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 Understanding the factors that influence a community college governing board to 

increase its engagement in accountability for student success was the purpose of this 

grounded theory case study. A further aim was to develop a model that described how 

these factors interact.  A highly engaged community college governing board, as defined 

by a focus, perspective, infrastructure, and behavior that identified student success as a 

priority, was selected and studied to learn what were the principle influences on their 

engagement in student success.  Eight factors were identified initially that influenced the 

governing board’s interest in student success: Board Characteristics, Changing External 
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Context, Achieving the Dream, Board Roles and Responsibilities, Board Culture, College 

Role and Purpose, Changing Internal Context, and Student Success.  Another factor, 

Administrative Leadership, also influenced the governing board’s engagement and was 

added to the final model. Two models emerged from the data: a six factor model that 

describes how a board becomes engaged in student success and a model incorporating all 

eight influences that describes governing with a student success agenda already in place. 

Key findings included the importance of an external emphasis on improving student 

outcomes at the state and national level; the need for board education on their fiduciary 

responsibility for ensuring academic quality; and the value of an outside change agent. In 

this case study, Achieving the Dream: Community Colleges Count, served as the catalyst 

for change in the governing board’s engagement in student success. The Achieving the 

Dream Board of Trustees Institute, which educated board members about their roles and 

responsibilities related to student success, shifted board members’ perspectives and 

understanding and began the board’s interest in governing with student success as a 

priority.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Introduction and Overview 

Boards of trustees have provided oversight and direction to higher education in 

America since its beginnings with the 1636 establishment of Harvard, the country’s first 

institution of higher education (Houle, 1989).  Board governance is considered a uniquely 

American approach to governance, in contrast to faculty self-governance or governance 

directly by a governmental agency or ministry common in other parts of the world (Gade, 

1991; Hermalin, 2004;Leslie & MacTaggart, 2008).  As the legal entity of the institution, 

the board of trustees has authority over and responsibility for governing the institution in 

accordance with its charter (Burns, 1966). The fiduciary responsibility of a governing 

board is paramount and is comprised of four key principles: (a) the duty of loyalty—the 

interests of the organization come first; (b) the duty of care—trustees give full attention 

to their work; (c) the duty of obedience—trustees are obligated to promote the mission of 

the organization; and (d) the duty to act in good faith—trustees must exercise due 

diligence, competence, and objectivity in fulfilling their role (Leslie & MacTaggart, 

2008). The Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges, in its AGB 

Statement on Institutional Governance (1999), declared the primary role of the board in 

all governance matters:  

The ultimate responsibility for the institution rests in its governing board. 

Boards cannot delegate their fiduciary responsibility for the academic 

integrity and financial health of the institution…delegation of authority to 

the administration and faculty…is made with the implicit understanding 

that the board still retains the ultimate responsibility  (p. 3). 
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As the importance of community colleges in the higher education landscape 

grows, ensuring that community college governing boards are fulfilling their duties well 

increasingly is a national concern.  In 2006-07 there were 1,045 community colleges in 

the United States, educating 35% of all post-secondary students (6.2 million) (Provasnik 

& Planty, 2008). The American Association of Community Colleges (2009) reports that 

approximately 84% of community colleges are public institutions, 13% are independent, 

and 3% are tribal institutions. Given the pivotal role of community colleges to meet the 

growing demand for higher education, effective governance to achieve this goal becomes 

paramount. 

Community college governing boards face formidable trends impacting their 

institutions, including increased competition from for-profit institutions of higher 

education, globalization, changing student and community demographics, disparities in 

literacy and numeracy skills, calls for better accountability, leadership and faculty 

turnover, and reduced state-level funding (Boggs, 2007; Burgan, 2004; Kirsch, Braun & 

Yamamoto, 2007; Leslie & MacTaggart, 2008; Marginson, 2004; Tierney, 2004;  

USDOE, 2006). Skillful leadership and good governance of community colleges are 

more crucial as these challenges and the resultant uncertainty about the future mount. 

Kezar (2006) asserts “board performance is a critical topic for higher education in the 21st 

century” (p. 968). This call for better governance comes at a time of increased public 

scrutiny of boards’ ability to provide ethical, acceptable leadership. The scandals of poor 

oversight by corporate boards, such as those of Enron and Tyco International, and the 



 

3 

subsequent Sarbanes-Oxley legislation, have increased public expectations of 

accountability for all boards, including community college governing boards (AGB, 

2007; Chait, Ryan, & Taylor, 2005; Kezar, 2006; Leslie & MacTaggart, 2008).  

The governance structure of community colleges, while rooted in the history of 

higher education governance, nevertheless evolved differently from other institutions of 

higher education.  This is due, in large part to the unique origins of the community 

college in the early years of the twentieth century; some community colleges were 

established within a university system while others began as part of the public school 

system (Cohen & Brawer, 2008; Smith, 2000). Most community colleges are governed 

by local boards of either elected or appointed trustees, which may be linked to a state-

level governing or coordinating board (Smith, 2000). In states without local board 

governance structures, either the colleges are a part of a university system or there is a 

state governing board. 

Potter and Phelan (2008) contended that many community college boards, 

because of their initial establishment as a part of public schools, used public school 

boards with “their role as that of watchdog for the public interest, particularly, but not 

exclusively, in financial matters” (p. 16) as the model for how to govern. This has 

resulted in boards that narrowly focus on fiscal accountability and approval of 

administrative initiatives, providing limited leadership at a time when strong leadership is 

needed. However, it is not just community college governing boards that have been 

criticized for a narrow focus. The leadership provided by all types of governing boards 
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has been called into question and has led to appeals for improvement of the effectiveness 

of governing boards (Carver, 2006; Chait, Holland, & Taylor, 1996; Chait et al., 2005). 

Carver (2006) argued that how board governance is designed and implemented is 

at fault: “Where opportunity for leadership is greatest, job design for leadership is 

poorest” (emphasis in original, p. 17). Chait, et al. (2005) asserted that the idea of 

governance has not garnered vigorous debate and fresh conceptualizations, especially in 

contrast with the concept of leadership.  In response to this perceived dearth of 

conceptualization about governing boards, Chait, et al. developed a model of governance 

as leadership; it included three modes of governance—fiduciary, strategic, and 

generative—required for leadership.  Each mode had a key focus: stewardship of assets in 

the fiduciary mode; strategic partnership with management in the strategic mode; and 

concern for the expressive aspects of the organization—values, judgments, and insights—

in the generative mode. While recognizing the importance of each mode of governance, 

Chait et al. noted that boards typically operate in the fiduciary or strategic modes. 

However, the generative mode offers the most opportunity; “…the generative mode is 

about leadership. It is the most fertile soil for boards to flower as a source of leadership” 

(p. 9).  

 Generative thinking makes meaning from data or information. It primarily serves 

the role of “problem-framing or sense-making,” achieved in a three-step process of 

“noticing and using cues…choosing and using frames…and thinking retrospectively” 

(Chait, et al., 2005, pp. 86-87). Chait, et al. argued generative thinking is essential to 

governance, because it is foundational to the key governance functions of setting goals 
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and direction for an organization.  However, they maintained that many current boards 

have abdicated this critical leadership role of generative thinking to the president/CEO 

and his or her leadership team.  Chait, et al. endorseed a collaborative process of 

generative governance in which the board “reviews and critiques the generative thinking 

of executives: probing how they arrived at their sense of a problem or opportunity, 

identifying alternative ways of framing the issue, and exploring the sense of the past 

embedded in their proposals for the future” (p. 95-96) or in which boards and executives 

work in tandem to deliberate generatively.  This model of governance as leadership 

equips governing boards with a framework to better conceptualize their role and fosters 

the complex, creative strategic thinking, problem-solving, and engagement needed by 

community college governing boards to constructively address the many challenges 

facing their institutions, including a challenge at the heart of their purpose—how well 

they are educating students.  

Statement of the Problem 

Increasingly, the quality of higher education has been called into question (Ewell 

& Wellman, 2007; USDOE, 2006). Consequently, community college and university 

governing boards have been urged to demonstrate their institutions’ success at educating 

students (AGB, 2007; Alfred, Shults, Jaquette, & Strickland, 2009; SAC, 2008; USDOE, 

2006). The National Commission on Community Colleges [NCCC] (2008) recommended 

that, “without losing their historical commitment to access, community colleges must 

rededicate themselves to the expectation of student success” (p. 10).  The NCCC went on 

to further suggest “two-year college leaders develop new accountability measures that 
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better assess the unique and varied missions of their institutions…and commit themselves 

once again to the expectation of universal student access and success” (p. 38).  

Others assert that ensuring academic quality is a fiduciary responsibility of a 

college or university governing board as much as ensuring adequate and well-spent 

resources (Ewell, 2006).  However, boards typically focus much attention on the financial 

health and integrity of their institution, and “… at many institutions the board only rarely 

gets to look directly at the heart of the academic enterprise: the quality of teaching and 

learning” (Ewell, 2006, p. vii).  Despite the increasing pressure to be accountable for 

improved graduation and transfer rates, few community college governing boards focus 

on student success (Potter & Phelan, 2008). Historically, community colleges have been 

more concerned with access—ensuring students have the opportunity to enroll in 

college—than the success of students once they have enrolled (NCCC, 2008).  Student 

success has been defined in a variety of ways; for the purpose of this study student 

success is defined as consistent progress toward achieving students’ educational goals. 

This lack of emphasis on success is evident in data that show only about half of 

community college students complete a degree or certificate within eight years of 

enrollment (NCCC, 2008).  Another study of college students attempting developmental 

math or English found that only 29% and 37% respectively completed those courses 

within three years (Brock, et al., 2007).  

 One national effort aimed at increasing the educational attainment of all 

community college students, particularly those facing challenges to their success, is 

Achieving the Dream: Community Colleges Count (ATD, 2007a). Community colleges 
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participating in Achieving the Dream have involved boards purposefully in a student 

success agenda. Achieving the Dream has engaged community college board members as 

valued partners in the effort to improve student outcomes through a three-pronged 

commitment: (a) development of a student-centered vision, (b) creation of a culture of 

evidence that uses data about student achievement to improve student outcomes, and (c) 

promotion of both equity and excellence (ATD, 2007a).  McClenney and Mathis (2008) 

identified the top eight reasons for progress on institutional transformation to improve 

student success.  Board engagement with or participation in Achieving the Dream was a 

contributing factor to five out of those top eight reasons. However, even in an initiative 

designed to engage the entire college community in a focus on student success, not all 

boards of participating institutions are equally committed (McClenney & Mathis, 2008). 

In general, too few community college governing boards are addressing their fiduciary 

responsibility regarding student success (Ewell, 2006; Potter & Phelan, 2008). Governing 

boards that require accountability for the critically important goal of student success may 

improve community colleges’ ability to achieve their mission. However, the factors that 

lead a community college governing board to focus attention on improving student 

success are unknown. Consequently, in order to increase community college governing 

boards’ engagement and thereby potentially improving student success, understanding the 

influences on governing board engagement is an essential topic of study. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this grounded theory study was to discover the principal factors 

influencing a community college governing board’s increased focus on and engagement 
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in an institution’s accountability for student success at one community college in the 

southern United States.  Increased focus on and engagement in student success was 

defined in four areas drawn from Panthea’s (2008) work on corporate board engagement: 

(a) focus—student success as a board priority, shown by such things as the development 

of board statements about the importance of student success; (b) perspective—knowledge 

of or experiences related to student success, demonstrated by board development of 

activities related to student success; (c) infrastructure—structures and practices that focus 

the board on student success, such as the development of policies requiring regular 

reports on how well the college is doing on a variety of student success outcome 

measures and ongoing monitoring of said reports; and (d) behavior— challenging, 

guiding, and directing the college administration to be accountable for improved results.  

