
 
 

Wings on People’s Dreams 
ACCT Virtual Governance Leadership Institute for New Trustees 

Day 2: Governance 102 focuses on policymaking, fiduciary responsibilities and 

financial oversight, and board ethics and codes of conduct 

 

By Norma W. Goldstein, Director of Trustee Education 

 

From policy development, fiduciary 

responsibilities, and trustee 

behavior to presidential contracts 

and budget alignment with the 

strategic plan, the second day of the 

ACCT Virtual Governance 

Leadership Institute for New 

Trustees focused on ‘Governance 

102,’ including pivotal topics to 

guide governing board decision 

making. Discussed were deeper 

issues about the board and president 

relationship and their respective 

roles as well as standards of ethical behavior for high-performing boards. 

By defining the policy life cycle of how boards govern through policy, co-presenters Ken Burke, CPA, a 

former trustee from St. Petersburg College in Florida and former chair of the ACCT Board of Directors, 

and Eduardo Martí, Ph.D., former president of Queensborough Community College (CUNY) and a 

trustee at Columbia University Teachers College, guided GLI attendees through the policy lifecycle with 

the college president.  

 

“The job of the board ends when policy is approved, other than monitoring progress on policy goals. 

Once policy is approved, the CEO develops procedures to implement—now s/he has their marching 

orders. This becomes a measure of success for the CEO,” Martí said. “The board is the boss of the CEO, 

and the CEO is an agent of the board, their one employee.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
Alignment with the Strategic Plan 

With their fiduciary responsibilities, 

boards and the CEO need to agree 

which financial reports to give to the 

board to provide clarity about the 

college budget and to align with the 

college’s strategic plan. “They need to 

align together. The budget is where 

you as a board consider to be the 

priorities of the college,” Burke said. 

“It’s an ongoing process. The budget 

is an expression of the strategic plan, 

and the president needs to account for 

special circumstances if the budget fluctuates from year to year.” Transparency is important in all budget 

matters. 

 

Board Ethics 

 

Presenters agreed that supporting the president and each other on the board and board decisions is an 

ethical standard. Once a board makes a decision, good ethics requires individual trustees to support that 

decision which can be difficult for some board members who have a dissenting opinion. “Every board has 

strong individuals who dissent. That is fine, but it is important that afterward they speak with one voice,” 

explains Marti. Acting as a unit is ACCT’s first guideline for effective boards.  

“Know the ethics rules in your state,” offers Burke. Both he and Marti emphasized the importance of 

board members learning about their states’ ethics regulations and relying on board counsel and college 

attorneys for any questions or concerns of board member or president behaviors. “Serve the good of the 

college and not your own person agenda. Subjugate your ego and do what is right for the college,” advises 

Marti.  

 

Community Colleges — the Great Hope 

Following the morning presentations, participants were divided into five groups, each of which discussed 

a different real-life scenario that presented complex factors that challenged college boards. Participants 

discussed different ways in which boards may respond to these challenges, as facilitators offered guidance 

on proper board roles, responsibilities, limitations and procedures. A representative from each discussion 

group then reported highlights of their respective discussions to all GLI participants. Marti summarized 

the essence of their presentation: “The president proposes; the board disposes. Know the rules of the 

game. Strategic planning is important.” 

 

Burke ended the whole-group discussion session with this comment. “This is a defining moment. 

Community colleges are the great hope out there. I look at community colleges and trustee guidance as 

what can change America for the better. As trustees, we put wings on people’s dreams!”  
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Ensuring Fiscal Strength 

By Norma Goldstein, Director of Trustee Education, ACCT 

Board Fiduciary Responsibilities 

Boards have a fiduciary responsibility to ensure the fiscal strength of their colleges by approving 
the annual budget, understanding the sources of revenue, and reviewing the annual audit.  
Resources are managed by the president; fiscal oversight is done by the board to ensure 
prudence, good stewardship of tax and tuition dollars, effective internal controls, and sound 
financial practices. Boards evaluate how effectively their colleges use resources to foster 
learning, student success and an educated citizenry, ensuring that college funds are managed 
wisely and that fiscal operations meet the board and audit standards. Every person, program and 
action impacts or is impacted by the institution’s finances.  

