Fisher (1991) and O’Banion (2009a) encouraged boards to ensure 

proper orientation of all its members.  Carver (1997) emphasized board oversight 

rather than active participation in daily college operations, and Wellman (2006) 

argued that conformity should not be the goal for boards, but establishing a clear 

policy on roles and responsibilities for each institution should be their primary 

imperative.  

Given the magnitude of the responsibilities of board oversight, especially as 

fiscal challenges escalate in higher education, the lack of specific direction for trustees 

may be an obstacle to effective governance.  AGB (2010b) encouraged trustees to 

understand three main principles: (a) board members should be advocates for public 

education; (b) trustees should ensure the needs of the institution are balanced with the 

public good; and (c) board members should make decisions in the best interest of the 

institution and speak publicly with a single voice (p.4).  But Ramaley (2006) noted 

that despite literature detailing their roles, boards are increasingly confused about their 

priorities—are they responsible for the social, political, and economic demands of 

their constituents or to the greater educational public good?  And who defines public 

good—the institution or the state?  

Wellman (2006) noted that most of the literature on governance focuses on 

how structures of governance should work, rather than describing how they do work.  

The author also acknowledged that most studies discuss the inefficiency of higher 
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education governance rather than identifying what effective governance is or could be 

(p. 52).  Chait, Holland, and Taylor (1993), in their study of 108 presidents and 

trustees at 22 institutions, attempted to describe the behaviors, characteristics, and 

performance outcomes of effective boards.  The goal of the case study was to examine 

boards as a group, not individuals, and to determine if the behaviors of effective and 

ineffective boards differed.  They defined effective as reputation from experts, 

constituents, and other trustees, rather than measuring institutional outcomes.  Six core 

competencies were identified for effective boards: 

1. Understanding of the culture and processes of the institution being 

governed. 

2. Being well-informed about the institution, the profession and the 

boards’ role, responsibilities, and performance. 

3. Operating as a group and attending to the collective welfare of the 

boards. 

4. Drawing upon and recognizing multiple perspectives to complex 

issues. 

5. Maintaining good relationships with key constituents. 

6. Envisioning and ensuring a strategic direction to the organizations’ 

future. 

The authors concluded that the president was the key to ensuring trustees 

remained engaged in following these six competencies.  The study found that the most 

effective boards had presidents who acted as facilitators, relaying necessary 
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information to the board in regular study sessions, and who created structured 

opportunities for constituent groups to interact with the board.  Presidents who sought 

to monitor all constituent interaction with trustees were less successful in managing 

the flow of information.  Boards that had clear guidelines for channeling potentially 

biased information from disaffected campus groups reported improved relationships 

with the campus, the president, and a better understanding of effective board behavior.  

But lacking a good president, how do board members find the tools to perform their 

duties as trustees? 

Fewer than 15% of community college boards follow a specific model of 

governance (Boggs & Smith, 1997; Kubala, 1999; Potter & Phelan, 2008).  To address 

this omission, the Association of Community College Trustees (ACCT) commissioned 

a report on board governance (Carver & Mayhew, 1994) that moved board 

responsibilities away from a micromanagement style towards a model of strategic 

planning.  ACCT’s goal in commissioning Carver and Mayhew to design a 

governance model for community colleges was to provide trustees with a structure in 

which to operate and a model to assist in decision-making (Anderson & Davies, 2000).  

Carver’s policy governance model, referred to as policy governance, emphasized 

board oversight rather than active participation; boards should be engaged in 

operational policies, but not involved in the daily college operations (Carver, 1997).   

Carver (1997) proposed that control over the minutiae of operational details 

should reside under the jurisdiction of senior administrators, not board members.  The 

four categories of board governance—public good, presidential authority, governance 
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policies, and board-president relationship—engaged board members in “outcomes 

rather than activities, and resolves such issues as mission, priorities, and target 

recipient groups” (Carver, 1997, p. xviii).  Further, community college boards must act 

as one voice; individual board members have no authority, only the board as a single 

entity has the power to affect change (Carver & Mayhew, 1994; Reed, 2001).  ACCT 

adopted the model and encouraged its membership to include it in local governance. 

Although much had been written on board roles, prior to Carver’s governance 

model little had been done to clearly identify the role of a trustee, beyond that of 

providing oversight for the community’s interests.  Although Carver’s model offered a 

clear prototype for board members to follow, it did not adequately address the legal 

ramifications to boards responsible for institutional decisions with which they do not 

clearly understand or agree.  Potter and Phelan (2008) proposed community college 

boards resist Carver’s model because it either “represented change from the status 

quo” (p. 15) or was abandoned because “trustees did not like the loss of control over 

decisions made by the president or chancellor” (p. 15).   

Anderson and Davies’ 2000 study of Carver’s model acknowledged the 

relevance of a governance policy in “assisting community college presidents and 

boards of trustees in conducting business with the college and the community” (p. 

726), but were skeptical the model would change the conflicts caused by individual 

board member agendas.  The authors agreed with Dougherty’s (1994) assessment that 

lay boards have compromised the community college mission through special interest 

agendas.  But few studies were available that examined whether the lack of clear 
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procedures defining the responsibilities of elected board members helps or hinders 

institutional performance. 

Because college presidents report to the board, relinquishing all operational 

decisions to the president has proved a challenge for many elected officials.  Carver’s 

model works best when all parties—the board, president, faculty, and staff—maintain 

defined governance roles, engage in regular communication, and agree to work 

together for the good of the institution.  As critics noted (Anderson & Davies, 2000; 

Keller, 2004), if any of these factors are not in place, the governance policy is less 

effective.  A major flaw in Carver’s model is it does not address how board members 

balance their elected mandate of maintaining legal oversight of the institution, with 

relinquishing operational control to the institutional staff.  As a result, Carver’s model 

has met with great resistance from board members not wanting to abdicate their legal 

authority to the college president.  But no other model has provided a clear alternative 

to Carver’s model, leaving a gap in clearly articulated roles and responsibilities for 

trustees who desire direction. 

Despite awareness that clearly articulated roles and responsibilities are 

necessary, incorporating any governance policy at community colleges has proved 

challenging.  In a survey of 82 community college presidents hired between 1995 and 

1997, 52 responded, and of those respondents only 64% were familiar with Carver’s 

model.  More than 75% of the presidents surveyed supported some kind of model, yet 

only 18% of their boards followed a governance model (Kubala, 1999).  Reasons cited 
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for not using the model were “lack of interest, opposition to the concept, and that more 

education was needed on how a board should function” (Kubala, 1999, p. 188).   

Although this is a relatively small sampling, and the survey method only 

included new presidents, these data were consistent with the number of colleges that 

follow Carver’s model nationwide (Smith, 1997).  But without defined performance 

standards, how can a board “measure an individual board member’s performance and 

provide the foundation for the board to serve as a collective body” (AGB, 2010a, p. 

14)?  The lack of clear requirements for board members to follow is a gap this study 

seeks to address. 

Board preparation.  In a 1995 study (N=139 colleges), Weisman and Vaughn 

(1997) found that only 14% of community college boards required new trustees to 

participate in an orientation providing guidance on their roles and responsibilities as 

board members.  Although over 70% of new board members were encouraged to 

attend some kind of orientation, only 16% of those boards provided formal training.  

That same study revealed 70% of orientations focused on policy development, 

followed closely by the topic of goal setting, which was featured 69% of the time (as 

cited in Davis, 1997).  When boards engaged in professional development, the “most 

common topic for discussion was budget and financial management of the college” 

(Davis, 1997, p. 21), followed by trustee roles and the board-president relationship 

(Weisman & Vaughn, 1997).  In other words, little external expertise is being 

employed by boards and, without proper incentive to engage in professional 

development, most of these entities are left to dictate their own training.  In states 
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where board members were appointed and expected to participate in trustee education, 

however, board members usually complied (Davis, 1997).  More research is needed to 

determine if boards are more effective when orientations are mandated, but Weisman 

and Vaughan’s study implied when board development is not required, board initiative 

for their own professional growth is inconsistent. 

Chait, Holland, and Taylor’s (1993) research also supported Weisman and 

Vaughn’s (1997) findings.  In their study of effective board members, they concluded 

that there were three reasons trustees are uncertain how to serve in their role as board 

members: (a) the majority of trustees are not prepared for their responsibilities prior to 

their appointment or election, (b) few trustees benefit from a “thorough orientation or 

ongoing board development programs after joining a board” (p. 8), and (c) most of 

what is conventional wisdom about board roles has not been tested empirically nor is 

it methodologically sound.  The authors also concluded that too often board members 

are successful individuals who do not function well within a group.  This finding may 

suggest that more research is needed to provide sound data about board functions, and 

cast doubt that merely having job qualifications for board members will ensure the 

ability to work effectively together. 

There are signs of a growing awareness among presidents and their boards of 

the importance of board orientation and a definition of roles and responsibilities.  

According to the most recent survey conducted on governance (AGB, 2009), 94% of 

all new board members went through an orientation defining roles and responsibilities, 



$'!

!

!

but 66% spent only a half day on this important training; fewer than 20% spent a full 

day. 

Trustees with no mandatory orientation regarding the governance process are 

especially vulnerable to misunderstanding their role (O’Banion, 2009a).  The 

Commission on the Future of Community Colleges (ACCJC, 1988) recommended 

community college trustees avoid attempting to “manage the institution” (p. 14) or 

confuse its role with the internal governance process in place at the institution.  The 

report also emphasized the need for “continuing trustee education at local, regional, 

and national meetings” (p. 14).  But Ingram (2003) warned that poorly designed 

orientations can actually do harm to the board and institution, by “fostering negative 

impressions and inhibiting contributions of new board members” (p. 1).   

According to Chait, Holland, and Taylor, (1993), a well-designed orientation 

must include dialogue, discussion, and active engagement from participants.  Too 

often, orientations are led by college staff and focus solely on presentation.  Ingram 

(2003) advocated that orientations must take into account that boards have varying 

experience with governance and recommends that new trustees be “provided with 

unambiguous information on the board’s responsibilities, as well as those of individual 

trustees” (p. 6).  The author also recommended “boards adopt clear job descriptions 

which should be included in the bylaws” (p. 6).  But AGB (2009) found that only 62% 

of all public boards have adopted policy statements on board member responsibilities.  

As trusteeship moves away from the college mission and towards special interests 

(Danzberger, 1994; Dougherty, 1994), the question remains: What can be done at the 
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local or statewide level to ensure trustees implement, understand, and follow a clearly 

defined governance model?   

Although this increase in training shows that more attention is being paid to 

providing direction for elected officials, the short duration spent on defining roles may 

result in an overinflated sense of preparation—a barrier to improvement.  Of the 205 

board members responding to a 2006 survey on professional development, 75% 

admitted they did not have a sound understanding of their legal role in policy-making 

(Rytmeister & Marshall, 2007).  

Summary.  The third theme of this literature review examined the roles and 

responsibilities of boards and their preparation as trustees.  Although there has been 

much written about the roles and responsibilities of boards, the research indicated that 

few trustees are adequately prepared for their roles as board members and, as a result, 

lack the understanding necessary for effectively performing their responsibilities.  

Most studies focused on the inefficiency of higher education governance, rather than 

identifying what effective governance is or could be.  The literature on governance 

revealed more about how governance structures should work, rather than describing 

how they do work, leading to continued confusion for board members desiring specific 

guidance on their oversight role. 

Although there have been multiple studies examining the board-president 

relationship, little research was found describing whether this relationship is affected 

by the process of appointing or electing board members or how well these trustees 

understand their role.  The review of literature supported the need for clearly 
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articulated policies to improve board understanding of its roles and responsibilities, 

and underscores the necessity for trustee professional development.   

Summary of Literature Review 

The literature reviewed in the three major sections of this review: (a) the 

history of board governance in the United States, (b) the politics of board governance 

in higher education, and (c) boards and the governance process, supported a strategic 

approach to studying the roles of boards and the differences between appointed and 

elected trustees.  Due to the many changes, demands, and threats facing community 

colleges, allowing inexperienced boards to wrestle with these issues is imprudent. “To 

assign the fate of these important institutions to inexperienced and increasingly 

political governing boards isolated from accountability is simply not in the public 

interest” (Duderstadt, 2004, p. 156). 

The two research questions guiding this study are: (a) To what extent do the 

roles and responsibilities of politically appointed trustees and locally elected trustees 

differ, and (b) how prepared are state boards and elected boards for their oversight 

roles and responsibilities?  The literature reviewed for this study revealed few studies 

identifying the differences between elected and appointed trustees.  Although there are 

many studies examining board development and the board-president relationship, most 

of these studies take a practitioner approach and offer prescriptive solutions for 

improving board development.  Little research has been conducted comparing types of 

boards and the degree to which politicization of the governance process or board 

preparation affects an institution.   
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Although ample literature exists detailing governance systems and board roles 

and responsibilities, there were virtually no studies examining the differences 

between, and benefits or limitations of, the governance oversight employed by state 

boards and/or locally elected boards.  The literature also revealed that most boards are 

inadequately prepared for their oversight role and that more research is needed to 

determine if some boards are more prepared for their oversight role and, if so, why?  

The literature review supported the main assumption of this study that there is 

a gap in the research comparing elected and appointed trustees.  One question posed 

by the literature is whether boards are willing to engage in professional development 

for the good of their board service, and if state-supported or locally elected board 

oversight would result in better board management.  The purpose of this research 

study was to examine the difference between the roles and responsibilities of elected 

and appointed boards and how that affects the governance process of the institutions 

they represent.   
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Chapter III: Design of Study 

The purpose of this study was to compare how elected and appointed board 

trustees provided oversight for the community colleges they serve.  Two board models 

within the same state offered a unique opportunity to compare differences in locally 

elected and state-appointed boards.  This study used an interpretive social science 

(ISS) research approach and employed the case study method to compare the roles and 

responsibilities of the locally elected and state-appointed community college boards.  

This chapter describes the methodology, rationale, and description of the 

selected method, purpose of the method and key concepts, and steps in employing this 

method.  Included is a description of data required and collection techniques, criteria 

for case and participant selection, data analysis, data collection strategies, and the 

approach used to protect human subjects. 

The choice of research method reflects the researcher in intended and 

unintended ways. Van Manen (1990) noted that the questions employed by the 

researcher have “much to do with the research method one tends to identify with and 

reflects the interest that makes one an educator in the first place” (p. 2).  According to 

Creswell (2008), the choice of a research approach is influenced by the “personal 

skills, training, and experiences of the researcher” (p. 63).  An interpretive social 

science worldview maintains that results are relative, and knowledge is subjective, yet 

research can communicate fallible, but scientifically, sound results (Greenwood, 

1994).  In light of this researcher’s potential subjective biases, the data collection and 

analysis process of the research followed clearly articulated steps that included 
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piloting of interview questions, member checking, and data triangulation to ensure that 

bias is minimized.  The next sub-section discusses the foundations of an interpretive 

social science (ISS) epistemology. 

Interpretive Social Science 

Nietzsche (1967) stated “all things are subject to interpretation; whichever 

interpretation prevails at a given time is a function of power and not truth” (p. 46).  

Interpretive social science asks the questions: (a) what does it mean to study the 

human being in his or her humanness, (b) what methodology is used for this kind of 

study, and (c) how best can we use research to question the way we experience the 

world (van Manen, 1990)?  An interpretive approach is the act of researching or 

questioning with the intentional act of bringing the world into focus. 

Purpose of ISS to research.  Interpretive analysis explores the “meaning 

experiences, events, and states hold for participants” (Smith & Osborn, 2008, p. 54).  

The goal of ISS research is to understand personal experience rather than provide an 

objective account of an event.  The research question is paramount in the interpretive 

process.  Research questions should be framed broadly and in a way that allows 

participants to respond openly.  Unlike a positivist approach, there is no attempt to test 

a predetermined hypothesis but, instead, to detail an event or issue thoroughly. Truth 

can be discovered, but the interpretation of data is subject to the context in which it 

exists.  The purpose of an ISS approach is to understand how participant interaction is 

influenced by the situation and the individuals involved (Simmel, 1950).   
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An interpretive approach also emphasizes the role of the researcher and the 

complications that arise because of the researcher’s own perspective.  An interpretive 

researcher “conducts a reading to discover meaning embedded within the text.  Each 

reader brings his or her subjective experience to a text” (Neuman, 2003, p. 76).  Van 

Manen (1990) argued that a human approach to educational research is essential in 

order to provide practical application to educators.  An interpretive research approach 

illuminates the seemingly inconsequential details of human behavior in a way that can 

be insightful and applicable to social action.  

Major assumptions and authors related to ISS.  Interpretive social science 

originated in the late nineteenth century, deriving from the hermeneutic view that 

“differentiated the sciences of nature from the study of man” (Giddens 1976, p. 2).  

Championed by sociologist Weber and philosopher Dilthey (Neuman, 2003), the 

hermeneutical philosophical movement maintained that human behavior has no 

counterpart in nature and, therefore, cannot be interpreted solely through the laws of 

nature.  Human nature is meaningful and must be explained through the lens of 

cultural values that influence human behavior and social interaction (Weber, 1958).  

Weber also maintained that all human understanding, or verstehen, must be applied to 

social action, and, in turn, human action evolves from a political, social, and cultural 

context.   

Empathy is also an important component of an interpretive approach.  The 

philosopher Scheler (as cited in Psathas, 1989) examined how experience influenced 

the expression of empathy in human interaction.  Scheler’s research introduced the 
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relationships between the individual and the culture, concluding that research 

involving the self examines human drives and impulses, whereas cultural studies are 

concerned with ideas and values.  

The interpretive approach is defined by an assumption that humans are both 

the object and subject; Simmel (1950) championed the concept that an understanding 

of the dynamism of society must be factored into any expression of truth and reality.  

Mannheim (1954) proposed that the institutions and social structures that support 

human activity are subject to re-interpretation.  How context affects the ideas 

supported by social groups will supplement and inform our knowledge and 

interpretation of the practical affairs of daily life (Mannheim, 1954). 

How the ISS approach will be used in this study.  This study compared the 

governance roles and responsibilities of appointed and elected trustees.  As discussed 

in the literature review, the trustee position is directly influenced by social, political, 

and cultural events; the interactions between and actions taken by boards evolve from 

a sociological context (Weber, 1958).  Using the ISS approach in this study was 

supported by Mannheim’s (1954) assumption that social interaction is essential to 

understanding the connection between groups, individuals, and activities.  This study 

attempted to derive meaning from how board members understand their roles, perform 

their responsibilities, and influence decision-making in a community college context.   

Methodological approach for this research.  When determining the best 

method for this study, this researcher first identified the research problem, reviewed 

the literature, and defined the questions.  According to Creswell (2008), the following 
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six steps determine the research approach: (a) identify the research problem, (b) 

review the literature, (c) specify the research purpose and questions, (d) collect data, 

(e) analyze and interpret the data, and (f) report and evaluate.  The research problem 

for this study proposes that little examination of board governance processes at 

community colleges has occurred and, as a result, board members lack the 

understanding necessary for effectively performing their responsibilities.  

Neuman (2003) stated that if a problem is both description-oriented and 

exploratory, the research could lend itself to either a quantitative or qualitative 

approach.  But the literature review, research purpose, and questions for this study 

were general and broad which, according to Creswell (2008), meant the research 

would lean towards a qualitative study.  Lichtman (2010) defines qualitative research 

as information “filtered through the researcher’s eyes and ears, and influenced by his 

or her experience, knowledge, skill, and background” (p. 16).  Lichtman (2010) also 

defines qualitative research as the why question, instead of the what or how many.  

The research for this study was inductive—emerging from the general to the specific 

(Patten, 2005)—the patterns that emerged from the data collected were examined and 

an analysis of a theme developed (Trochim, 2006).  The next section details the case 

study research design that was used, and steps that were taken, in this study. 

Case Study Method and Rationale 

Case study research design attempts to develop an in-depth description and 

analysis of a specific case or multiple cases (Stake, 1995) and is one of several 

research methods that support the interpretive social science epistemology.  According 
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to Neuman (2003), qualitative researchers rely on data obtained through observation, 

videotape, verbal and nonverbal communication, and field studies when conducting a 

study using an interpretive social science approach.  When designing a case study, the 

researcher must “define the ideas to be examined and the specific case to be studied” 

(Yin, 2004, p. xix) for the conclusions to be valid.  This becomes the purpose for the 

study.  

Yin (2009) distinguished between the case, defined as the “real-life set of 

events from which data will be drawn”, and the case study, which is “the substance of 

the research inquiry, consisting of the research questions, theoretical perspectives, 

empirical findings, interpretations, and conclusions” (p. xiv).  For this study, three 

governing boards that oversee the community and technical colleges in the same state 

were the cases.  The study compared the roles and responsibilities of the trustees 

within these three boards.  Because there are multiple cases, this study is identified as 

a multiple or collective case study.  Pseudonyms were used for each case in order to 

maintain confidentiality.  Table 3.1 provides an overview of the three boards 

examined in this study.  

Table 3.1 

Detail of Cases 

 

Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 

• Northern Community 
College District 
(NCC) 

• 5 Member Elected 
Board 

• 3 Campuses 

• Central Community 
College System 
(CCCS) 

• 9 Member Appointed 
Board 

• 13 Campuses 

• Western Community 
College District 
(WCC) 

• 7 Member Elected 
Board 

• 7 Campuses 
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The research questions guiding this study were: (a) to what extent do the roles 

and responsibilities of politically appointed trustees and locally elected trustees differ 

and (b) how prepared are state boards and elected boards for their oversight role and 

responsibilities?  The first question implied that the roles and responsibilities of board 

members may differ.  A case study, with its emphasis on observing the organizational 

structure in the hopes of identifying issues (Stake, 1995), was a compatible design for 

this kind of qualitative research.  The second question identified that relevant 

preparation may be needed to increase board understanding or their roles; the author 

(Stake, 1995) stated “issues can be good research questions for organizing a case 

study” (p. 17).  Because all three boards existed within a specific context, the 

questions posed were well-suited to a case study.  This research design was chosen 

“precisely because researchers are interested in insight, discovery, and interpretation 

rather than hypothesis testing” (Merriam, 1988, p. 10).  An explanation of the 

collective case study research method follows.  

Key concepts of the case study method.  The case study is distinguished from 

other interpretive research methods, because the researcher explores an issue within a 

bounded, or specific, context or setting (Creswell, 2008).  A case study is also ideal for 

examining the interrelationships that occur within and because of a certain context 

(Stake, 1995).  The case study approach allows the researcher to apply general 

principles to specific situations or examples.  

Case studies can involve an individual, groups of individuals, a program, 

system, or activity (Creswell, 2008).  For a collective case study, an issue is identified, 
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but the researcher studies several units, or cases—including research sites and 

individuals—to analyze the issue.  The collective case study design employs 

replication techniques; the researcher repeats the same technique at each site in order 

to ensure that generalizations made from each site are valid (Yin, 2009).  It is 

impossible to control the context of each case, but the site selection is key in ensuring 

each case is representative of the issue being studied.  

Case studies often focus on government or legal actions, but they can also 

involve abstract topics or organizational processes (Pressman & Wildavsky, 2004).  

Although the case study approach can be used in both qualitative and quantitative 

research designs, Merriam (1988) advocated employing a qualitative, descriptive 

approach when conducting educational research; the data are analyzed within the case 

context and setting.   

Benefits.  A collective case study provides the researcher with multiple 

opportunities to analyze the data.  This has potential for a broader application when 

claiming implications based on the findings.  In collecting and analyzing data from 

two or more cases, the research design can be strengthened, and the reliability of the 

data interpretation supported.  Merriam (1988) noted that case studies are an effective 

design for practical problems—questions and events that emerge from situational 

practice.  For this study, the roles and responsibilities that board members practice is 

organic, and yet the question asked if these roles were properly understood.  By 

comparing elected and appointed boards, a collective case study offered the 

opportunity to observe the dynamics that shape board understanding of their roles, and 
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interpret differences, if they exist. Guba and Lincoln (1981) also identified the 

importance of interpreting the meaning of “demographic and descriptive data in terms 

of cultural norms and mores, community values, deep-seated attitudes and notions” (p. 

119).  Cases studies, by incorporating many variables over a period of time, allow for 

an in-depth observation of the phenomena being studied. 

Limitations.  The limitation of the collective case study design includes the 

time required to study multiple sites, and the difficulty ensuring the same techniques 

are used in the research process.  Yin (2004) suggested that the researcher use a cross-

case approach to a multiple case study.  Rather than tallying results to arrive at general 

findings, the researcher builds arguments across the cases that strengthen connections 

based on relevant literature and theory.  The discovery of new relationships, a 

rethinking of the key questions based on the data that emerges, and the potential 

change in participants can also pose dangers to the research over time (Merriam, 

1988).  To address this limitation, this study used an initial questionnaire to identify 

themes that were explored more thoroughly during the interview and observation 

phase. 

Authors associated with the case study research design.  Noted contributors 

to the development of case study design are Robert E. Stake (1995) who defined the 

case study as “the study of particularity and complexity of a case or cases, coming to 

understand its activity within important circumstances” (p. xi).  Robert K. Yin (2009) 

identified case study research as “capturing both a phenomenon, or real-life event, and 

its context or natural setting” (p. xii) and maintained that case study is especially 
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useful when it is difficult to separate the event from its context.  Merriam (1988) noted 

“case study research is an ideal design for understanding and interpreting observations 

of educational phenomena” (p. 2).  Other researchers advocating the case study 

approach have been identified in the preceding subsections.  

Major steps for carrying out the case study method.  Yin (2009) identified 

five components for conducting sound case study research: (a) defining the questions; 

(b) specifying any propositions to be examined; (c) specifying the units of analysis; (d) 

linking the data to the propositions; and (e) establishing the criteria for interpreting the 

findings.  

In this collective case study, the questions helped describe how appointed and 

elected governing boards function in community colleges, and examined how elected 

and appointed trustees provided leadership for the institutions they served.  A 

questionnaire was developed to ascertain trustee perceptions about their roles and 

responsibilities in college governance and how those perceptions might differ between 

appointed and elected trustees.  Selected board members were interviewed based on 

the themes that emerged from the questionnaire, and observations were conducted at 

public board meetings in order to view the interactions between board officials, 

college leaders, and community members.  Board meeting minutes were also 

examined for trends in decision-making, based on the themes developed from the 

questionnaire and interviews.  The case study approach provided the best research 

design to compare the board governance structures involving elected and appointed 

officials.   
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Procedures 

Stake (1995) noted the data collection for case study research is usually 

extensive and involves multiple sources of information.  Yin (2009) recommended six 

types of information be included in a case study approach: (a) documents, (b) archival 

material, (c) interviews, (d) direct and indirect observations, (e) participant 

observations, and (f) physical artifacts.  This next section of the study details the 

procedures that were employed to identify, collect, and ensure the trustworthiness of 

the data used in this study. 

Data needs.  For this case study, the researcher followed Guba and Lincoln’s 

(1981) case study structure by examining the issue of board governance within its 

institutional context, identifying the factors that affect board governance, and 

analyzing the lessons learned.  The data required involved access to board members 

who provided the data needed to answer the research questions.  This data included a 

structured questionnaire and semi-structured interview questions, solid documentation 

of the questionnaire and interviews, observations and notes of public board meetings, 

access to archival material—including meeting minutes, board policies, and internal or 

external documents detailing governance processes—all of these data were examined 

for thematic consistency and commonality.   

Site and participation selection.  Before data could be collected, participants 

and sites were identified.  Then access to the sites and rapport with the participants 

were established.  Miles and Huberman (1994) encouraged researchers to identify a 

sampling strategy before determining who and where the case study should take place.  
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In this study, the case sites were chosen from the only three community college boards 

in the state.  In order to determine which participants would be part of the study, a 

questionnaire was sent to the 21 board members serving the two local districts and the 

state board requesting information on their roles and responsibilities.  The results of 

the questionnaire assisted in determining which board members provided the best 

interview data for this case study.  

Sites.  The sites considered for inclusion in this study were the three boards 

that oversee the 23 community colleges in the state chosen—two locally elected 

boards and a state-appointed board.  These sites were previously detailed in Table 3.1.  

These boards were chosen because they provided an opportunity for comparing 

elected boards with state-appointed boards.  The state board serving the Central 

Community College System (CCCS) consisted of nine members, all of whom were 

appointed by various governors, and had oversight for 13 community colleges.  The 

two district boards consisted of Northern Community College District (NCC), which 

was governed by five locally elected board members who had oversight for three 

campuses, and Western Community College District (WCC), which was governed by 

seven locally elected trustees with responsibility for seven main campuses and four 

satellite campuses. 

Participants. When choosing participants, the researcher first needs to 

“intentionally sample a group of people that can best inform the researcher about the 

research problem under examination” (Creswell, 2008, p. 118).  The participants most 

equipped to contribute to this data were the board members who took part in the 
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decision-making processes of each institution and who have the authority to effect 

policy.  This included the current locally elected or state-appointed board members 

responsible for community colleges in the state chosen for this study.  Past state-

appointed board members were also included because access was not granted to 

current state board members.  These past board members had departed from the state 

board in March 2010 and April 2011 respectively, so their perspective was still quite 

current.  The college or system presidents were not included in this case study, except 

to determine how they affect or indirectly influence the decision-making process of 

board members. 