Through an in-depth examination of one community college governing board’s 

experience of intensifying its understanding, oversight, and monitoring of student 

success, the study ascertained which factors were the most influential on increasing 

engagement in accountability for student success for this governing board.  The study 

also presented a model that described the relationship among these influences on board 

engagement. Findings will be used to inform participants in Achieving the Dream and 

other community college governing boards to help improve their governing practices.  

Research Questions 

The research questions examined in this study were: 

1. What are the primary influences that lead to a community college governing 

board to increase its focus on accountability for student success? 
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2. What model best describes how these influences interact to result in a 

governing board’s increased focus on accountability for student success? 

In order to clarify the two primary research questions, both substantive sub-

questions and procedural sub-questions were examined: 

1. What is the history of the XYZ community college’s governing board’s 

engagement in accountability for student success? 

a. What were the major events or benchmarks in the process? 

b. Who were important participants in the process?  How did they 

participate in the process? 

c. What were the obstacles to change? 

d. What were the outcomes? 

2. What are the general categories that emerge in open coding? 

3. What central phenomenon or phenomena emerge? 

a. What are its causal conditions? 

b. What contextual or intervening conditions influenced it? 

c. What strategies or outcomes resulted from it? 

d. What were the consequences of these strategies? 

Definitions of Terms 

The following terms were important for this research study: 

1. Accountability—“an obligation of the college to answer to its constituency 

for carrying out delegated responsibilities; the obligation of members of the 

college to produce and account for results…” (Roueche, Baker, & Brownell 
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1972, p. 23). The Association of Governing Boards of Universities and 

College (2007) further defined accountability as being “bound by the duties of 

integrity, care, loyalty, and obedience” and including four categories of 

accountability for:  

(1) the institution’s mission and cultural heritage, (2) the 

transcendent values and principles that guide and shape higher 

education, (3) the public interest and public trust, and (4) the 

legitimate and relevant interests of the institution’s various 

constituencies (p. 2).  

2. Board Engagement—Commitment to and involvement in the goals, 

objectives, and activities of the organization.  Panthea (2008) identified five 

elements of board engagement: (a) focus (shared view of the strategic 

challenges, priorities and objectives of the organization); (b) perspective 

(individual and group experience that give insight in issues); (c) infrastructure 

(structures and practices that focus the board on key issues); (d) behavior 

(members challenge, guide, and direct the chief executive); and (e) fit (board 

profile meets needs of the organization).  The first four elements of Panthea’s 

definition were used to define board engagement.  The idea of fit was not 

used, because community college governing boards are typically appointed or 

elected and, consequently, have little control over fit.  

3. Community College—“any institution regionally accredited to award the 

associate of arts or the associate of sciences as its highest degree[italics in 

original] ” (Cohen & Brawer, 2008, p.5).  This definition is being challenged 
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as some community colleges are broadening their mission to include 

bachelor’s degrees in specific areas.  

4. Culture of evidence—“collecting and analyzing data to improve student 

outcomes” (Brock, et al., 2007, p. iii.) Colleges that embrace a culture of 

evidence use data about specific student outcomes to inform decision-making 

and evaluate strategies for improvement of student outcomes rather than rely 

on anecdotal evidence.  

5. Fiduciary—“Trustees govern in a long-standing tradition, that of fiduciary on 

behalf of a greater social purpose. The concept of ‘fiduciary’…refers to one 

charged with acting beneficently on behalf of those whose welfare depends on 

the trust…” (Leslie & MacTaggart, 2008, p. 2).  

6. Governing board—an appointed or elected group of individuals charged with 

legal oversight and accountability for the operations at a college or university. 

Houle’s (1990) definition highlights several important features: “an organized 

group of people with the authority collectively to control and foster an 

institution that is usually administered by a qualified executive and staff” (p. 

6).  Several different terms are used to describe this group including Board of 

Regents and Board of Trustees.  

7. Student success—the definition of student success has been widely debated 

(Ewell & Wellman, 2007).  For the purposes of this study, student success 

was defined as consistent progress toward achieving a student’s educational 

goals. This included, but was not limited to, certificate or degree attainment or 
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transfer.  Student success is measured by the educational achievements of all 

groups of students, regardless of race, ethnicity, social class, or disability. 

Achieving the Dream (2007b) tracks five indicators of student success: 

1. Complete college remedial or “developmental” courses; 

2. Complete “gatekeeper” course, particularly the first college-level 

or degree-credit courses in math and English; 

3. Successfully complete the courses they attempt;  

4. Persist from term to term and year to year; and 

5. Complete credentials (para. 1).  

8. Trustee—“a member of the board legally charged with governing the 

institution” (Heilbron, 1973, p. 1).  Trustees may be either appointed or 

elected.  

Overview of Methodology 

 Qualitative inquiry offers the best approach when a “complex, detailed 

understanding of the issue” of interest—why a board becomes engaged in student 

success—is needed. (Creswell, 2007, p. 40). This study employed qualitative research, 

using a grounded theory approach with a single-case design, to gather in-depth data about 

the research questions at one college involved with Achieving the Dream.  Through a 

combination of interviews with key informants, review of important documents, and 

direct observation of the board, data were collected to obtain a rich source of information 

to better understand the processes and key influences involved in engaging a governing 

board in student success (Creswell, 2007: Merriam, 1998, Yin, 1994).  
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The data collected from this single case were used to develop “a ‘grounded 

theory,’ or abstract theoretical understanding of the studied experience” (Charmaz, 2006, 

p. 4). The study followed a structured grounded theory process of studying the data early 

in the process; coding these data to compare with later data; writing memos to “define 

ideas that best fit and interpret the data as tentative analytic categories;” and seeking 

additional data to fill gaps or answer questions in order to develop a grounded theory of 

the phenomenon (Charmaz, 2006, p. 3).    

 The college studied was selected using a purposive sample approach. It 

represents an “information-rich case(s)…from which one can learn a great deal about 

issues of central importance to the purpose of the study” (Merriam, 1998; Patton, 1990, p. 

169).  Because colleges involved in Achieving the Dream are already engaged in student 

success as an institution, the researcher sought recommendations from individuals 

knowledgeable about Achieving the Dream colleges of those colleges that had 

successfully engaged their governing board in the initiative; the college selected as the 

case for study was among the recommendations.  Purposive sampling was used to select 

individuals who were interviewed.  All members of the governing board were 

interviewed as well as the current and past chancellor, several key administrators at the 

college, a funder for the college’s Achieving the Dream initiative, the college’s Achieving 

the Dream data facilitator, and the college’s Achieving the Dream coach.  A focus group 

was conducted with faculty members of the college. Documents analyzed included board 

agendas and minutes, literature about the Achieving the Dream initiative, and other 

relevant documents.  The primary researcher also directly observed three meetings of the 
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governing board, a board retreat, and other college meetings related to Achieving the 

Dream. 

Limitations 

As a grounded theory study of a single case—the experience of one community 

college—the ability to generalize results to other settings was limited.  However, as Yin 

(1994) discussed, the goal of case study research is “to expand and generalize theories 

(analytic generalization) and not to enumerate frequencies (statistical generalization)” (p. 

10). Grounded theory, in which the theory emerges from the data, typically produces a 

substantive theory rather than a grand theory (Charmaz, 2006). Substantive theory has a 

more specific, bounded domain grounded in a real-life experience. Consequently, it may 

be more helpful on a practical level than more general theories (Merriam, 1998). 

Because of the reliance on the researcher as the “primary instrument of data 

collection and analysis,” case-study research was limited by the skills and integrity of the 

researcher (Merriam, 1998, p. 42).  Adherence to a rigorous data collection protocol that 

uses triangulation to confirm data from multiple sources was one strategy used to address 

this limitation (Creswell, 2007).  

Delimitations 

The focus of this study was of an elected governing board of a public, non-profit 

community college.  Other types of institutions of higher education or differences 

between elected and appointed boards were not considered. Shared governance was not 

considered as a part of this study; the focus was on the governing board.  
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The study only focused on discovering the factors that lead a governing board to 

increase its engagement in accountability for student success; it did not examine the 

impact of a governing board’s focus on accountability for student success. The study did 

not examine if the increased governing board engagement resulted in improvement in 

student success.    

Assumptions 

One of the assumptions inherent in qualitative study is that “reality is constructed 

by individuals interacting with their social worlds” (Merriam, 1998, p. 6).  This study 

used an interpretivist frame, predicated on the idea that the meaning of the actions of an 

individual or group of individuals is best understood within a specific context and that 

creation of meaning is a group process (Willis, 2007). 

This study assumed that the work of a governing board of a community college is 

important, valuable, and had the ability to impact the topics under consideration.  It was 

further assumed that specific factors lead a governing board to shift its focus or emphasis 

on what is important to the work of the board.  

Significance of the Study 

Governance of community colleges is a complex enterprise, requiring keen 

insight and skillful leadership from boards of trustees to competently carry out their 

charge.  To meet the fiduciary responsibilities of loyalty, care, obedience, and good faith 

in today’s climate of accountability for both process and results, boards of trustees must 

invest adequate time, intellectual resources, and commitment to serve in the best interests 

of their institutions.  Governing boards also must improve their collective knowledge, 
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skills, and effectiveness as institutional leaders.  Community college governing boards 

have a “fiduciary responsibility to advance the institution’s mission and to promote the 

institution’s integrity and quality” (AGB, 2007, p. 2). 

 Despite the need for better governance, there has been limited research on 

governance to guide boards and administrators; most research over the past 40 years has 

focused on structural theories of governance rather than political, cultural, human 

relations, or social cognitive theories (Kezar & Eckel, 2004).  This study sought to 

advance understanding of a vital element of a governing board’s charge—ensuring the 

quality of the education offered at a community college.  By explicating the influences on 

board engagement and attention to student success and how these factors relate, the study 

added to both the knowledge base about board governance and the practice of governance 

in community colleges. 

Summary 

Community college governing boards have a fiduciary responsibility to ensure 

that their institutions are meeting their educational mission. However, the quality of 

higher education and resultant success of students has been called into question. As a 

result, governing boards are urged to increase their accountability for student success.  

This chapter provided an overview of the role and importance of governing boards of 

community colleges. A brief overview of governance of community colleges and 

concerns regarding the effectiveness and focus of governance were outlined.  The general 

design, definitions of important terms, limitations, delimitations, and assumptions of this 

qualitative study were detailed.  This study sought to shed light on how to engage a 
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governing board in one of its most important fiduciary roles—accountability for student 

success.  Understanding the influences on board engagement has value for both the 

empirical literature of board governance and for practitioners. Most of the empirical 

literature on board governance has examined structural variables, but few have explored 

processes related to governance.   

Chapter Two, the review of the literature, will examine how board governance has 

been defined and studied.  The historical role of community college governing boards 

will be chronicled.  The limited empirical research on college governing boards will be 

assessed.  An overview of how student success has been defined in the literature will be 

presented.  Chait, Ryan, & Taylor’s (2005) constructs of fiduciary, strategic, and 

generative governance, briefly outlined in this chapter, will be developed further to serve 

as the theoretical framework for the study.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 
 

 As the importance of higher education in the success of individuals and our nation 

becomes paramount in the information age, calls for accountability have intensified 

(Burke, 2005).  Community college governing boards have a fiduciary responsibility to 

ensure the academic quality of teaching and learning at their institutions (Ewell, 2006; 

Leslie & MacTaggart, 2008).  However, few governing boards are fully exercising this 

responsibility (Ewell, 2006).  This study examined what factors lead a community college 

governing board to increase its engagement in accountability for student success.  As a 

backdrop for this study, the literature focused on board governance is examined: a history 

of board governance in higher education; the history of board governance specific to 

community colleges; roles and responsibilities of boards; and research on board structure, 

processes, and effectiveness.  This is followed by a discussion of the literature about 

student success and governing boards’ role in accountability for student success.   

First, a brief history of board governance in higher education is discussed to 

provide a context for current-day practices in community colleges, followed by an 

overview of community college board governance. Although there are many 

commonalities between the board governance processes of public and private universities 

and colleges and those of community colleges, some distinctions require delineation and 

consideration.  