Trustees should understand the specific sources of revenue at the college and the relative 
contributions from state appropriations, local contributions, student tuition, federal grants, and 
other revenue sources. Understanding these sources of funding – and how they are trending over 
time – enables the board to assess fiscal challenges as well as proposals presented by the 
president and cabinet. This understanding also positions the board to be more effective in 
communicating the needs of the college to local and state elected officials as well as budget 
decisions by the college to internal and external audiences. 

Through annual approval of the college budget and review of college audits, boards can ensure 
that revenues and expenditures are aligned with the college’s mission and goals and that 
appropriate fiscal controls are in place. While fulfilling its fiduciary responsibility, the board 
should take caution in being too fiscally conservative, as doing so can limit the college’s capacity 
to use its resources to advance student success and its public purpose.  

State Funding System 

Sources of Revenue:  Trustees need to understand now all college operations are funded ranging 
from the local to state to national levels. 

State operating funds are largely used by community colleges for educational and administrative 
expenses. State capital funds are used for equipment, library books, acquisition of land and 
capital construction.  Local operating funds are used for plant operation and maintenance and 
may be used to supplement any state current operating fund budget item.  Local capital fund 



  
  
appropriations are for capital projects including land acquisition and construction. Colleges are 
not permitted to incur debt.  

Minimizing the out-of-pocket expense to students who can benefit from the educational services 
that the college provides is a board priority. For that reason, tuition is kept as low as possible. In 
addition, state and federal aid is provided to students by grants, loans, and scholarships. Many 
private companies have established scholarship funds at the local and state level.  

Review and Approve Long-Range Capital, Facilities and Personnel Plans:  Local governing boards 
review and recommend capital, facilities and personnel plans, and depending on state laws,   
approve sites, capital improvement projects, sale and disposal of board-owned property, and 
budgets.  Many college boards can purchase land, convey a right-of-way for highway construction 
or for utility installations and modification, and use proceeds from sale or lease of donated 
property. Usually with state approval, boards can contract for construction, equipping, 
expansion, improvement, renovation, and repair of the property.  

Review and Approve Institutional Budget 

Top level financial reports assist boards with comparing monthly revenue and expenses to the 
budget the board adopts annually.  The reports should summarize key revenue and expenses in 
the following categories:  State funds, county funds, institutional funds (includes revenues from 
local fees, grants and contracts). Expenses include salaries and wages, benefits, services and 
supplies, capital equipment, institutional scholarships, and contingency funds.  

Boards should expect the college’s finance and budget department to review the general fund, 
capital projects, physical plant fund and IT, auxiliary fund, board designated fund, contingency 
budget allocation, fund balance/reserves and a comprehensive annual financial report (CAFR) 
with the Board and/or the finance committee of the Board on a monthly or quarterly basis.   
Accreditors care about these components of the college’s financials.  By considering the budget’s 
alignment to institutional priorities (the college’s strategic plan) and comparing the budget to 
prior year revenues and expenditures, the board can understand whether the college is 
positioned to achieve a balanced budget and achieve its goals.  

The board works collaboratively with the college president to develop a budget.  Annually, the 
board submits the local budget request to the state for the required and supplemental 
appropriation for the college. Trustees must ensure that the request is adequately documented 
as to objectives and needs. College boards are responsible for using these funds in accordance 

https://www.ofm.wa.gov/accounting/financial-audit-reports/comprehensive-annual-financial-report


  
  
with State Board policies as well as state and federal laws and regulations. All state funds not 
expended during that period usually revert to the State’s General Fund and are available to the 
legislature for re-appropriation. 

 

Fiscal Controls  

Federal and state agencies require colleges to account for how public funds are spent and to 
report the outcomes of programs supported by state and federal monies. Trustees of each 
institution submit a budget request to their state board. Trustees are responsible for 
understanding reports submitted to agencies and should review monthly, quarterly and annual 
financial reports, including accreditation reports and annual external audits.  

