Be Visible
ACCT Virtual Governance Leadership Institute for New Trustees
Day 3: Advocacy and the Students We Serve
Advocacy session advises strategy, frequent contact to have elected officials
remember you
By Norma W. Goldstein, Director of Trustee Education

Day Three of the GLI for New Trustees, Advocacy and the Students We Serve, both informed and
inspired attendees to action to advocate at local, state and federal levels for their colleges. To do
so effectively, the session reviewed best practices in how trustees can be an effective advocate,
foremost, in knowing about the students their colleges serve and keeping in touch with their elected
officials.
Disaggregated student data—Know your students
“Advocacy requires boards to know their students,” states presenter Pam Eddinger, Ph.D.,
President of Bunker Hill Community College, MA, “to tell our legislators who we are and who
our students are.” Eddinger then briefly recounts a story about one of her students living in a hangar
at Logan International Airport and learning about the high percentages of housing-insecure and
food-insecure students attending
her college. “Lots of our students
are on welfare, homeless and
hungry, and there is national
acknowledgement that there is
hunger on campuses,” she adds.

After indicating new trustees learn
the key data elements of their
college (size, rural or suburban,
flagship programs, etc.) and of students (by race, geography, income, FT/PT, etc.), she emphasizes,
“It’s important to rehearse a one- to three-minute elevator story. Advocacy is telling the narrative
of your college which tells your story to your state’s delegations.”
Building a relationship
Co-presenter Jee Hang Lee, Senior Vice President, ACCT, then explained what advocacy entails
and why this trustee role is important to educate lawmakers who have numerous priorities and

often competing interests. “There is a significant gap between what college is to our legislators
and what our community
colleges actually do. We are one
small part of the funding options
and it is important to put our
issues front and center. We
compete
with
lots
of
institutions,” he adds. Lee
encouraged trustees to engage in
all kinds of opportunities for
them to have some kind of
influence.
Moreover, Lee stressed the importance of continuous contact with and developing an ongoing
relationship with elected officials. “Relationships are paramount for everything. If they have not
ever heard from you before, like a plant, continue to water it and talk to it.” Eddinger agrees,
adding, “You can start to develop some kind of relationship with your legislator if you have
prepared your one-minute [or elevator] story of the top three issues at your college.”
Common strategic messages
Strategizing is important for talking with elected officials. Advocacy means being on board with
the president and other board members on behalf of our institutions, “and this means coming to
common ground about what you will talk with them about, having a strategy,” offers Lee. Lee
points out that a best practice is identifying who is the best spokesperson around key issues. “Bring
a student on Pell to the Capitol to talk with a legislator,” he advises. “These are powerful moments
when students speak to legislators.”

Eddinger reminds trustees that “all board members speak with one voice, and do not diverge from
that one voice so as not to confuse legislators or their staffers.” For meetings with lawmakers, she
also encouraged trustees to go together with other board members and the college president. “Go
together. You become the connection and the glue. It’s a developmental process: working with
the board chair and students,” she adds.

Continue strategy to engage lawmakers

Lee encourages trustees to come to the National Legislative Summit in February in DC to build
trust and communication and continue the conversations with lawmakers and also to invite them
to their colleges. “Invite your legislator [and their staff] to do ribbon cutting, to meet your students,
to do Town Hall events, and to have students ask legislators questions,” he states. Eddinger follows
up with an anecdote about Senator Elizabeth Warren as a graduation speaker at her college.
“Senator Warren shook 600 hands at our graduation. She won’t forget us,” Eddinger chuckles.
“Strategy has to be on the front
end to have them remember
you,” advises Eddinger. In
addition to a suggestion to take a
picture to record the event, when
meeting with a lawmaker, it is
most important to avoid
contradiction and have a
cohesive message. “Create that
common message and be sure all
board members there support that
common message,” Eddinger suggests.
ACCT’s Advocacy Toolkit is available online for all attendees. Lee ends the lively session by
reviewing the toolkit, successful meeting tips and action items, including not to forget “the ask”
for support from the lawmaker. “It’s important not to forget this,” he states, and be sure to
encourage use of the college facilities for town meetings and forums. “It’s about the relationship.
Be visible,” Lee concludes.
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YOUR COLLEGE
What is the Narrative of your College?
• Students
• Point of Pride
• Your Three-Minute Story

Questions about your college?
•
•
•
•

Is your college rural, suburban or urban?
How many campuses or locations does the college have?
How large is the college? What is the FTE and headcount?
What type of programs does the college have? Dual enrollment, bachelor degrees, or
workforce?

STUDENTS WE SERVE
U N D E R S TA N D I N G W H O T H E Y A R E
Questions about your students?
• What is the breakdown by age of your students?
• How many of your students are parents?
• How many of your students work?