Next, the literature on the roles and responsibilities of governing boards is 

reviewed to gain an understanding of expectations, typical practices, and challenges 
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experienced by governing boards. Because there is much overlap in practices and insights 

to be gleaned from the literature on governing boards of all types, the review examines 

the research and seminal thinkers on governing boards from a broad perspective. This is 

followed by an analysis of research specific to higher education board governance to 

identify key findings relevant to this study.  Given the limited research focused on higher 

education board governance, areas in need of further exploration are also outlined. 

The chapter concludes with a brief overview of the literature on accountability for 

student success and current efforts to improve student success with a specific focus on 

Achieving the Dream. The literature on student success contributes to a definition of the 

elements for which governing boards should hold institutions accountable.  A framework 

for how governing boards might become engaged in student success will be presented.   

A Brief History of Board Governance in Higher Education  

Higher education in America was built on a foundation of board governance, in 

which a lay board of community members governs “in trust” or on behalf of the public 

served by the institution of higher education. “The college or university trustee is a 

phenomenon more developed in American higher education than elsewhere” (Helibron, 

1973, p. 1).  However, the roots of board governance in higher education can be found in 

the Italian Renaissance.  In response to the inability of universities to fulfill their financial 

obligations, municipal authorities in southern Italy assumed control of the universities 

and elected a group of citizens to oversee them—the first known example of a higher 

education governing body similar to those of today (Burns, 1966; Helibron, 1973; Kerr & 

Gade, 1989).  Even though the roots of board governance can be found in Italy, most 
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European colleges and universities use a faculty self-governance model rather than a 

board governance model, a custom that has continued to present times; “Since medieval 

times the tradition in European colleges and universities has been one of self-

government. Masters had banded together and governed themselves in the manner of 

guilds” (Brubacher & Rudy as cited in Burns, 1966, pp.4-5).   

Higher education began in the United States in 1636 with the establishment of 

Harvard University (Rudolph, 1962/1990).  From its inception, a board charged with 

oversight for the institution governed Harvard (Houle, 1989).   This practice was 

followed by most of the nine colleges and universities established during the early 

colonial period with the exception of William and Mary, founded with a self-governing 

faculty (Burns, 1966).  One of the main reasons suggested why boards of trustees were 

charged with oversight of the institutions rather than the more typical European model of 

a self-governing faculty was the lack of an experienced, well-educated faculty (Burns, 

1966).  Another reason given for lay governing boards during this period was that 

colleges and universities were directly connected to their communities and local 

churches; most of the first trustees were clergy, college graduates, and well-regarded 

leaders in the community (Burns, 1966).  Zwingle (1980) outlined two principles 

underpinning the beginnings of American higher education and reinforced the importance 

of the lay governing boards:  

…unchecked monopoly is a threat to the public good, no matter how 

benign the monopoly. For education, monopoly of power is especially 

threatening, whether that power be vested in church or state or in any one 
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individual, whether a commissioner of education, a governor, or a campus 

administrator. A related principle is that education is too important to the 

public interest for the public to rely totally for its governance on the 

faculty, whose self-interest, as with any professional group is ever present 

(pp. 15-16). 

 
From 1782 to 1802, with the addition of 19 newly chartered colleges, trustees of 

governing boards began to reflect broader religious diversity in response to public 

concerns with denominational education (Rudolph, 1990/1962).   Growth of colleges 

continued at a fast pace; at the time of the Civil War there were 250 colleges, but many 

more had been established and failed (Rudolph, 1990/1962).  This continued growth was 

supported at the state level as reflected in a Minnesota newspaper’s advocacy for 

establishment of a state university, “Not a single youth of either sex should be permitted 

to leave the territory to acquire an education for want of a suitable institution in 

Minnesota” (Rudolph, 1990/1962, pp. 51-52). During this time of growth, the unique 

characteristics of American higher education were solidified:  

…the necessity for effective teaching being the first responsibility of the 

college; that the search for truth is fundamental;…that all institutions shall 

be free of government control after being chartered in their respective 

states; and that lay boards of trustees shall guide them [italics added] 

(Burns, 1966, p. 9). 

 
The state-chartered universities followed the tradition instituted by existing colleges and 

established lay governing boards (Zwingle, 1980).   
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During the mid-1800s trustees of governing boards were closely linked to alumni 

while the professors, previously drawn from alumni, were becoming more diverse.  This 

resulted in a tension between the two groups: 

In time the change would encourage the governing boards to think of 

themselves as the preservers of college virtue and the professors as a band 

of invaders. They [the trustees] would suffer the professors to attend to 

those matters of curriculum and college management for which they, as 

busy men of affairs, had no time, but they would not permit the professors 

to forget that the definition and public image of the institution itself were 

peculiarly matters for trustee decision  (Rudolph, 1990/1962, p. 161).   

 
The role of clergy on governing boards began to diminish as more businessmen 

and professional men were appointed to boards.  This trend accelerated due to the self-

perpetuating nature of most college governing boards at the time, in which current board 

members selected new members (Rudolph, 1990/1962). Not everyone was satisfied with 

the idea of the power of governing boards. Concern about the lay governing boards is 

captured in this the words of this quote from the retiring president of Brown, Francis 

Wayland in 1829: 

How can colleges prosper directed by men [,] very good me to be sure [,] 

but who know about every other thing except about education. The man 

who first devised the present mode of governing colleges in this country 

has done us more injury than Benedict Arnold (Rudolph, 1990/1962, p. 

172).   

 
 Even though governing boards gave faculty oversight over many educational 

matters, potentially alleviating the concern expressed by President Wayland, “by 
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retaining control over budget, priorities, and planning, college governing boards also 

maintained effective control of the collegiate power structure” (Rudolph, 1990/1962, p. 

176).   

The power of the governing board was solidified by the 1819 Supreme Court 

decision in the landmark Dartmouth College case.  In a conflict over questions of 

authority between the Dartmouth board and its president, John Wheelock, the board 

dismissed Wheelock.  The controversy subsequently resulted in legislation changing 

Darmouth from a college to a university and bringing it under more state control.  The 

trustees had filed a lawsuit to retain their authority. The court case hinged on whether 

Dartmouth College was a public or private corporation.  The court found that Dartmouth 

was a private institution under the control of a board of trustees rather than the state.  This 

ruling not only established the distinction between public and private institutions, but also 

endorsed “the American principle of academic organization whereby control resides not 

in the hands of the faculty but in an external board” (Gade, 1991; Rudolph, 1990/1962, p. 

211).   

Rapid growth in the number of institutions and their enrollments, reaching 50,000 

in 1870, followed the passage of the Morrill Act of 1862 that established a national 

system of land-grant colleges and the economic expansion following the civil war 

(Nason, 1982).  Trustee dominance in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries gave way 

to more presidential control at the end of the nineteenth century and beginning of the 

twentieth century as the size and complexity of the administrative needs of institutions 

expanded (Nason, 1982). With the growing professionalism of the faculty and desire by 
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faculty to gain control over academic decisions, the twentieth century saw the ascendance 

of the faculty as a partner in governance (Nason, 1982).  Nason explains the traditional 

model of college governance that emerged: 

…a pyramid with the president at the apex, other administrative officers 

and faculty lower down, and students at the bottom. Over and above this 

pyramid floated the board of trustees with complete legal authority, but 

with decreasing actual control. In its purest form the president, clothed 

with the authority of the board, ran the institution (p. 5). 

 
These lines of authority became increasingly blurred “by the multiplication of 

departments and schools, by the diffusion of decision-making, and by steady faculty 

pressure for a more central role” (Nason, 1982, p.6), resulting in a more collegial form of 

shared governance. Ingram (1993) argued “the principle that governing boards exercise 

their functions with and through the chief executive…distinguishes our system from that 

of most other nations, where either the faculty or government ministries or both dominate 

university decision making” (p.21).  Despite this view, currently the faculty in higher 

education exerts significant oversight over the academic aspects of governance with some 

type of shared governance (Nason, 1982; Smith, 2000; Tierney, 2004).  The American 

Association of University Professors’ (AAUP) seminal Statement on Government in 

Colleges and Universities (AAUP, 2006), while acknowledging the governing board’s 

primary role as the final institutional authority on all matters, declared the responsibility 

of faculty within the governance of the institution is as follows:  

The faculty has primary responsibility for such fundamental areas as 

curriculum, subject matter and methods of instruction, research, faculty 



 

25 

status, and those aspects of student life which relate to the educational 

process” (p. 139). 

    
Governance of community colleges, while sharing much of the same 

characteristics of other institutions of higher education, reflects the unique genesis of 

community colleges.  The shared governance tradition common to universities is not as 

well established or as powerful in community colleges (Richardson, Blocker, & Bender, 

1972).  However, lay governing boards are as foundational to the governance of 

community colleges as they are to all of higher education. 

History of Board Governance in Community Colleges 

Emerging in the early years of the twentieth century, the first community colleges 

arose during a time of growing demands for access to college and that the education 

system address societal and personal problems of all kinds.  Prominent among the 

challenges at the time that led to the growth of community colleges were: a need for 

educated workers for new technologies in industry; a commitment to social equality and 

the belief in individual opportunity; changing norms about adolescence and the resultant 

extended period of time during which young people needed adult oversight; and the 

“peculiarly American belief that people cannot be legitimately educated, employed, 

religiously observant, ill, or healthy unless some institution sanctions that aspect of their 

being” (Cohen & Brawer, 2008, p. 1).  Renowned higher education leaders in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century suggested that universities focus on research and 

higher-level scholarship, leaving education of freshmen and sophomores to a new type of 

institution to be called “junior colleges.” Other leaders recommended a European 



 

26 

approach in which secondary schools provide general and vocational education for 

students up to age 20(Cohen & Brawer, 2008). In 1901, William Rainey Harper, 

president of the University of Chicago, and J. Stanley Brown, superintendent of Joliet 

Township High School established the first public community college, Joliet Junior 

College (Joliet Junior College, 2009). 

Growth in community college enrollments was spurred by several factors. First, 

the passage of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, known as the G.I. Bill, 

provided significant funding for education to war veterans, encouraging more individuals 

to enter community colleges (Cohen & Brawer, 2008).  Closely following the passage of 

the G.I. Bill, President Truman’s Commission on Higher Education in 1947 

recommended that at least half of the population could benefit from two additional years 

of schooling and advocated for community colleges to serve in this role, which added to 

the burgeoning growth (Cohen & Brawer, 2008; Smith, 2000).  Then, the establishment 

of admission requirements by land-grant colleges in the 1950s, limiting university access 

for some high school graduates, encouraged many students to turn to community 

colleges, with their open-access policies (Roueche & Baker, 1987). The entry to college 

of Baby Boomer high school graduates in the 1960s solidified community colleges as a 

viable pathway to higher education (Roueche & Baker, 1987; Smith, 2000). This growth 

is evident in the recent statistics on community colleges. In 2006-07, there were 1,045 

community colleges in the United States and 35% of all post-secondary students (6.2 

million) were enrolled in community colleges (Provasnik & Planty, 2008). The American 

Association of Community Colleges (2009) reported that approximately 83% of 
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community colleges are public institutions, 15% are independent, and 2% are tribal 

institutions.  

Although most community colleges were established under the auspices of local 

Kindergarten through twelfth grade (K-12) school systems, others were created as a part 

of a university system as branch campuses. However, because most community colleges 

were organized within the secondary school system, rather than the university system, 

they were more closely connected to the local community.  Much civic pride resulted 

from the development of these local institutions (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). In fact, this 

close linkage to their communities is one of the elements that distinguished the role of 

community college governing boards. As Polonio (2005) noted, this close relationship 

with the community is one of the major differences between college and university 

boards of trustees and those of community colleges: “But what complicates the role of 

community-college trustees is that they must govern institutions with direct ties to their 

communities…More than other public higher-education institutions, they are called upon 

to serve a wide variety of needs of people throughout their neighborhoods, cities, and 

regions, as well as their states” (p. B18). 