Local boards of trustees adopt policies to ensure certain sound fiscal and management practices 
are in place, such as monitoring budget execution, maintaining systems of internal controls, 
ensuring required audits are conducted, and monitoring staff turnover and vacancies. 

Annual audit: The annual audit of a college provides the board a view into the efficacy of the 
fiscal controls and systems needed to ensure that funds are appropriately secured and 
accounted. Colleges must have a financial audit at least one every two years. Colleges may choose 
to be audited annually.  Accreditation agencies require an institutional audit for the most recent 
fiscal year prepared by an independent certified public accountant or appropriate governmental 
auditing agency.  The board should assure that the president has a plan to address all audit 
findings and that appropriate corrections are implemented.  

Land Acquisition, Gifts, and Donations 

In addition, upon approval of the state, trustees can purchase any land, easement or right of way 
which shall be necessary for the proper operation of the institution. Trustees are also able to 
receive and accept donations, gifts and services from private donors and to apply or invest them 
and use the proceeds for purposes specified by the donor as consistent with state regulations. 

   
The College Foundation 
 
With limits on public funding, charitable foundations and fundraising efforts are now common in 
community colleges across the nation. The relationship between the governing board and the 

http://www.sacscoc.org/pdf/2018PrinciplesOfAcreditation.pdf
http://www.sacscoc.org/pdf/2018PrinciplesOfAcreditation.pdf


  
  
college foundation board should be collegial and productive with clarified responsibilities and 
established fundraising priorities. Foundation board responsibilities include reviewing funding 
priorities; identifying, cultivating and soliciting donors; making personal contributions; and 
managing assets.  
 
Likewise, board responsibilities include setting the mission; ensuring adequate resources; raising 
private funds; and recognizing and stewarding gifts. The governing board has a main role in 
fundraising as part of their advocacy role to funders and their oversight role with the foundation’s 
advancement function. (For further details, see ACCT’s The Trustee’s Role in Fundraising.)   Often 
needed for special fundraising efforts, the college president has responsibility to both boards.  

Align with college mission and goals: Legally, charitable college foundations are separate from 
the college but should align with the college’s mission. Governing boards help foster the success 
of college foundation efforts to bring more financial resources to the college. Trustees make 
policies that define and support the foundation and may even use their personal contacts in the 
community to identify potential donors and foundation board members. College trustees may 
also be represented on the foundation board, (but sometimes not as a voting member). For both 
boards, ethical rules and established sound business practices should be identified and practiced, 
including external audits and access to the college’s general counsel.  

Review foundation annual report: As stewards of all financials of the college, the governing board 
will review the foundation’s annual report and should recognize the foundation members’ 
commitment and the value of the foundation to the college and students.  The governing board 
approves foundation fund development plans and goals and defines the relationship between 
the trustee board and the college’s foundation and foundation board. In addition, the board 
monitors the foundation’s performance and helps create a positive climate for advancement.  
Each trustee has an individual responsibility and a unique opportunity to advance the college’s 
fund development efforts through his or her own work as a contributor, fundraiser, and supporter. 
 
Summary 

In their fiduciary responsibility, and without micromanaging, trustees are stewards of all financial 
allocations, budgets, and major transactions and financial commitments of the college which are 
managed in concert with sound fiscal policies by the college administration. Boards do not 
become involved in any financial transactions but they are responsible to ensure that the college 
has sound financial policies and resources to operate effectively and to implement the college 
mission. Fundraising is one of their advocacy responsibilities. Trustees also oversee the fiscal 
policies and budget of the college foundation. Board members should make sure that they are 