Data collection methods.  Case study data collection involves building an in-

depth picture of the case.  Creswell (2008) noted that the number of cases chosen for a 

collective case study should “provide ample opportunity to identify themes of the 

cases as well as conduct cross-case theme analysis” (p. 128).  Four data collection 

methods were used in this study: questionnaire, interviews and analysis of the 

resulting transcripts, observations of board meetings, including in-person observations 

and a review of audio recordings, and a review of board meeting minutes.  Board 

policy review and analysis were also examined primarily as a comparison to the 

primary data.  The four primary data sources complemented one another and allowed 

for data triangulation and development of converging lines of inquiry (Yin, 2009).  

Questionnaire.  A questionnaire seeking information on trustee backgrounds, 

board roles and responsibilities, and trustee preparation was developed.  A sample of 

the questionnaire is detailed in Appendix C.  The questionnaire included topical 
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information questions, helped define the context for the case study, and assisted in 

identifying participants and topics required for further interview.  These topical 

questions were defined by Stake (1995) as the questions that provide the “information 

needed for a description of the case” (p. 25).  Stake further noted that the topical 

questions will differ from the issues identified in the research questions, and should 

allow for fluidity, but the author noted these questions progressively identify the 

issues that will guide the case study.  Because the questionnaire was used to establish 

baseline themes and identify interviewees, the response rate was important, but not 

crucial to the rest of the case study data.   

The questionnaire was then piloted by experts prior to distribution; one expert 

specialized in institutional research and has written hundreds of surveys and 

questionnaires; another expert was a board official not included in this study.  

Colleagues were also solicited for input.  At the end of each questionnaire, the 

participant was asked if he or she would be willing to participate in a voluntary 

interview.   

To assist in the questionnaire response rate, permission for access to board 

members was requested in advance of sending the questionnaires. The state board 

system president, however, did not grant access to the sitting state-appointed board 

members, so questionnaires were sent to past state board members who were 

recommended by other state officials.  

In January 2011, a recruitment letter, accompanying the electronic 

questionnaire, was sent to a total of 16 board members on three boards (See Appendix 
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B and C).  This included 12 locally elected board members and four past board 

members who govern community colleges in the selected state.  All participants were 

notified of the release and timeline for the questionnaire, and assured of 

confidentiality.  A total of six participants responded to the questionnaire for a 38% 

return rate and helped define the interview questions that formed the foundation for 

the case study.  Trustees were asked during the questionnaire if they were willing to 

participate in a follow-up interview.  Three of the trustees who completed the 

questionnaire agreed to be interviewed.  Three additional trustees were approached by 

the researcher at board meetings and agreed to be interviewed, but did not complete 

the questionnaire.  The data that emerged from the questionnaire were grouped into 

categories and themes identified for follow-up and verification during the interview 

phase.   

Interviews.  Interview questions were developed to correspond with the 

research questions in this study.  This researcher followed the seven stages of 

interview research, as outlined by Kvale (1996): (a) categorizing, (b) designing, (c) 

interviewing, (d) transcribing, (e) analyzing for themes, (f) verifying, and (g) reporting 

(p. 90).  

The interview questions were first categorized into three parts: (a) roles and 

responsibilities, (b) preparation and process, and (c) institutional governance process 

(See Appendix E) and careful attention was paid to a design that would answer either 

what, why, or how questions for the case study.  Marshall and Rossman (1995) noted 

the appropriateness of providing semi-structured, open-ended questions when 
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interviewing participants holding positions of power in an institution.  In order to 

compare differences in board role and responsibilities, the interview questions were 

designed in outline form and followed a similar format for each interview, but to allow 

for additional probing and for follow-up to individual responses, the interview 

questions were semi-structured.  This design allowed for maximum variance, while 

also allowing a comparison of each response.  The questions were then piloted for 

clarity and correspondence to the research questions.  One of the experts participating 

in the pilot was a board member from another state, and several colleagues reviewed 

the questions in advance.   

Two participants from each board agreed to participate and a total of six 

interviews were conducted.  Two interviews were conducted over the telephone and 

four interviews were conducted face to face.  A consent form (Appendix D) was sent 

to each participant in advance of the scheduled interview.   

The phone interviews were conducted by appointment and scheduled at a 

mutually agreed-upon time to ensure privacy and focus.  Both phone interviews were 

conducted in the respective office of the interviewee.  In-person interviews were also 

scheduled in advance and, to allow for maximum comfort and confidentiality, were 

conducted in a private meeting room at the respective institution of each board 

member.  All interviews were digitally recorded on an Olympus DS-40 voice recorder, 

with the permission of the participant.  Three interviews lasted between 45–50 

minutes; two interviews were over an hour in length, and one interview took 35 

minutes to complete. 
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At the onset of each interview, the consent form was thoroughly reviewed with 

each participant; interviewees were asked if they had any questions about the study or 

their participation.  Interviewees were also assured that answers to the interview 

questions would remain confidential.  Once the participant was comfortable with the 

details outlined in the consent form, and signed the consent, the interview began.  

Consent forms were reviewed and then mailed or faxed in advance of the interview by 

the interviewees who participated via phone. 

The audio recordings of all six interviews were uploaded onto a password-

protected computer and transcribed using IRB-recognized techniques.  Each recording 

was transcribed verbatim, minus unnecessary injections such as um and ah.  

Significant pauses were included.  The researcher was identified as JDS and each 

participant identified by a nomenclature of P1-P6.  The transcribed interviews resulted 

in 144 pages of transcripts. 

Individual transcripts were sent to each participant to verify the completed 

transcription accurately captured their respective interview.  Once the accuracy was 

confirmed or corrected, interviews were analyzed for thematic content.  Each 

transcript was then charted by question and response and analyzed for consistency, 

difference, and variation by board and individual trustee.  Individual interview 

responses were sorted into topical groupings and examined for themes; each theme 

was then grouped and the questions rearranged to see patterns in responses.  

Board observations.  Public board meetings were attended between March and 

April 2011 for each of the sites included in this case study.  Agendas were collected 
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for each board meeting and an observation checklist was developed (see Appendix F) 

and referred to during each observation to assure consistency in data collection.  All 

but one of the interviewees who participated in this study was observed in a live board 

meeting.  This included one of the state board members who was transitioning off the 

current board, but still active at the April meeting—her final meeting as a trustee.  The 

other past state board member who participated in the interview attended the April 

meeting but did not participate.  

During the observation, the researcher took the role of an outsider.  

Descriptions of the setting, the participants, and the behaviors exhibited during the 

board meetings were noted, including statements made by the participants.  A detailed 

map of the board setting was prepared in order to assist the researcher analyze if the 

physical setting had any effect on the behavior of board members or assisted or 

detracted from the activities observed at the board meeting.  Public statements made 

by participants were compared with private statements made in interviews for the 

purpose of analyzing the accuracy and consistency of statements made by participants.  

Notes were taken during the observations and transcribed within 24 hours for accurate 

data analysis. 

Board Minutes.  The board minutes for all board meetings conducted from 

January 2009 to December 2010 from each district and system were analyzed.  A 

spreadsheet was created breaking down the various responsibilities of the board and 

then the minutes examined to determine how board members performed their 

responsibilities and what areas each board spent time on.  In addition, data were 
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collected noting board attendance, collective decision-making, and public access to the 

board.   

Policy dictating roles and responsibilities.  Board policy was studied for each 

site to better understand the board roles and responsibilities as dictated by state law. In 

addition, board orientation packets were examined to assist in determining how well 

each new trustee was prepared for their role as a board member when first joining their 

respective boards. 

To assist in data organization, a matrix was assembled showing the four forms 

of data collected.  The data types were grouped in one column and then the 

participants’ responses and statements were grouped in subsequent columns.  This 

allowed for themes to emerge that assisted in the analysis of the data. 

Data analysis procedures.  The primary strategies for data analysis in a case 

study, according to Yin (2004), require the researcher to examine the time sequence 

and patterns that emerged from the case.  Murray (2008) suggested researchers should 

develop an analysis of the case being studied based on a key concept or argument 

contained within the interviews; the chosen lens for the study enables the researcher to 

select and organize the data used in the analysis.  The data in this study were 

organized by the themes that emerged from each phase of the research, and provided a 

clear record of all responses during the data collection, allowing the researcher to 

identify commonalities and differences across cases. 

Once the data was collected, the documents and participant input was analyzed 

for content and consistency.  At this point member checking took place; the researcher 
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asked participants to review and verify that the information collected was accurate. 

Once participants verified the accuracy of the responses or suggested corrections, data 

reduction was conducted, including the questionnaire, interview, and observation data.  

The narrative outputs were studied for patterns, and then grouped by thematic content.  

Specifically, the researcher grouped the data into categories and analyzed for patterns, 

and then re-organized the categories into key concepts and themes.   

Yin (2009) advocated creating a case study database to provide secondary 

analytic support, separate from the initial case study notes.  This database archived the 

written responses and descriptions of the participants’ behaviors, and was searched for 

deeper thematic content.  The linkages that emerged from the data at each stage, 

informed, validated, and served to cross-reference cases and highlight emerging 

themes and relationships. 

Strategies to ensure the soundness of data collection.  Yin (2009) outlined 

four criteria for trustworthiness when conducting sound case studies: (a) construct 

validity, (b) internal validity, (c) reliability, and (d) external validity.  These four 

criteria, and how they were implemented in this study, are defined below. 

Construct validity. Yin (2009) defined this as “identifying operational 

procedures for the concepts being studied” (p. 40).  In this study the researcher utilized 

multiple sources of data, reviewed written and audio documents, ensured participants 

had the opportunity to review and confirm interview responses, observed live events, 

and compared data across cases.   
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Internal validity.  Internal validity is used primarily in explanatory or causal 

studies and seeks to identify causal relationships between concepts being studied (Yin, 

2009).  Internal validity also “refers to the extent to which [a study] correctly answers 

the questions it claims to answer” (Russ-Eft & Preskill, 2009, p. 175).  This case study 

was descriptive and exploratory so relationships between sites were not looked at in 

depth, but the researcher examined emerging themes across cases, using external 

validity techniques. 

External validity.  This criteria was used to define the basis for which the 

study can be generalized.  Yin (2009) recommended using “replication logic in 

collective case studies” (p. 41).  For this study, external validity testing included 

pattern matching across cases and identifying themes that were shared, and where 

departures emerged in the selected cases.  The researcher also tested for 

generalizability by providing a context for unanticipated results to occur.  

Reliability.  Yin (2009) proposed that the researcher demonstrate how the data 

collection procedures can be repeated with the same results.  In this study, the case 

study protocol established how the procedures were followed; theoretically ensuring 

that another researcher could follow these steps and achieve the same results.  A case 

study database also minimized errors and bias on the part of the researcher. 

Avoiding bias.  The researcher piloted interview questions in advance by those 

participating in the interview phase with the intent of limiting potential bias and value-

based words that result in persuasive responses or explanations.  Questions were 

constructed as open-ended and organized to avoid manipulating the respondent.  Stake 
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(1995) cautioned the researcher against sharing personal information with the 

participant during the interview, so not to manipulate the participant’s response, a 

directive that was followed as much as possible. 

Kvale (2006) warned against the self-serving nature of the interview, which 

may favor the interviewer, who controls the questions and interpretation of responses.  

To guard against this bias in both observations and interviews, recordings were kept 

during all data collection procedures and transcripts taken of each recording, 

ultimately compared with the researcher’s own notes.  The purpose of this comparison 

between what the researcher chose to note and what was actually said was to identify 

and diminish the researcher’s own biases when gathering information.  

Stake (1995) cautioned against embellishing the description resulting from 

observations.  Because observation allows the event to tell the story, the researcher 

kept an accurate record of events in order to provide an “incontestable description” (p. 

62) of what occurred.  To guard against bias in detailing an observation, the researcher 

focused on a pre-identified list of categories.  The observation checklist is shown in 

Appendix F.  Stake (1995) encouraged the researcher to avoid interpreting 

relationships until after the analysis of the data. 

Protection of human subjects.  The goal of this case study was to gather data 

that revealed a case composite of the larger dynamic of board governance, rather than 

information detailing individual participants.  In order to protect each participant, this 

study complied with the National Institute of Health (NIH) standards established for 

the protection of human participants in research.  It should be noted that the principal 
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investigator and the student researcher completed the appropriate certifications to 

conduct this research.  The Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Oregon State 

University (OSU) is responsible for upholding NIH standards and consent was 

obtained from, and all materials reviewed by, the OSU IRB committee.   

Once approval was obtained, a consent form was developed for all participants 

identifying of the scope of questions, purpose of study, and intended usage of the 

research.  Participating individuals were fully informed of the procedures used in the 

data collection and only those who provided consent were included in the study.  To 

maintain the confidentiality of each participant, numbers were assigned in place of 

names, and no written record identified any participant by name; a fictionalized site 

name was provided for each case to protect identification of the campuses studied.  

Confidentiality was assured by limiting the access of documents to only those 

involved, ensuring that the identity of each participant would be protected at all times; 

participants were granted the right to withdraw from the study at any time. 
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CHAPTER IV: Analysis of Results 

This chapter presents the results from the research conducted, and data 

collected, in the collective case study comparing locally elected and state-appointed 

community college governing boards in the same state.  The purpose of this study was 

to compare how elected and appointed board trustees provided oversight for the 

community colleges they served.  Two different governing models within the same 

state offered a unique opportunity to examine the differences that potentially existed 

between locally elected and state-appointed boards.  The state is not identified in this 

case study in order to maintain the confidentiality of the participants and site.  The 

research focused on the following questions: 

1. To what extent do the roles and responsibilities of state-appointed trustees 

and locally elected trustees differ?  The rationale for this question was to 

better understand the decision-making processes that elected and/or state-

appointed board trustees follow.  The goal of the research was to identify 

whether there were substantial differences between how state-appointed 

boards and elected boards approached their oversight responsibilities.   

2. How prepared were state boards and elected boards for their oversight roles 

and responsibilities?  The rationale for this question was to ascertain 

whether state-appointed local boards were more prepared or less prepared 

than locally elected boards and whether this preparation had any effect on 

the institutions they governed.  The goal of this research was to identify 

benefits or limitations for an institution between state board oversight and 
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elected board oversight, and to better understand the importance of board 

preparation.   

This chapter is organized into two sections. The first section presents a profile 

of each case site and the participants.  The second section discusses in detail the 

qualitative results of this study including data in the form of a questionnaire, recorded 

interviews with board members, board minutes, board meeting observations, and 

policy dictating roles and responsibilities for each site.  A summary and discussion of 

the themes that emerged follows each of the data results. 

Profile of Sites 

This study focused on the three boards that govern the community and 

technical colleges in a single state—two of the boards were locally elected and provide 

oversight for three and seven campuses respectively; the other board is state-appointed 

and oversees thirteen campuses.  For the purpose of this study and to maintain 

confidentiality, pseudonyms were given to the three districts detailed in this section. 

The districts were identified as Northern Community College District (NCC), Central 

Community College System (CCCS), and Western Community College District 

(WCC). 

In 1967, the state participating in this case study passed the The Community 

Colleges and Occupational Education Act of 1967, (C.R.S 23-60-201) which 

prompted the formation of a community college system that separated junior colleges 

and technical schools from sole local district control in all but four of the districts in 

the state (Gerber, 1969).   
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The Educational Master Plan of 1968 further articulated several goals of 

establishing a state board to oversee higher education in the state: (a) better 

coordination between K–12, community colleges, and four-year institutions, (b) 

effective staffing and long-range planning capability, and (c) consolidation of 

resources (Commission on Higher Education, 1992).  A critical component to the 

master plan was ensuring that all the existing junior colleges came under the 

jurisdiction of the state board.  That outcome was never reached.  Northern 

Community College District, although created prior to the state merger, currently 

resides as a district supported by local taxes and governed by a locally elected board.  

Western Community College District was chartered in 1967 and is also independent of 

the state system.  Central Community College System became a state system in 1967, 

abolishing local governing boards for the four campuses under its authority at that 

time, and establishing advisory councils for each campus:   

The mission of the community colleges shall be to serve residents who 
reside in their service areas by offering a broad range of general, 
personal, vocational, and technical education programs. Each college 
shall be a two-year college (C.R.S 23-60-201, p. 531).  
 
Based on the McGuinness typology of governing boards, each of the boards 

included in this study is an individual governing body which has direct responsibility 

for the oversight of the educational campuses within its district or system 

(McGuinness, 2003), including hiring the president of the college, legal authority for 

the property of the district and its annual budget, and establishing organizational and 

educational policy.  All three boards comprised trustees who were either elected or 

appointed to four-year terms.  No trustee on any board may serve for more than two 
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full terms, although if their first term began as a replacement for another trustee, they 

may serve the remaining replacement term and then may be appointed or elected to 

serve for two additional four-year terms.   

Northern Community College District.  Northern Community College 

District (NCC) was formed in 1965 prior to the creation of the state board of higher 

education in the state.  NCC is made up of three campuses in a predominantly rural 

area of the state.  The main campus opened in 1965 at an elementary school and then 

moved to its current main campus in 1971.  Two campuses were added in neighboring 

areas in 1984 and 1993 respectively.  

Northern Community College District is one of only two community colleges 

in the state funded by local property tax assessments and some state funding.  The 

percentage of the district’s budget that is state funded varies from 10% to 15% of the 

general fund based on the current state budget.  In 2009–2010 the college received 

13% of its operating budget from state funding.  Tuition and fees are established by an 

elected board of trustees and accounted for approximately 20% of the college’s 

budget.  The remaining 67% of the operating budget came from the district tax levy.   

Western Community College District.  Western Community College District 

(WCC) was formed in 1967 and covers nine counties in a 12,000-mile area in the 

western part of the state.  There are seven main campuses in the WCC district 

operating within the jurisdiction of the board of trustees.  In addition to these seven  

campuses are four satellite or branch campuses, each offering a few specialized 

programs.  Like Northern Community College, WCC is one of only two community 
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colleges funded by local property tax assessments.  The percentage of the district’s 

budget that is state funded varies based on the current state budget and usually varies 

from 5% to 15% of the general fund.  Tuition and fees are established by an elected 

board of trustees and account for 20% of the college’s budget.  The remainder of the 

budget comes from the local tax base. 

Central Community College System.  The 13 colleges that comprise Central 

Community College System (CCCS) are located primarily in a densely populated part 

of the state—north and south of the main urban city center.  Seven of the current 

thirteen colleges were previously independent junior colleges prior to the formation of 

CCCS, and were governed by elected boards.  Each of these pre-existing colleges 

joined the system between 1968 and 1999.  The remaining six colleges originated as 

part of the community college system.  

The colleges within the state system are funded from the state budget.  Tuition 

is established by the board of trustees and fees are established by each campus by 

program, and approved by the board.  Tuition and fees account for 60% to 70% of the 

system’s budget, up from only 50% in 2000; the reminder of the funding comes from 

the state.   

Board composition.  Figure 4.1 shows a comparison of the board composition 

of each site. 
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Figure 4.1 

Comparison of Board Composition of each Site 

 

Although all three boards reflected gender equity, the minority representation 

was almost non-existent.  There were no minority trustees on either elected board and 

the state board had two minority trustees, in contrast to 21% of the student population 

it served.  

Enrollment.  Table 4.1 shows a comparison of the total enrollments of the two 

districts and community college systems included in this study. 

Table 4.1 

Enrollment Comparison: 2009–2010 Enrollment Data 

District/System FTES Total Enrollment Total Campuses 

Northern Community 

College District 
2778 5379 3 

Western Community 

College District 
4,633 25,000 7 

Central Community 

College System 
57,000  134,000  13 
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Profile of Participants.  

Participants in this study were selected based on their roles as current or past 

board members serving on one of the three board sites identified in this case study.  

Although the participants selected for this study were all public officials, as a 

professional courtesy, this researcher contacted the college and system presidents of 

each of the three boards, seeking access to the trustees.  The two college presidents 

employed in districts governed by elected trustees spoke to the trustees about their 

interest in participating in the study; after gaining participant consent, this researcher 

was provided access.  Direct access to board members was provided at one site, and 

the researcher corresponded with each trustee individually; at the other site, access 

was provided through the executive assistant to the college president. 

The president of the state system, however, declined the request for access to 

current state board members for inclusion in this case study.  One board member 

initially agreed to take part in the study, but was directed not to participate by the 

system president.  Despite multiple attempts to solicit cooperation with the system 

office, this researcher chose not to alienate the system office and, instead, worked with 

other state organizations to identify past trustees to participate in this study.  The 

researcher was able to gain participation from three past board members, all of whom 

had served for two terms and transitioned off the state board in 2010 and 2011, 

respectively. 

Questionnaire participants.  Sixteen questionnaires seeking information and 

requesting an interview were sent out—12 questionnaires in total were sent to elected 
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trustees—five questionnaires were sent to the five trustees at NCC and seven 

questionnaires were sent to the seven trustees at WCC.  Four questionnaires were sent 

to state-appointed trustees of CCCS—one questionnaire was sent to a current state 

board member which, at the direction of the system president went unanswered; two 

questionnaires were sent to past state-appointed trustees who completed their terms in 

March 2010; a final questionnaire was sent to a trustee who completed her second 

term in April 2011.   

Two questionnaires from each of the three boards were completed.  Responses 

were purposely anonymous so, although the researcher could identify on which board 

the participant served, the identity of each participant was not known to the researcher 

unless the participant voluntarily agreed to be interviewed.  An email link was set up 

within the questionnaire so the participant could notify the researcher if he or she was 

willing to be interviewed.  Although responses to the questionnaire could not be 

tracked to a specific participant, board service could be tracked and, therefore, 

difference in response, based on the board served, could be identified.   

Interview participants.  Two participants from each of the three boards 

agreed to be interviewed for a total of six interviews.  All four of the elected trustees 

participating in an interview were male and both state-appointed trustees who agreed 

to be interviewed were female.  Interview participants were trustees with board 

experience ranging from three to ten years1.   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
*!All trustees included in this study serve a maximum of two four-year term limits. But if a board 

member is appointed to replace a sitting trustee at any of the three sites, he or she may complete the 
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For the purpose of this research study, and in order to maintain the 

confidentiality of the participants who were interviewed, all participants are identified 

throughout this study as P1-P6. 

Qualitative Research Results 

This section discusses in detail the qualitative results of data collected for each 

site in the case study which includes: a) questionnaire results, b) analysis of recorded 

interviews with board members, c) board meeting observations, d) evaluation of board 

minutes, and e) review of the policies dictating roles and responsibilities for each site.   

Questionnaire results. The questionnaire consisted of 14 questions.  A 15th  

question asked trustees if they would be willing to participate in an interview (see 

Appendix C).  Participants were asked to respond to questions that were grouped into 

four categories: (a) past experience, (b) orientation and board preparation, (c) 

understanding of responsibilities, and (d) decision-making.  The responses were then 

studied for themes and further questions were developed for the interviews based on 

questionnaire responses.  Of the 14 questionnaires sent electronically to the respective 

trustees at the three sites—Northern Community College District, Western 

Community College District, and Central Community College System—two trustees 

from each site responded, for a total of six responses.  Below is a summary of 

responses and tables developed, based on the questionnaire. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
remaining term of the outgoing trustee, and run for election as a new board member. This means that, in 

some cases, a trustee will serve more than the eight-year term limit. !
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Past experience.  The questionnaire respondents’ experience on educational 

boards varied from very experienced trustees to new trustees.  Table 4.2 details the 

past experience of each respondent. 

 

Table 4.2 

Board Experience of Participants 

Participant Term 
Length 
1–2 Years 

Term 
Length 
3–5 Years 

Term 
Length 
6–9 Years 

Educational 
Board 
Experience 

Corporate 
Board 
Experience 

NCC Trustee X   X  

NCC Trustee X     

WCC Trustee   X X X 

WCC Trustee  X    

CCCS Trustee   X  X 

CCCS Trustee   X   

 

Orientation and Board Preparation.  Participants were asked whether they 

had participated in an initial orientation detailing the responsibilities of boards and, if 

so, how long the orientation lasted.  Only one trustee responded that he or she had an 

initial orientation lasting more than one day; this trustee served on an elected board 

and had served for six to nine years as a trustee.  The other five respondents indicated 

their original orientation was less than a day—including an elected trustee serving on 

the same board as the trustee who had participated in a longer orientation.   

The differing length of the orientation experience for trustees on the same 

board indicated that the emphasis on orientations had changed over time—the second 
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trustee had served under five years, meaning board orientations had become 

abbreviated in the past five years.  This orientation question was used as a follow-up 

question during the interviews in order to better understand how detailed or 

comprehensive orientations were; board orientation packets were also examined to 

better flesh out this questionnaire response.  

Participants were then asked to detail the topics covered in the initial 

orientation; their responses are detailed in Table 4.3.  Again, there was little 

consistency in the responses based on the respective board each trustee served.   

Table 4.3 

Topics covered in Initial Orientation by Board Affiliation 
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NCC 
 

X X X X X X   X    

NCC 
 

X X X X       X  

WCC 
 

X X  X  X  X X  X  

WCC 
 

            

CCCS 
 

X X         X X 

CCCS 
 

  X X    X     

 

The inconsistency in topics covered during the initial orientation indicates that 

formal orientation procedures change from year to year; this inconsistency may affect 

the knowledge trustees on the same board share depending on when they join the 

board.  As a follow-up question, trustees were asked what topic(s) they spent the most 
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time on in their original training and in what topic(s) they desired more training; again 

there was no consistent answer.  Table 4.4 details responses by board affiliation. 

Table 4.4 

Priority Topics in Initial Orientation 

 

Board Affiliation  Topic(s) Emphasized in 
Orientation 

Topic(s) Desired More 
Training 

NCC Legal, Budget None 

NCC Budget Operations 

WCC Governance Operations 

WCC No orientation All topics 

CCCS No response No response 

CCCS Policy Operations 

 

The responses to these questions show there was little consistency in the 

orientation these participants experienced, even among trustees on the same board.  

All respondents recalled different topics emphasized in their individual orientations.  

One of the respondents stated they had no orientation and, therefore, had no response 

to these questions. 

Interestingly, three trustees responded they would have preferred more training 

on college operations, although two of the three also responded in a different question 

that involvement in college operations was the lowest priority for a trustee.  This 

question was also used as a follow-up question during the interview to better 

understand the inconsistency of the responses.  
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Professional Development.  When asked about participation in professional 

development as it related to their role as board members, five respondents responded 

that they did not participate in any specific professional development; the one 

respondent who participated in professional development spent between one and two 

days per year on additional development activities. 

In a follow-up question about the voluntary nature of development 

participation, three respondents stated that professional development was voluntary 

and not required for their position as a trustee; the other three respondents did not 

answer this question, so the researcher clarified the non-responses during the interview 

and determined that none of the boards in the study required members to participate in 

professional development.  

Ongoing training.  A series of questions were posed to trustees in the form of 

a ranked Likert scale.  Use of a Likert scale allows for a range of responses to be 

analyzed at equal intervals (Creswell, 2008).  In this study, the Likert scale was used 

to determine how trustees felt about certain topics without biasing their rankings by 

asking leading questions or asking the trustees to respond in a prescribed manner.   

Figure 4.2 details responses when asked to rank, on a scale of 1 to 5, the 

impact of the president, board experience, training on roles and responsibilities, and 

overall board preparation on his or her current proficiency as a board member.   
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Figure 4.2 

Resource Impact on Trustee Understanding of Roles and Responsibilities 

 

 

Five of six respondents ranked the impact of the president’s role as the most 

important ongoing resource in their understanding of their roles and responsibilities.  

Each of these respondents ranked this relationship a 5 in importance.  Perhaps not 

surprisingly, initial or ongoing training was not highlighted as having a strong impact 

on understanding of roles and the two trustees, on the CCCS and WCC boards 

respectively, who stated they received no orientation, ranked the impact of their 

original training lower than their colleagues. 

Understanding of responsibilities.  Two questions were posed to participants 

based on their understanding of responsibilities as board members.  Trustees were 

asked to rank the importance of each responsibility on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 

reflecting the highest importance.  The first question asked trustees to respond to the 
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areas they felt were the responsibility of the board as an entity.  Figure 4.3 details the 

collective responses and rankings. 

Figure 4.3 

Understanding of Board Responsibilities as an Entity 

 

 

Trustees were then asked to rank the areas they felt were the responsibility of 

the individual trustee.  Figure 4.4 details the collective responses and rankings. 

 

!
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Figure 4.4 

Understanding of Responsibilities of Individual Trustees 

 

 
 

Overall, trustee responses indicated they had a strong understanding of both 

the roles and responsibilities of the board and of the individual trustee.  Responses 

were consistent across all three boards.  It was interesting to note, however, the 

relatively high ranking given to participation in professional development as a priority 

of trustees.  In an earlier question, five respondents indicated they did not participate 

in any specific professional development related to their role as a board member.  But 
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when ranking the importance of professional development, five of six trustees ranked 

this responsibility a 3, and one trustee ranked this responsibility as a 5; the average 

ranking was 3.4.  The inconsistency of this response may reflect that trustees believed 

this was an important part of their responsibility as a board member, but because 

participation in professional development is voluntary, it is not a priority. 

Decision-making.  The final question asked participants to rank how others 

groups impacted their respective decision-making.  How important were the 

recommendations of the following individuals or groups: other board members, the 

institution or system president, recommendations of campus employee groups, and the 

recommendations of local community groups?  Figure 4.5 details the impact of others’ 

influence on trustee decision-making. 

Figure 4.5  

Impact of Constituent Groups on Decision-Making 
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Analysis of questionnaire results.  This subsection discusses the qualitative 

results of data collected based on the questionnaires received for each case in the 

study.  The data was grouped into four categories: (a) past experience, (b) orientation 

and board preparation, (c) understanding of responsibilities, and (d) decision-making.  