Another difference between other higher education institutions and community 

colleges that impacts board governance is the comprehensive mission of the community 

college, including academic transfer, vocational-technical education, developmental 

education, continuing education, and community service (Cohen & Brawer, 2008).  Due 

to the broad and continually evolving nature of the community college mission, Gleazer 

(1980) recommended that the mission of community colleges should be “to encourage 
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and facilitate lifelong learning, with community as process and product” (p. 16). As a 

result of their different geneses, the missions of each community college tended to 

emphasize different purposes: transfer to four-year institutions for those established by a 

university or both transfer and training for occupations for those started as a part of the 

K-12 system (Smith, 2000). Despite variations in emphasis at inception, most missions of 

community colleges now encompass a comprehensive view of the role of a community 

college with a transfer mission, a workforce mission, a developmental education mission, 

and a community education mission (Cohen & Brawer, 2008).   

As an additional consequence of these different inceptions, the governance 

structures of each community college, while founded on most of the same principles as 

all of higher education governance, reflected its particular origins and state political 

culture (Smith, 2000). Schuetz (1999) stated governance in community colleges is 

determined state by state based on factors such as: “state vs. local, elected vs. appointed, 

state appointed vs. locally appointed, taxing authority vs. no taxing authority, voluntary 

shared governance vs. mandated shared governance, and various combinations thereof” 

(p. 2).  Local boards of elected or appointed trustees govern the majority of community 

colleges (Kerr & Gade,1989; Smith, 2000).  Many states also have a state-level governing 

or coordinating board (Smith, 2000). In those states without local board governance 

structures, either the colleges are a part of a university system or there is a state 

governing board (Kerr & Gade, 1989; Smith, 2000).  

The shared governance tradition of other institutions of higher education is not as 

integral a part of community college governance; Levin (2000) argued that “community 
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colleges are formally and legally bureaucratic institutions dominated by managerial 

authority,” (p. 111) in which faculty have limited power.  This may be due, in part, to the 

different historical basis for shared governance within community colleges.  In the 

foreword to Governance in the Two-Year College, Cohen posited the lack of shared 

governance within community colleges comes, in part, from the initial development of 

community colleges, which combined elements of both secondary school operations and 

universities in their foundation (Richardson, Blocker & Bender, 1972).  From secondary 

schools, community colleges took a focus on teaching and learning, a primary focus on 

the student, and a hierarchical organizational structure with the president (principal) at 

the top.  From universities, community colleges took the faculty ranking system, major 

curriculum emphasis, and subject matter specialization.   

Alfred (1998) described the changes in governance of community colleges. 

During the early development from 1950 to 1965 the president and a small group of 

administrators were typically the key decision-makers. In the late 1970s and early 1980s 

there was a growing influence of outside sources, such as coordinating boards or 

legislators. In the 1990s increasing competitiveness and accountability pressures were 

faced by community colleges. Governance in the 1980s focused on collaboration, team 

building, and empowerment, while the 1990s brought negative scrutiny to the practice of 

shared governance (Kater & Levin, 2004).  Governing boards must respond to these 

changes in the educational landscape to effectively govern.  How governing boards 

respond to the concerns of a given time is influenced by characteristics of the individual 

trustees and how they interact collectively. 
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Community College Governing Board Characteristics 

Comparing the preliminary findings from Association of Community College 

Trustees 2008 survey on characteristics of community college trustees with the 1995 

survey done by Vaughan and Weisman (1997) revealed increasing diversity and an aging, 

wealthier trustee profile (Moltz, 2009).  Although the diversity of board members had 

increased, the trustees still reflected limited racial and ethnic diversity: 82% white, 9% 

black, 4% Hispanic, and 2% Asian in 2008 contrasted with 87% white, 8% black, 2% 

Hispanic, 1% Asian in 1995. The percentage of females on governing boards only shifted 

slightly; in 1995, 33% of trustees were female and by 2008 that number had only risen to 

34%. Current trustees reported being older, over half are between the ages of 60 and 80 

years old, than the 45% who were older than sixty in 1995 (Moltz, 2009; Vaughan & 

Weisman, 1997).  

Thirty-six percent of the trustees reported incomes over $100,000 in 1995, while 

thirteen years later over half of the trustees reported annual incomes of more than 

$100,000 and almost 18% had incomes of more than $200,000 (Moltz, 2009; Smith, 

2000). These income numbers have not been adjusted for inflation. Trustees in 2008 were 

primarily drawn from business and education fields, 32% and 29% respectively.  The 

number of trustees with an educational background had increased from 24% in 1995 to 

29% in 2008; the data for the percentage of trustees from business are not directly 

comparable (Motz, 2009; Smith, 2000).   

The characteristics of the individuals who collectively govern today’s community 

colleges may influence how they respond to the challenges and responsibilities of 
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governing.  As communities become more diverse on a range of characteristics, 

governing boards who reflect their communities are needed. 

Roles and Responsibilities of Governing Boards 

Governing boards are ubiquitous in American life, overseeing both corporate and 

non-profit institutions, including higher education institutions.  Clarity about the roles 

and responsibilities of boards is essential to understanding their purpose, power, and 

performance.  Houle (1989) contended even though each board has a unique purpose, all 

governing boards share a common framework and similar operating principles.  He 

defined a board as “an organized group of people with the authority collectively to 

control and foster an institution that is usually administered by a qualified executive and 

staff” (p.6, emphasis in the original).  A board is comprised of a group of distinct 

individuals that bring their diverse views “into a unified whole in which trustees 

transcend the interests of their specific backgrounds to try to do whatever is best to carry 

out the mission of the agency” (p. 9).  The collective nature of the board in which the 

wisdom and perspectives of each member are shared to reach wise decisions is a prime 

value of board governance. An organized structure, including bylaws, committees and 

operating practices, allows a board to focus attention on substantive concerns instead of 

procedural matters. Authority is “the formal right of the board to exercise power… 

established by the fact that it is a part of government or has been given government 

authorization to exist” (p. 6).  As the “ultimate authority in fulfilling the mission of its 

agency, it [the governing board] must also have ultimate control over it” (Houle, 1989, p. 

7, emphasis in the original). This control takes the form of a legislative function of 
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approving policies; an executive function of selecting the chief executive, approving 

expenditures, and authorizing actions; and a judicial function of final internal appeals 

(Houle, 1989). Much of the control of an institution is shared or delegated to the 

executive and staff with the board exercising control in a limited fashion.  To foster the 

institution, board members provide guidance and support.  The final aspect of this 

definition concerns the tripartite system of a board, chief executive and staff, each with 

specific roles and responsibilities, who collaborate as “three parts of an integrated whole” 

(Houle, 1989, p. 6) to accomplish the mission of the organization.  Community college 

governing boards reflect all elements of this comprehensive definition. 

 Another aspect, the notion of “trust,” is fundamental to the responsibilities of 

college governing boards. “First, trustees hold and control assets and programs in trust, 

that is, for the benefit of others.  Theirs is a fiduciary role” (Nason, 1980, p. 27). Leslie & 

MacTaggart (2008) noted “the concept of ‘fiduciary’ is well established in law and 

practice. It refers to one charged with acting beneficently on behalf of those whose 

welfare depends on the trust” (p. 2).  Fiduciary responsibility is comprised of four key 

principles: (a) the duty of loyalty—the interests of the organization come first; (b) the 

duty of care—trustees give full attention to their work; (c) the duty of obedience—

trustees are obligated to promote the mission of the organization; and (d) the duty to act 

in good faith—trustees must exercise due diligence, competence, and objectivity in 

fulfilling their role (Leslie & MacTaggart, 2008). This definition of fiduciary 

responsibility is much more encompassing of the overall health and well-being of the 



 

33 

organization than the typical focus of boards on accountability for the fiscal health of the 

organization.   

The fiduciary responsibilities of governing boards serve as the basic 

underpinnings of their primary duties. The Association of Community College Trustees 

(2008) identified three central charges of the board: “they link the communities that 

‘own’ the institution, they make policy, and they assure institutional performance through 

CEO performance” (para.2). Nason (1982) identified 13 different responsibilities of 

governing boards which are bolded below, followed by a brief explanation of each 

responsibility. 

1. To Maintain the Integrity of the Trust—This responsibility focuses on the 

trustees’ role as “guardians of the mission…They must make sure the institution’s 

programs conform to its stated purpose and that funds are spent in accordance 

with the terms under which they are accepted” (p.19).  

2. To Appoint the President—Because the president is “the primary agent of the 

board, to whom the board delegates its authority to manage or administer the 

institution in accordance with policies approved by the board” (p. 20), this is a 

critically important responsibility. 

3. To Make Certain that the Institution is Well Managed—Through regular 

assessments, the board should ensure the effectiveness of the institution’s 

management.  “Trustees should not meddle in the management, but they need to 

be sure that the management is good” (p. 21).  This responsibility includes 

providing support to the president to aid in his or her success. 
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4. To Approve the Budget—“In the long run it is the responsibility of the 

trustees to make certain that income matches outgo, that resources are sufficient 

to pay for programs, and that future financial health is not sacrificed to current 

demands” (p. 24).  Understanding the financial information given to the board is 

fundamental to the exercise of this responsibility. Despite the major focus of 

boards on financial oversight, a recent examination of the type of financial 

information provided to boards identified some major gaps in the strategic use of 

these data; most data were used for budget decisions rather than as a strategic tool 

to examine college programs and operations.  Performance related measures, such 

as cost per student or degree, and comparative data over time were seldom 

provided to boards (Wellman, 2007).  This lack of strategic use of cost data 

carried over to board decision-making; for example, decisions about tuition were 

made in isolation from decisions about faculty salaries, despite the clear linkages. 

5. To Raise Money—A part of the duty to ensure sufficient resources, “it is the 

responsibility of every trustee, of public as well as of private institutions, to 

increase the flow of new money from private gifts or from public appropriations 

or both” (p. 26).  This includes ensuring a fundraising program is in place, 

participating as contributors, and advocating for others’ support. 

6. To Manage the Endowment—Although not every college has an endowment, 

this duty also includes prudent oversight and management of any temporary fund 

balances or other institutional financial assets. 
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7.  To Assure Adequate Physical Facilities—“As a part of their responsibility 

for the safekeeping of the institution’s capital assets, trustees have traditionally 

exercised particular concern for the acquisition and preservation of buildings and 

grounds” (p.31).   

8. To Oversee the Educational Program—Even though much of the 

responsibility for the academic program has been delegated to the faculty, “In 

safeguarding the mission and approving the goals trustees are determining the 

educational character of the mission” (p.32). Leslie and MacTaggart (2008) 

asserted “a board’s most fundamental fiduciary responsibility is just this: to 

protect the public’s trust in effective education” (p. 9). 

9. To Approve Long Range Plans—While the responsibility for developing 

plans is not within the purview of trustees, they should require that a 

comprehensive, realistic plan be presented for their review and approval. 

10. To Serve as a Bridge and Buffer Between Campus and Community—“As 

laymen involved with the concerns and issues of the surrounding society, they are 

in a position to interpret the needs of that society to the campus community and to 

suggest the future direction which it will take” (p.36).  At the same time, as the 

trustees serve as a bridge between the campus and broader community, they may 

be called upon to buffer the institution from pressures to limit academic freedom, 

unfounded rumors, or other controversies. 

11. To Preserve Institutional Autonomy—“In defending the institution from 

outside interference, the trustee is protecting its integrity and independence. This 
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has been one of the trustee’s major responsibilities; and if there were no other 

reason for a lay board, it could be justified on this ground alone” (p.38).  A major 

reason for the importance of this role is the vital need for autonomy, so that 

independent thought—a cornerstone of the educational enterprise—can thrive. 