https://members.acct.org/eweb/DynamicPage.aspx?Action=Add&ObjectKeyFROM=1A83491A-9853-4C87-86A4-F7D95601C2E2&WebCode=ProdDetailAdd&DoNotSave=yes&ParentObject=CentralizedOrderEntry&ParentDataObject=Invoice%20Detail&ivd_formkey=69202792-63d7-4ba2-bf4e-a0da41270555&ivd_cst_key=00000000-0000-0000-0000-000000000000&ivd_cst_ship_key=00000000-0000-0000-0000-000000000000&ivd_prc_prd_key=ABE77E0A-DF7D-43AB-B7B5-9CF95D777870
https://members.acct.org/eweb/DynamicPage.aspx?Action=Add&ObjectKeyFROM=1A83491A-9853-4C87-86A4-F7D95601C2E2&WebCode=ProdDetailAdd&DoNotSave=yes&ParentObject=CentralizedOrderEntry&ParentDataObject=Invoice%20Detail&ivd_formkey=69202792-63d7-4ba2-bf4e-a0da41270555&ivd_cst_key=00000000-0000-0000-0000-000000000000&ivd_cst_ship_key=00000000-0000-0000-0000-000000000000&ivd_prc_prd_key=ABE77E0A-DF7D-43AB-B7B5-9CF95D777870
https://members.acct.org/eweb/DynamicPage.aspx?Action=Add&ObjectKeyFROM=1A83491A-9853-4C87-86A4-F7D95601C2E2&WebCode=ProdDetailAdd&DoNotSave=yes&ParentObject=CentralizedOrderEntry&ParentDataObject=Invoice%20Detail&ivd_formkey=69202792-63d7-4ba2-bf4e-a0da41270555&ivd_cst_key=00000000-0000-0000-0000-000000000000&ivd_cst_ship_key=00000000-0000-0000-0000-000000000000&ivd_prc_prd_key=ABE77E0A-DF7D-43AB-B7B5-9CF95D777870


  
  
knowledgeable about college budget and fiscal policies and procedures and the state and 
accreditation mandates that provide fiscal controls of the college’s financial resources. 



 
 

 
Copyright © 2020 Governance Leadership Institutes (GLI) 

Association of Community Colleges Trustees and  
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means 

 – without the permission of ACCT  

 
 

ETHICS 

I. What Are “Ethics”? 
Ethics are standards of right and wrong, good and bad. Ethics are concerned with what one ought 
to do to fulfill one’s moral duty. There are two aspects to ethics: 

• Being able to determine what is right or wrong, good or bad  
• Committing to doing what is right and good.  

The latter aspect means that being ethical is more than understanding what the right thing is to 
do; it means that one must do ethical actions - one must “walk the talk.” Being ethical means 
doing what is right and good as well as avoiding what is wrong or bad. The failure to be ethical 
can be construed as being unethical. Ethics leads to a set of rules of conduct for specific 
situations. Basic ethical principles guide the development of standards for specific professions 
and groups. Ethics are a subset of values. The definition of values applies to things that are 
desired as well as what one ought to do, and can include such concepts as wealth, happiness, 
success, and fulfillment. Ethics define how a moral person should behave; values include other 
beliefs and attitudes that guide behavior.  

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

II. What Are Core Ethical Values?  

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

Public Service Ethics 
Denhardt identifies three major ethical values inherent in public service: honor, benevolence, 
and justice. All three contribute to the moral foundation of public service—doing good not for 
personal gain but for the satisfaction of contributing to society.  
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Honor is having a strong sense of duty and pursuing good deeds as ends in themselves. Being 
honorable means having integrity, being honest and keeping commitments. Honorable trustees 
are committed to the public interest and to the principles of democracy. Promoting one's own 
interests at the district’s expense, engaging in manipulation, following hidden agendas, and 
making power plays are not honorable or ethical.  

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

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

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

Trustworthiness. When we are trustworthy, people believe in us. Being trustworthy requires 
honesty, integrity, reliability and loyalty. Being honest means we are sincere, truthful, 
straightforward, and avoid deception. It does not mean, however, violating confidentiality or 
being uncivil. Integrity refers to “wholeness.” A person who has integrity is consistent in decision-
making and behavior, and firmly adheres to a code of ethics or values. Reliability means we keep 
our promises. If we commit to a task, we follow through. This is one of the reasons why it is 
important to avoid making commitments to people prior to the public discussion in a board 
meeting on an issue: the discussions may identify issues that affect trustee positions on an issue. 
Loyalty means protecting and promoting the interests of certain people, a group or organization. 
As a trustee, the primary loyalty is to the college and the public good—loyalty to friends and 
single interest groups is subordinate. The duty of loyalty also means maintaining the 
confidentiality of confidential information.  