The following is a summary of the results by category. 

Past experience.  The data revealed there was little difference in trustee 

understanding of their respective roles and responsibilities based on either previous 

board experience, how long they had served on their current board, or whether they 

were appointed or elected.  Although the respondents all rated experience on their 

current board as one of the most important indicators of their confidence in the 

understanding of their roles, the responses throughout did not indicate there was a 

strong difference in their overall understanding based on term longevity or previous 

board experience. 

Orientation and Board Preparation.  Only one of the six respondents received 

an initial orientation lasting more than a day detailing roles and responsibilities.  This 

trustee was an elected trustee.  Three respondents received an orientation lasting less 

than a day, and two respondents did not partake in any new trustee orientation.  Even 

those who received a board packet concluded that this initial training did not 

adequately prepare them to understand their roles and responsibilities.   

In ranking what did help them prepare, trustees were unanimous in their 

support of the role the college or system president played in their development.  Other 

factors in their development were the experience being a board member and the 
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overall effect of their board preparation in helping them understand what is expected.  

Not surprisingly, the trustees who had no formal orientation ranked the importance of 

this training lower than those trustees who had even a brief orientation. 

Although the majority of trustees participating in the questionnaire noted that 

approving policy, budget, and board job description were covered in their initial 

orientation, not all the trustees serving on the same board agreed on the subjects 

covered in their respective orientation.  This indicates that consistent orientations are 

not conducted, even at the same institution, and that the circumstance of finances, 

leadership, and board composition when a trustee joined the board impacts the 

orientation they received. 

Almost none of the trustees participated in professional development as related 

to their role as a board member.  This finding was consistent across elected and 

appointed boards.  Five respondents stated they did not participate in any specific 

professional development related to their roles as board members; one respondent 

stated he or she spent less than a day per year in professional development related to 

his or her role in governance.  Yet all of the respondents ranked professional 

development as a priority for a trustee.  All trustees also indicated that participation in 

professional development was voluntary.  These results indicate that although board 

members acknowledge professional development is important, when not mandated, it 

is unlikely to occur. 

Understanding of Roles and Responsibilities.  The responses reflecting trustee 

understanding of overall roles and responsibilities were fairly consistent between 
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trustees across all three sites.  There was general consensus from all respondents 

regarding the importance of approving the budget, establishing policy, ensuring legal 

compliance, preserving the institutional missions and values, representing the 

institution and community, and acting collectively as a board.  In addition, individual 

trustees from both elected and appointed boards valued the responsibility of 

appointing or assessing the performance of the college president, preparing and 

participating in board meetings, defending the institution from special interests, 

supporting the institutional mission and values, supporting the president in managerial 

and governance issues, and maintaining community relations. 

Inconsistencies were revealed in the responses ranking the involvement of 

boards in college operations; trustees agreed that college operations were not the 

purview of the board, and yet desired more training detailing operations.  Equally 

inconsistent was the response from the two state board members who believed that 

overseeing academic programs, normally the purview of faculty and college 

administration, was part of their responsibilities.  The two state board members each 

ranked this responsibility a 4 out of 5.  This was the only responsibility identified as 

the role of the collective board that showed a distinct difference between the elected 

boards and the state board.  These two responses may indicate that although trustees 

understand that involvement in college operations is not their responsibility, in reality 

that understanding may not be followed. 

Decision-making. When asked to rank the impact various constituent groups 

had on their decision-making, trustees responded unanimously about the importance of 
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the president.  The influence of community members and college staff also ranked 

fairly high.  The opinions of other board members were less important, although this 

result was not supported in the interviews and will be discussed further in the 

summary section. 

Overall, the questionnaire data results did not highlight any distinct differences 

between the three boards studied or differences between the elected and state-

appointed boards.  There was as much or as little difference in the responses between 

trustees who served on the same board as there was between each respective board.  

Because members of the same board did not undergo the same preparation or have the 

same experiences based on when they joined the board, this finding may indicate that 

board understanding and proficiency has more to do with college dynamics than 

whether trustees are appointed or elected.  The initial orientation, or lack of one, the 

strength and leadership of the current or past president, the fiscal situation of the 

college or system when they join, and other board members currently serving may 

impact how a trustee views and understands his or her roles and responsibilities more 

than how a board is formed.  

The results of the questionnaire were used to develop questions in the 

interviews. In order to flesh out some of the high and low ranked questions and to 

better understand the inconsistencies on the questionnaire, detailed questions were 

asked about the role of the president, board preparation, and the impact of constituent 

groups on decision-making. 
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Interviews 

The interview questions were grouped into thematic sections for the purpose of 

organizing the conversational flow and to create dynamic questions that would 

encourage interaction between interviewer and interviewee (Kvale, 1996). The 

interviews were structured into three sections: roles and responsibilities, preparation 

and process, and institutional governance processes (see Appendix E).   

Interviews were conducted over a one-month period spanning March and 

April, 2011.  There were six trustees who participated in the interview portion of the 

study—two trustees from each board took part in the interviews.  The trustees who 

participated in the interviews, however, did not include all of the board members who 

responded to the questionnaire.  Because participation in the interview phase was 

voluntary, not all of the questionnaire respondents opted to participate in the 

interview.  Three of the six trustees who were interviewed also completed the 

questionnaire; the other three interviewees did not complete questionnaires.  Because 

the purpose of both the questionnaire and interview was to develop themes on board 

understanding of roles and responsibilities, having different participants in both phases 

added validity to the responses. 

Both of the WCC trustees who responded to the questionnaire participated in 

the interview.  One CCCS state board member who completed the questionnaire also 

participated in the interview; the other state board member was recruited at a public 

board meeting.  Neither of the NCC trustees who returned the questionnaire agreed to 
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be interviewed; the two NCC trustees who were interviewed were recruited at a public 

board meeting.  

Interview participants varied in length of board service from three to ten years.  

The backgrounds of the interviewees varied, but all were former professionals with 

high levels of responsibilities.  Interviewees were designated the pseudonym of P1–P6 

in order to maintain anonymity.  Table 4.5 provides an overview of the trustees who 

participated in the interview phase of the study. 

Table 4.5 

Overview of Interview Participants 

 

Participant Term 
Length 
 

Up for re-
election or 
appointment 

 Professional 
 Experience 

WCC 
Trustee 

(P1) 

4 years Yes Retired Air 
Force Officer  

WCC 
Trustee 

(P2) 
 

10 years  No  Retired Fortune 
500 Executive  

NCC 
Trustee 

(P3) 

4 years Yes Retired College 
Faculty and 

Administrator 
NCC 

Trustee 
(P4) 

4 years Yes Retired County 
Commissioner 

CCCS 
Trustee 

(P5) 

8 years No President of 
Health Service 

Non-Profit 
CCCS 

Trustee 
(P6) 

8 years No Vice President 
of Government 
Organization 

 

Participants first reviewed a consent form with the researcher and were 

provided the opportunity to ask questions or seek clarification.  Once the participant 
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felt comfortable participating, a schedule for the interview was established.  Interviews 

were scheduled at a convenient college campus for all four of the elected trustees.  

Both the state-appointed trustee participants chose to conduct phone interviews in their 

respective offices.  Interview questions were sent in advance of the scheduled 

interview, if requested by the interviewee.  Only one participant, an elected trustee, 

requested the questions in advance.  

Interviews were digitally recorded on an Olympus DS-40. The recording 

device was small enough to be unobtrusive on the table between the researcher and 

participant, and could be digitally enhanced to pick up sound in any environment.  The 

digital recording was then uploaded onto a password-protected computer and the 

participants’ responses were reviewed and transcribed.  A copy of each transcript was 

then sent to the respective participant to confirm content and accuracy.  Once verified, 

the texts of the participants’ answers were organized by question for context, and 

potential themes were noted on the transcriptions.  Each question was inputted in a 

database, and the responses of all participants were compared for further analysis of 

themes.   

During the analysis phase, interview questions were grouped into categories, 

reflecting the questionnaire categories: (a) past experience, (b) orientation and board 

preparation, (c) understanding of roles and responsibilities, and (d) decision-making. 

An additional category emerged during analysis of the data and was identified as 

board relations.  After the transcripts were reviewed multiple times and the 

commonalities assigned, the categories were coded across cases to facilitate the 
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development of themes and improve the accuracy of the observations.  Coding was 

done by identifying patterns within the transcripts and grouping the questions and 

participant responses on a spreadsheet by category.  This spread sheet was then 

reviewed repeatedly and notes were made in the margins, allowing the researcher to 

identify themes within the responses.  If more than half the participants reported a 

similar answer, the responses were established as a theme.  Below are the questions 

that were grouped into each category followed by the emerging themes and summary 

of results. 

Past experience. The following interview questions focused on board 

members’ past experiences. The questions asked in this segment focused on previous 

professional background and how that informed the participants’ current roles as board 

members, motivations to be board members, and expectations about their roles. The 

questions and selected responses are below:  

Question: What was your experience prior to being elected or appointed to this 

board? 

Each trustee felt their previous experience influenced how they conducted 

themselves as board members: 

My background is in science and business, and I have to say when 
something on science is presented—and you probably saw this a bit 
yesterday when we were looking at that small facility that we have over 
there -- my interest still gets peaked when we have some of the 
engineering and chemistry programs presented (P2, personal 
communication, April 12, 2011). 
 
I’m a retired military officer. I spent 18 years as a commissioned 
officer and it was almost all in financial management, so this is the area 



))!

!

!

I feel most comfortable making decisions on (P1, personal 
communication, April, 10, 2011). 
 
I was a faculty member for about six years and then I became 
department chair, and at that time there were really two departments, 
mathematics and science.  About a year after I retired I joined the 
college Foundation.  I spent a couple of years on the board and that 
helped me get a better perspective on raising money and campaigns 
(P3, personal communication, April 13, 2011). 

Prior to being on this board I was a corporate executive.  It’s a natural 
gas and electric distribution company.  Then I ran for county 
commissioner and I was there two terms, term-limited, accomplished a 
lot at the state level as well as the local level (P4, personal 
communication, April 13, 2011).  

I was the President of an adolescent treatment community under the 
auspice of human service.  We served children from all over the state, 
and this feeds into my interest in the community college students (P5, 
personal communication, March 28, 2011). 

I work for the same city entity today, as I did at that time, I’m 
responsible for their government relations and communications team. I 
tend to use those skills on this board (P6, personal communication, 
April 20, 2011). 

Trustees were confident their previous professional experience helped 

equip them to serve, but in later questions it was concluded that professional 

experience does not guarantee understanding of their board role.  

Question: What motivated you to run for office OR how did you come to be 

appointed as a trustee? 

Only one elected trustee had experience directly related to being a trustee on a 

community college board, although other trustees had served on other boards.  The 

interview responses revealed that running for office or being asked to serve had little 

to do with experience or individual preparation. Here are some excerpts from the 

various participants about how they became a trustee. 
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On running for office: 

I had no idea what college trustees did, but a member of the Rotary 
Club just outside our official district was currently on this board. She 
said, “Hey how would you like to replace me as the county 
trustee?”(P1, personal communication, April 10, 2011). 
 
Frankly, I was asked to run for office.  I hadn’t really considered it 
prior to that time, but as we talked earlier, the previous trustee resigned 
after two years, and I was asked to consider the position (P2, personal 
communication, April 12, 2011). 
 

On being appointed: 
 
I was recommended by community members to the governor and the 
folks that oversee the boards, I think they look at congressional 
districts.  I think they looked at your party affiliation, and they looked 
at your background and experience as far as community involvement.  
So I think it was—there are many factors that play into the board 
appointments (P5, personal communication, March 28, 2011). 
 
I was encouraged to apply by another member of the board, and this 
was back in the previous administration.  I was appointed by one 
governor and re-appointed by a second (P6, personal communication, 
April 20, 2011). 
 
Two of the elected trustees had community college experience and actively 

sought board election because of their interests in education: 

Well, you know, I’ve been an educator almost all my life and I spent 24 
years here at the college.  I loved it.  It was a great, great experience 
and I loved teaching.  I loved the administration part because I could 
try to make big things happen.  I saw so many people helped and so 
when I retired I knew I wasn’t finished.  I knew there was more that I 
wanted to do but on a different level (P3, personal communication, 
April 13, 2011). 
 
My goal was to see if I couldn’t bring this [college] into the national 
limelight. Really, what I wanted to do was [have the college] become 
one of the models, the national models of the country.  In order to do 
that, it was a matter of participating on some national boards, 
community college boards, getting to know the process and then 
bringing our process into it and see what it would take for us to be one 
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of the leading institutions in the country (P4, personal communication, 
April 13, 2011). 
 
Each trustee stated they were committed to the mission of the 

community college now that they understood it, but other than the two NCC 

board members, they were not knowledgeable about community colleges prior 

to becoming trustees. 

Question: Do you believe your previous professional experience has made you 

more prepared to serve as a trustee?  

Most of the trustees felt their prior knowledge contributed to their board 

service, but admitted there was still a learning curve to become an effective board 

member: 

I think prior experience of any kind assists you in every job, but did I feel 
I knew what my role would be when I began? Not at all (P1, personal 
communication, April 10, 2011). 

 
I don’t know if [I was] more prepared, but probably more attractive [to 
the legislature that appointed me].  You know, coming out of the 
business community and coming out of the government affairs side of 
the equation I had worked in Washington D.C. for ten years prior to 
serving on this board (P6, personal communication, April 20, 2011). 
 

Two of the trustees emphasized that boards evolve, so past experience is not a formula 

for identifying the composition of the perfect board.   

When I ran I highlighted the fact that I was an educator and had 
experience, and I understood and I’m committed to education in the 
community college system.  So I mean, in a sense, my platform was an 
educator, but other people can run on integrity and 30 years of business 
background and so on.  So people get to know what they would bring 
to the table, but there’s no formulated mix (P3, personal 
communication, April 13, 2011). 
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I think that with the kind of boards where they’re elected boards, you 
have term limited people and so each board will kind of find its own 
roles and responsibilities and with each president. Different presidents 
and different administrations require a different relationship and I think 
the board has to be somewhat flexible in that (P2, personal 
communication, April 12, 2011). 
 

Question: Has the experience of being a board member been what you 

expected?  

Each trustee found that their perception of their role as a board member when 

they began service was somewhat different than the actual experience of serving as a 

trustee. 

Well, as I had very limited expectations or experience, I can’t really say 
because I really didn’t know what I was getting into and then after a 
little while I found out what was involved and it fit pretty well with my 
previous experience (P1, personal communication, April 10, 2011). 
 
I’ve been to so many board meetings that the only real learning process 
I had was the tough negotiations or discussions that board members 
have when they’ve got, let’s say, a tenured faculty member who is not 
performing and has what we call a due process and not tenure. I 
thought I knew what went on behind closed doors, but clearly I did not 
(P3, personal communication, April 13, 2011). 

 
I don’t know if it was surprising, but I wasn’t expecting just the 
complexity of the system, you know—when you talk about CTE 
classes and federal money coming in and state support and the 
difference between an FTE and a real person, you know, that counts 
different than FTE, and all of these different things that are the nuances 
of the higher education system. I was definitely not ready for all that 
(P6, personal communication, April 20, 2011). 
 

Several trustees felt the most valuable experience is just serving as a board 

member and nothing can completely prepare an individual for this role.  

 
Well, I would say the best experience is just paying attention at the 
board meetings (P1, personal communication, April 10, 2011). 
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I think there is nothing like just going through the experience. It took 
me at least two years to feel like I knew what I was doing, and I had 
served on non-profit boards (P5, personal communication, March 28, 
2011). 

 
It takes probably two years to really go through all of the cycles of 
what’s expected of a board trustee and to really understand your role in 
relationship to the system and you have to balance that with the fact 
that you’re a governing board, not an operating board (P6, personal 
communication, April 20, 2011).   

 
Question: What surprised you? 

The state-appointed board members were surprised by the political nature of 

board service: 

It was much more political than what I had ever expected. When I first 
came on the board, I didn’t realize how intertwined with the legislature 
and the governor the boards are.  It’s more so back then than it is now, 
but it was much more political at that point in time (P5, personal 
communication, March 28, 2011). 
 
[I did not anticipate the] drastic changes in funding, and how the board 
operates within a system office; then just the reality of the turnover of 
college presidents.  When you’re dealing with 13 colleges you’re 
always in the midst of hiring somebody. That surprised me (P6, 
personal communication, April 20, 2011). 
 

One of the elected trustees anticipated more involvement in college operations: 
 
I think maybe when I first started I was expecting more hands on day-
to-day types of activities. By getting on [the board when I did], and 
probably at a very interesting time as well, because this was a time 
when governance was being looked at probably much more closely 
than maybe it has even since then (P2, personal communication, April 
12, 2011). 
 
The above trustee, P2, was the only interviewee to be exposed to the Carver 

policy governance model.  Although he eventually did not agree with this model, in 

his early years on the WCC board, the board chose to look at governance “much more 
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closely than maybe it has even since” (P2, personal communication, April 12, 2011) 

and spent about six months going through the model.  This training was reflected in 

his responses to all the questions and of all the trustees, P2 probably had the best grasp 

of his roles and responsibilities. 

Another elected trustee was surprised by the costly labor issues boards must 

make decisions on: 

People don’t know what the issues are.  We’ve all had bad faculty 
members, and we all say, ‘I wish that person was not teaching here.  
They’re wasting my time’—I knew that such deals were cut, but I 
didn’t know the magnitude of some of the deals. So that was one of the 
ah-ha moments, but I realize it came [as a surprise]—I knew these 
things took place in executive session and I—you know, as an 
employee, was not involved in executive sessions —but now I am, and 
I wish we had something different than due process (P3, personal 
communication, April 13, 2011). 
 
What surprised me I guess is that the board is a fairly diverse group, 
people I mean, you never know who’s going to get elected and yet 
those people then have to come together. That’s not always easy (P2, 
personal communication, April 12, 2011). 
 
Emerging themes.  Several themes emerged in this category regarding how 

previous or current experience influenced roles and responsibilities.  Table 4.6 

provides an overview of the questions asked and the themes that emerged from the 

responses. 

Table 4.6 

Effect of Past Experience on Board Understanding 

 
Interview question(s) detailing the effect of 

experience on board understanding of roles 

on responsibilities  

Emerging Themes!

!

 

1. What was your experience prior to 

being elected or appointed to this 
board? 

 

• Recruitment to serve on the elected boards 
was random and varied; state appointments 

followed a more stringent selection process 
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(Table 4.6 continued) 

 
2. What motivated you to run for office 

OR How did you come to be appointed 

as a trustee? 

3. Do you believe that your previous 

professional experience has made you 

more prepared to serve as a trustee? 

 
4. Has the board experience been what 

you expected? 

 

5. What surprised you? 

!

!

but did not result in trustees who were more 

experienced or equipped to serve.!

• There is no link between previous 
experience and understanding of roles and 

responsibilities, although previous 

experience may influence how a trustee 

approaches their role.!

• Previous experience does not provide a 
specific formula for the ideal board 

composition.!

• Educational background is not a requirement 
for board selection at the state level.!

• It takes more time to be an effective board 
member than most trustees anticipated when 

they joined their board.!

 

 

Orientation and board preparation.  This segment of interview questions 

focused on board preparation in two ways: how well trustees were prepared to take on 

their roles and responsibilities, and how trustees prepared themselves for their duties 

as board members.  The questions asked of participants in this section focused on 

initial and ongoing training, how that training contributed to their current role as a 

board member, how he or she went about preparing for a board meeting, and how they 

stayed informed on the issues required of them as trustees.  The questions and selected 

responses are below:  

Question: Do you feel you were sufficiently prepared for your role as a new 

board member? 

Each trustee had varying orientations, mostly consisting of a board packet that 

they were responsible for studying.  Trustee P2, the longest serving trustee, went 

through board training early in his first term that included workshops on the Carver 

model.  
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I received quite a bit of training because as a board we studied the 
Carver model. Now we have a manual of what board roles and 
responsibilities are. Trustees are responsible for reading, but then as 
you may have heard yesterday we’re talking about—we usually have a 
retreat shortly after an election so we use that opportunity then, too (P2, 
personal communication, April 12, 2011). 
 
His board colleague, P1, had no formal training when he came onto the same 

board six years later.  

It was my responsibility to go through it [the board orientation packet]. 
I tried to be faithful to that, but then the only preparation I had was that 
board packet and the initial interview with the board president and the 
college president. After that it was sort of sink or swim (P1, personal 
communication, April 10, 2011). 
 
P3 and P4 served on the same elected board and assumed their responsibilities 

almost four years ago.  They both attended an ACCT training in Texas, as well as 

participating in an ACCT governance workshop at their institution.  Since that 

workshop, new trustees have not had a formal orientation, and were only provided 

with a board packet. 

Right after I got elected, there were two new trustees that came on at 
the same time, and this gentleman from ACCT, came here to put on a 
full day orientation for us, a lot of reading material.  So that was 
helpful. But, because of budget cuts, our two newer trustees have not 
gone through this training (P3, personal communication, April 13, 
2011). 
 
The two state board members did not receive any formal orientation or 

training, with the exception of a sit-down with the system president. 

I didn't have a formal orientation so when I came on there was one 
other person that came on at the same time.  You tend to gravitate to 
your colleague that’s new like you, and you tend to develop closer 
relationships.  You usually use each other as that support.  I don’t 
know, I would love a board retreat maybe where everybody is refreshed 
and brought up to speed at the same time, and I know that that’s 
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difficult, again, because you have people from all over the state and 
that typically takes more time.  There were a few retreats along the way 
during my tenure, but not really as consistent as maybe it could have 
been (P5, personal communication, March 28, 2011). 
 
I believe [there was a board packet].  I mean that was the case when I 
joined and really it was the by-laws, the policy guidelines, here’s where 
the bodies are buried, you know, all of the kind of broad based 
informational components. The only formal orientation I had was 
reviewing policy with the system staff. I still recall the meeting that I 
had with the president at the time—sitting down and kind of walking 
through this massive binder (P6, personal communication, April 20, 
2011). 
 
Trustee P2 was asked to elaborate on his experience studying the Carver policy 

governance model: 

As a result of that [training], I think we got much more involved in 
what roles and responsibilities are appropriate say, for the board versus 
the administration and others. We probably backed off from that 
appropriately, but certainly at one point in time we did spend a lot of 
time thinking about what that meant. We hired a consultant—one of 
Carver’s disciples—and brought him [in] and pretty much went through 
the way we run our meetings and all this. Now as I say, that was in 
essence several boards ago because of the turn over of the boards, but 
we still adhere to some of those principles (P2, personal 
communication, April 12, 2011). 
 
Trustee P4 elaborated on his experience at the national ACCT training: 

Well, we went to one [ACCT training] down in San Antonio.  The 
thing that I was not surprised but I was somewhat taken back with, 
were the issues and the problems of other community colleges in the 
country and the thing that—I kept looking for the leadership that they 
had on their boards and it—there was a lot of cases—there were some 
cases, anyway, where it looked as if it was ‘it’s never my responsibility 
it’s all the others’, and there was a real lack of communication, lack of 
coordination on these various boards throughout the country (P4, 
personal communication, April 13, 2011).  
 
This trustee was alarmed by the acrimony he observed on other boards 

across the country. When asked to elaborate on what he attributed this rancor 
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to, he replied, “Turf, meaning every one of these people who had issues had a 

turf issue.  They had an excuse for having the problem and it was all turf-

oriented” (P4, personal communication, April 13, 2011).  

Question: Please walk me through your process for preparing for a board 

meeting. 

There was no formula for how trustees prepared themselves for a board 

meeting.  Each trustee developed his or her own preparation process based on 

preference, experience, or past practice. 

I spend between six and eight hours prior to a meeting going over those 
things, and if I have questions I make notes on what the questions are 
so that I can ask them at the appropriate time (P1, personal 
communication, April 10, 2011). 
 
Maybe an hour or two reading of the board packet and things of that 
sort, and if there’s something for where I may have presentation I could 
spend a day or so. It’s highly variable I would say (P2, personal 
communication, April 12, 2011). 

I read through it almost twice, the first time reading for what’s there, 
and the second time with a red pen and a magic marker (P3, personal 
communication, April 13, 2011). 

When I prepare for a board meeting, I skim a packet.  I’m looking for 
certain things in the financials and I also have a book of things that I 
constantly go back and look at because, to me, they are the 
performance indicators of the institution.  I’m constantly looking for 
things that might be going over here and going over there.  If I’m 
satisfied with it, then I come into a meeting and just provide support 
and information.  If I am not, I will usually try to do something before 
the meeting to deal with the issue (P4, personal communication, April 
13, 2011).  

I would read the entire board packet and be prepared to ask questions or 
make suggestions or comments at the appropriate time during the board 
meeting. In the board packet there would be areas that we would be 
asked to make decisions on versus information. So I guess I would 
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always look and study the areas that decisions were going to be asked 
for first (P5, personal communication, March 28, 2011). 

Usually, four to five days out, sometimes as far out as a week, we 
receive a very in-depth binder that provides all the materials both for 
the work session, as well as, the agenda for the actual meeting and then 
each college provides a report for what’s happened over the last month. 
The board is expected to read through those materials, note any 
questions they might have.  They put together some pretty in-depth 
analysis and numbers for us.  Then they [the system office] make a 
recommendation. I would say it takes a couple of hours to do kind of a 
thorough scan and make sure that you think of questions (P6, personal 
communication, April 20, 2011). 

The lack of a formal process indicates that board decisions are organic and that 

trustees review information, and possibly arrive at decisions, based on their own 

internal processes or experience, rather than a process that has been dictated or agreed 

upon collectively as a board. 

Question: How do you stay informed about all the issues you are required to 

know? 

Again, trustees had no standard practice for staying informed and it varied 

from board to board.  Often trustees received information from the president or college 

communications office: 

I stay informed, I think, by getting involved, by paying attention to the 
media and being involved in the schools in my area (P5, personal 
communication, March 28, 2011). 

 
We’re given a heads up if there is something that we need to know 
about. Sometimes a heads up where something is taking place and we 
may be contacted by the press, which rarely happens.  They usually are 
going through our public information office, or somebody in the 
community (P3, personal communication, April 13, 2011).  
 
We have something called e-news.  It’s a website and everything of any 
real consequence that goes on at the school is published on the e-news. 
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Well, I do a threat assessment.  To begin with, as I told you, I’m the 
elected college treasurer, and while the chief financial officer does 
almost all the work, I feel very serious responsibility to the college. 
When anything financial comes up I always want to be closely 
informed, but back to threat.  Legal actions, I always want to be rung in 
thoroughly on legal actions (P1, personal communication, April 10, 
2011). 

The job that I’m in professionally, a lot of information that filters into 
the community college world is also part of my everyday life.  Dealing 
with elected officials and being at the Capitol, you know, the state 
budget and all those things that relate to that are what I do every day 
(P6, personal communication, April 20, 2011). 

In part to save time, and in part to assist board members discuss thorny issues, 

the state board holds work sessions prior to each board meeting.  These sessions are 

open to the public, and during this time presentations are made on all consent and 

action items, which are then thoroughly discussed. 

Certainly some of those discussions would happen, but in most cases, 
unless we were dealing with some type of personnel item or something 
that required an executive session, we have in-depth discussions in our 
work sessions. I think the work sessions, actually, are a helpful piece of 
the equation where you really have an opportunity to read the material 
beforehand, spend some time talking about it with the staff from the 
colleges or the system and then decide what path you’d like to take (P6, 
personal communication, April 20, 2011). 
 
[Because of the work sessions] I don’t think there’s ever been a 
situation or, in the experience I had, where I didn’t feel like there was 
an opportunity to discuss the issues before we made a decision (P5, 
personal communication, March 28, 2011). 
 
Work sessions were observed on all three boards but only the state 

board had institutionalized this process, which occurred prior to every regular 

meeting.  The two elected boards conducted work sessions when there was an 
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important or controversial agenda item.  These sessions will be discussed more 

thoroughly when summarizing board observation data. 

Question: How often do you consult key constituents as part of your 

preparation process? 

This question was formulated to get a response about interaction with 

community and campus staff, but only the two trustees from the WCC board 

responded to the question directly, and neither discussed community 

interactions. 

Once in a great while, if I have a very specific question I would ask our 
president’s permission to ask, for instance, the chief financial officer 
directly, but I try never to mess with any member of his staff without 
bringing him in (P1, personal communication, April 10, 2011). 
 
The other thing I try to do before each meeting, and I think this may 
come up later, is I try and meet with the local campus CEO, prior to the 
meeting. His predecessor, we would get together fairly often and just 
kind of discuss things particularly when they might have impact on this 
facility because clearly I’m not involved with day to day operations 
here, but I want to know when I go into a meeting anything that may 
have happened that I could get blindsided on or frankly, if I can support 
in any way that makes sense I’ll try and do that, as well (P2, personal 
communication, April 12, 2011). 

Emerging themes.  Multiple themes emerged in response to the 

questions referring to orientation and board preparation.  Table 4.7 details the 

themes that emerged from responses to the questions. 
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Table 4.7 

Orientation and Board Preparation 

Interview question(s) detailing the initial board 

orientation and ongoing board preparation  

 

!

Emerging Themes!

!

 

1. Do you feel you were sufficiently prepared 

for your role as a new board member? 

 
2. Please walk me through your process for 

preparing for a board meeting. 