12. To Serve as Court of Appeal—“Since trustees possess final legal authority, 

there is no body other than the courts or the legislature which can legitimately 

challenge their decisions” (p. 42). The board should ensure appropriate rules are 

in place for faculty, staff, and students, including provisions for due process. 

13. To Be Informed—In order to fully exercise the other 12 responsibilities 

outlined, a trustee must be knowledgeable.  This includes knowledge about “the 

peculiar nature of an educational institution” (p. 43), a comprehensive 

understanding of their specific institution, the broader context, and the challenges 

currently faced by higher education that may impact their institution. 

Mirroring much of Nason’s (1982) list of the roles and responsibilities of trustees 

and Houle’s (1989) definition, Smith (2000) outlined the key features of community 

college board governance. Governing boards are entrusted to act on behalf of those for 

whom they hold the institution in trust, the “owners.”  Smith contended that for 

community colleges, the owners are the local communities served by the institution. 

According to Smith, community college governing boards must serve in numerous 

capacities: 

(a) act as a unit; (b) represent the common good; (c) set policy direction; 

(d) employ, support, and evaluate the chief executive officer; (e) define 
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policy standards for college operations; (f) monitor institutional 

performance; (d) create a positive climate; (h) support and advocate the 

interests of the institution; and (i) lead as a thoughtful, educated team (p. 

17). 

 
The Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges in its AGB 

Statement on Board Accountability (2007) described four major categories of board 

accountability:  

(1) the institution’s mission and cultural heritage, (2) the transcendent 

values and principles that guide and shape higher education, (3) the public 

interest and public trust, and (4) the legitimate and relevant interests of the 

institution’s various constituencies (p. 2). 

 
Although these lists of major responsibilities are far-reaching in their scope, 

others suggest that most boards focus their attention more narrowly on “the minutiae of 

staff plans, oversee purchases which adults routinely make in their personal lives without 

assistance, and make judgments of performance with no prior criteria having been 

established” (Carver & Mayhew, 1994, p. 2).  Indeed, it is this myopic focus that leads to 

concerns about micromanagement and calls for better governance. Without a clear 

framework and/or policies to guide the implementation of the board’s responsibilities, 

trustees tend to move to the extremes of governance—either overstepping their authority, 

meddling in the operational details of the organization, or giving their over their authority 

to the chief executive, acting as a rubberstamp (De Russy, 1996; Sample, 2003; Wilson, 

2001).  To address concerns about appropriate board governance activity and resist the 

tendency of boards to operate at either extreme of meddling or rubberstamping, Carver 
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(2006) recommended that governing boards should focus on policy-level work rather 

than operations.  He developed a model of governance, called Policy Governance®, that 

detailed how boards should do their work.  

Policy Governance® 

Policy Governance® provides a framework for effective governance, focusing 

governing boards on their policy-making role as the key to good governance (Carver, 

2006).  Carver argued that policy development inspires and clarifies the work of the 

organization. Carver outlined four categories of board policies: ends to be achieved, 

executive limitations, board-executive relationships, and board process. 

A primary focus for the board should be on the ends the organization seeks to 

achieve with the goal of answering the questions, “What good? For which people? At 

what cost?” (Carver & Carver, 1997, p. 18).  The policies should address board 

expectations regarding the following outcomes: 

(1) the benefit, difference or outcome in consumers’ lives that the 

organization is to produce, (2) the persons for whom the difference is to be 

made, that is, the designation of the consumers, and (3) the cost or relative 

worth of the benefit (Carver & Carver, 1997, pp. 17-18).   

 
To prevent the board from inappropriate attempts to micromanage, Carver recommended 

that the board identify those means or ways of implementing policies that are not 

allowed. By setting specific limits on what is not permissible, staff is then free to design 

strategies within those parameters to achieve the goals of the organization without fear of 

interference. 
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In an application of the general principles of Policy Governance® to community 

college governing boards, Carver and Mayhew (1994) outlined 10 key principles of 

Policy Governance®, which may create a coherent structure for the work of a community 

college board.  The first principle was that the board of trustees’ primary responsibility is 

to consider the concerns of the “owners” of the community college, the community that it 

serves, rather than the staff, students, or faculty.  Another principle was that individual 

trustees have no authority except through the collective voice of the board.  Three 

principles outline the policy role of the board: “board decisions should predominately be 

policy decisions; boards should formulate policy by determining the broadest values 

before progressing to more narrow ones; and ends determination is the pivotal duty of 

governance” (Carver & Mayhew, 1994, pp. 11-17).   

One set of principles defined the board’s relationship with the work of staff: “a 

board should define and delegate, rather than react and ratify; the board’s best control 

over staff means is to limit, not prescribe; a board must forge a linkage with management 

that is both empowering and safe; and performance of the president must be monitored 

rigorously, but only against policy criteria”(Carver & Mayhew, 1994, pp. 15 – 23). 

The final principle suggested the board must manage its own operation as a group by 

developing specific board governance processes and products, including a code of 

conduct, agenda development, community relationships, and evaluations of their own 

operation as a board. 

Despite the fact that the Policy Governance® model is “arguably becoming the 

approach to board leadership that is most frequently identified by name worldwide” 
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(Carver, 2006, p. vii), the effectiveness of this approach has not been demonstrated by 

empirical research.  Potter and Phelan (2008) declared that only 15% of community 

college boards have adopted this governance model. Carver (2006) contended that 

researchers must grapple with three key issues before credible research can determine the 

effectiveness of his model. First, any study of the model must be able to clearly and 

authoritatively identify when boards are actually following the model and when they are 

not.  A second and more critical issue he identified is the need to define what is meant by 

effective governance; at the heart of this challenge is the need to come to consensus on 

the purpose of governance. Without answering this important question of purpose, studies 

that look at various aspects of governance, such as decision-making or structure, have 

limited utility.  

A focus on policy development as the framework for governance offers a clear 

prescription to a governing board for what it should do.  One area of board policy that is 

of increasing concern is ethics, both for the organization and for the board itself. 

Ethics and Sunshine Laws 

Ensuring the ethics of institutional and board actions is a vital responsibility for 

the governing board. Due to external pressure, boards must pay increasing attention to 

issues of ethics; many states have established strong standards for ethical behavior, 

requiring board trustees to disclose detailed personal financial information as well as 

business and professional interests (Leslie & MacTaggart, 2008).  The level of disclosure 

required for trustees has led some to question whether this will dissuade well-qualified 

individuals from serving (Leslie & MacTaggart, 2008). In a recent survey about 
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governing boards, the majority of respondents (56% from private institutions and 66% 

from public institutions) did not find recruiting board members more difficult than it was 

five years ago.  There was still, however, a significant number who did report having 

more difficulty recruiting board members—24% from the private institutions and 19% 

from the public institutions reported recruitment was harder or much harder than five 

years ago (AGB, 2009). 

 A challenge faced by public governing boards like community colleges in 

fulfilling their governing role is the need to deliberate in full public view; all states have 

established open records or “sunshine laws” that require meetings and records be open to 

public review (Leslie & MacTaggart, 2008; McLendon & Hearn, 2006). In an 

examination of the impact of sunshine laws on boards of trustees in six states, McLendon 

and Hearn (2006) found that most respondents felt that the benefits of openness 

outweighed the costs.  However, there were challenges associated with balancing 

openness with other concerns, such as individual privacy rights. Key areas of tension 

included the ability of boards to deliberate and discuss issues openly, presidential 

searches, and emerging developments for the organization. “In these areas, most of our 

respondents said sunshine laws, while desirable and necessary in principle, have in 

practice impaired the ability of boards to adequately deliberate on issues that confront 

their institutions, hindered the recruitment of exceptionally well-qualified candidates for 

the position of president, and constrained institutions as they seek to adapt to new 

financial and technological challenges” (p. 676).  As boards begin to engage in 

discussions about accountability for the educational outcomes of their institution, 
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sunshine laws may negatively impact administrators’ willingness to share accurate data 

that may not shed favorable light on the institution.  The governing board’s ability to 

provide thoughtful guidance and to ask tough questions is predicated on being adequately 

informed. If sunshine laws have a chilling effect on information sharing, this, in turn, 

may impact the effectiveness of governing boards.  

Effectiveness of Governing Boards 

The ability of boards of trustees to competently accomplish their charge through 

the current governance structure has been questioned (Carver, 2006, Carver & Mayhew, 

1994; Chait, Holland & Taylor, 1996; Chait et al., 2005); “…effective governance by a 

board of trustees is a relatively rare and unnatural act” (Chait et al., 1996, emphasis in 

original, p.1). Carver (2006) criticized how board governance limits the overall potential 

of boards for leadership of their institutions: “Where opportunity for leadership is 

greatest, job design for leadership is poorest” (emphasis in original,p. 17). 

Dissatisfaction with board governance is shared by both board members and 

administrators. Complaints include the focus on unimportant, trivial issues in highly 

prescribed board meetings that offer little opportunity for impact or important decision-

making; too much information that provides little insight or meaning; a short-term focus; 

a reactive rather than proactive approach; and a lack of use of trustees skills and talents in 

a collective, synergistic way (Carver, 2006; Chait et al., 1996; Chait et al., 2005; 

DeBussy, 1996; Sample, 2003). This limited, unproductive approach to governance has 

led to calls for improvement of the effectiveness of governing boards (Carver, 2006; 

Chait et al., 1996; Chait et al., 2005).  
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In spite of the criticism of the current model for higher education governance, 

Hermalin (2004) suggested that two pieces of evidence support it as a decent model: (a) 

there is no legal requirement for use of a corporate model, but nearly all colleges and 

universities use it despite other models available; and (b) the alternative models 

elsewhere in the world do not result in colleges and universities as good as American 

colleges and universities that use the corporate model. Kerr and Gade (1989) made a 

similar claim: 

The United States has, overall, the best system of higher education in the 

world. It provides more access, more diversity among its institutions (and 

thus more choice for prospective students), more service to the 

community, and better research and graduate training than anywhere else 

(p. 7). 

 
Chait, Holland, and Taylor (1996) define effective governance “as a collective 

effort, through smooth and suitable processes, to take actions that advance a shared 

purpose consistent with the institution’s mission” (emphasis in original, p. 1). Kezar 

(2006) identified five topics discussed in the higher education research literature related 

to board effectiveness and performance: “(a) role and responsibility of boards; (b) 

evaluation and assessment; (c) nurturing new members; (d) social dynamics of boards; 

and (e) building consensus or shared purpose” (p. 972). 

Much of the research on governance in higher education has focused on shared 

governance (Kezar & Eckel, 2004).  The research specifically on board governance has 

been limited in scope and focused primarily on private boards, rather than public boards, 
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such as community college boards (Kezar, 2006). Robinson (2001) noted the importance 

of context in considering board functioning; “with all that they [governing boards] might 

have in common, it is their differences that are most striking and that shape the ways in 

which they organize themselves to do their work” (p. 19). If governance is context-

specific as Robinson maintained, research that examines the governing board in the 

community college context is needed.  A weakness identified in the board literature is its 

reliance on anecdotes rather than empirical research; much of the literature is normative 

and prescriptive rather than research-based (Bennett, 2002; Dixon & Coy, 2007; Kezar, 

2006). Other criticisms of research on governance include lack of a theoretical 

perspective, a limited set of research questions primarily focused on board characteristics 

and their impact on board actions, a lack of specific research on public higher education 

governing boards, and the paucity of empirical data on boards beyond basic demographic 

and structural information (Kezar, 2006; Kezar & Eckels, 2004; Hermalin, 2004). 