Respect. The second “pillar of character” is respect. It includes civility, courtesy, decency, 
autonomy, and tolerance. Civility and courtesy are particularly important when engaging in 

http://www.josephsoninstitute.org/
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discussions with other trustees and the president when we disagree with them. Autonomy 
means that we do not try to live others’ lives for them. Tolerance means we accept others’ 
perspectives and judge others only on their core ethical values.  

Responsibility. Responsibility means being willing to make decisions and choices and to be 
accountable for them. Responsible people do not shift the blame to others. Responsibility means 
doing the best one can, and being diligent, careful, prepared, and informed. It means persevering, 
following through, and finishing tasks that one commits to. Responsibility also involves self-
restraint, prudence, and recognizing the importance to set a good example. A responsible trustee 
recognizes that there are some limits on being able to say whatever one wants to, because people 
look to them as representatives of the college.  

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

Caring. Caring means that we are genuinely concerned about the welfare of others. We are 
benevolent. Trustees are often asked to care about many different people-community members, 
students, faculty, and others. As public officials, we care about the common good and welfare of 
the community. Sometimes, supporting the welfare of one group of people may mean making a 
decision perceived as not beneficial to others. Because we care about other people, 
we care about being ethical, about being respectful, responsible, and trustworthy. Being 
unethical is easier if we do not care about others.  

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

III. Why Should Boards Adopt a Code of Ethics or Standards of Practice?  

Trusteeship brings with it certain responsibilities and expectations. Some of these are related to 
what is ethical and appropriate behavior for public officials. The public expects its leaders and 
representatives to uphold high standards in the performance of their duties.  

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

At least two regional accrediting commissions require boards of trustees to have a code of ethics: 
the Western Association’s Accrediting Commission for Junior and Community Colleges, and the 
Northwest Association. During the re-accreditation process, institutions in those regions are 
evaluated on whether or not the board has a code of ethics. The process of developing, 
adopting, and reviewing adherence to codes of ethics involves boards in very substantive 
discussions of what is expected of board members. These discussions are instrumental in 
strengthening boardsmanship, and enhance the ability of the board to effectively lead and set an 
example for the institution. The development and adoption of a code of ethics strengthens 
boards.  

IV. What Ethical Concepts Might Boards Address? 

Codes of ethics, which are also called standards of practice, codes of conduct, or standards for 
excellence, cover three general areas.  

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

Promoting the Public Trust 

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

Considering special interests. Single and special interest groups play an important part in 
representing various segments of our diverse society, such as political parties, racial and ethnic 
groups, employee associations, religious groups, neighborhood associations, and taxpayer 
groups. While all of these interests are important, trustees must remember that the first and 
foremost obligation of every trustee is to represent the general interests of the College’s service 
area. Ethical behavior involves being aware of a wide variety of public and community needs, and 
integrating them into the interests of the whole.  
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Open meetings. Most states have laws that address open meetings for public governing boards. 
Part of the responsibility of public service is that issues affecting the public are shared and 
debated in public. Doing so promotes trustworthiness and reliability. College boards may hold 
executive or closed sessions to protect the rights of personnel and the college; respect for the 
rights of others means that ethical trustees do not reveal discussions in those sessions.  

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

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

Roles and Responsibilities of Trustees and Governing Boards 

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

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

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



 
 

 
Copyright © 2020 Governance Leadership Institutes (GLI) 

Association of Community Colleges Trustees and  
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means 

 – without the permission of ACCT  

 
 

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

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

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

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

Micromanagement. One of the most sensitive areas facing trustees is the difference between 
their policy role and the roles of the college staff. Trustees set broad policy direction and monitor 
adherence to policy. Problems occur when trustees become involved in the day-to-day 
operations and try to second-guess or direct staff activities. Although often well intentioned, 
these trustees are performing acts that are both harmful to the College and to the office of the 
chief executive.  

