THE EFFECTIVE
BOARD CHAIR

This article is the first of a three-part series excerpted
from The Effective Board Chair: First Among Equals,
published by ACCT in 2025.

By Pamila J. Fisher

Get The Effective Board
Chair and other titles on
governance and advocacy
by clicking "Member
Portal and Online Shop"
at www.acct.org.




30

FYOU ARE A COMMUNITY COLLEGE GOVERNING BOARD

chair, you should feel privileged and proud. You should also feel a

heavy sense of responsibility and accountability for your college’s
future. As the complexity of leading a public community college has
grown exponentially in recent years, increasing attention has focused

i on the role and impact of a college’s governing board on a president
© or chancellor’s success, and thus on the college itself. Although the
© requirements to become a trustee are minimal, the knowledge and

skills needed to be effective are extensive.
‘What recent research and experience demonstrates is that how

- successfully the board operates is often dependent not just on board
members’ behavior, but also upon the effectiveness of the board
. chair. With the addition of new and demanding crises, internally and

externally, board chairs also need to be emotionally intelligent leaders
to be successful.
This series of articles is structured around three premises that

© comprise the essential formula for a successful board chair. Each
. article focuses on one of these principles.

1. To be an effective board chair, an individual must first be an
effective and experienced board member.

2. To be an effective board chair, an individual must have or acquire
unique knowledge and skills required by the board chair role.

3.To be an effective board chair, an individual must have exemplary
emotional intelligence and the interpersonal qualities and
skills required to lead and facilitate a lay board team of highly

qualified officials.

Part One: To be an effective board chair, an
individual must first be an effective and experienced
board member.

i A primary component of the board chair’s role is to ensure that the
. entire board is following generally accepted best practices. Since this
© essentially means helping to continuously educate the board, and

especially new members, the chair must model that behavior. The
chair also must be able to articulate the value of the board’s professional

i development and ensure it occurs. Many opportunities exist for board
. members to become educated about best practices and to assess how
. well they are doing and where there may be gaps. But first the chair

must know those best practices. Any board member who serves as
chair or who may contemplate doing so should review the following

i information and feel confident that they are upholding all requisite
. responsibilities, principles, and values intrinsic to serving on a board.

When talking with newly seated trustees, I tell them that until they
have an opportunity to learn and absorb more information, keep in
mind “The Three Ones,” which will keep them out of trouble in the
short term.
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The Three Ones: Foundational Operating Principles for
. Every Board Member

1. There is only ONE board. As a trustee, you have no board
authority as an individual. Your influence on that board will be
determined by how well you listen and learn, do your homework,
respect your colleagues, and develop good working relationships
with them and your CEO.

2. The board speaks with ONE voice. Do actively participate, but
once a decision has been made by the full board, honor that
decision even if it does not reflect how you voted. :

3. The board has ONE employee, the CEO (president or chancellor).
You must not tell other staff what to do, and if you have a
question or request, always go through your CEO.

The Effective Trustee’s Characteristics
One of the board chair’s responsibilities is to ensure that board members

. understand that an effective trustee does the following things:

+ Appreciates and is committed to the mission of the college
they serve.
« Shares the vision and core values of the college.
+ Makes decisions based on what is best for students.
« Ensures the college meets the needs of its various communities.
» Practices sound fiscal management.
« Understands the role of individual trustees and the board.
+ Recognizes the difference between setting policy and operations.
+ Contributes to the selection, support, and evaluation of the CEO.
+ Prepares adequately and attends meetings regularly and on time.
+ Follows communication protocols related to constituents
and employees.
+ Possesses knowledge of key state statutes.
« Knows and honors local college policies and board bylaws.
« Participates in ongoing professional development.
« Protects the long-term interests of the college.
« Is a contributing team member and a role model for college staff.

' The Effective Board’s Characteristics

. There are many resources available for entire boards to become more
familiar with the principles of effective trusteeship. The following list
is a quick summary. For the board chair, this list can serve as a checklist
for reminding, monitoring, and intervening when necessary.

Board of Trustees’ Roles

1. The board adopts broad policies and goals and does not direct the
president/chancellor or other staff as to how to implement those
policies or achieve those goals.

2. The board operates as a unit and honors board decisions once
they are made.
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3. The board ensures all board members follow board policy and
intervenes when necessary.