 

3. How do you stay informed about all the 

issues you are required to know? 

 

4. How often do you consult key constituents as 

part of your preparation process?!

!

• Little orientation is provided to current 

trustees on any of the three boards. 

• Trustees are not exposed to any formal 

governance model 

• Without a formal or informal orientation 

process, trustees tend to learn while on the 

job. 

• There is no formal or consistent process for 

board meeting preparation 

• Trustees stay informed about issues via 

local media or communications with the 

college or system president 

• Staff constituents factor into the preparation 
process for board meetings, but community 

constituents have little impact  
 

 

Understanding roles and responsibilities.  This segment of interview 

questions focused on how well a board member understood his or her roles and 

responsibilities.  Results relied on trustee self-evaluation of their own understanding of 

roles and responsibilities.  

Question: How would you rate your understanding of your roles and 

responsibilities when you first became a board member? 

Trustees evaluated themselves as having a good understanding of their roles 

and responsibilities when they began as board members, but admitted that the real 

learning happened on the job. 

Well, they went out of the way to educate me even before I came on the 
board, because my experience was minimal. When it became clear that 
I was going to run without opposition, the college president and the 
then president of our board of trustees came to [me] and presented me 
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with a package of information and held forth several hours on the 
history of the college and where we were currently and where we 
hoped to go in the future, and the general tone and tenor of the board of 
trustees (P1, personal communication, April 10, 2011). 

 

Quite honestly, I don’t think I had any doubts of the knowledge I would 
need to have on all of the different things we would be dealing with.  
We were scratching the surface at that point. But it does take a certain 
amount of time, and I probably say at least, one cycle, you know, one 
year to kind of go through the entire process to have an understanding 
about what all you’re touching and why (P6, personal communication, 
April 20, 2011). 
 
Well, first of all they [understandings of roles and responsibilities] 
evolve.  I would have to say clearly I feel I’m much more 
knowledgeable now in what our roles and responsibilities are, but the 
roles and responsibilities that we may have envisioned for ourselves ten 
years ago are different now than they may have been in that point in 
time (P2, personal communication, April 12, 2011). 
 
Two trustees felt, individually, they had the necessary understanding, but 

because the board works together as an entity, understanding wasn’t enough to convert 

knowledge into action. 

As an individual who worked here for many years, I think I have a 
better idea of how the college runs and what things work and work 
well, and what things I have seen not work well than most people.  If 
you’ve been in education long enough you will see things that work—
you see a cyclic phenomenon.  You see things that we’ve tried and we 
did and we worked it out, and then somehow we fell out of favor.  Then 
ten years later it’s back. But I try to let others discover that for 
themselves (P3, personal communication, April 13, 2011).  
 

Well, I had served on board previously so I pretty well knew that the 
goal was to make that the financial, the integrity of the institution—I 
was responsible for the budget, responsible for hiring and firing the 
president.  I was also responsible for giving directions in lieu of micro 
managing.  In other words, you have a president to carry out the goals 
and wishes of the board and to make sure that you’re not micro 
managing any of those things that are going on.  So those are the basic 
things that I started with. Not everyone feels that way (P4, personal 
communication, April 13, 2011).  
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Because boards change so often, adjusting to new trustees is an ongoing 

process and ensuring that everyone understands their role is continual. 

What surprised me, I guess, is that the board is fairly diverse, people I 
mean, you never know who’s going to get elected and yet those people 
then have to come together (P2, personal communication, April 12, 
2011). 
 
Question: How involved are you in daily campus operations? 

Trustees as a group were clear that their role did not include involving 

themselves in college operations.   

I would say I’m not involved with the operations at all. I thought I 
would be more hands-on when I first started, but the Carver model 
moved me away from that, as with the rest of the board at the time.  I 
think that maybe the entire board felt that they would be and had been 
more hands on.  As we went through the Carver model I think people 
backed off somewhat. (P2, personal communication, April 12, 2011). 
 
It wasn’t my job to know the operations of any college.  I would say 
that I would be as involved as they wanted me to be.  So I made myself 
available for activities and meetings that they wanted me to participate 
in that they believed would help me in my decision-making and my 
advocacy for this campus as well as the system as a whole (P5, 
personal communication, March 28, 2011). 
 
The [campus] presidents and the system president are to be on top of 
what’s happening there and address issues if they come up. The board 
did not get involved in campus operations (P6, personal 
communication, April 20, 2011). 
 
We’re not at all involved in college operations.  We hired the president.  
It’s his college now (P1, personal communication, April 10, 2011). 
 
This question was used as a follow-up question to determine the accuracy of 

the questionnaire response.  In the questionnaire, respondents agreed that college 

operations were the purview of the president and campus staff, but also desired more 
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training on college operations.  This interview response helped confirm that trustees 

understand this aspect of their role, but also felt more comfortable when they had a 

better understanding of how the institutions they serve operate. 

Question: How involved are you in the strategic planning process? 

I would say just as a board, clearly that—now again, this is what Carver 
would say—it’s the board’s responsibility to come up with a strategic 
plan. My experience is that isn’t how it works and that’s my experience 
in industry, as well.  If you were at GE it wasn’t GE’s board that came 
up with the plan for a GE. In an ideal world, in my opinion, then take it 
to the board and the board approves it.  The board is not the one that 
develops the strategic plan (P2, personal communication, April 12, 
2011). 
 
I don’t recall that the board has ever taken issue with anything in the 
strategic plan that [this president] has put forward.  Not that we’re 
rubber stamps.  It’s just that he does that very, very well, and we’ve had 
no occasion to question it (P1, personal communication, April 10, 
2011). 
 
You know, really, strategic planning is part of the budget process.  I 
mean, it’s integral and I mean the two are locked together and so by 
default we do strategic planning, by how much money we put away for 
a building fund, or how much money we approve for the renovation of 
that building. There’s been a lot of internal involvement.  Strategic 
planning, unfortunately, given this day in time and the uncertainty in 
resources is a very tenuous process.  I mean, you can do all the 
planning you want but some of those plans are going to be driven on 
how much money you have to deal with.  So that’s probably our closest 
thing to strategic planning is these short-term and long-term budget 
planning (P3, personal communication, April 13, 2011). 
 
The WCC board had developed a definitive long-range plan for the college, yet 

both trustees responded they don’t get very involved with the strategic planning 

process.  None of the state board participants responded to this question at all, yet it 

was clear from the board meeting minutes that the state board spends much of its time 
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discussing and approving strategic planning.  This point will be discussed more 

thoroughly in the board meeting minutes segment. 

Question: What would you say is the most important thing for a board member 

to know how to do? 

The trustees’ responses to this question were consistent.  The most important 

thing a board member needs is a commitment to the institution. 

I think the most important thing isn’t really something you need to 
know.  I think it’s mostly a commitment that you need to have to the 
college (P2, personal communication, April 12, 2011). 
 
[A board member needs to know] what the priorities of the board and 
the college are. If a board feels it has to represent a certain group, I 
would say that has no place on a board. You have to go out of that 
comfort zone and to do things outside of it to help the institution (P4, 
personal communication, April 13, 2011).   
Your responsibility is to represent the district, you know, the 
constituency that you’re there for, getting done for that geographic 
guideline. I could come in with just my business hat on obviously, and 
look at everyone through that lens or you could simply put on the lens 
of just strictly governance and what the best policy answer might be. I 
think you have to blend all that together, as part of the process (P6, 
personal communication, April 20, 2011). 
 
I think you have to really believe in the role and mission of the system.  
You have to believe that you are really, that your decisions are going to 
affect the citizens of the state that you serve and so you take those 
responsibilities seriously and that you really, again, make decisions that 
are in the best interest of the students and the employees, and that there 
is no ulterior motive to that (P5, personal communication, March 28, 
2011). 

Question: What qualities are essential to being an effective board member? 

Trustees responded overwhelmingly that a good trustee listens to other 

trustees. 
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Well, personally, I think people need to be good listeners.  I think 
people who do not think in a black and white fashion will serve as 
better trustees because most of the issues we deal with have shades of 
gray attached.  That, to me, is important (P3, personal communication, 
April 13, 2011). 
 
I think a board member needs to be an active listener and really not be 
engaged for any sort of self-serving reason…Sometimes people get on 
the boards because it can promote their own profession or their own 
business.  I’ve never seen those people be very successful because 
they’re pretty transparent (P5, personal communication, March 28, 
2011).  
 
I like people who are willing to discuss and listen to each other.  You 
know, what is the old term, “None of us are as smart as all of us.”  I 
really believe that and so—you know, a lot of times when we have an 
issue, I really like when trustees just talk, just talk.  We all hear and 
learn from each other (P3, personal communication, April 13, 2011).   

 

Listening to others is also key to making astute decisions: 

I’ve had my mind changed by other people who spoke about something 
in a manner that I did not consider and I thought, “Hmm, yeah.”  That’s 
my style, and especially when it comes to monetary financial stuff.  
Sure, I understand the categories and the monies and all that stuff, but 
some of the business people have a really good sense of taxation, 
budgetary reserve accounts, accounting principles.  I listen to them 
when they talk about monetary things (P3, personal communication, 
April 13, 2011). 
 
I think it’s very important to be respectful of the colleagues on the 
board.  For example, nobody has a background in all of the different 
areas that you’ve dealt with.  So we had—when I served on the board, 
we had an individual who was very well-versed in real estate and so we 
all looked to her to give us the expertise when it was a real estate issue 
(P5, personal communication, March 28, 2011). 
 
I think it’s critical to hear where other folks are coming from.  That’ll 
ultimately sway you.  I think it depends on the issue and kind of the 
lens that you’re utilizing in that process (P6, personal communication, 
April 20, 2011). 
 
Like everything else, I think there are people whose opinion you value 
more than others, but collectively I like to think I listen to everybody’s 
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opinions. Certain of them, I have to probably say I’m also somewhat 
biased, either for or against just inherently.  Still I like to think I do a 
fair job of listening and try to be fair. I think everybody is there for a 
reason and you definitely need to allow for that dialogue and discussion 
(P2, personal communication, April 12, 2011). 
 

Several trustees discussed the value of learning how to politically push things forward. 

Well, one of the things you learn to do very early on, at least I think 
you do very early on, is count votes. When you have seven board 
members you don’t want to just continually put something up and have 
it rejected because then it gets a bad connotation. You learn to get a 
sense of the conversations, how your colleagues are doing, and how 
they view certain proposals. Sometimes there’s the time to do things.  
Then there’s a time not to do things. Very early on, there was another 
person on the board, and she and I happened to be in agreement on a 
certain thing, but she kind of looked around and said we don’t have the 
votes. We just didn’t do it at that time, but you kind of sit (P2, personal 
communication, April 12, 2011). 
 
[I’ve learned] when to keep my mouth shut.  There’s humor in that but 
it’s true because I like to help solve problems and there are times when, 
as a trustee, I gotta know the time when I should be helping to solve 
problems and when I should let other people, as part of discovery-based 
learning, solve problems that I would maybe solve in a different way 
(P3, personal communication, April 13, 2011).  
 
I think in every professional situation or volunteer situation what I hope 
to take away from it are things that I will do and things that I won’t do 
and how I will operate and how I won’t operate.  I learned a lot in that 
time about what things I won’t do (P6, personal communication, April 
20, 2011). 

 
One trustee felt that integrity was the key quality in being an effective 

board member: 

Well, the irreducible minimum thing is integrity.  If you don’t have 
integrity you just can’t function.  Please, keep in mind this is a public 
trust.  You know? The fiduciary responsibilities are immense (P1, 
personal communication, April 10, 2011).   
 



**)!

!

!

Emerging themes. The trustees interviewed all agreed that an understanding 

of their roles and responsibilities evolved, and that board roles in strategic planning 

was informal in most cases.  Multiple themes emerged regarding trustee understanding 

of their roles and responsibilities and its effect on trustee effectiveness.  Table 4.8 

provides an overview of trustee preparation for understanding their roles and 

responsibilities. 

Table 4.8 

Board Understanding of their Roles and Responsibilities 

Interview question(s) detailing board 

understanding of roles on responsibilities 

 

Emerging Themes!

!

 

1. How would you rate your 

understanding of your roles and  

responsibilities when you first began 

as a board member? 

 

2. How involved are you in the strategic 

planning at your institution(s)? Please 
elaborate. 

 

3. How involved are you in daily 

campus operations? Please elaborate 

 

4. What would you say is the most 

important thing for a board member 

to know how to do? 

 
5. What qualities are essential to being 

an effective board member? 

!

 

• Without a formal or informal orientation 

process, trustees evolve with the job. 

 

• The best training is the experience of serving 
on a board.!

!

• Trustees on all three boards are clear that 
college operations is not the purview of the 

board, 

 

• Strategic planning should be the purview of 

the board; but in practice it develops at the 

college or system level. 

 

• Effective board members know and commit 

to the mission of the college or system. 

 

• Effective board members are good listeners. 

 

Decision-making.  This next segment of interview questions focused on board 

relations with various constituent groups and how these groups influenced trustee 

decision-making.   
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Question: Do you feel your board has a clear governance process for decision-

making? 

Trustees who were familiar with some sort of governance process were less 

likely to overstep their roles. 

One of the challenges that, I think, every governing board faces is 
understanding the difference between being a policy-making board and 
an operational board. This is a policy board [and] our goal is to be at 
the high level and not to micro-manage what happens beyond that.  
There’s always, and I think we’re all guilty of it, a propensity to kind of 
step over, reach over to where we may need to be sometimes (P6, 
personal communication, April 20, 2011). 
  
The Carver model helped and we’ve had retreats, and we’ve worked 
and sometimes we’ve had some fairly difficult meetings at times in the 
past, but again time seems to help. Sometimes you get very frustrated 
with how long it takes to do things, but time does seem to help. We had 
in one case, we brought in outside people to mediate, and that’s 
generally been useful (P2, personal communication, April 12, 2011). 
 
Yes, the state board set campus policies and procedures and governs 
the individual campuses and it’s up to the president then to make sure 
that however they structure the college is in accordance with state 
board rules and regulations. But in the past there were some board 
members that I don’t think that they truly understand what the 
governance role is.  It’s easy to cross the line into operations.  So I’m 
not sure that that’s clear to everybody coming in, especially if you are 
an elected government official that comes in used to having everything 
available to you (P5, personal communication, March 28, 2011). 
 
Question: How important are other board members’ opinions to you when 

making a decision? 

Like everything else, I think there are people whose opinion you value 
more than others, but collectively I like to think I listen to everybody’s 
opinions (P2, personal communication, April 12, 2011). 
 
We had a lot of differences of opinion with the board members as to 
what our roles should be.  So it was really important that, for me 
anyway, that I was very thoughtful and considerate of the [system] staff 
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to make sure that we allowed them to do their jobs versus doing their 
jobs and then making sure that policies and procedures were in place 
versus the day-to-day minutiae that goes on in the system office (P5, 
personal communication, March 28, 2011). 
 
There was a general consensus from the interviewees that trustees’ opinions 

mattered, depending on the trustee. 

Like everything, else I think there are people whose opinion you value 
more than others, but collectively I like to think I listen to everybody’s 
opinions. Certain of them, I have to probably say I’m also somewhat 
biased, either for or against just inherently.  Still I like to think I do a 
fair job of listening and try to be fair (P2, personal communication, 
April 12, 2011). 

You know, what is the old term, “None of us are as smart as all of us.”  
I really believe that and so—you know, a lot of times when we have an 
issue, I really like when trustees just talk, just talk.  We all hear and 
learn from each other (P3, personal communication, April 13, 2011).   
 
I think it’s always good to have somebody with a dissenting opinion, 
but how they choose to utilize that is the important part of that 
equation. I think ultimately, sadly, it comes down to that appointment 
process; which lies in the hand of the governor.  I’m not suggesting that 
any of them would make a choice that would cause that kind of ruckus, 
but it can happen (P6, personal communication, April 20, 2011). 
 

Some trustees spoke about the effect of inexperience on the board as an entity: 

Because I’ve been here a long time, it’s a little difficult for me.  I really 
have to restrain myself because I really want to jump into some things 
and say, “Here’s what we did,” not that we should do it this way now, 
but what I like to bring is the historical perspective and the question is, 
“Can we learn from that,” either good or bad (P3, personal 
communication, April 13, 2011).   

 

We get into Texas [ACCT conference] and you see the states versus the 
local and all those jurisdictional confrontations and issues that are 
going on.  Bad boards seem to lead to worse boards. What it shows me 
is that we had made a lot of progress.  However, we could easily slip 
back into those same kind of dilemmas if we didn’t manage our 
systems in accordance with good sound management rules, and that is 
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to ensure that everybody’s working together (P4, personal 
communication, April 13, 2011). 
 
Sometimes people get on the boards because it can promote their own 
profession or their own business.  I’ve never seen those people be very 
successful because they’re pretty transparent (P5, personal 
communication, March 28, 2011).  
  
In general, trustees were supportive of their colleagues, but hinted at 

the destructiveness of board members who don’t have the best interests of the 

college as a motivating principle. The effect of a “rogue” trustee will be 

discussed more when examining board relations. 

 Question: How important are your constituents recommendations or the 

individual who appointed you, when making a decision? 

Elected trustees felt more accountable to consider their local constituents’ 

wishes, but none of the trustees said this factored largely in their decision-making. 

The people that have elected me, I try to keep them up to speed.  We’ve 
had some major arguments over a process that we have going right now 
with drilling some oil wells on the campus. The problem is 
misunderstanding, and the problem of the people who have been upset 
about it is their unwillingness to listen. I have about five or six different 
ways that I will direct somebody or something, always with a high level 
of professionalism to try to get to a point, or to try to bring the person’s 
anger down to a point where we could discuss it (P4, personal 
communication, April 13, 2011). 
 
You know, it’s interesting because we don’t—we, the trustees in the 
college—don’t seem to get a lot of feedback. I don’t have people call 
me up at 9:00 at night or sending me nasty-grams.  So there isn’t—
there has not been a whole lot of issues that I think trustees hear about 
unless it’s just from their close acquaintances and friends who want to 
weigh in on something (P3, personal communication, April 13, 2011). 
 
If someone calls me either with a complaint or a suggestion or 
something else like that I try to make sure that it gets funneled into the 
right place, and just again by means of governance whenever I do that 
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if I send an email to anybody; generally it’s to the president and with a 
carbon copy to the board chair as well (P2, personal communication, 
April 12, 2011). 
 
State-appointed trustees appeared to be less influenced by their local 

community or state legislature. 

I will tell you I never had a call from either of the two governors 
specific to an issue that we were debating or dealing with. I would 
never have a phone call from anybody in the first congressional district 
specific to an issue that we were dealing with. I think it was up to me to 
make the best decision based on the information that I had in front of 
me using the lenses that obviously I was appointed through (P6, 
personal communication, April 20, 2011). 

I think that whenever there was an issue that they [a community 
member] were passionate about or that they needed help and support 
with, that was my job as the representative in this area to support that 
and to advocate for it.  So I never felt pressured.  But I always again 
felt the responsibility and the obligation to support what the college or 
system—whatever initiative the college was going for (P5, personal 
communication, March 28, 2011). 

Further examination of the connection between local communities and boards 

will be discussed more thoroughly in the summary section.  

Question: Please define the college or system president’s role in your decision-

making process? 

Trustees noted that trust in the president allows them to focus on their roles 

and not step outside their purview. 

Generally speaking, I leave the president to her job of running the 
institution.  I have, on occasion, been confrontational with her, but at a 
pretty high level/professional level.  So when she comes to us with a 
problem or a solution, that’s the key that she’s operating at that level. I 
expect that and I respect that (P4, personal communication, April 13, 
2011).  
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The system president has really helped us understand our role and the 
more we trust her, the easier it is to relinquish that natural impulse to 
over-manage, you know? (P6, personal communication, April 20, 
2011). 

I respect his judgment.  In particular, the thing that excites and delights 
me are his brilliant personnel choices. As a result of his record of 
success in that arena, my confidence in him and his credibility to me as 
a leader and a president is extraordinary.  It’s off the chart (P1, personal 
communication, April 10, 2011). 
 
We are, you know, this is probably one of the more outlying districts, 
but again I have absolutely no qualms at all about calling him and vice 
versa if there’s anything that pops up that’s specific to this community 
or if I hear anything I’ll certainly feed it into him and conversely he has 
no qualms about calling me (P2, personal communication, April 12, 
2011). 
 
I think that she does a really nice job of engaging all of the board 
members and keeping them up to speed on issues that may affect the 
system as a whole (P5, personal communication, March 28, 2011). 
 
Question: How closely do you work with the college or system president? 

All trustees interviewed praised their respective presidents and his/her role in 

keeping trustees informed and working well together.  

If your question is, how do we work together, I think we’ve managed to 
learn how to work together, simply because I think the president has a 
greater understanding of let’s be straight shooters with this, let’s make 
sure we come across the table with it.  What I need is certain things to 
make a decision.  I think she’s doing a good job in presenting those 
issues (P4, personal communication, April 13, 2011). 
 
Very closely. It’s a very strong role. There’s a great deal of power 
vested in that person, but I have seen the situation where that was not 
the case too.  We have come a full 180 in our trust level, I’ll be honest 
with you (P6, personal communication, April 20, 2011). 
 
Different presidents and different administrations require a different 
relationship and I think the board has to be somewhat flexible in that. 
That’s why to some extent the Carver model in my opinion right now 
is too prescriptive (P2, personal communication, April 12, 2011). 
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Sometimes you have to agree to disagree to move on and sometimes 
you need to listen to your president, most of the time, but on the other 
times, sometimes you’ve got to confront your president and tell her, 
“This is not where we’re going,” and make sure that is very clear, but 
to do it in such a way that we’re all professionals (P4, personal 
communication, April 13, 2011). 

 
Emerging themes.  Multiple themes emerged regarding the influence of the 

prescribed governance processes, presidents, other board members, and local 

constituent groups on their decision-making.  Table 4.9 provides an overview of how 

board decisions are influenced and the themes that emerged. 

Table 4.9 

Influences on Board Decision-making  

Interview question(s) detailing the influence 

on board decision-making 

  

Emerging Themes!

!

 

 
1. Do you feel your board has a clear 

governance process for decision-making? 

 

2. How important are other board members’ 

opinions to you when making a decision? 

 

3. How important are your constituents’ 

recommendation or individual who 

appointed you, when making a decision? 

 

4. Please define the college or system’s 
president’s role in your decision-making 

process. 

 

5. How closely do you work with the 

campus/system president?  

 

!

!

 

 

• Having a governance process in place 

helps mitigate conflict. 

 

• Trustees rely selectively on other board 

members when making decisions. 

 

• Constituent input does not factor strongly 

in board decision-making, especially for 

state boards. 

 

• The role of the president is essential in 
the overall functioning of the board. 

 

• Presidential leadership strongly 

influences board decision-making and 

helps boards focus on their proper roles. 
 
• State board members may be less tied to 

their local communities than elected 

boards.  
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Board relations.  This segment examined the relationships between board 

members and if board relations affect how well a board functions as an entity.  Several 

themes emerged in interviews about how board relations influence the overall 

functionality of a board. 

Question: Your board meetings are public. How does this affect your decisions 

and/or your ability to be candid when expressing your opinions? 

Trustees spoke about wanting more time to discuss issues, especially with 

fellow board members, out of the public eye.  But open meeting laws curbed their 

ability to discuss ideas candidly. 

I listen respectfully to any other board member.  We are under some 
interesting constraints.  We are subject to the open meetings law, and 
when three or more trustees are gathered for anything other than a 
purely social occasion it’s considered a meeting. That means that it has 
to be open to the public and the press, and all the bureaucratic pickle 
that comes along with that.  I understand the reason for it (P1, personal 
communication, April 10, 2011). 
 
There are very strong sunshine laws and we adhere to those religiously 
and as a result of that—As a result of that, particularly where we’re so 
widely spread apart, there’s very few opportunities for us to get 
together and even phone calls we don’t make (P2, personal 
communication, April 12, 2011). 
 
One of the trustees offered a solution that would allow for more input from 

colleagues. 

We don’t violate meeting laws. But I would like about a half-an-hour 
prior to our meeting where we can just have a conversation.  It’s not 
part of the meeting and the press can decide to be there or not, but it’s 
part of that thing where I want to hear what other trustees—you know, 
it—when you’re in front of the camera, and you’re in front of all of the 
people, it made me feel a little bit uncomfortable in having just this 
kind of a conversation and I really want to see—and once again, let’s 
try it for a year, or let’s try it for six months and see how it works, just 
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have a conversation.  We simply discuss something, and if we decide 
later on that it becomes an action item then, of course, it will be in a 
formal board meeting and we’ll take formal action, but I really don’t 
feel that I have a good idea as to what other people feel about things 
and I would like more of that (P3, personal communication, April 13, 
2011).   
 
The work sessions at the state board meetings come the closest to allowing a 

solution for board members to discuss ideas without the glare of the cameras and the 

political posturing that occurs during regular public meetings.  But even the work 

sessions include an audience of campus presidents and staff who must be considered. 

Question: In reviewing board minutes, I see that it is rare that trustees dissent 

with one another. Is this true? 

Trustees spoke about the current collegiality they experience on their 

respective boards, but that it has not always been this harmonious. 

You know, your observation was that usually there was a unanimous 
decision.  They were not unanimous in the past.  Majority ruled and 
luckily there were enough of us with the same desire to let the staff do 
their job and only support governance issues that eventually this 
[disruptive] individual resigned off the board (P5, personal 
communication, March 28, 2011). 

 
Sometimes you have to make a political decision and disagree, and you 
have to do it in open session, but you’ve got to have a reason when you 
do it (P4, personal communication, April 13, 2011).  
 
You know it hasn’t happened too often, but yeah there were some votes 
where it was 3-to-2.  One was whether to support mountain gambling 
and extension—well, there’s three—I don’t have to go into details, but 
the college would get revenue from gambling and how that would look 
and whether we should support that.  That was a 3-to-2 vote.  That was 
a couple of years ago (P3, personal communication, April 13, 2011).  
 
Certainly, in 2002 or thereabouts there was a fair amount [of dissent]. 
One of the things that really helps us quite honestly is we’ve got a very 
sound financial position.  If we had a more difficult financial position 
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and we may get to that depending on where things go, but for the last 
several years things have gone very well (P2, personal communication, 
April 12, 2011). 

 

Question: Have you ever pushed your own agenda even when other trustees 

are not interested? 

The state board members were very clear about trying to keep their own 

agenda out of the discussion. 

I never put myself in that position. Again, we went through a very 
turbulent time with this board member and I absolutely believe that 
myself as well as other board members were very influential in setting 
the tone and making sure that the board was respectful of the job that 
the system president had to do and we gave her the tools to do it (P5, 

personal communication, March 28, 2011).   

 

I don’t believe so.  Some of that may come out of being in the 
professional world in which I live as well, where it’s all about do you 
have the votes you need to be successful in which you have to 
accomplish (P6, personal communication, April 20, 2011).  
 
Elected trustees, although respectful, felt that agendas were important as a 

trustee:  

I can be very vocal in those meetings, but so can the others.  So, yes, 
I’m very involved.  Do I have my own agenda going in?  Yes, 
absolutely, you have to have, otherwise you don’t have a successful 
meeting (P4, personal communication, April 13, 2011). 
 
I actually suggested that we go from five to seven board members 
because we are allowed by statute to have either five or seven, and I 
thought, “Well, we’ve grown large enough,” and I simply asked them 
to conduct a study as to whether or not this would be beneficial and so 
that’s as close as I’ve gotten, and now I’m going to, as a trustee, feel 
that we need to do this. The president said, “Please wait until after that 
vote takes place, because if it does, and if they should vote themselves 
in, then we will have a different mix of population, and we may have to 
redo that.”  I said, “That makes perfect sense to me.”  Well, it’s going 
to be brought up again because the president mentioned that at the last 
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board meeting that we are getting the data.  She knows that this is going 
to go forward (P3, personal communication, April 13, 2011). 

 
When asked how they managed a decision they didn’t personally agree with, 

trustees took a pragmatic approach: 

When a decision is made you’ve got to look at each other and say, 
“That’s great, that’s the way we’re going, I’m going to support it 100 
percent, we’re moving on.”  “Agree to disagree” is one of major 
concepts in any management success.  You’ve got to be able to agree to 
disagree to move on (P4, personal communication, April 13, 2011). 
 
I listen to them and I always have in the back of my mind that even if 
there’s something I may not fully support I can always bring this up 
again in the future and we can take a look at what has happened since 
our decision.  You know, what have we learned from that decision?  
Should we change it?  So I don’t look at things as permanent.  I look at 
things as, “Okay, we tried something,” but so there are some things that 
I’m going to bring up this year (P3, personal communication, April 13, 
2011). 
 
It comes back to this patience thing that you have to learn to work; 
become more group cooperative in a sense. Doesn’t necessarily mean 
you give up on things, but you just have to pick the time for doing 
something, and sometimes additional information has to come in.  It’s 
one of those things that you just kind of have to learn.  That there’s a 
time to bring things up, and a time to just kind of sit on your hands.  
You don’t do it. Constantly, just kind of counting votes, at least 
mentally, to see kind of where you stand on something and then 
waiting for the chance to make something happen (P2, personal 
communication, April 12, 2011). 
 