Board/CEO Relationship. Respect, reliability, trustworthiness and justice are all key values in the 
board/CEO relationship. Specific ethical practices include committing to: 

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

Communications with staff and students. The board and CEO should discuss and reach 
agreement on protocols for trustee contact with other college administrators, faculty and 
classified staff members. Ethical trustees support the authority of the CEO position and respect 
established lines of communication.  
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Student and employee complaints to trustees should be referred directly through appropriate 
channels or to the chief executive officer. Every community college has, or should have, 
procedures that allow student and employee grievances.  

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

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

How Trustees Should Treat Others and Conduct Themselves? 

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

Function as a team member. Being a good board member requires the ability to function as part 
of a team. Board members differ in personality, motivation, knowledge, attitude, experience, 
background, community stature, and capability. Differing points of view help develop 
alternatives, stimulate the imagination, and lead to creative solutions. Being open to, and 
respectful of, other members' viewpoints are skills that are necessary to reach consensus. 
Trustees often bring specialized knowledge to the board by virtue of their backgrounds and 
professions. However trustees are not on the board to be "experts" in their fields - they are there 
to represent broad community interests and do not play other roles while acting as a trustee.  

Maintaining confidentiality. While most of what the board does is public, an important aspect 
of trustee ethics is maintaining confidentiality about issues discussed in closed session. Violating 
confidentiality occurs when individuals share closed session information, such as informing the 
union of the collective bargaining positions, leaking information to the media, or discussing 
private personnel information.  
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Consideration for others. An important consideration in maintaining harmonious operations is 
to respect fellow board members' opinions and those of other stakeholders. Remaining 
courteous and open-minded and treating others with honesty, decency, and mutual respect are 
characteristic of ethical trustees. Avoiding bitter arguments and using courteous, non-
inflammatory language at board meetings help create an atmosphere for solving problems, and 
provides a good example for college employees and community members. Criticizing or belittling 
other trustees hurts the reputation of the entire board.  

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

V. Four Questions to Ask Yourself 

To help determine ethical behavior, ask: 

1. Am I doing to others what I would want done to me?  

2. Would I mind seeing what I am doing on the front page of a newspaper?  

3. Am I comfortable with members of my family knowing what I am doing?  

4. Do I want to encourage employees and students to do this?  

VI. Developing A Code of Ethics 

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

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

http://www.acct.org/resources/centerstandards/
http://www.acct.org/resources/centerstandards/
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The models and samples provided on this site are designed to be the basis of discussion. However 
a code of ethics has more meaning if it is understood and accepted by all. Therefore we do not 
recommend simply adopting a model statement or someone else’s code of ethics. Much of the 
benefit of a code of ethics derives from the discussion that goes into developing one that fits the 
board.  

After the discussion, the code of ethics should be adopted by the board in a public meeting. and 
incorporated into board policy.  

VII. Using A Code of Ethics 

Codes of ethics are: 

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

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

VIII. What Happens When Boards or Trustees Are Not Ethical? 

Questionable or unethical behavior by a trustee or by the board hurts the College, and its 
reputation suffers. Trustees have harmed the very thing—the institution—that they were 
supposed to protect.  

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

IX. Ethical Dilemmas and Challenges  

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

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

Multiple loyalties. Many trustees feel a reasonable obligation to promote the interests of special 
interest groups (community leaders, neighborhoods, businesses, faculty, ethnic and religious 
groups, etc.), and those who supported their election or appointment to the position. Loyalty is 
an ethical value. However as a trustee, the primary loyalty is to the College and the public good—
loyalty to friends and single interest groups is subordinate. The obligation can become unethical 
when it extends to making sure that a special interest benefits at the expense of other groups.  

Concealment. We’ve all avoided giving negative feedback or expressing opinions that others 
won’t like because we care about people’s feelings or we don’t want to offend others. However 
not being honest is disrespectful—the key is to share negative information or disagree with 
others in ways that still communicates respect. Alternatively, it is unethical to use one’s position 
to bully others or misuse information that will harm the College and other trustees. Publicly 
criticizing college staff, programs and other trustees abrogates the responsibility to protect the 
assets of the College. Criticisms and concerns should be shared in the appropriate problem-
solving venue.  

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

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