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The Single-Issue Trustee: Champion or Distraction? 
This case is provided as a tool to foster discussion of important governance issues.

by Narcisa a. Polonio, Ed.D.

Discussion Questions:

Case #1: Mary Ellen
Mary Ellen was one month shy of her first year anniversary as 
a trustee at South State Community College. Having served as 
a faculty member for over 35 years before retiring, there was 
no doubt about her love for and commitment to the community 
college, but her knowledge and connections to the college were 
both a strength and a weakness. At every meeting, Mary Ellen 
would indicate that she was serving on the board to protect 
students and faculty from the administration and trustees who 
came out of the business community and did not understand 
academic freedom. It was clear that she still saw herself as a 
champion representing the faculty, and every board action had 
to meet the litmus test of supporting their interests. Mary Ellen 
attended faculty senate meetings and met weekly with faculty 
colleagues to review the board agenda and other matters.

Case #2: David
At Middle State Community College, David was the first African 
American elected to the board. During the election, David made 
a concentrated effort to appeal to voters from a primarily African 
American region of the city. His election represented a shift in 
the city’s political arena and was covered extensively by the local 
media. At his first board meeting, David made it clear that he was 
there to represent the interests of the people who had voted for 
him: African Americans who had been ignored by mainstream 
political leaders and the community in general. A pattern soon 
emerged, with David voting against any item that did not include 
a provision to serve minority students and the African American 
community. The rest of the board decided David was a crusader, 
and while they respected his views, they would often ignore his 
demands in the interest of keeping the board functioning.

Case #3: Joe
At Northern State Community College, one board member 
came from a prominent family of judges and lawyers who 
for generations had provided leadership and service to the 
community. Joe had followed the family tradition and became 
a lawyer, for over 30 years carving out a living as a sole 
practitioner handling real estate closings. Joe was described 
as a purist when it came to interpreting the public record and 
sunshine laws. He also believed that it was his role to clean 
out and expose corruption at any level. Joe quickly developed 
relationships with the local media and became a source of 
information on confidential items being considered by the 
board. He began questioning every item presented for action 

and demanded that the minutes reflect his objections and his 
commitment to protect the right of the people to know the truth.

Balancing Good Intentions with Effective Trusteeship
Among the many strengths of the system for selecting or appointing 
trustees is how the board’s members reflect a cross section of the 
community served by the college. Most trustees reside within the 
community and have a long-term track record of involvement and 
leadership. Collectively, the board should represent the interests of 
all the communities within the college’s service area. 

But on some occasions, as in the three examples presented above, 
governing boards find themselves dealing with what is described 
as a “single-issue” trustee — someone whose sole purpose for 
serving on the board is to represent his or her own interests, 
the interests of one group, or to give voice to the demands of a 
specific group or ideology. Others, like Joe, may see themselves as 
a champion responsible for protecting the public and the college 
from the rest of the board. When an individual with a myopic 
perspective, or a “Johnny one-note,” joins a board, it can lead 
to turmoil, confusion, ill feelings — and at worst, havoc and the 
derailment of the board’s ability to function. 

The psychology of what motivates people can be complex, deep 
rooted and difficult for others to understand. What can a board do 
when faced with unreasonable demands or the disruption of the 
flow of business by one trustee? 

1.  Is the single-issue trustee encouraged to be part of the board 
and work with his or her fellow members?

2.  Has the board made the assumption that the new trustee only 
cares about his or her own interests? In other words, does the 
trustee behavior become a self-fulfilling prophesy because of 
assumptions made by the other members of the board? 

3.  What can the board do to make sure that new trustees bond 
with the rest of the board?

4.  What is the role of the chair in ensuring the well-being of the 
board and the involvement of all trustees?

5.  What steps can the board take to prevent single-issue mem-
bers from dominating the agenda?
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