I am learning that it has so much to do with just the components of the 
individuals on the board and the president, certainly.  Sort of the 
guiding leader, but it can be a real mess when you’ve got people who 
want to have their own agenda and wishing that we talk it out and 
achieve consensus.  I don’t mean by brute force either.  I mean 
persuasion (P1, personal communication, April 10, 2011). 
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Question: Have you ever served on a board where there was a “rogue” 

member? Someone who had his or her own agenda that might not be compatible with 

the mission of the institution? 

None of the trustees interviewed were currently serving on boards that had a 

member who could be considered overly disruptive. However, several of the trustees 

who had served for eight years or more stated they had served on a board with a 

disruptive trustee and spoke carefully of the effect it had on their board relations. 

I referenced a couple of times that we did have some difficult years, 
and during those times mostly one incredibly strong personality that 
was difficult for the entire board.  It affected the system and the 
colleges as well.  Some thought that he was placed on the board as a 
watchdog to ensure that certain things happened or didn’t happen. I 
don’t know if that was true or not.  That’s pure speculation, but it is 
amazing what one person can do to disrupt what could be a pretty 
smooth process. I don’t know if I certainly felt that I had to vote a 
certain way, but I think we were all on pins and needles a great deal of 
the time about what this meeting might end up like (P6, personal 
communication, April 20, 2011). 
 
I think that the biggest controversy that we had while I was on the 
board was with a particular board member who really wanted to be 
involved more from an operational standpoint and from a governance 
standpoint.  This individual would go directly to the staff at the system 
office and ask for information rather than being respectful and going 
through the board chair to the system president and following the 
protocol (P5, personal communication, March 28, 2011). 
 
My predecessor had told me of some friction on the board; specifically 
including, a couple of trustees.  One a banker, and one a real estate 
agent who apparently had some self-interest in being trustees. They 
were trying to induce the college to engage in some sort of land swap; 
which was certainly in their interest, but I don’t think in the interest of 
the college. I really expected that I would be joining a board that might 
have some divisions on it, but as it happened those two individuals did 
not run for re-election so I never actually served on the Board of 
Trustees with them (P1, personal communication, April 10, 2011). 
 



*#*!

!

!

When I first joined it I’d say there was a lot more discourse and the 
people were not quite as collegial. There were some issues that we 
needed to resolve, and some administration issues, as well at the time 
that I think that we’ve worked our way through. We’ve had retreats and 
we’ve worked and sometimes we’ve had some fairly difficult meetings 
at times in the past, but again time seems to help (P2, personal 
communication, April 12, 2011). 
 
Trustee P2 went on to discuss that during this period of turmoil, the college 

president held a series of workshops, training trustees in the Carver model.  This 

training helped define the responsibilities of a trustee.  

There were some issues that we needed to resolve, and some 
administration issues, as well at the time that I think that we’ve worked 
our way through and managed to overcome those issues. The Carver 
model helped and we’ve had retreats and we’ve worked and sometimes 
we’ve had some fairly difficult meetings at times in the past, but again 
time seems to help. That’s one of the reasons, again, we hired our 
current president.  We felt we needed a stronger vision and because I 
think if you can’t get people to agree with what the vision is, you tend 
to get rid of some of the rogueness in a sense (P2, personal 
communication, April 12, 2011).  
 
This trustee is the only one interviewed who was familiar with a specific 

governance model, which will be discussed in the next section. 

Trustee P6 agreed that having a strong governance model may assist in curbing 

trustees that want to push their own agendas.  If roles are clearly articulated, the 

“rogue” member has less room to maneuver and may lose interest.  This trustee felt 

that the lessons learned from a disruptive board member, however, resulted in 

improvements to the system: 

Truth be told, some of the things that this individual, some of the issues 
that they brought up, some of the suggestions that they made were not 
the wrong answers.  It was all in how he chose to approach it. Some of 
the, I think, improvements that were made in how the system operates 
and how the colleges relate to the system would not have happened 
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without somebody with a very, very strong voice (P6, personal 
communication, April 20, 2011). 

 

Emerging themes.  Not surprisingly, trustees were careful when 

speaking about their colleagues but also candid about the affect board relations 

can have on the ability of the entire board to function well.  Table 4.10 

provides an overview of the role the board relationships play in board 

functionality and the themes that emerged. 

Table 4.10 

Board Relations 

 

!

Interview question(s) detailing the effect of 

board relations on roles and 
responsibilities 

 

 

Emerging Themes!

!

!

!

 

1. Your board meetings are public. How 

does this affect your decisions and/or 

your ability to be candid when 

expressing your opinions? 

 

2. In reviewing board minutes, I see that it 

is rare that trustees dissent with one 

another. Is this true? 
 

3. Have you ever pushed your own 

agenda even when other trustees are not 

interested? 

 

4. Have you ever served on a board where 

there was a rogue member? !

 

• Board members don’t have enough 

opportunities to solicit input from other 

trustees and discuss issues informally. 

 

• Trustees were pragmatic in their approach to 

working with other board members, but 

admitted there is an appropriate time to move 

your agenda forward. 
 

• A board member who pushes his or her own 

agenda can have an adverse affect on the 

entire board. 
 

• A “rogue” board member may help the board 
define its role by forcing the board to clarify 

its function. 
 

 

Analysis of interview results.  This subsection discusses the qualitative 

results of data collected based from the interviews conducted for each case in the 

study.  The data was grouped into five categories: (a) past experience, (b) orientation 



*##!

!

!

and board preparation, (c) understanding of responsibilities, (d) decision-making, and 

(e) board relations.  The following is a summary of the results by category.  

Past experience.  The data revealed that although the trustees felt their 

previous experience equipped them to be trustees, few trustees on either the state-

appointed or elected boards had any direct experience in college governance.  Only 

one of the six trustees had specific experience that prepared him to be a community 

college trustee, and each acknowledged they relied heavily on his or her previous 

experience, which influenced the initial perception of a trustee’s role.!

There was no evidence that those who ended up serving on boards were any 

more or less qualified by being elected or appointed to their position.  All of the 

trustees interviewed were professionals who were successful in their previous 

professions and were confident they were qualified to serve.  This may be more a 

result of their own self-evaluation, than an accurate description of how qualified they 

were, but the researcher was impressed with the commitment of all the participants to 

their institutions, and their openness to learning about their roles and responsibilities.!

Recruitment to serve on the elected boards was random and varied and was 

often based on networks the trustee had built.  This was true for both elected trustees 

and appointed trustees.  State appointments followed a more stringent selection 

process, including residence in certain congressional districts, community 

involvement, political affiliation, and interviews with state officials, but that process 

did not necessarily result in trustees who were more experienced or equipped to serve 

on educational boards.!
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Trustees also felt there was no formula for the “perfect” board composition. 

One trustee observed that boards end up adapting to one another and to the president 

of the college or the system.  The adaptation organically occurs; how a board will 

function may not be predicted by the previous experience of the trustee, but has more 

to do with the president and other board members.  There was no link found between a 

trustee’s experience and proficiency as a board member.!

Orientation and board preparation.  The interviews confirmed that no 

consistent orientation was offered to any of the trustees.  Although some 

training was provided to trustees on certain boards, the lack of consistency or 

commitment to ensuring board members go through a formal preparation was 

demonstrated by the fact that even on the same boards, orientations were 

different based on when the trustee joined the board. 

The three trustees who underwent a formal orientation spoke more 

confidently about their understanding of roles and responsibilities than did the 

board members who were only provided with a packet orientation.  

Interestingly, these trustees underplayed the value of this training, but in their 

responses to several questions, demonstrated that this training had, indeed, 

assisted them understand their respective roles.  Ultimately all trustees 

demonstrated a solid understanding of their individual roles on the board and 

how the board was to function as an entity.  However, all three of the trustees 

who had not experienced a formal orientation stated that it took them several 

board cycles to feel comfortable and confident in their proper roles. 
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All trustees stated that despite the limited training, there was no better 

training than the experience of being a trustee.  This conclusion may be 

especially true for the trustees who had no formal orientation or previous 

educational board experience, but all trustees stated they learned while serving. 

Without a formal orientation process, boards may only be as effective 

as the collective trustees.  In other words, board members tended to learn from 

one another.  This may not create problems for board functionality when there 

are strong board members and a strong college or system president, but it is a 

less effective strategy when presidents are ineffective or boards are ill-

informed.  The role of the president and other board members will be further 

explored in the decision-making and board relations segments.!

Understanding roles and responsibilities.  The results revealed that trustees 

felt that time was the most effective preparation for understanding their roles.  This 

awareness grew from learning to work with others on the board, the emphasis trustees 

placed on being good listeners, and the role listening played in total board harmony, as 

well as in their own confidence in their effectiveness.  

The interviews revealed that boards are effective when members take the time 

to work together, but boards evolve and as certain trustees transition on and off, board 

dynamics change.  This can strengthen or weaken a board, but it does leave it 

vulnerable to the experience and knowledge level of each individual trustee.  There 

was no difference seen between how elected trustees and state-appointed trustees 

viewed this issue.  The question may be: If each board member is not trained 
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consistently in his or her roles and responsibilities, how does the transitioning between 

new and experienced trustees affect the overall functionality of the board? 

The trustees interviewed were clear about their operational role as a board, but 

less clear on their strategic planning role.  Although strategic planning exists within 

the purview of the board, most trustees felt this was developed at the college or system 

level, not at the board level—even though they had the authority to approve the plan.  

This result may be due to the fact that all three boards appeared to have efficient and 

strong presidents, so the boards trusted their planning recommendations.  This 

response might be different if the trustees did not trust their college or system 

president. 

Decision-Making.  The data revealed that having a governance process in 

place, and communicating that to trustees, assists boards to maintain their proper roles.  

The trustees who had attended either the Carver training or ACCT, mentioned how the 

governance process influenced their decision-making.  Trustees who were not trained 

responded to this question more informally, about how they reach agreement, and 

were less pragmatic in their approach to achieving results.  Trustees felt that they 

learned from their fellow board members but relied on other trustees selectively.  In 

other words, certain trustees were taken more seriously than others.  Board relations 

will be discussed in the next subsection. 

The role of the president was an integral part of the decision-making process 

for the trustees interviewed. Each of the boards appeared to have a proactive, strong 

college or system president and his or her influence was seen in the responses to 
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multiple questions.  Most of the trustees responded that they were likely to take the 

recommendation of the president when unsure about a decision, and although the 

president’s choices were not rubber-stamped, they yielded to the president’s 

recommendations in most decisions.  Trustees also gained much of their understanding 

about their proper roles from their respective presidents who played a leadership role 

in helping the board function at a high level.  

The influence of constituents was not seen as a factor in board decision-

making.  The elected boards occasionally solicited community input but were rarely 

contacted by local or campus constituents.  State board members had almost no 

contact with their local communities.  Although one state board member said she tried 

to stay involved in local issues, she also felt her first priority was to the system as a 

whole, and that local input did not factor into her decisions unless the local community 

college was involved.  

The lack of input from the campus constituents—faculty and classified staff 

seemed to have little to no contact with any of the board members, except at the 

administration level—may have more to do with this state being a right-to-work state. 

None of the staff at any of the districts were unionized, which may mitigate how 

actively campus staffs attempt to influence board decisions.  In this area, the state 

examined in this study may not be representative of all states.2  More research needs to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
"!!In states with a participatory governance process, like California, unions actively 
recruit and lobby for the election of board members they view as sympathetic to 
organized labor. This politicization certainly has an effect on the decision-making of 
elected officials.!
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be conducted to see how, or if, board decision-making is different in states with 

collective bargaining contracts. 

The board members of NCC were the most informed about their communities 

which may be because their institution was smaller than the other two sites, and 

perhaps because both had deep roots in their communities. One NCC trustee had been 

an employee of the college, and the other trustee, a county commissioner.  The two 

elected WCC trustees felt committed to their local campuses but, because the 

campuses were so geographically diverse, had little connection to the other 

communities in the college.  The state officials felt the individual campus presidents 

were responsible for receiving input from the local constituents and acting upon that 

feedback and therefore admitted to being less informed about the activities of each 

campus and community. 

Board relations.  The data revealed that time and board experience assisted 

trustees work with other board members.  Experience was a factor in learning when to 

push forward an idea, how to count votes in order to be successful, and knowing when 

and with whom alliances needed to be made.  State board members stated they never 

pushed their own agenda, but elected trustees felt that having an agenda was important 

for a trustee, but they did not push their own agenda if they sensed the timing was not 

right. This also made alliances key in ensuring successful outcomes.  Several elected 

trustees provided examples of agendas they had either pushed or were planning to 

push with their respective boards. 
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Elected trustees felt that the open meeting laws constrained their ability to 

solicit input from their fellow trustees and even their own ability to thoughtfully 

consider their own decision-making in forums other than public meetings.  Some 

trustees felt that public meeting laws, which mandate that any more than two board 

members constitutes a meeting, may curtail candid discussion among trustees.  One 

trustee desired a short meeting before each board meeting that could be public, but less 

formal.  The work sessions for the state board, although public, are standard practice 

and may assist in this feedback process. 

Although none of the current boards in this study felt they worked with an 

actively disruptive member, three of the longer-serving trustees spoke of serving in the 

past with a trustee who had an agenda that may not have been in-sync with the college 

mission or with his or her fellow board members.  Each spoke of the damage a 

“rogue” member can do to board harmony and to the focus of the board.  The trustees 

who spoke on this issue also spoke about the role of the president in mitigating this 

damage—either by isolating the disruptive trustee or instituting a training process to 

help trustees understand their roles.  In all three cases, the disruption had to do with 

the trustee not understanding his proper role on the board, and the trustee elected to 

leave the board once this training had occurred. 

An interesting outcome of having a negative experience with a trustee, 

however, was unintended and resulted in some board improvement.  At WCC, the 

board went through a more intensive training process after having a rogue member; at 
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CCCS, the trustee helped the board commit to board harmony as a result of the 

negativity that occurred when this member served.  

The next section discusses the results of an examination of board meeting 

minutes at each site. 

Board Minutes 

Board minutes for each of the three sites were studied and analyzed for 

emerging themes and to determine on what topics boards focused their time.  The 

minutes were also examined as a potential source of comparison between the roles and 

responsibilities of state-appointed boards and elected boards.  Minutes from each 

board meeting at each site during the 2010 calendar year were studied and then 

catalogued using a spread sheet to determine the topics that boards spent their time on.  

The topics included: (a) roles and responsibilities, (b) fiscal or budget issues, (c) 

college operations, (d) personnel matters, (e) strategic planning, (f) student services, 

(g) academic issues, (h) transfer function, (i) career and technical education, (j) 

community issues, (k) policy, (l) legal issues, and (m) building and technology.  When 

there were public comments at a board meeting, this was noted, as well.  The topics 

above refer only to action and consent items, not to the presentations provided at the 

board meetings.  Figures 4.6–4.8 detail the number of times in the 2010 calendar year 

that board members voted or consulted on a specific action or consent item at each 

site. 

Central Community College System meeting minutes.  The state board at 

CCCS spent almost twice as much time on fiscal issues, such as tuition, student fees, 
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and budget planning, than any other issue.  There were no board meetings where some 

kind of fiscal planning was not a part of the action or consent board agenda.  The next 

most oft-discussed issue was career and technical education, followed closely by 

strategic planning and setting policy.  All other issues were prioritized on the agenda 

sporadically; board roles and responsibilities were discussed at only one board 

meeting. 

At a meeting in January 2010, the board president opened the meeting 

referencing information from ACCT’s Guide to Trustee Roles and Responsibilities 

(ACCT, 2010b), specifically noting that “effective boards consist of people who come 

together to form a cohesive group to articulate and represent the public interest, 

establish a climate for learning and monitor the effectiveness of the institution” 

(CCCS Board minutes, January 20, 2010, p.1).   

The board president also mentioned the four points of effective boards which is 

to “integrate multiple perspectives into board decision-making; establish and abide by 

rules for conducting board business; speak with one voice and support the decision of 

the board, once it is made; and recognize that power rests with the board, not 

individual trustees” (Board minutes, January 20, 2010. p.1).  The board president 

concluded her overview, noting that “governing boards establish policies that provide 

direction and guidance to the president and staff of the College or System” (p.1).  

Board members were asked for input regarding the referenced information.  According 

to the meeting minutes, the members of the board were in agreement with the 

information presented.  
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Figure 4.6  

CCCS Action Items—Board Meeting Minutes Jan–Dec 2010 

 

 

 

One overall note in reviewing the CCCS board meeting minutes was the lack 

of public comment at any of the meetings.  This researcher asked a state board 

member why she thought the public did not attend public board meetings. She stated: 

I think it’s a non-controversial system in many ways and so there’s not 
a, you know, frustration directed at community colleges. Some of our 
four-year universities have more challenges, like alcohol and sporting 
events. I think sometimes there are other issues that drive the public 
comment in a way that we just, knock wood, have not had to deal with 
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so we’re a little under the radar screen (P6, personal communication, 
April 20, 2011). 
 
Lack of public input may also be an indicator that board meetings are not held 

consistently at local campuses.  Most board meetings occur at the system office, 

although public meetings are held, on average, at four campuses throughout the year.  

This location is meant to accommodate board members who either travel a distance or 

work more closely to the system office, but it does little to engage trustees with the 

activities and students at each campus.  When asked how board members stayed 

involved with the individual campuses, one trustee replied that, in addition to the 

president’s reports at each board meeting: 

The board has an opportunity every year to do campus tours.  The 
system staff plans a number of days where we go out to individual 
campuses. You have an opportunity to go and really spend some time 
on campus. Go spend a day over there and see what’s happening. 
There’s an opportunity to touch down and to touch base, not just 
through reports, but also through actual on the ground time (P6, 
personal communication, April 20, 2011). 
 
Little acknowledgement of community relations was displayed in the meeting 

minutes of CCCS.  There were few industry partnerships noted or discussed, and 

without local representatives either attending the meetings or involved at the state 

level, it was difficult to determine how involved the state board was with local 

industry.  It was explained to the researcher at one of the board observations that the 

system staff or campus presidents take the lead when developing community relations.  

The state board is only interested in state-wide workforce training that benefit all 

campuses. 
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In reviewing the CCCS board minutes it was also noted that, in the last year, 

all motions passed unanimously.  When asked if this was an anomaly, Trustee P5 

responded that although in recent years, the board tends to vote together, in the past, 

when there was a disruptive board member, unanimous decisions were not the norm. 

Your observation was that usually there was a unanimous decision.  
They were not unanimous [in the past].  We had many contentious 
decisions. Majority ruled and luckily there were enough of us with the 
same desire to let the staff do their job and only support governance 
issues that eventually this individual resigned off the board (P5, 
personal communication, March 28, 2011). 
 
Northern Community College District meeting minutes.  The board at NCC 

divided its time fairly equally between consent and action items focused on fiscal and 

budget issues, personnel and hiring practices, community relations, and establishing 

policy.  These action items were followed closely by involvement with legal issues in 

closed session.  All other agenda items were discussed less than twice in a year-long 

span and board roles and responsibilities were not formally discussed at board 

meetings at any time during 2010.  

Most of the attention given to fiscal issues had to do with tuition, which the 

board has the responsibility for establishing.  Unlike at the state level, there are no 

restrictions currently on tuition adjustments, although this will be changing in 2012.  

There was also frequent discussion about state funding and how NCC would weather 

more funding cuts from the state.  

It was noted that in the board’s public comments, trustees praised staff and 

students, but there were few action items focusing on either student services, academic 

affairs, and none on the transfer mission.  This researcher asked a staff member at the 
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board meeting how the staff interacted with the board and the staff member seemed 

surprised at the question.  She responded that there was little opportunity to engage 

board members and although this staff person was the classified workers rep, it had 

not occurred to her to bring an issue to a trustees’ attention (NCC staff representative, 

personal communication, March 2, 2011).  The researcher concluded that the absence 

of a collective bargaining agreement might create an environment where workers did 

not expect the board to mitigate management issues at the college. 

There were only two meetings in the 2010 calendar year in which a member of 

the public took part in public comments, but the board spent a considerable amount of 

time on community relations.  Most of these action items had to do with developing 

partnerships with local businesses or developing programs that would lead to jobs in 

the community.  

When asked why the public rarely attended or spoke at public board meetings, 

a trustee commented: 

You know, it’s interesting because we don’t—we, the trustees in the 
college—don’t seem to get a lot of feedback.  So there has not been a 
whole lot of issues that I think trustees hear about unless it’s just from 
their close acquaintances and friends who want to weigh in on 
something.  You know, and for several years several of the trustee 
positions were unopposed.  I was—I had one other person running, but 
in previous years—so it’s—I don’t know if people are just not 
interested or we’re doing a good job (P3, personal communication, 
April 13, 2011). 
 

 

 

 

 

 



*$&!

!

!

Figure 4.7 

NCC Action Items—Board Meeting Minutes Jan–Dec 2010 

 
 

 
It was also noted that the board voted unanimously in all decisions except one; 

this decision focused on raising employee contributions to their retirement accounts.  

Both trustees responded about their ability to defuse opposing votes: 

You know it hasn’t happened too often, but yeah there were some votes 
where it was 3-to-2.  One was whether to support mountain gambling 
and extension—well, there’s three—I don’t have to go into details, but 
the college would get revenue from gambling and how that would look 
and whether we should support that.  That was a 3-to-2 vote.  That was 
a couple of years ago.  We’ve generally—we get along pretty well (P3, 
personal communication, April 13, 2011). 
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Sure, sure, there are—sometimes you have to make a political decision 
and disagree, and you have to do it in open session, but you’ve got to 
have a reason when you do it.  To give you an example, we had a 
situation with our state retirement plan which all of our employees are 
involved with.  With the state, because of their financial dilemma, they 
cut back their participation into that program, which flowed to 
everybody else.  In our case, it was about a $350,000 savings.  Because 
of where we were going financially I could not agree to go in and make 
some improvements in the medical plan.  So I argued that in open 
session.  So even though I was defeated 3-to-2, it opened the doors for 
those groups to call me and thank me.  It enabled me to talk to them 
and diffuse them.  Sometimes that’s what you need to do because if, all 
of a sudden, you’re starting to improve medical and the business sector 
is doing just the opposite, we didn’t have a good enough reason or 
explanation (P4, personal communication, April 13, 2011).  
 
Western Community College District meeting minutes.  The board at WCC 

divided its time fairly equally between consent and action items focused on fiscal and 

budget issues, and strategic planning.  These action items were followed in frequency 

closely by attending to legal issues in closed session and items featuring building and 

technology.  This latter category had more to do with the building phase WCC is 

experiencing and is not consistent with decisions made in other academic years.  All 

other issues were focused on less than twice in a year-long span, and board roles and 

responsibilities, and all academic issues, were not discussed formally at board 

meetings at any time during 2010.  

The fiscal discussions were focused on tuition and state funding, but, unlike 

CCCS and NCC, the financial solvency of WCC is fairly sound due to its desirable 

location.  WCC is situated near several ski resort communities, and the college 

benefited from a high property tax base that has allowed the institution to build an 
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unusually large cash reserve.  Many of the action items had to do with spending down 

the reserve, which has contributed to the building growth of the last few years. 

No agenda items during 2010 focused on academic, CTE or student services 

issues, although it should be noted that during this time WCC was in the process of 

developing, applying for, and being approved to offer a baccalaureate degree.  This 

four-year degree initiative was noted in strategic planning, and not in academic 

affairs.   

The biggest surprise in reviewing meeting minutes at WCC versus the two 

other boards studied was the time spent on strategic planning.  Both trustees from the 

WCC board who participated in interviews denied that they spent time on strategic 

planning, but the meeting minutes do not support this contention.  Because WCC is 

moving from the traditional community college mission of offering associates 

degrees to providing baccalaureate degrees, most of the strategic planning action 

items were focused on this change in mission.   

It was also apparent that the WCC board has spent considerable time 

developing a five-year plan.  Because of its healthy fiscal situation, long-range 

planning may be more possible at WCC than at the other two sites studied.  When 

asked about strategic planning the two trustees on the WCC board responded: 

I don’t recall that the board has ever taken issue with anything in the 
strategic plan that he [the president] has put forward.  Not that we’re 
rubber stamps.  It’s just that he does that very, very well, and we’ve had 
no occasion to question it (P1, personal communication, April 10, 
2011). 
 
I would say just as a board, clearly—now again, this is what Carver 
would say—that’s the board’s responsibility to come up with a strategic 
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plan. My experience is that that isn’t how it works. The board is not the 
one that develops the strategic plan. I would say we have that kind of 
relationship with the president.  We’ve delegated that to him, but the 
board is the one that has to accept the responsibility for it (P2, personal 
communication, April 12, 2011). 

 

Figure 4.8  

WCC Action Items—Board Meeting Minutes Jan–Dec 2010 

 

 
Although the trustees felt that their president was most responsible for 

formulating the strategic plans, in reality the board was more active in this endeavor 

than either trustee acknowledged. 

Like the other two boards, public comments are a rarity at WCC board 

meetings.  Some of this is due to the vast geographical distance between college 
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locations.  Board meetings are held at each of the campuses throughout the year, but 

there were no public comments during the year studied.  One trustee addressed this 

issue: 

There’s very little public that attend. Occasionally, you know again, if 
there’s kind of a hot issue.  Particularly, if it’s related to one particular 
locality then it will happen. The other way to get a lot of public 
comments is to consider closing down an institution or campus.  That 
brings out a lot of people (P2, personal communication, April 12, 
2011). 
 
Another factor that might be attributed to geography was board attendance at 

meetings.  From February to November 2010, there were no WCC board meetings 

where all trustees were in attendance.  One trustee was absent 35% of the meetings, 

and another trustee was absent 55% of the time.  Most other board members attended 

regularly, but there was at least one absence in all 11 meetings during the 2010 

calendar year.  Poor attendance was not noted at the other two board sites. 

Summary of board minutes results.  In reviewing the meeting minutes, the 

one consistency between all three boards was the focus on budget and fiscal issues; 

this was to be expected given the funding shortfalls and the rise in student tuition and 

programmatic costs at all community colleges in the state.  The voting records 

underscore that boards focus on the issues confronting the respective campuses during 

that point in time.  In comparing the agendas of the three boards, it appeared that the 

elected boards focused much more on community and campus involvement than did 

the state board, which spent no time on community relations, and were more removed 

from the immediacy of the life on the college campuses.  Although it was not possible 

to generalize overall decision-making during a one-year period, the focus on the larger 
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issues of a college system versus the detailed awareness of programs, staff, and 

students at the local campuses, may indicate that state boards that oversee many 

campuses are unable to experience the immediacy of student life at the campuses they 

oversee.  Because state-appointed trustees were chosen only loosely for community 

involvement and proximity to a campus, involvement in individual campus life is most 

likely not a priority. 

One unanticipated result was the lack of public comments at all three sites.  Of 

the three sites, NCC was the only board that fielded any public comments, but they 

also had six times as many discussions dealing with community relations and 

developing partnerships than did WCC, and 100% more than CCCS, which had none.  

This may indicate that the larger the campus system, whether governed by elected 

boards or state-appointed boards, the fewer opportunities for, or interest in, 

community involvement.  One of the trustees at NCC spoke out against losing touch 

with the local community. 

We’ve always been able to keep, I think, our clientele—I mean, our 
constituents, our people who we’re serving happy in the sense that this 
institution is vital to the future of this county, but if we slip back and if 
we get to a point that we’re not recognizing those basics, we could very 
well have an attempt to bring this system, this college, into the state 
system, and that would be ill-advised (P4, personal communication, 
April 13, 2011). 

When asked to expand on this idea, the trustee responded that it was not 

possible to serve local needs or develop programs that led to industry jobs in a state 

system. 

If you have a business come in, they need something, “Oh, we’ll get 
back to you.”  We’ve got to go to the state to get an answer.  The 
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difference between what we’re doing and what that model is, is that we 
make a decision today.  If you need certain things done from our 
college, we will do it. So the thing of it is, you have instant discussion 
and dialogue with any business coming in, and trust me, that is one of 
the major impacts because they will go back to their corporate 
management and say, “We know we have the academic training 
covered with this community college because they can make decisions 
right away.”  They don’t have to worry about the bureaucracy of the 
state, and done. The second thing is that we are generally structured.  If 
we had to do without the state support, we are structured to be able to 
find a way to move ahead without it.  The other colleges [in this state] 
don’t—with the exception of the mountain college—don’t have that 
same opportunity and the reason is because all their funding comes 
from the state, but we can actually run this institution if we had to.  We 
[might] have to make some changes and have to make some cuts, but 
we can stay in business (P4, personal communication, April 13, 2011). 

 
Although the state board spent a considerable amount of time on career and 

technical programs, its emphasis was not on codifying local partnerships, but on 

developing programs that supported jobs identified in labor market data.  The 

difference here is in how this training impacts the local community.  The WCC board 

also spent little time dealing directly with local business leaders during board 

meetings, but their baccalaureate degree was being developed to address community 

needs. 

Board Observations 

Board observations were conducted at all three sites during a two-month 

period.  During the meeting, the researcher observed from the audience and followed 

the observation checklist in order to maintain consistency (see Appendix F). Notes 

were taken throughout the meetings and documented in a file.   
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The researcher attempted to take a non-participant, observer role only. This 

was possible during the state board meeting, due to the large size of meeting space, but 

during the two elected district meetings, the researcher’s presence was acknowledged, 

although at no time did she participant directly in the meeting. 