The empirical research over the past 40 years has focused mainly on structural 

theories of governance rather than political, cultural, human relation, or social cognitive 

theories (Kezar & Eckels, 2004). Structural theories are based on the assumption that 

improved effectiveness results from changes to organizational structure; however, the 

evidence that changes to organizational structure actually improves effectiveness is 

limited (Hermalin, 2004; Kezar, 2006; Kezar & Eckels, 2004). “Thirty years of 

scholarship demonstrate that structural variables/conditions explain few outcomes 

including effectiveness, implementation of policy, commonality of purpose, and the like” 

(Kezar & Eckels, 2004, p. 381). 
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One aspect of effectiveness is evaluating one’s own performance (Chait, et al., 

1996).  Schwartz (1998), as a part of a broader survey of both board and presidential 

assessment practices, reported on responses of 571 board chairs regarding board policies 

and practices about board self-assessment.  Results indicated a sporadic, ad hoc approach 

to self-assessment: most boards did not have a policy or regular schedule for board 

assessments; assessments had been conducted by only about half of the boards within the 

past five years; and few boards (less than one-third) evaluated individual trustee 

performance and rarely did they evaluate board leaders, such as the chair or vice-chair.  

For those boards that had completed a self-assessment, board chairs reported a positive 

impact on trustee commitment and clarification of their responsibilities. One barrier to 

board assessment noted by nearly half of the board chairs was a lack of clear benchmarks 

for good performance, a concern echoed in the literature about board effectiveness.  

To begin to address the lack of clear measure for effectiveness, Michael, 

Schwartz, and Cravcenco (2000) examined Ohioan trustees’ perceptions of how their 

effectiveness should be measured. The conceptual framework of trustee effectiveness that 

guided the study described four hypothesized indicators of effectiveness: trustee 

knowledge, influence, quality of relationships, and level of involvement. Study results 

confirmed that trustees perceived these elements as valid indicators of individual trustee’s 

effectiveness.  Factors hypothesized to have a moderating influence on these indicators of 

effectiveness were sector (e.g. public vs. private), gender, and educational level. Key 

findings included level of knowledge to be an important indicator of effectiveness, 

irrespective of sector.  Female trustees were more likely to think level of knowledge was 
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more important than their male counterparts.  The level of resources attracted to the 

institution was viewed as a good measure of effectiveness; however, as might be 

expected, private sector trustees thought personal contributions were more important than 

did public sector trustees.  With the increasing role of external fundraising in public 

higher education, this difference may be less now than it was in 2000.  Public sector 

trustees rated level of influence with the public and politicians as more important than 

private sector trustees. All trustees rated relationships with the president and other 

trustees as valuable, but relationships with faculty and students were not viewed as 

valuable.  

In 2008 the Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges 

surveyed a cross-section of higher education institutions, including community colleges, 

about specific governance policies and practices.  “The nearly 700 survey respondents 

paint a portrait of American higher education governing boards that are mindful of the 

need for accountability and striving for best practices” (AGB, 2009, p. 2).  In contrast 

with Schwartz’s (1998) earlier findings of boards’ ad hoc approach to self-assessment, 

two-thirds of all boards reported assessing their performance with nearly half of the 

public boards conducting annual reviews. This reflects an increasing concern with 

accountability for performance (AGB, 2009). However, assessment of individual trustee 

performance remained low for public boards with only 12% reporting this practice.  Most 

boards provided an orientation for new board members ranging from a half-day or less 

for 65% to a full day for approximately 20% (AGB, 2009).   The need for board 

orientations is cited in the normative literature, but empirical studies on the effectiveness 
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of board orientations appear to be absent from the literature (Houle, 1989; Robinson, 

2001; Smith, 2000). 

Key findings from the survey regarding governance practices included an increase 

in the number of governing boards reporting practices that demonstrate a concern with 

accountability:  an increase of the number of boards with a conflict of interest policy 

from 46.5% in 1986 to 89% in 2008; and an increase in the number of board with an 

audit committee from one-third in 2004 to more than half in 2008 (AGB, 2009).  

However, only approximately 66% of the public boards reported having a board code of 

ethics and only 68% of the boards have adopted a statement of board member 

responsibilities.  This is a surprising finding in light of public concern about ethics 

(Leslie & MacTaggart, 2008).   The survey also examined of how boards’ meeting time 

was spent: 

Overall, boards reported spending approximately equal amounts of time in 

board meetings listening to committee reports and discussing strategic 

issues (31.1% and 29.7%, respectively). About one-quarter of the time in 

board meetings is dedicated to listening to staff reports (24.2%). Board 

education takes up another 13.3% (AGB, 2009, p. 26). 

 
This breakdown of how governing boards allocate their time is instructive, but 

incomplete without a more in-depth examination of the types of topics discussed, such as 

financial or academic issues. 

Top priorities of public boards were—in order of importance—finances, academic 

programs, strategic planning, facilities, and enrollment.  Private boards had similar 
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priorities, but ranked fundraising rather than facilities among its top five and rated 

academic programs lower (AGB, 2009).  This likely reflects the greater scrutiny of public 

boards regarding accountability for academic quality.  The study reported that the sources 

of information used by both public and private boards to monitor academic quality were 

similar: over 90% used data provided by the institution while only a little over half used 

comparative data to answer questions about quality. Accreditation reports were 

considered to monitor quality by nearly three-quarters of those responding (AGB, 2009).  

Nearly three-fourths of the respondents reported informed oversight and strategic 

engagement in fulfilling their financial oversight responsibilities with less than 1% 

reporting poor financial oversight (AGB, 2009).   

This study showed that boards ranked the financial health, academic quality, 

strategic planning, and other aspects of institutional operations as high priorities.  The 

effect of this prioritization on board governance was not addressed. A more important 

question is how board governance impacts the overall effectiveness of an institution. 

Impact of Governing Boards 

Although there is much rhetoric about the importance of governing boards, most 

of the empirical research has been descriptive and limited in its examination of the impact 

of boards on organizations (AGB, 2009; Carver, 2006; Micheal, Schwartz, & Cravcenco, 

2000; Schwartz, 1998; Vaughan & Weisman, 1997).  Some research on the impact of 

boards has been done for corporate boards.  Conger, Lawler, and Finegold (2001) in a 

study of corporate governing boards found that boards that rated themselves as effective 

on either of two dimensions of corporate governance—internally focused activities, such 
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as strategy formulation or externally focused activities, such as networking—had better 

financial returns in the stock market.  The external strategies took longer to work than the 

internal strategies, resulting in a higher payout the following year instead of immediately 

as in the internal strategies.  However, the external strategies yielded a slightly higher 

return over time.   

Ranson, Farrell, Peim, and Smith (2005) examined the impact of governance on 

primary school performance in a national study of school governance in Wales. The 

authors hypothesized “better governance sharpens the practice of management, which in 

turn generates improved standards of attainment…better governance establishes 

processes that generate better results” (p. 307).  To determine if better governance does 

generate better results, the study examined 72 schools—eight schools in each nine of the 

22 Local Education Authorities in Wales. A typology of four types of school governing 

bodies was identified.  The four types are highlighted in bold and described: (a) 

governance as a deliberative forum, in which most of the members are parents and 

school leaders dominate the discussions with limited questioning by governing board 

members; (b) governance as a consultative sounding board, in which the school leader 

still dominates, but the board serves as a forum for discussion of strategies and policies; 

(c) governance as an executive board, which is more of a partnership with the board 

focusing on businesses aspects, especially legal responsibilities and accountability; and 

(d) governance as governing body, in which the board “takes overarching responsibility 

for the control and direction of the school…There will be systematic processes of 

scrutiny, but what distinguishes the governing body is the strategic leadership of the 
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school” (p. 311).  The first two types of governing bodies, forums and sounding boards, 

were considered as weaker forms of governing boards.  

A subset of 22 primary schools in the study that demonstrated distinctive trends in 

student performance (steady decline, steady improvement, stuck at a certain level, and 

consistently high performers) was examined to determine the impact of the type of 

governing board on school performance. The researchers examined five years of test data 

on attainment (from 1998 to 2002). “Stronger performing primary schools appear to be 

associated with ‘executive boards’ or governing ‘bodies’ that have developed more 

robust practices of scrutiny, accountability, and strategy” (p. 314).   The practice of 

scrutiny was associated with improvement in primary schools: 

Schools with governing bodies that have established routine practice of 

questioning and deliberating school policies and practices are more likely 

to be achieving schools…governing bodies of the highest achieving 

schools have however gone further, and added to such questioning formal 

systems of scrutiny to monitor and review the progress made in improving 

standards of attainment (p. 318).  

 
Findings from these two studies of corporate and primary school governing 

boards pointed to the importance and relevance of governing boards for meeting an 

institution’s mission, whether it be corporate profits or educational attainment. These 

studies highlighted the impact of governing boards on institutions.  More research is 

needed that specifically examines the impact of community college governing boards on 

their institutions.  While there is little research on the impact of governing boards, 
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researchers have examined what the competencies or skills of effective boards as well as 

what dimensions are present in effective boards.  

Competencies and Dimensions of Effective Boards 

The research designed to improve effectiveness of boards has emphasized 

processes, competencies, and people.  This is in contrast to the majority of governance 

research, which has examined structural variables, such as size of boards or their 

composition. In a study of 22 campuses, Chait, Holland, and Taylor (1991) identified six 

competencies of the members of effective governance boards: cognitive skills in the 

contextual, educational, analytical, and strategic dimensions, and affective skills in the 

interpersonal and political dimensions. The board’s understanding of the culture and 

norms of the organization and use of this knowledge in decision-making constituted the 

contextual dimension. The educational dimension focused on how well the trustees are 

informed about the institution in particular, knowledge about higher education issues in 

general, and the board’s self-evaluation processes. The board’s capacity to solve the 

complex problems of higher education with its myriad perspectives and subtleties was 

underscored in the analytical dimension, while board members’ collective ability to think 

and act strategically to anticipate and prevent potential problems were represented by the 

strategic dimension. Relationships were the foundation for both the interpersonal and the 

political dimensions; the focus of the former was internal—relationships among 

trustees—while the latter emphasized the board’s need for healthy relationships with key 

constituencies outside of the board.  
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Efforts to improve effectiveness of governing boards should focus on the 

development of governing board members’ skills in all of these dimensions, but the 

affective dimensions are likely to be harder to change than the cognitive dimensions. 

Lessons learned in a demonstration project to improve trustee performance identified the 

need for board development to be both an integral part of the board’s work and a long-

term process that is recognized as important by both the board members and president 

(Chait, et al., 1996).  Countering Kezar & Eckels’ (2004) contention that structural 

variables have limited impact on board effectiveness, another finding from this 

demonstration project was that small changes in structure, process, or procedures made 

big impact on board behavior.  

Kezar (2006) in a study to develop a process model of effectiveness of public 

higher education governing boards interviewed 132 experts on board performance. She 

identified six key dimensions of effective boards: leadership/board agenda, culture, 

education, external relations, relationships, and structure.  The leadership/board agenda 

dimension included “developing a common vision; creating a multiyear agenda through 

an inclusive process; asking tough questions and thinking beyond typical assumptions; 

and leadership by the board chair and CEO” (p. 985).   The second dimension was 

creation of “a professional [board] culture where civil interactions are the norm” (p. 987).    

Ongoing education, the third dimension, included a variety of strategies: board 

orientation, training outside board meetings, educational materials and data provided by 

board staff, and a planned approach to education based on areas identified through board 

self-evaluation. External relations, the fourth dimension, featured joint planning and 
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effective communication with various levels of governance to “coordinate the governor’s 

and legislature’s strategic plan/goals with the board agenda” (p. 991).  Effectively 

maintaining key relationships between board members, with the President/CEO, and with 

campus stakeholders encompassed the fifth element of effective boards.  

The final dimension was a clearly defined board structure that uses ad hoc 

committees for strategic issues, plans for board chair rotation, has a strong evaluation 

committee, and maintains leadership of the whole board rather than a strong executive 

committee.  Kezar (2006) argued that, while many areas of effectiveness are similar 

between public and private higher education boards, a key difference was the highly 

political nature of public boards, which called for mechanisms to gather input from the 

various stakeholder groups.   

