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understanding the 
Board Life cycle

T       
here are many more similarities than differences in the way community college governing boards are 

structured throughout the nation. Whether its members are elected or appointed, it is not unusual in any 

given year for a community college governing board to have one or two trustees rotating off the board and 

new trustees joining it.  

BY Narcisa a. PoloNio, Ed.d.

Transition and change are inevitable for boards of trustees. Preparation is 
critical to set the stage for both incoming and outgoing board members.

Part of the life cycle of community college boards throughout 
the nation, this staggered rotation of trustees can become a major 
transition with far-reaching implications for the board, the president, 
and the college. it is important to understand the potential 
implications and to set the stage for as smooth a transition as 
possible. Left to chance, the impact can derail the group, resulting in 
the board becoming fragmented and losing momentum.

how outgoing and incoming trustees are treated also reflects 
the values of the board, the college, and the community. it is 
important to have in place rituals that will honor the contributions 
of outgoing trustees and welcome and encourage the contribu-
tions of the new trustees. 

Second-Order Change
A review of the literature on the life cycle of families defines 

what is called “second-order change” as a major transition that 
occurs within a system, family, or individual. Almost everyone 
can understand this in personal terms; for me, i am reminded 
of the sadness my entire family felt with the recent loss of my 
uncle. his passing was an acknowledgement that my mother’s 
generation would not be with us forever, and possibly not much 
longer. And yet, the sadness was alleviated by the joy brought by 
the subsequent birth of my beautiful granddaughter. 

As in families, it is part of the natural order of things for 
governing boards to have major transitions. And as in families, it 
is important to understand and acknowledge the impact of the 

transition on those who leave and those who remain, as well as the 
changes in the dynamic brought on by the introduction of “the new 
kid on the block.” Just as families come together to provide mutual 
support by sharing their grief, reflecting on the past, and focusing 
on the future during major changes, it takes trust, commitment, and 
engagement for a board to plan an effective transition of outgoing 
and incoming trustees. 

The first step to achieving a successful transition is to realize that 
every time a member leaves or a new member joins the board, for 
all practical purposes, the college has a new board. The dynamics 
within the board, relationships, perceptions, and energy all change 
each time a new member comes along. Acknowledging the transi-
tion and preparing a strong orientation program for incoming 
members will go a long way to creating an environment that fosters 
and maintains board cohesiveness. 

it is important to have a formal, structured plan to thank 
outgoing trustees for their years of service. A while back, i 
received a sad call from an active and committed trustee who was 
not reappointed to her board. There was no further communica-
tion or acknowledgement by the college, the president, or her 
colleagues. This is not typical — most colleges acknowledge the 
contributions of outgoing trustees in some way, in the hope that 
these individuals will continue to support the college. it is impor-
tant to make sure outgoing trustees are treated with the utmost 
respect while new trustees are welcomed and assisted as they 
prepare to be active and productive members of the board.  



w i n t e r  2 0 1 1   t r U S t e e  Q U A r t e r L Y30

For the Outgoing Trustee
some suggestions for acknowledging trustees’ contributions at

the end of their term include:
•	Adopting	a	formal	resolution	by	the	board	acknowledging	the
 trustee’s contribution and service. have the resolution framed,
 and present it as a token of appreciation.
•	Presenting	the	outgoing	trustee	with	the	nameplate	used	

during board meetings or a plaque acknowledging service.
•	Placing	photographs	of	all	trustees,	including	years	of	service,	

in an appropriate location on campus.
•	Issuing	a	press	release	acknowledging	their	years	of	service	

and contribution.
•	Giving	an	ACCT	Lifetime	Membership	so	the	trustee	can
 continue to advocate for your college at the national level 
 (see p. 47 for details).
•	Appointing	the	outgoing	trustee(s)	to	serve	on	the	foundation
 board so they can continue to support the college.
•	Securing	a	proclamation	from	local,	state,	or	federal	
 representatives acknowledging the trustee’s service.

For the New Trustee
methods to help new trustees begin serving on the board 

should include:
•	Offering	a	thorough	and	ongoing	orientation	and	education	

about trustee and board roles. (see below).
•	Welcoming	incoming	trustees	at	their	first	meeting	by	sharing	

biographical information with the board and public.
•	Introducing	them	to	the	ACCT	website	(www.acct.org),	publica-

tions, and other resources to familiarize trustees with their roles 
and responsibilities and facilitate effective governance. A good 
starting place is AccT’s “working with new trustees” resource 
package, available at www.acct.org/resources/new trustees. This 
information can help you design a formal orientation process.
holding a formal swearing-in ceremony. Whether conducted •	
by the appointing authority, the board chair as part of a formal 
public ceremony, or the president’s executive assistant, the 
process should reflect the importance of the new role of trustee 
to be assumed by the individual.  

The Role of the Chair
The board chair has an important role in facilitating a smooth 

transition by ensuring that the contributions of the outgoing trustee 
are publicly acknowledged in all cases, regardless of any past differ-
ences of opinion or personal feelings. setting an example for the 
rest of the board is critical during a period of transition. 

it is important to remember that the outgoing trustee will 
still be an influential and valuable spokesperson on behalf of 
the college and the community. maintaining a relationship can 
be done in many formal or informal ways. for example, the 
board and president of one college sponsor a holiday dinner for 
trustees at the end of every year and invite all previous board 
members and their spouses to attend. 

some trustees — and even full boards — believe that 
incoming trustees should sit quietly for a couple of years before 
making a contribution or speaking up during board meetings. 
This attitude can result in missed opportunities and set the 
new board off to a poor start. The chair can set the right tone 
by welcoming new trustees and encouraging their engagement 
in board business. Appointing the new trustee to a committee 
goes a long way in making the individual feel welcome, as well 
as getting him or her involved as a productive member of the 
board from the beginning. 

in collaboration with the college president, the board chair 
should prepare a welcome packet that includes the following 
materials: annual status report, recent press releases, minutes 
from recent board meetings, key financial documents, a meeting 
schedule, locations, parking arrangements, logistical information,  
ongoing trustee training opportunities, and policy regarding 
reimbursable expenses along with any required forms. see page 
31 for an example of a welcome letter to incoming trustees, 
graciously shared with us by dr. harry Lenderman, board chair 
of cecil college in maryland.