Northern Community College District.  The majority of the board meetings 

are held on the main campus.  The board meeting observed by this researcher was held 

at one of the branch campuses.  The regular meeting was preceded by a work session 

to discuss a sensitive land issue for the college.  A work session is only called when 

the board requires additional information on an issue, and this particular session was 

held 90 minutes before the regular session, and it was conducted in a small classroom 

separate from the main room.  Only a few staff members attended, and no one from 

the community.  Legal counsel and the consulting company involved in the land deal 

were present to answer questions from the board; the land deal was also listed on the 

regular agenda as an action item.  The following information details the regular 

session only. 

Physical Setting.  A table was placed at the front of the room, for all five board 

members, the college president and administrative assistant facing the audience.  All 

board members were present.  There was a podium to the right for presentations and 

announcements.  A small table with three staff representatives was set up on stage 

right, south of the podium.  Two cameras and cameramen were set up in the back, 

recording the board meeting, broadcasting the meeting for local access channel.  There 

were three rows of chairs on the left side and four rows on the right side, seating 15 
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and 24 audience members respectively, in addition to a few more chairs in the back, 

for a total of 40–45 chairs.  Approximately 30 people attended the board meeting as 

audience members. 

Board Meeting Structure.  The agenda was followed with the exception of 

moving the action item from the previous oil/property work session discussion to the 

end of the agenda.  Proper board processes were followed.  The roles of the various 

participants were defined based on where in the room they participated and trustees 

had name plates identifying who they were. 

Board Interaction.  The board worked well together and there was more 

interaction and collegiality in the regular session than in the earlier work session; 

trustees were friendly, respectful, and even playful with one another.  The college 

president was very involved, and at times, dominant in the board meeting, directing 

comments, interest and the agenda focus in a collegial, friendly manner. The trustees 

yielded to her leadership throughout the meeting. 

The board also seemed aware of the public setting and the trustees were more 

engaged than they were during the work session.  Their comments were directed at the 

presenters, for the most part, and to the audience.  They did not interact with each 

other directly, except to add to another trustee comment or as an aside.  Statements 

made were either summaries or supportive declarations directed at the audience or a 

presenter, and occasionally clarifications were requested, but questions were not as 

pointed as in the work session.  There was no closed legal session. 
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Presentations on campus activities, academic programs, and community 

projects were made by campus and legal staff.  The general counsel presented on 

revisions to the board’s roles and responsibilities, to better reflect the language of the 

state statutes.  The policy changes were approved.  The action item voting moved 

quickly and without additional discussion. 

Western Community College District.  The board meeting began in the 

morning and ran through the early afternoon.  There was no work session, but the 

regular meetings were structured to include presentations and discussion on the action 

and consent items on the agenda during the morning and these issues were voted on 

directly before lunch.  Due to the large geographic area covered in this district, board 

meetings were held on the various campuses in order to facilitate familiarity with each 

campus.  A campus presentation and campus tour was included during each respective 

board meeting. 

Physical Setting.  The board meeting was held on one of the campuses in a 

well-equipped smart classroom.  The trustees sat facing one another, forming an inner 

circle of two tables of three—face to face—surrounded on both sides by two larger 

tables composed of the campus/institution leadership.  The college president, board 

president, and executive assistant formed the last leg of the U shaped configuration.  

At the end of the room was a podium for speakers and a screen used to project 

PowerPoint presentations by the various presenters.  The general public, of which this 

researcher was the only attendee, had the choice of sitting at the head of the room 
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(with back to PPT screen) or the back of the room (facing the backs of trustees). There 

was no student or faculty representative present. 

Board Meeting Structure.  The agenda was clear, the meeting ran on time and 

in an organized fashion, the agenda was followed concisely, and the college president 

and board president ran the meeting collaboratively.  The agenda was structured to 

include presentations in the first 90 minutes so trustees could ask questions and obtain 

information on the action items that would appear during the next session.  A campus 

tour followed the presentations before reconvening to respond to the action and 

consent items.  The board and staff took a 30-minute lunch break, followed by more 

information items and presentations.  The board then met for closed session. 

Board Interaction.  The trustees were engaged, asked many questions, sought 

clarification and appeared informed about action items versus information items. 

There were collegial discussions between sessions and breaks.  They were respectful 

to the president and appeared to trust his judgment.  The president took firm, but 

humorous, control of the meeting, and the college and board presidents worked as a 

presiding team.  No community members were present.  

Presentations were made by the campus staff.  The presentations and ensuing 

discussions during the morning work session covered the consent and action items to 

be voted on later in the day.  This seemed to facilitate more expedient decision-

making; there was little discussion about each item when the vote was conducted. 

Central Community College System.  Each CCCS board meeting included a 

morning work session, followed by the regular board meeting. Lunch was provided at 
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the end of the meeting for board members who could attend.  The luncheon often 

included a presentation by a professional on an issue facing higher education.  The 

work session consisted of presentations by the system staff, college presidents, and 

consultants who provided an overview and recommendations for the various action 

and consent items that appeared on the general agenda.  The work session allowed for 

discussion on the various consent items and helped facilitate a more streamlined 

regular session.  Both work and regular meetings were open to the public.  

Physical Setting. The room was set up to include a large audience facing board 

members who sat across from one another in a U shape.  The student trustee and 

faculty rep sat next to board members in the U shape.  The system president, board 

president, and board secretary sat at the front of the U, facing the audience; other 

board members sat adjacent to this front table.  A presentation table was placed facing 

board members and away from the audience.  College presidents sat in the audience 

with staff.  

Board Meeting Structure.  The board meeting agenda was followed and the 

meeting was conducted on time.  The meeting was presided over by the board 

president, with support from the board secretary and system president.  Appropriate 

time was allowed for discussion, clarification, questions, and presentations.  All 

trustees participated at some level.  During the work session, individual campus 

personnel presented in three areas—outstanding program, outstanding faculty, and 

outstanding students.  It was explained that campuses present on a rotation and, on 

average, will present in one of the three above areas annually.   
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Two new trustees were in attendance, but only one trustee was eligible to 

vote.  One of the newest trustees had been approved by the legislature, but the other 

had been appointed after the last legislative session and so was not yet officially 

approved.  For this reason, the new trustee attended, along with the outgoing trustee, 

who voted, as required.  This accounted for the ten trustees at this session. 

Board interaction.  The trustees were very engaged during the entire morning 

and although many questions were asked, they were respectful of comments by others.  

The trustees were collegial, but not overly interactive with each other, and there was 

some friendly disagreement during discussion.  During the move to raise tuition 

beyond the system recommendation, there was disagreement, but the vote was 8-to-1 

in favor of increasing tuition for the 2011–2012 academic year. 

The system president did not insert herself in the discussions except to clarify 

or recommend, but it was clear where she stood on each issue.  The system staff was 

professional in their presentations and provided board members the system 

recommendation for each issue.  There was little interaction between the board and the 

college presidents, except when one of these executives was also a presenter.  

No public comments were made nor community members who made their 

attendance known.  

Summary of board observations.  Board meetings at all three sites followed 

protocol, ran on time, were professionally presented, and followed open meeting laws.  

There were no contentious issues on the agenda at any of the meetings observed, but 

the researcher noted that the work sessions conducted prior to all three regular 
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meetings facilitated a more in-depth discussion on action and consent items than might 

have been possible in a regular meeting session.  Board members appeared 

comfortable when asking questions and the respective staff presented the information 

in a manner that provided time to inform trustees, make recommendations, and 

respond to questions.  WCC folded the work session into their regular meeting but 

structured the agenda so that all the presentations and information were provided on 

all action and consent items before a vote was called.  The other two boards held work 

sessions prior to the regular session and those, too, created a forum to provide detailed 

information to board members prior to a decision. 

No identifiable differences in protocol were observed between boards although 

at both the WCC and CCCS board meetings, the college and system presidents sat 

next to the board presidents and the other trustees sat at separate tables. This 

configuration provided the institutional presidents an unusual power to influence the 

board meeting.  At NCC, the college president was seated at the same table as the 

board, but off to one side.  How this affects the independence of the board, and how 

board members challenge the president’s authority, was not clear, but it is possible that 

the seating configuration may affect outcomes.  

It was noted that the meeting at NCC featured more interaction from the 

faculty, student, and staff representatives, whereas the physical configuration at the 

state board meeting created a natural barrier between board members and the 

audience, which included the campus presidents and system staff.  Although this 

arrangement may be more derivative of size and space, the configuration of the state 
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board meetings empowers the system president and may inhibit staff and community 

interaction with the state board. 

Policies and Orientation Packets Dictating Roles and Responsibilities 

All three boards in this study are governed by the state laws as articulated in 

the state revised statutes for educational governing boards which states: “The 

governing boards and institutions of the public system of higher education in [this 

state] are obligated to conform to the policies set by the commission within the 

authorities delegated to it in this article” (C.R.S. 23-1-102, p. 1216). 

The policies that dictate the responsibilities of all higher education governing 

boards in this state are stated as: 

It is the duty of the board of trustees to determine financial and 
educational policies and provide for the proper execution of such by 
selecting competent administrators, instructors, and other personnel for 
the administration, operation and maintenance of the institution, to 
prepare and adopt a budget pursuant to part 1 of Article 44 of title 22, 
C.R.S., to fix tuition and fee rates, to accept gifts, to purchase, hold, 
sell or rent property and equipment, to promote the general welfare of 
the institution for the best interests of education and the junior college 
district, and, pursuant to contract and any other applicable provisions of 
the law, to discharge or otherwise terminate the employment of any 
personnel (C.R.S. 23-71-123, p. 676). 
 

As noted above, boards are required to adopt a budget by June of each year.  

The board of education of each school district shall adopt a budget and 
an appropriation resolution for each fiscal year, prior to the beginning 
of the fiscal year. The board shall ensure that the district uses the full 
accrual basis of accounting when budgeting and accounting for any 
enterprise funds included in the district budget (C.R.S. 22-44-103, p. 
234) 
 

 The board policies of each institution dictating these basic responsibilities 

were found to be consistent with the policy dictated by the state’s revised statutes.  
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The one exception is that the state board currently must abide by state mandated 

tuition increases, whereas the other two elected boards had the power to rise or lower 

tuition autonomously.  This flexibility to raise or lower tuition, however, will change 

in 2011–2012 and soon NCC and WCC will be governed by the same tuition mandates 

as CCCS. 

Beginning with the 2011–12 fiscal year and for fiscal years thereafter 
through the 2015–16 fiscal year, each governing board, for the 
institutions it controls, shall annually set the amount of tuition to be 
paid by students with in-state classification and by nonresident students 
who enroll in and attend the institutions. The tuition amount may vary 
based on the degree program in which a student enrolls. In setting the 
amount of tuition pursuant to this section, a governing board shall not 
increase the tuition rate for undergraduate students with in-state 
classification by more than nine percent per student or nine percent per 
credit hour over the tuition rate for the preceding fiscal year (C.R.S. 23-
5-130.5, p. 561).  
 

 Each board studied has instituted policies consistent with state statute.  In 

addition, trustee orientation packets were reviewed to provide context for how each 

board is prepared to take on their roles and responsibilities.  Board orientation topics 

are provided in Appendix G. 

The next chapter provides an analysis of the research findings based on the 

research questions identified in this study, and using the qualitative results discussed 

in Chapter IV.  The perceptions of the participants who responded to the questionnaire 

and interview questions, the observations of each board in the context of their work 

environment, and the various documents including board minutes and policies, formed 

the qualitative data that was reviewed and analyzed to develop these findings.  In 

addition, Chapter V examines the findings as related to the literature review, discusses 
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the limitations and possible implications for practice and further research, and offers 

recommendations and final thoughts.  
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Chapter V: Findings, Discussion, and Recommendations 

The purpose of this study was to compare how elected and appointed board 

trustees provide oversight for the community colleges they serve.  Two different 

governing models within the same state offered an opportunity to compare if 

differences existed between locally elected and state-appointed boards.  This chapter 

summarizes the findings of this case study based on the research questions, discusses 

the findings as they relate to the literature, explores the limitations and possible 

implications of the research, and offers recommendations and final thoughts for 

practice and further research.  

The rationale for this study was that little examination of board governance 

processes at community colleges had occurred and, as a result, board members might 

lack the understanding necessary for effectively performing their responsibilities.  

Although there have been multiple studies examining the board-president relationship, 

little research existed describing whether this relationship was affected by the process 

of choosing board members or how well these trustees understood their roles.  State 

legislatures have been evaluating how to implement effective educational board 

governance structures in the past two decades, but little progress has been made in 

examining what differences between elected and state-appointed boards may exist, 

when and how governance reform should occur, or how to prepare board members to 

understand and fulfill their responsibilities.  The following sections will discuss the 

findings resulting from this research, whether the premise for this research was 

founded, and what surprises resulted from the research. 
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Findings 

This section provides an analysis of the research findings based on the research 

questions.  The perceptions of the participants who responded to the questionnaire and 

interview questions, the observations of each board in the context of their work 

environment, and the various documents including board minutes and policies, formed 

the qualitative data that was reviewed and analyzed in the previous chapter to develop 

these findings.  The research questions provided a framework in which to analyze and 

present the findings.  For each question, an analysis of the results provided by the 

participants of the questionnaire and interviews, and the results of the board minutes, 

and board observations, and board policies, as relevant, were grouped into categories, 

followed by a summary.  In order to look at data across these three cases, the 

researcher reviewed the emerging themes and summaries from each of the data 

collected and compared the results in context of the research questions.  The following 

section represents those findings and any unexpected results. 

Research question 1. To what extent do the roles and responsibilities of 

state-appointed trustees and locally elected trustees differ?  This research question 

examined if the roles and responsibilities differed between elected trustees and state-

appointed trustees.  The rationale for this question was to better understand the 

decision-making processes that elected and/or politically appointed board trustees 

follow.  The goal of the research was to identify whether there are substantial 

differences between how state-appointed boards and elected boards approach their 

oversight responsibilities.   
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The data did not reveal dramatic differences in how state-appointed and elected 

trustees understood their roles and responsibilities.  All three boards included in this 

case study operated as governing boards, and the board policies supported the 

expected roles and responsibilities mandated by the state statutes and followed by the 

boards.  Differences were found predominantly within the individual boards 

themselves, leading to the conclusion that differences in roles and responsibilities 

were not a result of whether a trustee was elected or appointed, but more a result of the 

impact of experience, initial and ongoing training, and what or how trustees were 

influenced in their decision-making.  Although initial and ongoing training was a 

factor in understanding roles and responsibilities, this will be discussed in detail in the 

second research question.  The following is a discussion about how each of the above 

factors impacted how a trustee understood and executed his or her roles and 

responsibilities. 

Impact of past experience on roles and responsibilities.  The impact of board 

and/or educational experience on trustees understanding of roles and responsibilities 

was explored in both the questionnaire and interview.  The data did not reveal that 

previous professional, board, or educational experience had any discernible impact on 

how a trustee understood their roles and responsibilities. The results revealed the 

following: 

1. Previous professional experience had indirect influence on how a 

trustee prioritized his or her roles and responsibilities.  Previous 

experience, however, did not affect the ultimate understanding of their 
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current board roles and responsibilities, but may affect how quickly a 

trustee understands these roles and responsibilities.  In the absence of 

training, previous experience might also provide an unfounded 

confidence in one’s level of understanding. 

2. Experience serving and time served on each individual board had more 

impact on trustee understanding of the respective roles and 

responsibilities than previous professional, board, or educational 

experience. 

3. State-appointed trustees underwent a more rigorous selection process to 

become a trustee than did elected trustees, but there was no discernible 

difference in their understanding of roles and responsibilities. 

Previous professional experience.  Although there was no direct correlation 

between a trustees’ previous professional experience and his or her eventual 

understanding of board roles and responsibilities, experience may be an indicator for 

how quickly a trustee masters his or her job.  Trustees tended to rely on their previous 

professional experience to inform their understanding of roles and responsibilities, but 

still felt that there was a learning curve to master the roles and responsibilities of a 

board trustee. 

For example, the two elected trustees who had been corporate executives prior 

to joining their respective boards felt very comfortable reading financial reports and 

emphasized this as strengthening their board service.  One of these trustees stated, “I 

taught corporate management classes, not only finance but also accounting as well as 
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the management side of it in the internal corporation, so it’s a given that I can read just 

about any financial report” (P4, personal communication, April 13, 2011); this trustee 

still expressed surprise at the economic realities facing higher education.  One of the 

state–appointed trustees felt she was ready to be a trustee because of her previous 

legislative experience but admitted that she was unprepared for “the complexity of the 

system and all of the different things that are the nuances of the higher education 

system” (P6, personal communication, April 20, 2011) when first coming on the state 

board. 

Previous professional experience factored into the selection process of the 

state-appointed trustees, but professional background did not appear to factor into the 

recruitment or qualification of an elected trustee to serve as a board member.  One 

state-appointed trustee said that “having both federal and state legislative experience I 

think was probably attractive to them [the selection committee], as well again, at 

drawing that connection to business” (P6, personal communication, April 20, 2011).  

But an elected trustee admitted he had no previous experience educationally or 

professionally prior to running for a board seat: “I had no idea what college trustees 

did and didn’t know what I was getting into, but when I tried it, I liked it” (P1, 

personal communication, April 10, 2011).  

Educational or corporate board and community college experience.  The data 

revealed that the experience of serving on a community college governing board had 

more impact than any previous professional or board experience on a trustee’s 

understanding of roles and responsibilities.  Only one elected board member on all 



*&(!

!

!

three boards had any community college experience; this trustee served on the board 

of the college that had previously employed him as a faculty and administrator.  

Although experience in community college education helped this trustee understand 

the issues that required oversight, he admitted he was surprised by some of the roles 

and responsibilities expected of him as a trustee, most especially the challenges of 

making personnel decisions:  

I didn’t know the magnitude of some of the deals. So that was one of 
the ah-ha moments—I knew these things [dismissing an employee 
contract] took place in executive session but you know, as an 
employee, I was not involved in executive sessions, so—but now I am, 
and I wish we had something different than due process (P3, personal 
communication, April 13, 2011). 
 
Two interview respondents had corporate board experience—both respondents 

were elected trustees.  Each trustee demonstrated sound understanding of his or her 

roles and responsibilities and ranked their knowledge in this area as high, but both 

trustees attributed their understanding more to the experience of serving on this board 

than that it emulated any previous board experience.  One trustee stated of his 

understanding of his role: 

First of all they [roles and responsibilities] evolve.  I would have to say 
clearly I feel I’m much more knowledgeable in what our roles and 
responsibilities are now, but the roles and responsibilities that we may 
have envisioned for ourselves ten years ago are different now than they 
may have been in that point in time (P2, personal communication, April  
12, 2011). 
 
It should be noted both of these trustees had strong training on board 

responsibilities—one attended ACCT training, and the other had undergone training in 

Carver policy governance.  So it is not clear if their previous board experience 
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contributed to an increased proficiency in understanding of roles and responsibilities 

or if their training had the greater impact. 

Most of the trustees felt that it was impossible to anticipate all the things 

required of a trustee before serving.  One elected board member who stated he had an 

in-depth understanding of his role on the board, felt the current fiscal crisis changed 

how he was able to serve on his board. 

Nobody in this kind an environment with the economy the way it is, 
and what’s going on at the state level, which is a major part of our 
funding, and then also at the local level, which is another part of our 
funding, which is the property tax side of it, no one could predict that 
(P4, personal communication, April 13, 2011).   
 
Selection process.  One difference between these state-appointed trustees and 

elected trustees was the selection process.  There were no required qualifications in 

order for the elected trustees to run.  When there was a board vacancy on the state 

board, however, several factors comprised the selection of trustees: political 

affiliation, congressional district residency, professional experience, and community 

involvement.  Interestingly, higher education background is not one of the 

qualifications considered.  Candidates were asked to apply and then legislature 

representatives interviewed the potential candidates.  One trustee described the 

process: 

There was a contingency of folks that submitted my name to the 
governor because our community is always looking to make sure that 
we have a voice and that we have advocacy for our community. The 
chair of the Commission on Higher Education visited with me in my 
office and talked to me about the role and responsibilities and asked me 
if I would consider taking on the responsibility knowing what the time 
commitment was and what the expectations were, and I did (P5, 
personal communication, March 28, 2011). 
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Both trustees on the state board, however, admitted it took them a year or two 

to feel proficient in their understanding of their roles and responsibilities.  “It takes 

probably two years to really go through all of the cycles of what’s expected and to 

really understand your role in relationship to the system” (P2, personal 

communication, April 12, 2011); the other trustee agreed that “it does take a certain 

amount of time and I probably say at least, one cycle, you know, one year to kind of 

go through the entire process to have an understanding about what all you’re touching 

and why” (P6, personal communication, April 20, 2011). 

So although a selection process may potentially end up with a well-rounded 

board, it does not guarantee that board members are more equipped to be educational 

trustees.  In fact, the opposite can result.  Because appointments are political, board 

members may be appointed who have specific agendas incompatible with the mission 

of the state board.  “Sometimes people get on the boards because it can promote their 

own profession or their own business.  I’ve never seen those people be very successful 

because they’re pretty transparent” (P5, personal communication, March 28, 2011).  

The other state board trustee spoke about a trustee who “was relatively friendly with a 

governor.  Some thought that he was placed on the board as a watchdog to ensure that 

certain things happened or didn’t happen.  It is amazing what one person can do to 

disrupt what could be a pretty smooth process” (P6, personal communication, April  

20, 2011). 

Impact of roles and responsibilities on decision-making.  The data revealed 

that how a board understood its roles and responsibilities, and who influenced that 
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understanding, impacted decisions.  Because initial and ongoing training was minimal, 

the president, and other board members, played a large role in how a board executed 

their roles and responsibilities.  The results revealed the following: 

1. Presidential leadership plays a crucial role in how well or how poorly 

boards understand and execute their roles and responsibilities.  Strong 

presidents limit the temptation for boards to operate outside the 

purview of their stated roles and responsibilities. 

2. Board members who do not understand their roles and responsibilities 

may have an adverse effect on the entire board.   

3. Community input was lacking on all three boards, and the larger the 

institution, the less likely trustees relied on community input when 

making decisions.  

Presidential leadership.  The data revealed the importance of the college or 

system president in board development and ensuring the understanding of roles and 

responsibilities.  Trustees ranked the impact of the college or system president as 

being the single most important influence on their decision-making.  An elected 

trustee felt the president was extremely important in getting him the information 

required to make a sound decision. “What I need are certain things to make a decision.  

I think she’s doing a good job in presenting those” (P4, personal communication, 

April 13, 2011).  

All three boards felt they had hired strong presidents, and that trust in their 

president allowed them to focus on their roles and responsibilities as a board and not 
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stray into the micromanagement of college operations.  One state board member said, 

“A great deal of authority has been vested in this president and her team with the 

knowledge that there will always be advice and consent in her process; but ultimately, 

our job is governance and her job is operations” (P6, personal communication, April 

20, 2011).  This statement was echoed by an elected trustee who noted, “generally 

speaking, I leave the president to her job of running the institution” (P4, personal 

communication, April 13, 2011).   

Presidential leadership also took a strong role in the initial and on-going 

training of trustees.  For those trustees who received no formal orientation, the 

president provided the only board training received.  One elected trustee spoke of the 

president’s role in this training and stated, “the president presented me with a package 

of information and held forth several hours on the history of the college and where we 

were currently and where we hoped to go in the future, and the general tone and tenor 

of the board of trustees” (P1, personal communication, April 10, 2011).  This 

comment was echoed by a state-appointed trustee who said, “I still recall the meeting 

that I had with the president at the time, sitting down and kind of walking through this 

massive binder” (P6, personal communication, April 20, 2011). 

Board observations revealed that the presidents of each system or college 

influenced the discussion, clarified board questions, and forged a positive 

collaboration with the board president to efficiently run board meetings.  One way that 

presidents helped to guide the decision-making during board meetings was in the work 

sessions.  The elected boards conducted work sessions when there was an important or 
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controversial action item that boards would be required to vote on.  This was an 

effective process for guiding the board discussion, and assisted the president in 

achieving an outcome he or she deemed favorable to the college or system.   

The state board conducted work sessions prior to the regular board meeting as 

standard practice.  During this session all action and consent items were reviewed, 

discussed, and a recommendation from the system president or staff presented.  One 

state board member thought “the work sessions actually, are [a] helpful piece of the 

equation where you really have an opportunity to read the material beforehand, spend 

some time talking about it with the staff from the colleges or the system and then 

decide what path you’d like to take” (P6, personal communication, April 20, 2011). 

Board relations.  Trustees voiced mixed views regarding the impact of other 

board members on their decision-making.  Several trustees appreciated the input of 

their colleagues but admitted that some opinions were more valuable than others. “I 

have to probably say I’m somewhat biased, either for or against [certain trustees] just 

inherently.  Still, I like to think I do a fair job of listening and try to be fair” (P2, 

personal communication, April 12, 2011).  Another trustee welcomed input, stating, 

“I’ve had my mind changed by other people who spoke about something in a manner 

that I did not consider and I thought, Hmm, yeah.  That’s my style, and especially 

when it comes to monetary financial stuff” (P3, personal communication, April 13, 

2011). And, “I think it’s critical to hear where other folks are coming from.  That’ll 

ultimately sway you” (P6, personal communication, April 20, 2011). 
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 Trustees also noted that having more input from their fellow board members 

would be welcome, but public meeting laws prohibit the kind of informal discussion 

between trustees that might be helpful when making decisions.  Because of the public 

nature of these interactions, trustees may not always be able to discuss the subtleties 

that could ultimately curtail more effective decision-making.  One trustee, admitting 

that being in front of people made for a different kind of conversation suggested that 

an informal meeting prior to a board meeting might be helpful. “I would like about a 

half-an-hour prior to our meeting where we can just have a conversation.  It’s not part 

of the meeting and the press can decide to be there or not, but it’s part of that thing 

where I want to hear what other trustees think” (P3, personal communication, April 

13, 2011). 

 Individual trustees who did not understand their correct roles and 

responsibilities, however, were viewed as disruptive to the board as an entity.  

Although none of the trustees currently served with a trustee who operated outside the 

purview of the board’s roles and responsibilities, some of the trustees spoke of serving 

on previous boards when a trustee attempted to operate outside of protocol to push his 

or her own agenda.  One state board member stated, “this individual would go directly 

to the staff at the system office and ask for information rather than being respectful 

and going through the board chair to the system president and following protocol” (P5, 

personal communication, March 28, 2011).  A trustee who had also served with this 

individual said: 

One incredibly strong personality [made it] difficult for the entire 
board.  It affected the system and the colleges as well. I think we were 
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all on pins and needles a great deal of the time about what this meeting 
might end up like (P6, personal communication, April 20, 2011). 
 

Another trustee emphasized the role of the president in reining in trustees who 

had their own agenda: 

I am learning that it has so much to do with just the components of the 
individuals on the board and the president certainly.  Sort of the guiding 
leader, but it can be a real mess when you’ve got people who want to 
have their own agenda (P1, personal communication, April 10, 2011). 
 
Influence of local constituents.  One point of departure between elected boards 

and state-appointed boards was how closely the board listened to or worked with the 

community.  Although questionnaire participants said community members had a 

strong impact on their decision-making, this claim was not supported by either the 

interview comments or the board minutes.  One state board member said she 

welcomed community input, and “I think that whenever there was an issue that they 

were passionate about or that they needed help and support with, that was my job as 

the representative in this area to support that and to advocate for it” (P5, personal 

communication, March 28, 2011) but also admitted that rarely happened, and she 

didn’t seek input unless it was brought to her.  Another trustee explained that at WCC, 

it was the job of the local advisory councils to provide input, but also indicated he 

rarely attended these meetings.  It was the job of the campus presidents to be present at 

these meetings and act on local input. 

No public comments were made at any of the state board meetings, and the 

appointed trustees admitted that their knowledge of the local campuses, and contact 

with constituents outside their own community, was limited.  Much of this was 
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attributed to the distance between the campuses and the infrequency of presentations 

at board meetings.  Although a campus was featured at every state board meeting, with 

13 campuses to oversee, contact with each campus was minimal.  In the opinion of this 

researcher, after observing the state board meeting, contact between the individual 

campus presidents within the state system was also under-emphasized.  One campus 

president told the researcher that protocol dictated that if she wanted to contact a board 

member, she went through the system staff first.   

Each of the four elected trustees who were interviewed ran unopposed in their 

district area. “I don’t know if people are just not interested or we’re doing a good job” 

(P3, personal communication, April 13, 2011) is how one elected trustee put it.  

Explaining why she thinks there are rarely any public comments at the state board 

meetings, a trustee said,  “I think sometimes there are other issues that drive the public 

comment in a way that we just, knock wood, have not had to deal with so we’re a little 

under the radar screen” (P6, personal communication, April 20, 2011). 

Input by local community members was also not supported by a review of the 

board minutes.  This lack of feedback affected state-appointed trustees more than 

elected boards but was also seen in the largest multi-campus institution studied, WCC, 

indicating that community interaction has more to do with geographic size than 

whether or not a trustee was elected or appointed.  To support this observation, it was 

noted that only one of the boards recorded any public comments at their public 

meetings, and this only occurred twice.  It should also be noted that this board 

oversees only three campuses, which may indicate that the smaller a system or multi-



*''!

!

!

campus institution, the more contact the board may have with the local community.  

Although an attempt was made by all three boards to conduct meetings at the various 

campuses in their district or system, the change in venue may also discourage 

community engagement.  Consistent meetings in a specific location forges a 

community relationship not possible when meetings are infrequently held in any one 

location. 