• How many students are on Pell Grants?

• What is the breakdown of your students by race and gender?

W H AT I S ‘A D V O C A C Y ’ ?
Actions intended to influence lawmakers’ positions
•
•
•
•
•

Letter-writing/Emails
Direct meetings with policymakers and their staff
Phone calls
Social media campaigns
Virtual or in-person gatherings

Why is advocacy important?

• Educates lawmakers on the needs of colleges and students
• Helps community colleges fulfill their missions
• Establishes meaningful relationships with decision makers

W H Y W E A D V O C AT E
• Legislators have numerous priorities and often
competing interests

• Sharing experiences of community college leaders
and students is informative and powerful
• Lawmakers need to know the programs they
advocate for have a positive impact on their
constituents

• Sometimes being in the room is half the battle

W H AT D O W E A D V O C AT E A B O U T ?
• Valuable resources
• Majority of community college funding comes from
state and local budgets
• However, federal student aid and workforce
programs remain significant sources of institutional
operating revenue (outside of tuition)
• Ongoing pandemic drives an even greater need for
federal support

• Legislative language
• Regulations, guidelines, reports, and
commissions

FEDERAL
STATE
LOCAL

FEDERAL STUDENT AID IS LIKE A
THREE-LEGGED STOOL
• Each leg of the higher education stool represents an important part of federal
assistance offered to enhance student access.
• Federal Loans – Stafford, Grad, PLUS, Perkins
• Grants/Assistance Programs – Pell, SEOG, FWS
• Tax Credits – AOTC, Section 127, Coverdell, SLID

ELEMENTS OF EFFECTIVE
ADVOCACY
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Learn the basics of the legislative process
Know key issues facing institutions and students
Create a clear, consistent message
Support and encourage the president’s role as an influential advocate
Leverage students as direct beneficiaries of federal programs
Attend the ACCT National Legislative Summit
Connect with your Senators and Representatives in their DC and district
offices
• Invite legislators to visit the campus
• Build relationships with policymakers and staff

T H E K E Y TO E F F E C T I V E A D VO C AC Y:
A COMMON MESSAGE

 Simple, short, relevant, and clear
 Consistent message

• When advantageous, trustees and presidents should have same message
• Help legislators know they are making a positive decision

 Visibility

• Backup advocacy with public and media relations

 Develop long term relationships with policymakers

THE HILL MEETING
Know your legislator

• Their district – major cities and
economic centers other than your college
• The name of the Congressional staffer you may be meeting with
• Have they visited your campus?
• Representative’s educational background
• Committee assignments
• Representative’s education and workforce specific priorities

Know the process

• Bill numbers, content, status
• Necessary steps to moving policy

SUCCESSFUL MEETING TIPS
 Be on time, flexible, friendly, and brief
• Arrive early and be willing to wait.

 Ask for support

• Gauge a member’s level of support for community college priorities

 Ask about your member’s priorities

• As with any good relationship, it is give and take

 Collect business cards

• Remember to leave behind your business card and college information

 Send thank you note and follow up on action items
• Establish a long-term relationship

ACTION ITEMS
Face-to-face communication is best (even if
it’s virtual!)
• Be visible – Attend virtual or in-person
fundraisers, townhalls and roundtables
• Invite your legislator to speak at graduation
• Encourage use of college facilities or online
platforms for town meetings/forums
• Invite legislative staff to tour campus

I M P O R TA N C E O F P E R S I S T E N C E
 Goal: ongoing, second-nature support
• Two-way relationship
• “Community colleges? You bet we support them, they are
a top priority for Congress!”
• Make it so that your representatives think of you and
your institution whenever “colleges” are discussed

 Things to remember:
• Representatives and Senators relate to their local colleges
• Congress must understand the role and priorities of the
community college system

ACCT ADVOCACY TOOLKIT
www.acct.org/advocacy and www.now.acct.org
•
•
•
•
•
•

Worksheets
Op-ed template
Letter to state legislators template
State advocacy press release template
Customizable state advocacy advertisements
Glossary, Key Policies, Links and Articles for Advocacy

Latest Action in Washington (LAW) Receive email updates: publicpolicy@acct.org
Contact Info:
Jee Hang Lee
202-775-4450
jhlee@acct.org

THANK YOU!
ROTATING DISCUSSION GROUPS
BEGIN AT 12:15PM
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/85905825008
Advocacy Discussion Group One
Moderator: Jee Hang Lee, ACCT Senior Vice President
The Students We Serve Discussion Group Two
Moderator: Pam Eddinger, Ph.D., President of Bunker Hill
Community College
Federal Legislative Update Discussion Group Three
Moderator: Katie Brown, ACCT Director of Government Relations

For tech support contact, dconner@acct.org