The competencies identified by Chait, et al. (1991) are congruent with the 

dimensions identified through interviews with 132 board experts in Kezar’s (2006) study.   

Building upon the earlier work of Chait, et al. (1991), Chait, Ryan, and Taylor (2005) 

developed a leadership model for effective governance. 

Leadership model for effective board governance. To reframe and expand 

upon the conceptualizations of board governance, Chait, Ryan, & Taylor (2005) 

developed a governance model focused on board leadership.  Three modes of governance 

of boards—fiduciary, strategic, and generative—were posited as forming the foundation 

for “governance as leadership.”  The fiduciary mode, or Type I governance, was 

considered the fundamental work of a governing board.  It included three aspects: “ensure 

that the organization’s assets…are conserved and optimized to promote the 
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organization’s mission” (p. 35); “ensure that resources are used effectively in service of 

the mission” (p. 36); and “promote lawful and ethical behavior” (p. 36).   The second 

mode of governance was strategic; “in Type II governance, an organization seeks to align 

internal strengths and weaknesses with external opportunities and threats, all in pursuit of 

organizational impact” (p. 52).   

The last mode of governance, Type III governance, was based on generative 

thinking, which makes meaning or sense out of knowledge, data, and information or 

frames a problem.  Chait, et al. (2005) elaborated on the three steps of generative 

thinking.  The first step was “noticing cues and clues” (p. 85). In examining data, 

individuals focus on different aspects, shaping their understanding of the problem.  The 

next step of generative thinking is using frames to organize and make sense out of 

information.  The frames people chose to use are based on their experience, values, or 

personal characteristics.  Frames delimit the individual’s focus and attention. The final 

step is thinking retrospectively, in which the past and our understanding of it is used to 

make sense of where the organization is now and where it should go.  

When generative governance or “ the need to create a new sense of things,” is the 

preferred mode is not as clear-cut as the other two types of governance.  Chait, et al. 

(2005) suggested looking for “generative landmarks, embedded issues, and ‘triple-helix’ 

situations” to determine if generative governance is appropriate(p. 107).  Generative 

landmarks or characteristics included: ambiguity, saliency, stakes, strife, and 

irreversibility (p. 107).  Embedded issues were those situations that at first glance require 

only fiduciary or strategic governance, but upon deeper reflection, required thinking 
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generatively.  Triple-helix situations required all three forms of governance at the same 

time.   

Each mode of governance offered opportunities for leadership; however, if a 

board wanted to exercise leadership, the board approach to the governance mode was one 

of inquiry instead of oversight. For example, in the fiduciary mode an oversight question 

might be “Is it legal?” or “Does a merger make financial sense?” while related inquiry 

questions might be “Is it ethical?” or “Does a merger make mission sense?” (p. 38).  

Boards are well-positioned for generative governance: it has a powerful shaping 

effect on the organization—an important role for the board; it is most effective if multiple 

perspectives are brought to bear on the framing of issues; and board members, while 

knowledgeable about the mission and culture of the organization, have enough 

detachment to see the overall picture.  Generative governance gives the board meaningful 

work to do, making the work more engaging and interesting while using the collective 

wisdom of the board (Chait, et al, 2005).   

Governance as leadership positions boards to address the important challenges of 

their institutions in a comprehensive way, using the fiduciary, strategic, and generative 

modes of governance as appropriate.  One area that straddles all three modes of 

governance is accountability for student success, the heart of community college’s 

educational mission. 

Governance Accountability for Student Success 

As colleges are challenged to demonstrate their effectiveness and the results of 

public investments in their institutions, boards of trustees are faced with the question of 
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how to ensure that the institution is meeting its educational mandate (AGB, 2007; Alfred, 

et al., 2009; USDOE, 2006).  Ewell (2006) argued that ensuring academic quality is a 

fiduciary responsibility: “it is up to the faculty and administration to uphold and improve 

academic quality. But it is up to the board to understand it and to see that it gets done” (p. 

vii.). Five principles underpinned how a board can fulfill this responsibility without 

moving into management:  

• Running the curriculum is the faculty’s responsibility; the board’s role is 

to remind them of that responsibility. 

• Stay focused on strategic issues. 

• Expect and demand a culture of evidence. 

• Recognize that evidence about academic quality raises issues but rarely 

gives final answers. 

• Make reviewing evidence of academic quality and improvement a regular 

and expected board-level activity. (pp. x-xii). 

 Bumphus (2008) also encouraged boards of trustees to use data for informed 

decision-making. Ensuring attention to academic quality becomes part of the board’s 

work if it has “a passionate and unrelenting focus on student success and college 

excellence” (p. 28).  

Brief History of Higher Education Accountability for Student Success  

Calls for improved accountability for student academic achievement in higher 

education are not new. Even before the publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983, in which 

colleges and universities were formally challenged to demonstrate their effectiveness as 

educational institutions, Roueche, Baker, and Brownell (1972) issued a challenge to 

community colleges to improve their accountability for student success in the 
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monograph, Accountability and the Community College: Directions for the 70s. Roueche, 

et al. (1972) credited Assistant Commissioner for Elementary and Secondary Education 

Leon Lessinger for giving “form to the concept of accountability by requiring that 

projects funded under Titles VII and VIII of the Elementary and Secondary Act produce 

predictable and measurable results that could be certified by independent audit” (p. 5).  

While this work laid the groundwork for “the age of accountability in education,” 

(Roueche, et al., 1972), the promise of accountability was unrealized and continued to be 

a concern. The recommendations of A Nation at Risk not only called for “more rigorous 

and measurable standards, and higher expectations, for academic performance,” but also 

urged “that citizens across the Nation hold educators and elected officials responsible for 

providing the leadership necessary to achieve these reforms” (NCEE, 1983, para.17&43).  

Ten years after A Nation at Risk, four foundations, led by the Johnson Foundation, 

brought together a group of prominent citizens and educators, known as the Wingspread 

Group, to examine the status of higher education.  Their report, An American Imperative: 

Higher Expectations for Higher Education, questioned the quality of higher education 

and challenged the nation’s colleges and universities to address three areas: “taking 

values seriously; putting student learning first; [and] creating a nation of learners” 

(WGHE, 1993, p. 7). Following this report, accrediting bodies, federal, state and local 

governments, local taxpayers, and students continued to ask for evidence of results 

(Roueche, Boswell & Roueche, 1997). Despite this increased external pressure to 

substantiate institutional effectiveness, the Roueche, Roueche & Johnson (1997) survey 

of community colleges found that “while significant steps are being taken by North 
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American community colleges to demonstrate their effectiveness, their progress is 

decidedly slow” (p. 182).  A recent call for improved accountability for results, A Test of 

Leadership: Charting the Future of U. S. Higher Education issued a strong appeal for 

both improved learning and greater accountability: “To meet the challenges of the 21st 

century, higher education must change from a system primarily based on reputation to 

one based on performance. We urge the creation of a robust culture of accountability and 

transparency throughout higher education” (USDOE, 2006, p. 21).  The difference 

between previous calls for accountability and current ones is the overall context of 

accountability in which the recommendations are made; college leaders are paying 

attention to this changing reality.  For example, nearly 70% of the more than 200 

community college leaders at the 2008 College Futures Assembly thought general 

education assessment was a major concern and agreed that Spellings Commission’s 

recommendations of standardized tests for general education outcomes will come to 

community colleges (Basham, Campbell, & Mendoza, 2008) 

Accountability and the Community College 

The National Commission on Community Colleges (2008) appealed to 

community colleges to directly address the need for accountability and to take steps to 

measure it.  Roueche, Baker, and Browwell (1972) challenged us to reframe our concept 

of accountability:  

Accountability is a privilege—not a burden. It calls forth the best within 

us. It challenges us to examine our purposes, to find better ways to make 

education responsible to the society that pays the bills. It holds equal 
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promise for all of education’s clients, “those who come to school well 

prepared to share its benefits, and those who have nothing in their 

backgrounds that would equip them for a successful experience.” 

[Davies:11]. Accountability is inevitable because it is needed so 

desperately” (p. 8). 

 
Four major characteristics of accountability are an emphasis on results; the need 

for measurement; shifting of responsibility for success or failure from the student only; 

and broadening the responsibility for accountability to the entire college community 

(Roueche, et al., 1972).  Changing a community college’s focus from student access to 

student success is a shift that necessitates a comprehensive approach involving the entire 

institution (ATD, 2007b; Roueche, et al., 1972). The governing board’s role in 

accountability for improving student success is a critical factor in the success of this 

undertaking.  By establishing a policy that gives priority to improving student outcomes, 

the governing board sets the expectation for implementation throughout the organization.  

Roueche, et al. (1972) identified five areas for board policy development: 

1. Develop goals that accommodate the needs of students, parents of   

students, and the community as a whole. 

2. Recommend programs, which should be undertaken by the college to 

meet the goals of the institution. 

3. Direct the implementation of systematic research to determine the 

level of achievement of stated goals. 

4. Direct the allocation of resources consistent with stated goals. 

5. Maintain community support for and participation in the programs 

operated by the college (p. 17). 
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These recommended policy initiatives offer a clear foundation for governing 

boards to address their fiduciary responsibility for academic quality outlined by the 

Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges’ AGB Statement on Board 

Accountability (2007).  “The board broadly defines the educational mission of the 

institution…and is ultimately accountable for the quality of the learning experience” 

(AGB, 2007, p. 7).  Under the list of board responsibilities outlined in the statement is a 

specific recommendation about quality: “Boards should determine that systematic and 

rigorous assessments of the quality of all educational programs are conducted 

periodically, and board members should receive the results of such assessments” (AGB, 

2007, p. 7). 

Defining, Measuring, and Improving Student Success 

Defining student success is complicated by the various aspects of success and the 

perspective from which it can be viewed; “ ‘student success’ can be understood in its 

simplest form as getting students into and through college to a degree or certificate” 

(Ewell & Wellman, 2007, p. 1).  Depending on which aspect of student success is 

considered—such as student progress, quality of learning or satisfaction—measurement 

tools and improvement processes will differ (Ewell & Wellman, 2007).   Kuh, Kinzie, 

Buckley, Bridges, and Hayek (2006) noted the many definitions of student success found 

in the literature, but stated “many consider degree attainment to be the definitive measure 

of student success” (p. 5).  However, this definition is a problem for community colleges 

because their students are pursuing a wide range of goals:  

• To earn an associate’s degree, 57%; 
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• To transfer to a 4-year school, 48%; 

• To obtain or upgrade job-related skills, 41%; 

• To seek self-improvement and personal enjoyment, 40% 

• To change careers, 30%; and  

• To complete a certificate program, 29% (Kuh, et al., 2006, p.5). 

 
Consequently, community colleges need to consider a range of outcomes as they 

measure student success. The Core Indicators of Effectiveness developed by the 

Community College Roundtable in 1994 and updated in 1999 offered 14 core indicators 

that can be used to measure institutional effectiveness, most of which address successful 

student outcomes:  

• Student goal attainment 

• Persistence (Fall to Fall) 

• Degree completion rates 

• Placement rate in the workplace 

• Employer assessment of students 

• Licensure/certification pass rate 

• Client assessment of programs and services 

• Demonstration of critical literacy skills 

• Demonstration of citizenship skills 

• Number and rate who transfer 

• Performance after transfer 

• Success in subsequent, related coursework 

• Participation rate in service area 

• Responsiveness to community needs (Roueche, Ely, & Roueche, 2001, p. 3) 
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Alfred, Shults, and Seybert (2007) updated and amplified these indicators and 

grouped them according to which aspect of the comprehensive community college 

mission they addressed.  Most of these areas are valid and useful measures of student 

success, but a few of the areas are more appropriately considered to be broader 

institutional effectiveness measures, particularly those for the outreach and public good 

missions. The student progress mission measured student goal attainment, persistence, 

graduation rates, and student satisfaction. The general education mission covered success 

in subsequent and related course work, program learning outcomes, mastery of discipline, 

and demonstration of general education competencies.  The outreach mission identified 

regional market penetration rates and responsiveness to community needs as important to 

measure.  The workforce development mission recommended a number of measures, 

including placement rates, licensure and certification pass rates, employer satisfaction 

with graduates, and client satisfaction with programs and services. The contribution to 

public good mission covered the valued added to the community by the institution. 