Conclusions.  This research question asked: To what extent do the roles and 

responsibilities of state-appointed trustees and locally elected trustees differ? The 

rationale for this question was to better understand the decision-making processes that 

elected and/or state-appointed board trustees follow.  The goal of the research was to 

identify whether there were substantial differences between how state-appointed 

boards and elected boards approach their oversight responsibilities.   

It is not clear that there are substantial differences in how state-appointed 

boards and elected boards approach their oversight duties.  What is more evident is 

that the president has a great impact on both decision-making and how boards 

understand their duties.  This influence is seen in how board meetings are shaped and 

focused by the president, the recommendations made by the college or system 

president, and the initial and ongoing training provided by the president to the board.  

These three boards benefited from strong leadership by their college or system 

presidents.  But what happens to boards that do not have strong presidential 

leadership?  Trustees from the CCCS and WCC boards discussed the experience of 

working with weaker presidents on their respective boards, and it is noted that during 
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those times the relationships between the board members were less harmonious. “This 

president has brought a great deal of additional rigor to how the system operates and 

how the colleges operate which, especially in these difficult financial times, has been 

really important. We didn’t always have that professionalism and it showed” (P6, 

personal communication, April 20, 2011).  

The trustee from WCC spoke of board discord as a result of a poor 

administrative fit. 

When I first joined it I’d say there was a lot more discourse and the 
people were not quite as collegial. There were some issues that we 
needed to resolve, and some administration issues, and that’s one of the 
reasons again, we hired [our current president].  We felt we needed a 
stronger vision and because I think if you can’t get people to agree with 
what the vision is what the missions are, you tend to encourage some of 
the rogueness in a sense (P2, personal communication, April 12, 2011) 

Differences between boards were seen in the influence of local communities on 

board decision-making.  The larger the institution, the less likely trustees would have 

an empathetic view of either the community or campus needs.  The weak connection 

between community and board was especially problematic for the state board, both 

because of its size, and because it has little input from the campus presidents.  This 

adds up to inadequate board knowledge about the individual campuses, which can 

potentially have grave impact on decision-making.  In this case study, the system 

president and staff attempted to direct information to the board by stating their 

recommendations; although this is an efficient way to manage boards and assist 

trustees with information-gathering, it is also adds one more layer between the campus 

and the board. 
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For elected boards, more local feedback was provided to the NCC board, 

which governed three campuses as opposed to the seven main and four satellite 

campuses of WCC.  The WCC board tended to receive input from constituents via an 

advisory council—information that primarily went to the campus presidents—and 

rarely found the public attending their meetings.  It can be hypothesized from the data 

that the size of the institution impacts how involved the community will be, but more 

studies are required to know if this is, indeed, a correct interpretation. 

In a discussion of constituents, board members infrequently mentioned the 

influence of campus staff and faculty.  Although administrators provided 

recommendations to the board, the classified staff and faculty rarely provided input to 

board members, and apparently the trustees did not expect feedback.  Because the state 

in this study was a right-to-work state and neither staff nor faculty were represented by 

a union, this may impact the dynamic between staff and boards.  The influence of 

unionization of college employees on board behavior could not be determined by this 

study. 

Research question 2.  How prepared were state boards and elected boards 

for their oversight role and responsibilities?  The rationale for this question was to 

ascertain whether state-appointed local boards were more prepared or less prepared 

than locally elected boards and whether this preparation had any effect on the 

institutions they governed.  The goal of this research was to identify benefits or 

limitations for an institution between state board oversight and elected board 

oversight, and to better understand the importance of board preparation.   
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The data revealed that preparation for both state-appointed and elected trustees 

was inconsistent and under-emphasized.  Although all of the trustees acknowledged 

the importance of training and professional development, there was little incentive to 

engage in either, if not mandated.  Differences were again found predominantly within 

the individual boards themselves, leading to the conclusion that the lack or 

inconsistency of initial and ongoing training was a factor in how boards understood 

their responsibilities, influencing how effectively they worked with one another and as 

an entity.  The following is a discussion about how training and professional 

development impacted board relations and effectiveness. 

Board preparation.  The impact of the initial and ongoing training on trustee 

roles and responsibilities was explored in both the questionnaire and interview.  The 

data revealed that training was not emphasized for board members and there was little 

consistency in initial orientation or ongoing training on all three boards.  Lack of 

consistent training, however, even within the same board, may undermine board 

cohesion and understanding of roles and responsibilities.  The findings revealed the 

following: 

1. Initial training for new trustees is minimal and inconsistent on all three 

boards. 

2. Professional development is voluntary on all three boards and without 

enforcement is likely not to occur. 

 Initial training.  The data revealed that training for trustees to better 

understand the scope of their jobs, was not emphasized by any of the three boards and, 
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when offered, was limited in scope.  Only one of the six questionnaire respondents 

received an initial orientation lasting more than a day, three respondents received an 

orientation lasting less than a day and two respondents received no formal orientation 

at all.  These results were confirmed by the interview data.  In the words of one trustee 

who did not undergo formal training but who received a board packet as the sole 

source of preparation for his new role, “it was my responsibility to go through it [the 

board packet]. After that it was sort of sink or swim” (P1, personal communication, 

April 10, 2011). 

Trustees ranked the impact of their initial or ongoing training as less important 

than the role of their college or system president, experience on the board, and 

individual preparation on their understanding of their roles and responsibilities.  One 

trustee noted the need for more ongoing training but also acknowledged “the learning 

curve would be steep regardless; I think time, quite honestly, is the biggest teacher” 

(P6, personal communication, April 20, 2011).  

Three interview respondents had received initial training related to their roles 

and responsibilities as trustees and all three were more confident of what was expected 

of them as trustees.  Two elected trustees on the NCC board received some 

governance education from ACCT, and another elected trustee on the WCC board had 

been trained on the Carver policy governance with his entire board. “Right after I got 

elected, probably a month after, there were two new trustees who came on at the same 

time, and this gentleman from ACCT came here to put on a full day orientation for us, 

a lot of reading material.  So that was very helpful” (P3, personal communication, 
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April 13, 2011).  It was interesting that none of these trustees seemed to think their 

training was essential; good training may have the organic effect of enabling trustees 

to feel confident in their roles.  These trustees may not have been aware of how much 

more knowledgeable they were than their colleagues who had not gone through any 

training.  

The newer trustees on these respective boards did not receive the benefit of this 

focused training.  One senior trustee noted, “I received quite a bit of training because, 

as a board, we studied the Carver model.  Now we have a manual of what board’s 

roles and responsibilities are” (P2, personal communication, April 12, 2011).  Even 

within the same board, training tended to be selective and inconsistent.  Factors 

affecting whether or not training was conducted were as varied as the available budget 

and the influence of the college or system president.  Sitting board members did not 

receive the same training, and without a consistent institutional process to determine 

efficacy, the understanding of roles and responsibilities was subjective.   

In other words, there was no certainty that each trustee was aware of the 

obligations to the institution in the same way, which leaves boards vulnerable to 

ineffective or dominant trustees who may or may not understand the institution’s best 

interest.  The only remaining board member at WCC who had been trained in Carver’s 

policy governance stated: “[the Carver training] was, in essence, several boards ago 

because of the turnover of the boards, but we still adhere to some of those principles” 

(P2, personal communication, April 12, 2011).  But the other WCC board member had 

never heard of the Carver policy governance model so, although one trustee 
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maintained that the board still followed some of the principles proposed by Carver, 

there was no data to support this conclusion except for anecdotal evidence and his own 

opinion. 

The data also revealed that although three of the elected trustees were exposed 

to both ACCT governance training and the Carver model respectively, the state 

trustees were not exposed to any governance paradigm outside the board policies that 

dictate leadership principles.  Without fleshing out how to institute these 

responsibilities in action, state board members began their board service at a deficit.  

One state-appointed trustee noted the need for a more formal orientation process but 

also acknowledged the difficulty of training new trustees properly when other, more 

experienced, board members are also present.  She wished “there was a little bit more 

time in giving some history and more background as you were asked to make 

decisions.  So maybe not longer upfront orientation but more ongoing training on 

roles.  But then that’s difficult because you have board members at a different place in 

time” (P5, personal communication, March 28, 2011).  

The elected trustee who had undergone training on the Carver model 

eventually found Carver’s governance recommendations too prescriptive, but 

acknowledged its importance in how his board organized board meetings and “as a 

result of [this training], I think we got much more involved in what roles and 

responsibilities are appropriate for the board versus the administration and others” (P2, 

personal communication, April 12, 2011). 
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Overall emphasis on the importance of governance models or formal training 

was found to be under-represented on all three boards studied, but the lack of formal 

exposure to governance was more pronounced on the state-appointed board. 

Professional development.  The importance of ongoing professional 

development was also not emphasized.  The questionnaire data revealed that only one 

of the six trustees took part in professional development related to their governance 

roles and responsibilities and only on an average of one day a year.  None of the 

boards mandated professional development activities, although one state-appointed 

trustee occasionally attended higher education conferences for her professional job, 

but not as a trustee:  “I’ve been lucky enough to attend one or two different 

conferences. I went to San Diego for the White House conference on community 

colleges this past week” (P6, personal communication, April 20, 2011). 

Some of the curbs in training may be a response to budget cuts.  Trustees felt 

that travel was discouraged as other services were cut, and the lack of ongoing 

professional development was a casualty of these cuts.  But the data showed that 

professional development, when not mandated, was not a priority and likely not to 

occur, even when there were no fiscal restraints. 

Accrediting commissions usually do not see ongoing professional development 

for boards as incidental, and are beginning to cite boards for not undertaking this 

activity as part of their job requirement.  More studies will be required to see if these 

citations result in boards taking this responsibility seriously and if this mandate 

increases professional development for individual trustees and collective boards. 



*(%!

!

!

Conclusions.  This research question asked: How prepared were state boards 

and elected boards for their oversight role and responsibilities?  The rationale for this 

question was to ascertain whether state-appointed boards were more prepared or less 

prepared than locally elected boards and whether this preparation had any effect on the 

institutions they govern.  The goal of this research was to identify benefits or 

limitations for an institution between state board oversight and elected board 

oversight, and to better understand the importance of board preparation.   

The lack of formal training regarding roles and responsibilities for trustees was 

the most consistent finding in this study.  No standardized initial or ongoing training 

occurred on any board and this had the potential to impact the effectiveness of the 

boards.  The ability of a board to perform effectively cannot be predicted without 

consistent and thorough training.  That is not to imply that boards can’t be effective, 

just that the outcomes cannot be predicted.  This leaves boards and the institutions 

they serve vulnerable to misunderstanding of and inconsistent governance practices. 

How trustees prepare for board meetings and how well they understand the 

issues presented to them is also a product of training.  Board members showed no 

consistency in how they prepared for board meetings or how they stayed informed 

about the issues they voted on.  This also left trustees to figure out what works best on 

an individual basis, or consult with other board members who may, or may not, be 

equipped to provide the best preparation practices.  

Unexpected results.  It was expected that differences would emerge between 

how appointed and elected board members would execute or understand their roles 
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and responsibilities.  Differences in trustees’ previous professional experience were 

expected to favor state-appointed trustees, who were selected for their positions, and, 

therefore, might be more qualified for serving as board members.  It was also expected 

that elected boards, because they tend to be closer to the campus operations than 

appointed boards, might mistake their responsibilities for over-involvement in campus 

operations.  The findings did not support either expectation.  Instead the findings 

revealed that more preparation is needed for all boards in order to ensure that board 

decision-making and outcomes are not predicated solely on the individuals that sit on 

each board.  Consistent preparation could lead to stronger boards that make more 

informed and balanced decisions. 

The findings also revealed the importance of the college or system president on 

board governance.  A president who is trusted by the board, adequately prepares board 

members for the decisions they make, and helps them understand their roles and 

responsibilities, was the single most important factor in keeping boards focused on 

their governance role.  This finding is both encouraging and also raises concerns.  

Because the system or college president reports to a board, the president is forced to 

find a delicate balance in reporting to, and directing, his or her board.  Proper training 

for both boards and presidents is key in finding this critical balance. 

Although the research supported the expectation that elected boards are more 

in tune with their local campuses, the findings revealed that the size of the district 

determines how involved a trustee is with the local community, not whether a trustee 

is elected or appointed.  A board serving in a system or multi-campus district that is 
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too geographically diverse runs the risk of losing touch with the constituents it serves.  

The next section looks at the research findings in light of the previous literature. 

Literature Review Discussion 

This section provides a discussion of the findings in relation to the literature 

previously presented on the topic of board governance.  The findings were used to 

support, contradict, or add to the literature, as well as suggest future studies that may 

be required.  This study began with the premise that as community college operations 

have become more complex and institutional missions expand, the challenges facing 

the boards responsible for community college governance have increased.  Previous 

research demonstrated that there is little consistency between boards in the preparation 

for this important oversight role. 

Board preparation.  In a 1995 study of community college trustees (N=139), 

Weisman and Vaughn (1997) found that only 14% of community colleges required 

newly elected trustees to participate in an orientation providing guidance on their roles 

and responsibilities as board members (Weisman & Vaughn, 1997).  In states where 

local trustees were appointed by a state board, however, 78% of board members were 

expected to participate in board education (Davis, 1992).   

The findings of this study supported previous studies that revealed there was 

little consistent preparation to equip boards for their oversight role.  It further 

supported the Weisman and Vaughn (1997) study that found few community colleges 

require newly elected trustees to participate in a formal orientation.  The findings of 

this study did not support Davis’ study that an orientation was required of the state-
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appointed trustees.  But that study was conducted over a decade ago and funding for 

all public higher education has diminished; this study may indicate that board 

preparation is not a priority when other services are being cut from higher education. 

Chait, Holland, and Taylor’s (1993) research also supported Weisman and 

Vaughn’s (1997) findings.  In their study of effective board members, the authors 

concluded there were three reasons trustees were uncertain how to serve in their roles 

as board members: (a) the majority of trustees were not prepared for their 

responsibilities prior to their appointment or election, (b) few trustees benefit from a 

“thorough orientation or ongoing board development programs after joining a board” 

(p. 8), and (c) most of what is conventional wisdom about board roles has not been 

tested empirically nor is it methodologically sound.  The authors also concluded that 

too often board members are successful individuals who do not function well within a 

group.  This finding may suggest that more research is needed to provide sound data 

about board functions, and cast doubt that merely having job qualifications for board 

members will ensure the ability to work effectively together. 

The literature showed there is a growing awareness among presidents and their 

boards of the importance of board orientation and a definition of roles and 

responsibilities.  According to the most recent survey conducted on governance (AGB, 

2009), 94% of all new board members went through an orientation defining roles and 

responsibilities, but 66% spent only a half day on this important training; fewer than 

20% spent a full day (AGB, Survey of Higher Education Governance, 2009).  

Although this current study did not support that more orientation is occurring—in fact, 
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as budgets shrink newer trustees are receiving less initial training than their longer 

serving colleagues—it supported that when orientations occurred, they were less than 

a day long.  No conclusions can be made, however, to determine if the boards 

examined in this study were representative of a larger trend to decrease board 

preparation or not. 

Professional development.  The previous literature implied when board 

development was not mandated, board members were unlikely to undergo the 

necessary professional development to fully understand their role as a trustee (Davis, 

1992).  This conclusion was also supported by the findings of this study.  None of the 

trustees participating in this study were required to take part in professional 

development and few did.  Preparation may be one indicator of possible differences 

between appointed and elected trustees, but this study did not indicate differences 

between elected and appointed boards regarding participation in ongoing governance 

development. 

Legislative reform.  The literature revealed that the lack of agreement about 

whether state-appointed boards or elected trustees provided the most effective board 

governance model for higher education institutions was demonstrated by the statewide 

governance reforms implemented in the past two decades by many state legislatures.  

During that period, 27 states considered governance reform, and 19 states made 

changes to their higher education governance system.  Some states redesigned state 

boards to limit their authority and return more autonomy to the individual campuses 

(McLendon, Deaton & Hearn, 2007).  Certain states strengthened state boards, while 
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still others divided unified systems to include or separate community college 

governance from public four-year institutions.  McLendon, Deaton and Hearn (2007), 

concluded that few of these structural changes occurred because of a clear 

understanding of the relationship between board members, their adopted governance 

model, and the state system they served. 

The findings of this study indicated that more research needs to be done to 

identify how appointed and elected boards impact their colleges.  Without discernible 

differences between the two, state legislatures are making governance changes without 

any data to guide them.  In fact, if the findings of this study are supported in other 

states, the movement towards consolidating boards or state systems may have ill-

advised consequences.  This study showed that state boards are less likely to 

understand the needs of individual campuses and their students, which could have 

fiscal consequences on the services eliminated at individual campuses. 

Role of president.  The literature revealed the importance of the president in 

ensuring board effectiveness.  Chait, Holland, and Taylor (1993), in their study of 108 

presidents and trustees at 22 institutions, attempted to describe the behaviors, 

characteristics, and performance outcomes of effective boards.  The goal of the case 

study was to examine boards as a group, and to determine if the behaviors of effective 

and ineffective boards differed.  They defined effective as reputation from experts, 

constituents, and other trustees, rather than measuring institutional outcomes.  Six core 

competencies were identified for effective boards: 
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1. Understanding of the culture and processes of the institution being 

governed. 

2. Board members are well-informed about the institution, the profession and 

the boards’ role, responsibilities and performance. 

3. Trustees operate as a group and attend to the collective welfare of the 

board. 

4. Boards draw upon and recognize multiple perspectives to complex issues. 

5. Boards maintain good relationships with key constituents. 

6. Boards envision and ensure a strategic direction to the organizations’ 

future. 

The authors concluded that the president was the key to ensuring trustees 

remained engaged in following the identified six competencies.  The study found that 

the most effective boards had presidents who acted as a facilitator, relaying necessary 

information to the board in regular study sessions, and who created structured 

opportunities for constituent groups to interact with the board.  Presidents who sought 

to monitor all constituent interaction with trustees were less successful in managing 

the flow of information.   

This study supported Chait, Holland, and Taylors’ findings on the importance 

of the role of the president.  All three boards studied had influential and respected 

presidents who were seen as key to the positive outcomes demonstrated on those 

boards.  The three presidents were involved in training, focusing, and guiding board 

behavior at meetings, and managing the flow of information to and from the board.  
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The state board, which held regular work sessions prior to the board meetings, was the 

most closely managed by their system president, and trustees praised this president for 

helping define their roles, their decision-making, and their interaction with other 

trustees. 

But lacking a good president, how do board members find the tools to perform 

their duties as trustees?  Further research is required that studies the variables found in 

this study.  For example, if trustees had a strong and consistent training detailing roles 

and responsibilities, would the impact of the president be lessened?  If the president is 

strong and boards have no training, as was seen in this study, does this diminish board 

effectiveness or not?  And if there was no training and an ineffective president, would 

trustees be more likely to involve themselves in college operations and/or become 

disruptive, as was seen in this study, or would that intrusion depend on other factors? 

Elected trustees vs. state-appointed trustees.  Hermalin (2004) asserted that 

lay boards do not possess the “necessary knowledge, incentive, or time” (p. 40) to 

make all the decisions required of them.  There were several issues that weaken lay 

boards’ ability to provide oversight: (a) lack of expertise, which increases reliance on 

the president and other administrators, (b) lack of time, (c) differing agendas and 

divisiveness, and (d) need to reward constituent interests (Hermalin, 2004). 

This study did not look directly at elected trustees’ qualifications to serve as 

board members, but it did not find that the elected boards were more divisive, 

dependent on constituent special interest groups, or less qualified than state boards to 

make the decisions required of them.  The state board included in this studied, 
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although required to undergo a selection process, did not mandate specific job 

qualifications, so a comparison of qualifications was not possible.  However, the 

findings in this study may be dependent on the specific boards included in the research 

and not generalizable across boards.  More research may be needed examining 

governing bodies that require members to meet job qualifications before determining 

if those boards are more effective in providing oversight for an institution. 

 Longanecker (2006) suggested that appointed boards, which may be less 

connected to the operations of individual campuses, may become infatuated with what 

they want the institution to be—which may be at odds with what the college can 

realistically become.  The author further criticized state boards for focusing on the 

“student as client and consumer of the institution” (p. 103) and not enough on the 

institution itself.  When state boards become regulatory agencies, they may neglect 

their guidance role—a risk when local boards are no longer involved in the culture of 

the college.  This current study supported Longanecker’s research that state boards 

tend to be less connected to the culture and operational needs of individual campuses.  

Although all the trustees involved in this study stated they put the student first, state 

board members were less likely to meet the students or see the effects of the decisions 

implemented by the board. 

Glenny, Berdahl, and Palola (1971) further cautioned that the movement 

towards state board centralization, which has increased competition for funding among 

colleges, puts community colleges at a disadvantage; the authors maintained that the 

students who are most at risk of completing college are the most in need of the 
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services that are likely to be cut from state budgets.  This argument was supported by a 

later study of governance structures and state spending.  Lowry (2001) found that state 

boards were less likely to allocate funding for instruction, student services, and 

academic support than local boards.  The author did not conclude why spending in 

these areas was lower, but this study suggests that state boards are less connected with 

the students who benefit from these services, which can put disadvantaged community 

college students at risk.  In this study, the meeting minutes examined at the state level 

indicated that less time was spent on student or community issues and most of the 

board time was spent on high level strategic planning; further study is required to 

study the decisions made by state boards in order to support or refute Lowry’s work. 

Rogue members.  The literature suggested that elected board members often 

mistake community activism with establishing policy.  In a study involving 59 college 

presidents and their experiences with board members, O’Banion (2009b) examined the 

issues arising when a trustee is motivated by a political agenda.  The author concluded 

that the problems caused by a rogue trustee were long lasting, and few community 

colleges had policies in place to deal with or dismiss an errant trustee, despite the 

potential damage to an institution (O’Banion, 2009b).   

This study supported O’Banion’s findings that rogue board members can 

disrupt the entire board.  However, there was no correlation found between whether a 

rogue trustee would be more likely to serve on an elected or appointed board. 

Disruptive board members were found on each type of board.  The study concluded 

that better board preparation would mitigate the likelihood of rogue trustees and 
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provide a stronger internal structure for dealing with trustees who mistook their board 

role for pushing their own political agenda.   

Implications for Practice 

This section addresses the possible limitations of this research design, the 

implications for further research, and recommendations for practice based on the study 

findings.  

Limitations.  The case study is distinguished from other interpretive research 

methods, because the researcher explores an issue within a bounded, or specific, 

context or setting (Creswell, 2008).  Although the case study was ideal for examining 

the interrelationships that occurred within the specific context of board service, the 

approach also posed limitations for the study because only qualitative results were 

used to interpret the data.  The research was also limited to three boards in a single 

state and the data based on the perceptions of a few members of each board, reducing 

the opportunity to generalize these results across governing boards.  In order to 

support the conclusions made in this study, a larger research study comparing state-

appointed and locally elected boards is required, although the variety of instruments 

used in this study ensure the results are fairly reliable for this case study. 

Another potential limitation was the inability to interview sitting state board 

members.  Because the two state board participants had only recently transitioned off 

the board—and in one case, was still serving on the state board until another trustee 

was appointed— this likely mitigated any potential errors in data results and the 

participants accurately represented the processes of this state board. 
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Because the state studied was a right-to-work state, and board appointments 

were not influenced by union agreements, it was difficult to gauge how union 

involvement might change the behavior of trustees in general, and elected trustees in 

particular.  Future studies examining the impact of union involvement on board 

behavior would be needed to address this limitation.  

Future studies.  Table 5.1 summarizes the literature review findings, the study 

findings, and implications for future studies.  

Table 5.1 

Comparison of Findings  

 

Literature Review Findings Case Study Findings Implication for Future 

Studies 

Board preparation is 
minimal for elected 
trustees and usually 
required for appointed  
trustees 
 

Board preparation is 
lacking for both elected 
and appointed trustees and 
inconsistent between  
trustees on the same board 

Future study looking at 
boards that mandate board 
preparation and if that 
impacts 
governance effectiveness 

Board members spend an 
average of a half day on  
initial board orientation 

Board members spend an 
average of a half day in  
orientation and budget cuts 
have resulted in some 
boards eliminating new 
member orientation  

Larger sample required to 
determine if the cases in  
this study are indicative of 
a larger trend in board 
orientation 

Previous board or job 
experience may not 
indicate how well prepared 
a board member is for his 
or her role 
 

There was no indication 
that previous board or job 
experience made a board 
member more or less 
equipped for his or her role 

More research needed on 
board functions and what 
experience may equip a 
trustee to perform at a 
higher level 

When professional 
development is not 
mandated for trustees, it is 
unlikely to occur 

Study supported that little 
to no professional 
development is going on 

More research needed to 
look at boards that are 
required to undergo 
professional development 
activities and how that 
affects board governance 

Legislative reforms  Study did not reveal any A larger study across 
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(Table 5.1, continued) 

indicate little research is 
being conducted to 
determine whether elected 
or appointed boards 
provide any benefit to the 
institutions they serve 

strong differences between 
elected and state-appointed 
trustees or how that might 
benefit the institution he or 
she serves, but did reveal 
that boards who oversee 
multiple and 
geographically diverse 
campuses may be less 
effective, regardless if they 
are elected or appointed 
 

multiple states and boards 
is required to determine the 
factors that affect board 
effectiveness which may 
include size, job 
qualifications, and local or 
state authority 

The role of the president is 
key to board effectiveness 
and a board that 
understands its roles and 
responsibilities 

Study supported the 
importance of the role the 
president plays in 
managing boards’ 
understanding or roles and 
responsibilities 
 

Study looking at the 
connection, if any, 
between president and 
board preparation and if 
both are essential to board 
effectiveness 
 

Elected trustees do not 
possess the knowledge or  
experience to handle the 
decisions required in 
higher education 

Study did not demonstrate 
any difference between  
elected and appointed 
trustees and whether or not 
they were more or less 
equipped for the decisions 
they are required to make 

Study examining how 
board job qualifications  
may help or hinder 
decision-making at higher 
education institutions 

State-appointed trustees 
are less connected to the 
needs of individual  
campuses  
 

 

Study showed that state-
appointed and multi-
campus boards (elected or 
appointed) tend to have 
less interaction with 
students and individual 
institutions 
 

Longevity study looking at 
the fiscal decision-making 
at multi-campus and state 
boards to determine the 
long-term affect on 
students and services 

The damage caused to 
boards and institutions by 
rogue trustees is long-
lasting 

Study supported that rogue 
members are disruptive, 
but the damage is not long 
lasting and can be 
instrumental in positive 
change 

Study looking at the 
factors that lead to rogue 
behavior on boards 

 

Future research questions might include: 



*)(!

!

!

1. Do other differences besides roles and responsibilities exist between 

state-appointed and elected boards? 

2. Are there specific job qualifications for boards that might contribute to 

board effectiveness? 

3. How do boards perform under weak presidents? 

4. How does unionization of campus employees affect board decision-

making and their roles and responsibilities? 

5. How have the colleges that were once governed by locally elected 

boards fared under a state board? 

Findings in this study might be used to inform practices of boards, better 

prepare trustees for their roles and responsibilities, and challenge state legislatures to 

rely on more specific data before deciding which board structure would be most 

effective to reach the governance goals and outcomes that have been established. 

Recommendations for practice are discussed below and Table 5.2 presents a set of 

recommendations based on the analysis of the research findings and related literature.   

Recommendations.  The issues that emerged from the data have potential 

implications that may not be organized neatly in the context of the research questions.  

But the following recommendations may be helpful to boards, presidents, and state 

legislatures who wish to consult this data as the basis for organizational governance 

decisions. 
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Table 5.2 

Recommendations for Preparing Boards for Their Roles and Responsibilities 

Recommendation Implementation 

Board members should undergo 
consistent and formal training 
distinguishing the roles and 
responsibilities of a board and a trustee 
prior to beginning their board service 
 

To obtain the best results, governance 
training should be conducted by a 
professional organization, not by staff 
members  

A consistent governance model or 
orientation should occur for all board 
members on each board 

To ensure all board members have the 
same training, once a model is chosen all 
current board members should undergo 
the training whether or not they served on 
the board in previous terms 
 

Professional development should be 
mandated, not voluntary 

Clear expectations of professional 
development activities should be 
articulated prior to board service  
 

Presidents should receive training on how 
to effectively manage and work with their  
board in conjunction with board training 

Presidential training should occur in 
tandem with board training, but a day  
should be devoted solely to the presidents 
without board members in attendance 
 

State legislatures should consider the 
geographic diversity and number of 
campuses of institutions a board will 
oversee when deciding to consolidate 
campuses under a single state board  

Smaller regional boards could operate 
within the larger state entities to lessen 
the chance that board members will not 
understand the impact of the decisions 
they make 

 
Elected districts should consider the 
geographic diversity and number of 
campuses of institutions a board will  
oversee when deciding to consolidate 
campuses under a single governing board  
 

 
In large multi-campus institutions, local 
advisory groups should be established 
who meet with board members on a 
quarterly basis 

Conduct work sessions prior to regular 
board meetings for trustees to review all 
action and consent items 

During this work session staff 
presentations and recommendations 
would be made to board members on all 
decision items, ensuring the board clearly 
understood the issues on which they 
would be making decisions. 
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This study revealed that although boards are composed of well-intended 

individuals, for boards to operate at a high level of effectiveness in support of the 

college mission, they are dependent on having a strong president who understands the 

importance of board preparation, other strong board members who clearly understand 

their roles and responsibilities, and the funds to support initial and ongoing training. 