4. The board conducts effective and efficient meetings.

5. The board follows parliamentary procedures.

Board of Trustees’ Ethical Behavior

1. The board honors the confidentiality of all executive
(closed) sessions.

2. Board members do not favor or protect any one college or
community special group.

3. Board members operate ethically and without conflicts of interest
and honor commitments they make to one another and to the
president/chancellor.

4. Board members always treat employees and each other
respectfully in all public settings.

5. Board members do not meet directly with union representatives
when negotiations are underway.

Board of Trustees/ CEO Relations

1. The board of trustees supports the president/chancellor, does
not undermine their authority, and counters misinformed
public criticism.

2. Board members refer all constituent concerns to the
president/chancellor.

3. Individual board members do not direct the president/chancellor
on what to do on any college-related decision and understand
that direction can come only from the entire governing board.

Community Relations
1. The board builds a positive image of the college.

2. Board members do not speak to the press in any way that
reflects negatively on their colleagues or the college and adhere
to board and institutional policy that dictates who may speak
to the press on behalf of the college.

3. No individual board member speaks for the board except the
board chair, and even the chair speaks primarily about matters
on which the board has taken an official position.

4. Board members do not use their positions for personal gain or
to further their political careers.

Accreditation Responsibilities

1. Individual board members do not distract the attention

of trustees, the president/chancellor, or other staff from
implementing accreditation standards.

2. The board understands that its performance is a contributing

factor to a college retaining its positive accreditation status.

3. The board demonstrates its commitment to making the

college’s accreditation status a high priority.

The above information represents the minimal requirements
of every board member, and especially any board member who
desires to serve as board chair. Two essential resources for
chairs and all board members are ACCT’s 2020 book entitled
Community College Trustees: A Guide to Effective Leadership and the
complementary Governance 101 on-demand seminar available
to ACCT members via ACCT Connect. These resources can
help a prospective board chair assess if they possess a good
understanding of the basic knowledge of effective trusteeship and
then remedy any gaps.

To begin that personal assessment, let’s find out how you

i measure up with the following checklist.
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How Well Do | Measure Up?

[0 Do I understand and support my college’s mission, and can I
repeat it?

[0 Do I understand the limitations of my individual authority?

[0 Do I honor the final decision my board makes even if I did not
vote for it?

O Do I know what items are permissible to discuss in
executive session?

O Do I know the specifics of open meeting law?

O Do I know the meaning of being a policy board?

O Do I faithfully act within the parameters of my role?

O Do I commit to the time needed to be a fully engaged
board member?

[0 Do I take advantage of professional development
growth opportunities?

[0 Do I always treat my colleagues, the president, and
staff respectfully?
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College, former chancellor of Yosemite Community
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A PERSONAL PERSPECTIVE

In my decades of working with excellent boards

in different states with different structures, | have
observed that even trustees with long experience and
the best of intentions often do not fully appreciate

the nuances of laws, policies, and best practices. It is
extremely valuable for a board retreat to be part of a
comprehensive new trustee orientation, as all members
benefit from the review. An informal and intimate
environment of this type fast-forwards the trust-
building essential to a highly functioning board.

Some new trustees, and the number seems to be
increasing, feel they are not obligated to follow best
practices, or even the law. A few even campaign for
their position on the promise to take actions that are
antithetical to the college mission. If a chair suspects
that is the case, intervention should occur immediately
in a respectful but firm way. And don’t hesitate to ask
for help.

| have found that most new trustees do not realize
the time required to be an effective trustee or the
complexities of many issues. New and veteran trust-
ees frequently are often unprepared for the kinds of
crises and controversies that governing boards face
today. Even long-term trustees sometimes are shocked
and dismayed by the behaviors of staff and even by
their colleagues. Unfortunately, | have observed good
trustees resign or not seek reelection simply because
their colleague(s) made attending board meetings so
contentious and miserable.

The best boards prepare for these possibilities by
becoming as strong as possible before crises occur.
Members invest the time and resources to become

as knowledgeable as possible, have and follow up-
to-date policies, participate in meaningful board
self-assessment, and support continuous learning for
themselves and each other. Professional development
for board members is an investment in the college. It is
not the place for being miserly.

| have witnessed board chairs successfully navigate
highly sensitive and controversial issues in an ethical
and humane way. | also have observed board

chairs misuse their position because they do not
understand their role or follow best practices. Whether
unintentional or deliberate, the consequences for the
college can be profound. The board chair and their
skills and attributes set the tone for how the board
comports itself, how it represents the college within
the community, and its effectiveness. Every board
chair should be an exemplary board member first,
before they ascend to become “first among equals” on
the board.