New Trustee Orientation
A good orientation consists of two elements. The first is an 

orientation to the college provided by the president. The second 
is an orientation to the workings of the board. This orientation can 
be led by an outside facilitator if the board wishes and should be 
handled by — and involve — the entire board.

The board orientation(s) by the chair and other trustees 
should include an overview of the roles and responsibilities of 
trustees and the board, board strategies and goals, communica-
tions protocols, trustee resources including a board manual, 
mini-sessions on the college budget, a review of the last 
audited financial statement, the campus master plan, and the 
most recent presidential evaluation.

Respecting the Cyclical Nature of 
Governing Boards

different colleges have different methods for introducing new 
trustees and paying respects to departing ones; one method is 
not necessarily better than another. The most important thing 
is to respect the cyclical nature of the governing board and the 
contributions of individual trustees. These activities are more than 
symbolic — they are a way to keep the board healthy and vital 
and to take advantage of the talents, knowledge, and networks 
of community college governing boards as a way to maintain the 
overall health of the institution.



Model Swearing In Language
It is with the deepest sense of responsibility and conviction that I assume my office as 
a (trustee, visitor, regent, etc.) of (institution), and solemnly affirm: 
· That I understand my authority exists only when acting collectively with my fellow 

board members, and that our authority is derived from, and obliged to serve, the 
interests of our entire community;

· That I will exemplify ethical behavior and conduct that is above reproach; 
· That I will engage in an ongoing process of in-service education and continuous 

improvement;
· That I will be prepared to participate in open, honest, and civil deliberation with my 

colleagues, vote my conscience rather than to advance any special interests, and 
support the decisions and policy we make; and 

· That I will honor the division of responsibility between the board and the (CEO, 
president, etc.) and staff, and contribute to creating a spirit of true cooperation and a 
mutually supportive relationship in support of our community.

Getting Started

Learn About Trustee Roles 
and Responsibilities 
(from www.acct.org)

· Attend trustee orientation workshops 
(state associations and ACCT). 

· Peruse trusteeship materials (ACCT’s 
A Guide to Effective Governance and 
the ACCT website.). 

· Read the local trustee handbook, if 
there is one, or study the board’s 
policies on the governing board, 
particularly the code of ethics or 
standards of practice for the board. 

· Meet with the president, board 
chair, and other members of the 
board to discuss trustee roles 
and responsibilities. 

· Learn about the legal and ethical 
constraints on trustees.

· Register for ACCT’s New Trustee 
Institute or state association programs. 

Learn About the College’s Programs, 
History, and Culture 

· Work through the president to 
arrange to tour the college(s) and 
meet his/her team. 

· Read key documents, mission 
statement, accreditation self-study, 
key planning documents, and 
annual report. 

· Attend major events, such as 
convocations, opening days, 
and graduations.

Learn About External Trends 
and Issues

· Read local newspapers and listen to 
the news for trends that might affect 
the college. 

· Read about state legislative, fiscal, 
and other policy issues that affect 
the college.

Learn About College Planning 
Processes and Budgets

Learn About Board Meetings and 
Board Operations

· Review past agendas and minutes. 
· Thoroughly read the agenda for 

each meeting. 

Visit www.acct.org for more extensive 
resources.

Dear New Trustee,

To be appointed to the Cecil College Board of Trustees is an honor and a privilege. Congratulations! Our 
current board team is excellent and committed to working together to advance the college’s mission. We all 
look forward to you joining us. I want to share a few thoughts with you on service as a new trustee that I 
have learned along the way.

I look at my job as a board member as representing students for the best possible educational opportunities 
in the most supportive environment. This is my personal priority.

Advice given to me by our past board chairs is that we should speak as a team, not as individuals. I refer 
calls to [Cecil College President] Dr. [W. Stephen] Pannill, or plan on speaking for the board only with 
permission of the board members. This takes a great deal of pressure off members having to come up with 
an answer to a possibly controversial question. This makes us less likely to be misquoted, gives a chance to 
provide an appropriate answer, and time for us to investigate and choose the best person to respond.

You will receive the board meeting agenda and materials prior to the meeting, which I would encourage 
you to review. It is obvious to the audience when a member is not prepared beforehand. Most presentations 
to the board require hours of preparation time in order to present a professional report.

We like to make the presenters to the board comfortable, compliment great work, and show our complete 
attention to their well thought out presentations. We have students, staff, and senior staff present at the 
meetings, and some seem a little nervous addressing our board in front of others. 

The most important meeting for you to participate in is the monthly board of trustees meetings. Board 
members are encouraged to participate in meetings, events, and committees of the college, hiring of senior 
staff, emergency management, strategic planning, graduation, nurse’s pinning, openings of new facilities, 
attendance/support at meetings including the legislative session, and many others. 

It would be a good idea to review the board’s objectives for the year, strategic plan, and other materials 
which you will receive in your orientation package. Please do not be bashful to ask us for assistance. One 
of us will be assigned as your mentor to help guide you through the beginning of your service here as a new 
trustee. The communications and monthly meetings will be great help in catching you up to speed quickly.
Congratulations and welcome aboard!

Harry Lenderman, Board Chair