Lacking any of the above can greatly impact board effectiveness and has the potential 

to leave institutions vulnerable to poor oversight.  Considering how important a strong 

board is to the institutional mission, it would be prudent to ensure a commitment to 

consistently prepare board members to take on this important role. 

Final Thoughts 

This study was initiated with the expectation that the research would show 

clear differences between locally elected and state-appointed boards, and that few 

boards were properly prepared to take on their roles and responsibilities.  It was also 

expected that the data would show that state legislatures are making sweeping 

governance reforms without any real data on whether or not appointed boards actually 

end up serving the institution and students more effectively.  In addition, this 

researcher wanted to know if the selection process for state-appointed boards, which 

includes some professional criteria, would be more "professional" and equipped to 

handle the complexities of board governance, and would curtail the micromanaging 

tendencies (and rogue board elements) of locally elected boards.  

This research study has supported the original supposition that few boards 

undergo any kind of consistent, detailed training or preparation to be board members; 
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boards tend to be only as effective as the system or board they serve.  In other words, 

without preparing trustees for their role, one cannot predict how effective a board will 

be—board members tend to fill in their own knowledge gaps.  Most trustees are well-

intended, but good intentions do not necessarily translate to solid outcomes.  Some 

trustees are excellent, some are poor, but without consistent preparation to serve or 

identifying a specific link to previous experience, there is no way to predict which 

trustee will fall into which category. 

Although appointed boards may be less inclined to involve themselves in the 

college operations, this may be more a result of being disconnected with the individual 

campuses and local communities under their oversight and less because they are not 

inclined to micromanage.  It is important that trustees do not become overly involved 

in operations, but lack of awareness regarding campus employees, students, and the 

local community may have the unintended consequence of underfunding important 

employee benefits, student services, and local workforce partnerships.  Community 

members may also be less engaged with a state board or multi-campus institution 

when they don't know their appointed board member and/or board meetings occur far 

away from their local campuses.  This means community members may not show up 

to board meetings or provide input, creating an additional disconnect between trustees 

and the institutions they oversee.   

 This researcher also expected that "rogue" board members—those trustees 

who have their own agenda as opposed to the mission of the institution—would be 

more prevalent on elected boards.  This expectation was not supported by the findings; 
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rogue trustees were observed in equal measure on elected or appointed boards and had 

more to do with a misunderstanding of proper roles and responsibilities, than political 

appointment. 

The researcher would like to admit that she expected her results to show state-

appointed boards would be more equipped to understand the complexities facing 

institutions today.  That is not what was found.  In fact, this researcher is less 

supportive of moving towards a state-appointed governance system than she was 

before undertaking this study.  Based on conversations with, and observations of, the 

boards members included in this study, the researcher now believes that as long as 

mandatory training is occurring, local governing boards still offer more benefits for 

institutions than do state governing boards.  Because this was a case study, the results 

are not generalizable, but the research demonstrates there may be a real need to look at 

governance consolidation very carefully.  Governors and legislatures often find 

consolidating the governance of higher education fiscally and politically expedient.  

But, as states struggle to find more efficient ways to fund higher education, it has 

never been more important to base governance decisions on reliable and verifiable 

data.   
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Appendix A 

Definition of Key Terms 

The following key terms are defined within the literature review and provided 

here to clarify how they have been used in this study.  

Board of trustees.  Officials who are elected, or appointed, to guide the 

educational institution, monitor performance, and provide support and guidance 

(Martorana, 1963).  Individual board members have no authority; only the board as a 

single entity has the power to effect policy (Carver, 1997). 

Community college system.  A community college system is defined as the 

grouping of education institutions by state that are funded and regulated by a state 

Board of Regents (McGuinness, 2003). 

Consolidated state governing board.  A governor-appointed state board that 

provides centralized oversight over state systems and appoints local boards that 

oversee the day-to-day decisions for institutions (McGuinness, 2003). 

Coordinating board. A board which is legally responsible for organizing, 

regulating, or otherwise bringing together the overall policies or functions in areas 

such as planning, budgeting, and programming, but which does not have authority to 

govern institutions (Martorana, 1963; McGuinness, 2003). 

Governing board. A board which is legally charged with the direct control 

and operation of a single institutional unit (Martorana, 1963; Reed, 2001). 
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Lay board.  A locally elected board of trustees.  In most states these elected 

lay boards have direct responsibility for the institutions they are elected to oversee 

(Duryea, 2000). Lay boards were the first model of board governance in colonial 

colleges. 

Single and multiple college districts.  Districts are defined as institutions 

under the authority of a single board.  A single college district is an individual campus 

overseen by a single governing board.  A multiple college district is composed of 

several campuses overseen by a single governing board (Martorana, 1963). 

State board of regents.  A board having responsibility at the state level for 

supervising, accrediting, certifying, advising, or performing a similar function in 

relation to the public higher education institutions, but which does not have specific 

authority to govern institutions or to coordinate daily operations (Martorana, 1963; 

McGuinness, 2003). 

System of governance.  The organized and legislated process in which board 

members maintain oversight for their institution and the policies that are implemented 

as a result of this oversight (Carver, 1997).  Policy decisions within this system of 

governance may include funding formulas, operational procedures, and hiring 

practices (Reed, 2001). 
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Appendix B 

Participant Recruitment Letter 

Dear ____________: 

I am writing to you to request your participation in completing a brief questionnaire 
that is part of a doctoral research study comparing state-appointed boards and locally 
elected boards in the state of ____________. 

You are being invited to participate in this research study because you are actively 
engaged in the governance system of your district or state board. This study will 
include other board members from elected districts and appointed boards (21 total 
participants) in __________. Your participation in this study will help inform 
community college boards, presidents, and state legislatures by providing a clearer 
understanding of board roles, board preparation, decision-making in a college 
governance system, and how these processes differ between state-appointed and 
locally elected boards.  

Your responses to the attached survey will be strictly anonymous and at no time will 
either your name, your board affiliation, district, or the state in which this study 
occurs, be made public. The time required to complete this electronic questionnaire is 
less than ten minutes. At the end of the questionnaire you will also be asked to 
participate in a voluntary follow-up interview, but agreeing to complete this 
questionnaire does not obligate you to participate in the interview. 

Please click the link below and follow the simple instructions to complete this very 
brief questionnaire. Your assistance is appreciated and will contribute to important, 
and needed, literature on board governance. 

http: sample url link.com 

I am available to answer questions or provide additional materials at your request. You 
may contact me or the student researcher, JoAnna Downey, at the contact numbers 
listed below. I thank you in advance for your time. 

Regards, 

 

Alex Sanchez       JoAnna Downey 
Principal Researcher      Doctoral Candidate 
Oregon State University     Oregon State University 
Corvallis, OR 97331      Corvallis, OR 97331 
(541) 737-8202      (562) 463-4653 
sancheza@oregonstate.edu     jdowney@riohondo.edu 
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Appendix C 

Questionnaire 

You have been asked to participate in this brief survey because of your current or 

previous role as a community college board trustee in the state of __________. The 

results of this survey will be used in a case study comparing elected and state-

appointed boards. At no time will your responses be made public nor will you, the 

board you serve on, or the state be identified in this study. Your participation is 

appreciated and will contribute to the literature on community college boards. Thanks 

you in advance for your participation – the entire survey will take less than ten 

minutes to complete. 

1. On which community and technical college board do you or did you serve?  

___North Community College District 

___Central Community College System 

___Western Community College District 

 

2. How long have your served on your current or most recent board? (Please 

include total years including multiple terms)  

___over 10 years 

___6–9 years 

___3–5 years 

___1–2 years 

___less than 1 year 

 

3. Have you ever served on an educational board prior to your current or previous 

position?  

___Yes  

___No 

 
4. How long was your initial orientation or training session detailing your 

responsibilities as a board member? 

___More than 2 days 

___1–2 days 
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___Less than 1 day 

___No orientation 

 

5. What topics did you cover in your initial orientation? Please check all that 

apply. 

___Budget/Fiscal Responsibilities 

___Job Description 

___College Operations 

___President-Board Relationship 

___Legal Issues 

___Hiring Responsibilities 

___Policy Decision-Making 

___Upholding Public Good 

___Consensus Building 

___Trustee Relationships 

___Institutional Mission 

___Community Relations 

___Other 

 Please specify other here:________________________________ 

 

6. What topic(s) did you spend the most time on during your initial orientation? 

 

7. What topic(s) do you wish you had more training on? 

 

8. Do you currently participate in continued professional development as it 

relates to your service on your board? 

___Yes  

___No 
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9. If you answered yes to the above, on average how much continued professional 

development do you participate in annually? 

___More than 5 days per year 

___3–5 days per year 

___1–2 days per year 

___Less than 1 day 

 

10.  If you participate in professional development, is it voluntary or required as 

part of your responsibilities? 

___Voluntary 

___Required 

 

11. The following questions will help evaluate the resources that have been the 

most helpful in defining your role as a board member. Please indicate your 

level of agreement on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 indicating your strongest 

agreement 

 

My original training adequately prepared me to understand my role as a board member 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

 

My ongoing professional development has broadened my understanding of my role as 

a board member 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

 

The experience of serving on a board has changed the way I understand my role 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
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My district or system president helps me understand my role as a board member 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

I feel I am properly prepared to understand my role as a board member 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

 

 

12. What do you think the main responsibilities are of the collective board? Please 

note this is your opinion of the responsibilities of the board as an entity, not 

your individual role as a trustee. Please indicate your level of agreement on a 

scale of 1 to 5, with 5 indicating your strongest agreement 

 

Approve annual budget 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

 

Approve, change, assess policies 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

 

Approve resource management 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

 

Oversee institutional programs 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

Take part in all planning and college operations 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
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Evaluate institution 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

Assess Board Performance 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

Preserve institutional independence 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

Ensure legal compliance 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

Approve institutional mission and/or values 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

Appoint, assess, support performance of President/Chancellor 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

Represent institution and community 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

Act collectively as a board 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

 

13. What do you think the individual trustee’s main responsibilities are? Please 

note these are your own roles as a trustee.  Please indicate your level of 

agreement on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 indicating your strongest agreement. 

 

Prepare for an participate in board meetings 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
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Follow and understand all policies 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

 

Manage campus operations 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

 

Accept and support majority decision 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

Review all expenditures 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

 

Defend the institution against special interests 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

Assess Board Performance 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

Approve institutional mission and/or values 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

Support the president/chancellor in managerial and governance issues 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

Communicate concerns or complaints promptly to president/chancellor 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

Appoint and assess performance of president/chancellor 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
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Act collectively as a board 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

Participate in professional development 

    5   4   3       2   1 

Strongly Agree  Agree  Sometimes Agree     Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

 

14. Please rank the following questions as they impact your decision-making. 

Please indicate your opinion of the level of importance on a scale of 1 to 5, 

with 5 indicating your highest importance 

 

How important are other board members opinions to you when making a decision?  

5   4   3       2   1 

Very Important         Important  Somewhat Important               Not Important              Not Very Important 

 

How important are the recommendations of the college or system president when 

making a decision? 

5   4   3       2   1 

Very Important         Important  Somewhat Important               Not Important              Not Very Important 

How important are the recommendations of campus employee groups when making a 

decision? 

5   4   3       2   1 

Very Important         Important  Somewhat Important               Not Important              Not Very Important 

How important are the recommendations of local community groups when making a 

decision? 

5   4   3       2   1 

Very Important         Important  Somewhat Important               Not Important              Not Very Important 

 
Would you be willing to participate in an interview elaborating on your role as a board 
member? 
 ___Yes     

___No 
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15. If you are willing to participate in a follow-up interview, scheduled at your 

convenience, please click the email link here ________ and let us know 

how/where you wish to be contacted. 

 

Thank you for participating in this survey! 
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Appendix D 

 

Informed Consent Form 

Project Title: How Governing Boards Provide Oversight for 
Community Colleges: Understanding the Differences 
Between State-Appointed and Elected Boards  

Principal Investigator:  Alex Sanchez  

Student Researcher:   JoAnna Downey  

Version Date:     December 14, 2010 

Study Number:   4843 

 

1. WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS FORM? 

The purpose of this form is to provide the information you will need to help decide 
whether to participate in the study or not. Please read the form carefully. You may ask 
any questions about the research, what you will be asked to do, the possible risks and 
benefits, your rights as a voluntary participant, and anything else about the research or 
this form that is not clear. When all of your questions have been answered, you can 
decide if you want to participate in this study or not. This process is called “informed 
consent”. You will be given a copy of this form for your records. 

!

2. WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE? 

The purpose of this proposed study is to compare how elected and appointed board 
trustees provide oversight for the community colleges they serve in the state of 
__________.  At no time during this study will the state of __________ be identified 
so as to protect the confidentiality of each board member.  

This research study is being conducted in partial fulfillment for the Doctor of 
Education degree requirements at Oregon State University. 

 Up to 25 participants will be invited to take part in this study. 

3. WHY AM I BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY? 

We are inviting you to participate in this research study because you are actively 
engaged in the governance system of your district or state board. This study will 
include past and present board members from elected districts and appointed boards 
(up to 25 total participants). Your participation in this study will help inform 
community college boards, presidents, and state legislatures by providing a clearer 
understanding of board roles, board preparation, decision-making in a college 
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governance system, and how these processes differ between state-appointed and 
locally elected boards.  

4. WHAT WILL HAPPEN IF I TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH STUDY?  

A conceptual framework for understanding the differences between state-appointed 
and locally elected board members will be developed based on the themes that emerge 
from the data collected in this study. The following section details the activities 
involved in this study and the anticipated time requirement: 

PROCEDURES 

This research project will employ several activities including a questionnaire, 
interviewing as a method (“interviewing” used here to mean two-way dialogue) and 
observations of public board meetings. 

• The brief questionnaire will be sent to you in January. This questionnaire will 
take no more than ten minutes to complete. At that time, you will be asked to 
volunteer for a follow up interview.  

• The in-depth interviews will be open-ended with research questions guiding 
the initial part of the discussion. The interviews will be structured around a set 
of questions designed to encourage the active engagement of the participant in 
the study. Basic descriptive questions will elicit general background 
information. Experience/example questions will elicit information on your role 
as a board member. Structural paradigmatic questions will be used to elicit 
information and reveal the issues and challenges facing trustees in the 
governance system. Follow-up and simple clarification questions will be used 
as needed. 

• All interviews will be digitally recorded, and a typed summary will be 
delivered to you with a request for verification of your responses. The 
researcher will type all notes and check each response for consistency. Follow-
up interviews may be necessary to gain additional information or provide 
clarity to the initial interview. Participant interviews and follow-up interviews, 
if necessary, will be conducted in April and May of 2011. 

• Observations of open session at public board meetings will also occur. The 
researcher will take written notes of public comments; you will not be 
disturbed or interrupted during these meetings in any way. 
 

STUDY DURATION 

If you agree to participate, your involvement will be less than three hours including 
interview(s) and review of interview note for accuracy. 

During this two-month period, you will be asked for input on two separate occasions: 
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• The first interaction will last up to one hour at which time we will go over the 
Informed Consent Document. JoAnna Downey will provide you with two 
Informed Consent Documents to be signed. For record keeping purposes, one 
Informed Consent Document will be returned to the researcher and you will be 
provided a copy. At any time, clarification questions will be encouraged. Then 
a non-structured discussion about the research project will ensue. If you agree, 
a more formal face-to-face one to two-hour discussion using specific guiding 
questions and follow-up questions, where necessary, will be done. Only at this 
face-to-face two-hour discussion will an audio recording device be used. The 
one to two-hour audio-recorded discussion/interview, will be formulated into 
the following topical categories: (a) background and experience prior to your 
current role as a board trustee, (b) your ongoing and preparation for your role 
as a trustee, and (c) your evaluation of your roles and responsibilities as a 
board member.   

• Three to five weeks following the “interview,” researcher JoAnna Downey will 
contact you either by telephone or email to arrange for a final meeting to check 
the accuracy of your interview summary. This last discussion may occur face-
to face, via telephone, email, or other appropriate modes of communication, 
depending on your availability and/or preferences. 

 

AUDIO RECORDING 

By initialing in the space provided below, you verify that you have been told that 
audio recordings will be generated during the course of this study. Interviews will be 
recorded so that an accurate account of the interviews will be available to researcher 
JoAnna Downey during the analysis of the data and the writing of findings. On the 
recording, you will be referred to by an assigned pseudonym. Only JoAnna Downey 
will have access to the recordings and when she is not using them they will be stored 
on a password protected, secure computer. JoAnna Downey will personally review the 
recordings when checking accuracy in the interview notes. The recordings will be 
destroyed three years beyond the end date of the research project.  

______I agree to be audio recorded 

Initials 

______I do not agree to be audio recorded 

Initials 

Because it is not possible for us to know what studies may be a part of our future 
work, we ask that you give permission now for us to use your personal information 
without being contacted about each future study.  Future use of your information will 
be limited to studies about board governance. If you agree now to future use of your 
personal information, but decide in the future that you would like to have your 



""&!

!

!

personal information removed from research database, please contact: 

Alex Sanchez 
402 Education Hall  
Oregon State University  
Corvallis, OR 97331 
sancheza@oregonstate.edu  
 
______You may store my written and digital files for use in future studies. 

Initials 

______ You may not store my written and digital files for use in future studies. 

Initials 

We may contact you in the future for another similar study.  You may ask us to stop 
contacting you at any time. 

Study Results: Individual participant responses will only be seen by the researcher, 
and reviewed by each respective participant for accuracy. Results of the overall study 
will be shared as part of the dissertation, and non-confidential details shared with each 
district board, as requested. 

5. WHAT ARE THE RISKS AND POSSIBLE DISCOMFORTS OF THIS 

STUDY? 

The possible risks and/or discomforts associated with the being in the study are 
minimal since your participation will be known only to you and researcher JoAnna 
Downey, who will keep confidential the source of all information shared by you and 
other participants in the study in order to avoid jeopardizing your relationships with 
your colleagues or anyone else. You will be assigned a pseudonym and all information 
obtained from you will be attributed to that name. In addition, at no time will your 
district or anyone associated with your district be identified, including the state of 
origin.  

The security and confidentiality of information sent by email cannot be guaranteed.  
Information sent by email can be intercepted, corrupted, lost, destroyed, arrive late or 
incomplete, or contain viruses.   
 

The security and confidentiality of information collected from you online cannot be 
guaranteed.  Information collected online can be intercepted, corrupted, lost, 
destroyed, arrive late or incomplete, or contain viruses.   

6. WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF THIS STUDY? 

This study is not designed to benefit you directly.  There will be no personal benefit 
for participating in this study. However, the researchers anticipate that, in the future, 
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society may benefit from this study by providing community college boards, 
presidents, and state legislatures a clearer understanding of board roles, board 
preparation, decision-making in a college governance system, and how these processes 
differ between state-appointed and locally elected boards. 

7. WILL I BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY? 

You will not be compensated for participating in this research project. 

8. WILL IT COST ME ANYTHING TO BE IN THIS STUDY?  

You will not incur any costs for participating in this research project.  

If you have questions or concerns about this, please contact the Institutional Review 
Board Office at (541) 737-8008.  

9. WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION I GIVE? 

The information you provide during this research study will be kept confidential to the 
extent permitted by law.  Research records will be stored securely and only 
researchers will have access to the records. Federal regulatory agencies and the 
Oregon State University Institutional Review Board (a committee that reviews and 
approves research studies) may inspect and copy records pertaining to this research.  
Some of these records could contain information that personally identifies you.  

To help ensure confidentiality, a pseudonym will be assigned to you and all 
information obtained from you or related to you will be associated with that 
pseudonym. Only the researcher, JoAnna Downey, will know your identity. If the 
results of this project are published your identity will not be made public. 

All written recorded information, including interview notes, gathered during this study 
will be kept in a locked storage cabinet in the College of Education at Oregon State 
University for three years, accessible only to the principal investigator, Alex Sanchez 
and student researcher, JoAnna Downey. Any digital files (recording, notes, data 
analysis) will be stored on a password-protected computer in a protected folder and 
de-identified in order to protect confidentiality. Researcher JoAnna Downey will 
personally review all interview tapes, in developing the narrative notes, for accuracy. 
All gathered data would be destroyed three years beyond the end date of the research 
project. In the event of any report or publication from this study, your identity will not 
be disclosed. Results will be reported in a summarized manner in such a way that you 
cannot be identified. 

9. WHAT OTHER CHOICES DO I HAVE IF I DO NOT TAKE PART IN THIS 

STUDY? 

Participation in this study is voluntary.  If you decide to participate, you are free to 
withdraw at any time without penalty. You will not be treated differently if you decide 
to stop taking part in the study. If you choose to withdraw from this project before it 
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ends, the researchers may keep information collected about you and this information 
may be included in study reports. 

During the interview process, you will have the opportunity to review all questions in 
advance; you are free to skip any questions that you would prefer not to answer. 

10. WHO DO I CONTACT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS? 

Questions are encouraged. If you have any questions about this research project, 
please contact: 

Dr. Alex Sanchez 
402 Education Hall  
Oregon State University  
Corvallis, OR 97331 
sancheza@oregonstate.edu  
OR 
JoAnna Downey 
Rio Hondo College  
3600 Workman Mill Road 
Whittier, CA 90601          
(562) 463-4653 
JDowney@riohondo.edu 
 
If you have questions about your rights or welfare as a participant, please contact the 
Oregon State University Institutional Review Board (IRB) Office, at (541) 737-8008 
or by email at IRB@oregonstate.edu 

12. WHAT DOES MY SIGNATURE ON THIS CONSENT FORM MEAN? 

Your signature indicates that this study has been explained to you, that your questions 
have been answered, and that you agree to take part in this study.  You will receive a 
copy of this form. 

 

Participant's Name (printed):  _____________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________  

(Signature of Participant)       (Date) 

 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

(Signature of Person Obtaining Consent)      (Date) 
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Appendix E 

Interview Questions Outline 

The following interview questions are broken into three parts: roles and 

responsibilities; preparation and process; and institutional governance process. 

Interviews will take 30-45 minutes to complete. 

Part I: Roles and Responsibilities 

1. How long have you served on this board? 

2. What was your experience prior to being elected to this board? 

3. What motivated you to run for office OR How did you come to be appointed as 

a trustee? 

4. Do you believe that your previous professional experience has made you more 

prepared to serve as a trustee? 

5. Has the experience been what you expected? 

6. What surprised you? 

7. How would you rate your understanding of your roles and responsibilities 

when you first began as a board member? 

a. What could have assisted you?  Please elaborate  

8. How do you rate your understanding of your responsibilities as a board 

member now?  

a. What would you like to see happen on your board to help improve 

board understanding?_____________________________________ 

Why? 

b. What factors have contributed to your 

growth?___________________________________________ Why? 

9. What would you say is the most important thing for a board member to know 

how to do? 

10. What qualities, in your opinion, are essential to being an effective board 

member? Please just brainstorm here (flexibility, ability to compromise, 

professionalism, passion, advocacy, community member, etc.) 
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a. Which of the above are the most important qualities? Why? 

11. How important are other board members’ opinions to you when making a 

decision?  Please elaborate: 

12. How important are your constituents’ recommendations or individual who 

appointed you, when making a decision? Please elaborate: 

13. How closely do you work with the campus/system president?  

a. What is the most important competency in making this relationship 

work? 

14. Please define the college president’s role in your decision-making process 

Part II: Preparation and Process 

1. How much time do you spend in preparation for board and special meetings? 

 

2. Please walk me through your process for preparing for a board meeting. 

 

3. How do you stay informed about all the issues that you are required to know? 

 

4. How often do you consult your fellow board members before forming a 

decision? 

 

5. How often do you consult with the campus or system president before forming 

a decision? 

 

6. How often do you consult with other key constituents?  

a. Who are those key constituents? 

 

7. In reviewing board minutes, I see it is rare that trustees dissent with one 

another. Is this true and if so, why? 

 

8. Do you ever feel pressure to make a decision in a certain way? Please explain: 
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9. Have you ever served on a board where there was a rogue member? Someone 

who had his or her own agenda that might not be compatible wit the mission of 

the institution? 

Part III: Institutional Governance Process  

1. How involved are you in daily campus operations? Please elaborate. 

 

2. What governance issues do you feel most important to stay informed on? 

 

3. How involved are you in the strategic planning at your institution(s)? Please 

elaborate. 

 

4. Do the campus(es) under your authority have a clear governance process? 

Please detail. 

 

5. Have you been involved in improving, influencing, or managing those 

processes? How? 

 

6. How involved are you with the various leadership groups on campus and the 

community? 

a. Who are those groups and what is your relationship with them? 

b. How much do their opinions influence your decisions? 

 

7. How involved do you feel you should be when there is institutional conflict? 

 

8. Have you ever pushed your own agenda even when other trustees are not 

interested? Example: 

 

9. What is the greatest challenge you have faced as a board member? 
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10. What achievement as a trustee are you most proud of? 

 

11. Is there something more you would like to say about your role as a trustee? 

!
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Appendix F 

Board Meeting Observation Checklist 

___List of Participants 

___Description of Setting 

___ Description of Board Meeting Structure 

___Description of Processes Followed  

___Agenda Detail 

___Role(s) of Participants Defined 

___Board-Board Interaction 

___Board-President Interaction  

___Board-Constituent Interaction 

___Description of Participant Behavior 

___Description of Participant Statements 

___Description of Participant Reactions 
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Appendix G 

Board Member Orientation Topics  

Northern Community College District 

As each new trustee takes office, Northern Community College traditionally 

conducts an orientation retreat.  In the past it has been produced at the college, at other 

times, a consultant from a national higher education organization/association has come 

to conduct an orientation on roles and responsibilities.  Since 2009, no orientation has 

occurred due to budget cuts and the two newest trustees have been provided with a 

board manual for new trustees, including information about the role of a trustee and 

the board’s relationship to the college president.  The manual also included some 

resource information, such as copies of the state statutes that authorize the NCC 

college mission, and general information about the college.  Below is the information 

covered in the board orientation manual: 

• The Job of the Board of Trustees 

• The Job Description for the Individual Trustee 

• Division of Authority 

• Code of Conduct for Trustees 

• Board-President Relations 

• Hints and Tips for Successful Trusteeship 

• Board Policies and By-Laws 

• State Revised Statutes: Local District Colleges and Public Meetings 

• Presidential Evaluation 
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• Board Leadership 

• College Resources 

Western Community College District 

As each new trustee takes office, Western Community College traditionally 

conducts an orientation retreat with all board members directly after the November 

election.  This is normally a one-day orientation and includes more experienced 

trustees; the information covered is produced at the college.  The college also sends 

new trustees to the ACCT conference in December, as budget allows. A board packet 

is provided to new trustees, which includes information about the role of a trustee and 

the board’s relationship to staff, students, and the college president.  It also includes 

some resource information, such as copies of the state statutes that authorize the WCC 

college mission, and general information about the college.  Below is the information 

covered in the board orientation manual: 

Directives on executive limitations 

 

• General Executive Restraint 

• Treatment of Students 

• Treatment of the Public 

• Treatment of Faculty and Staff 

• Financial Planning and Budgeting 

• Financial Condition and Activities 

• Asset Protection 

• Compensation and Benefits 
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• Board Awareness and Support 

• Land Use 

• Environmental Responsibility 

Directives on Board/Staff Relationship 

 

• Governance-Management Connection 

• Unity of Control 

• Accountability of the President 

• Delegation to the President 

• Monitoring Presidential Performance   

Directives on Governance Processes 

• Commitment of the Board of Trustees 

• Governing Districts/Legal Authority 

• Governing Style and Values 

• Policy Making Principles 

• Board Job Products 

• Linkage with “Owners” of CMC 

• Agenda Planning 

• Meeting Structure 

• Officers’ Roles 

• Board of Trustee’s Code of Conduct 

• Board Committee Principles 

• Board Committee Structure 
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• Relationship with CMC Foundation 

• Process for Addressing Board Member Policy Violations 

• Cost of Governance 

• Audit Policy 

Central Community College System  

There is no formal orientation process for new trustees at Central Community 

College System.  Each trustee receives a board packet with all the policies pertaining 

to the board’s role.  The system president and staff spend time with each new trustee 

to review the board packet and respond to questions.  The information covered in this 

packet is listed below: 

ARTICLE I—ORGANIZATION 

 Section 1. Membership 

 Section 2. Officers 

 Section 3. Elections 

 Section 4. Responsibilities of the Board 

ARTICLE II—THE SYSTEM 
 
 Section 1. Composition 

 Section 2. Chief Executive Officer 

ARTICLE III—MEETINGS 

 Section 1. Regular Meeting 

 Section 2. Special Meetings 

 Section 3. Open Meetings 
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 Section 4. Notice 

 Section 5. Executive Sessions 

 Section 6. Agenda 

 Section 7. Quorum 

 Section 8. Voting 

 Section 9. Rules of Order 

ARTICLE IV—COMMITTEES 
 
 Section 1. Appointment 

 Section 2. Meetings 

ARTICLE V—COMPENSATION & REIMBURSEMENT 
  
 Section 1. Per Diem and Expenses 

 Section 2. Definition of Official Meetings 

 Section 3. Professional Conferences 

ARTICLE VI—POLICIES, RULES & REGULATIONS 
 
ARTICLE VII—AMENDMENT OF BYLAWS 

In addition to the policies for boards, CCCS trustees receive the Strategic Plan, 

a packet detailing the history of the formation of the CCCS and current information 

regarding issues facing funding in the state. 

 