Lastly, the transfer preparation mission encompassed transfer rates and performance after 

transfer (Alfred, et al, 2007).  

What works to improve student success. Research on what works to improve 

student success is fundamental to designing appropriate individual or institutional 

interventions. The National Postsecondary Education Cooperative commissioned five 

background papers to summarize and synthesize the extensive research on student 

success in higher education (Ewell & Wellman, 2006).  Several major themes emerged 

from these studies: 
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• “Student success is heavily influenced by precollege background and 

experiences, as well as by current student context.”  Given that 

students come to college with widely varying readiness for success, 

“knowledge of conditional effects—what works for whom under what 

circumstances—can help target investments and interventions at all 

levels more precisely on areas of high potential payoff” (p. 5) 

• “What colleges do matters a lot.”  Effective educational practices 

identified include: “high expectations that students will succeed, 

curricular and behavioral integration, pedagogies involving active 

learning and collaboration, frequent feedback, time on task, respect 

and engagement with diversity, frequent contact with faculty, 

connections between academic and non-academic experiences, and an 

emphasis on the first year of study” (p. 5). 

• “What faculty do to create and deliver educational experiences is the 

single most potent component of what institutions do.”  The 

importance of what happens in the classroom is paramount.  It was 

recommended that incentives be offered to encourage faculty 

excellence and “for institutions and governments to more deliberately 

shape these incentives to induce faculty to do the right things” (p. 6). 

• “The alignment and coordination of efforts to improve student success 

is important.”  The value in alignment, whether it is between K-12 and 

higher education or between two- and four-year institutions, is that 

“positive effects are amplified if they are consistent and sustained” (p. 

6). 

• “Systematic information about student outcomes and behaviors is a 

valuable auxiliary…Information about the progress of individual 

students is valuable for guiding intervention, information about 

program performance is needed for program investment, and 



 

64 

information about institutional performance is needed to guide 

investment and ensure appropriate accountability” (p. 6). 

 
These findings contained a wealth of strategies that are supported by the research 

literature on what makes a difference in student success. Support services for students 

have emerged also as an important factor in success.  The Community College Survey of 

Student Engagement identified a cluster of support services for students that impact 

student persistence, a necessary condition for student success. These support services 

include: support to succeed, contact among students, help coping with non-academic 

challenges, support for social engagement, financial support, and advising and career 

counseling (McClenney & Marti, 2006). 

One of the challenges noted in implementing ideas about student success was the 

lack of research on how higher education institutions change teaching and learning 

practices to implement findings from research (Ewell & Wellman, 2006). One national 

effort focused on community colleges is tackling the challenge of initiating institutional 

change to improve student success—Achieving the Dream. 

Achieving the Dream. Improving the success of all community college students, 

particularly those facing challenges to their success, is the purpose of Achieving the 

Dream: Community Colleges Count (ATD, 2007a).  The project seeks to improve student 

success through support at the individual community college and state levels, through 

public policy efforts, through research about effective strategies to improve student 

achievement, and through public engagement.  Four key principles form the foundation 

for the Achieving the Dream model of institutional improvement:  
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• Committed leadership—The president, governing board, and faculty 

leadership all need to support the vision for student success and equity. 

• Use of evidence to improve programs and services—Effective use of data is 

central to the Achieving the Dream approach to improvement. 

• Broad engagement—Involvement of faculty, staff, and administrators 

throughout the institution is a critical element of creating lasting change. 

• Systematic institutional improvement—Change at the institutional, rather than 

programmatic level, is sought. (ATD, 2007b, para.1-4). 

 
Achieving the Dream has engaged board members as valued partners in the effort 

to improve student outcomes through a three-pronged commitment: 1) development of a 

student-centered vision; 2) creation of a culture of evidence that uses data about student 

achievement to improve student outcomes; and 3) promotion of both equity and 

excellence.  Achieving the Dream colleges sign a written commitment to improve student 

achievement while maintaining open access.  Specific areas for improvement include 

increasing the percentage of first-time students who: complete developmental courses and 

enroll in credit courses; successfully complete gatekeeper courses such as introductory 

math or English; complete courses with a grade of C or higher; maintain enrollment from 

one semester to the next; and earn certificates and degrees (ATD, 2007a).  One of the 

defining features of Achieving the Dream is its emphasis on the systematic use of 

empirical data instead of anecdotal evidence to inform decision-making. “Colleges 

describe this process as working within a culture of evidence. They are referring to a 

collective mindset, one in which critical decisions affecting students—from selecting 

educational strategies and allocating resources to scheduling classes and organizing 



 

66 

student services—are informed by data and evaluated in light of whether student 

achievement increases” (ATD, 2007a, p. 2).   Achieving the Dream, grounded in a belief 

that all students can succeed, rejects the argument that excellence must decrease if equity 

is promoted.   

Governing boards are considered important partners in Achieving the Dream.  

Specific training for board members is provided through regular Board of Trustee 

Institutes.  McClenney and Mathis (2008) identified board engagement or participation as 

contributing factors to five out of the top eight reasons for progress in Achieving the 

Dream.  Prater (2009) examined community college governing board’s monitoring and 

policymaking roles related to student success in four Achieving the Dream colleges. The 

colleges used both internal and external sources of information to understand and monitor 

student success and conducted regular briefings.  The colleges shifted their culture to 

focus more on student success. 

A number of studies have examined a variety of aspects of Achieving the Dream.  

Topics studied included: institutions’ lessons learned in the process of assessing and 

improving student outcomes; what institutional characteristics make a difference for 

student success; what management practices improve student success; practices that 

improve persistence; the role of institutional research offices; and state-level initiatives 

(Bashford & Slater, 2008; Bailey & Alfonso, 2005; Bailey, Calcagno, Jenkins, Kienzl, & 

Leinbach, 2005: Jenkins, 2006; Jobs for the Future, 2008; Morest & Jenkins, 2007). 

However, the only study found that specifically examined board behavior was Prater’s 

(2009) dissertation.  Prater identified some specific board practices related to student 
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success, but did not examine the process by which boards became engaged in student 

success. 

Summary 

Tracing the history of higher education governance boards from the first board at 

Harvard University to the present time provides a context for expectations of governing 

boards and their historical importance.  The unique features of community college 

governing boards, rooted in their communities with a comprehensive mission to ensure, 

present challenges for effective governance.  Governing boards are charged with a host of 

responsibilities for oversight of their institutions.   The breadth and depth of research 

about community college governing boards is meager and insufficient, especially given 

the important responsibilities and broad authority of governing boards.  Most of the 

writing about higher education governing boards has been normative and prescriptive 

rather than research-based and broadly focused on higher education governing boards in 

general rather than a specific focus on community colleges (AGB, 1999, 2007; Houle, 

1989; Kerr & Gade, 1989; Nason, 1972).  However, some of the normative literature has 

focused specifically on community college governance (Boggs, 2006; Carver & Mayhew, 

1994; Smith, 2000) 

Empirical research about governing boards has primarily been survey research 

that examines demographic characteristics of governing board members or describes 

board practices, such as whether the board conducts self-assessments or does strategic 

planning (AGB, 2009; Michael, Schwartz, & Cravenco, 2000; Moltz, 2009; Schwartz, 
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1998;Vaughan & Weisman, 1997).  Few studies have examined the processes or 

effectiveness of board governance (Chait, Holland, & Taylor, 1991, 1996; Kezar, 2006). 

The studies on board effectiveness have identified competencies needed by 

governing boards and dimensions of effective boards and outlined strategies to improve 

the effectiveness of governing boards.  The leadership model for governance identified 

by Chait, et al. (2005) outlined a way to utilize the skills and talents of a governing board 

to achieve the mission of the organization.   

As community colleges have been urged to improve student outcomes, engaging 

governing boards in this effort is vital to the overall success of these efforts.  Very little 

research has been done to examine community college governing boards’ roles related to 

student success (Prater, 2009).  Most of the research on accountability for student success 

has focused on the institutional level (Bashford & Slater, 2008; Bailey & Alfonso, 2005; 

Bailey, Calcagno, Jenkins, Kienzl, & Leinbach, 2005; Morest & Jenkins, 2007).   

The grounded theory research study proposed and further described in Chapter 

Three will begin to address the gap in the literature about the actual behavior of 

governing boards.  Through an in-depth examination of the processes and perceptions of 

a community college governing board regarding their shift to a focus on student success, 

the study will provide a glimpse of governing board behavior, potentially useful to both 

researchers and practitioners. Specifically, the study seeks to discover those factors or 

influences that compel a governing board to engage in a critically important topic—

student success.  The following chapter will describe the methodology to be used to 

answer the research questions posed in Chapter One. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction and Overview 

Persons choose to do research because they have a dream that somehow 

they will make a difference in the world through the insights and 

understandings they arrive at.  But it is not enough to dream. Dreams must 

be brought to fruition (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 15). 

 
Defining how the “research dream” was realized—to better understand what leads 

a community college governing board to focus on student success— is the purpose of this 

chapter.  Each step of the research process is defined, described, and defended—from the 

choice of method to the data analysis strategies to be employed.  The purpose of this 

study was to discover the principal influencing factors that result in a community college 

governing board’s increased engagement in their institution’s accountability for student 

success. Increased engagement included four aspects identified by Panthea (2008): (a) 

focus—student success as a board priority; (b) perspective—knowledge of or experiences 

related to student success; (c) infrastructure—structures and practices that focus the 

board on student success; and (d) behavior— challenging, guiding, and directing the 

college administration to be accountable for improved results. The study further sought to 

develop a model that describes the relationship among these influences on board 

engagement. This study sought to advance understanding of a vital element of a 

governing board’s charge—ensuring the quality of the educational outcomes at a 

community college.  By explicating the factors influencing board engagement in student 
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success and how these factors relate, the study added to the knowledge base about board 

governance and the practice of governance in community colleges. 

 Two primary research questions guided this study: 

1. What are the primary influences that lead to a community college governing 

board to increase its focus on accountability for student success? 

2. What model best describes how these influences interact to result in a 

governing board’s increased focus on accountability for student success? 

In order to clarify the two primary research questions, several issue-specific sub-

questions about the board’s governance processes were examined.  Additionally, 

procedural sub-questions related to grounded theory were explored: 

1. What is the history of the XYZ community college’s governing board’s   

engagement in accountability for student success? 

a. What were the major events or benchmarks in the process? 

b. Who were important participants in the process?  How did they participate 

in the process? 

c. What were the obstacles to change? 

d. What were the outcomes? 

2. What are the general categories that emerge in open coding? 

3. What central phenomenon or phenomena emerge? 

a. What are its causal conditions? 

b. What contextual or intervening conditions influenced it? 

c. What strategies or outcomes resulted from it? 
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d. What were the consequences of these strategies? 

Qualitative Research Design 

Because the purpose of this research was to understand a complex phenomenon—

a community college governing board’s behavior—and develop a substantive theory, 

specific to and useful for practice, a qualitative research design was used.  Qualitative 

research methods allow the researcher to “understand the phenomenon of interest from 

the participant’s perspective” (Merriam, 1998, p. 6).  Creswell (2007) stated qualitative 

research is best used when the researcher wants to gain a “complex, detailed 

understanding of the issue” or to “develop theories when…existing theories do not 

adequately capture the complexity of the problem we are examining” (p. 40). This study 

employed qualitative research, using a grounded theory approach with a single-case 

design, to answer the research questions.  

As first articulated by Lincoln and Guba (1985) and adapted by Creswell (2007), 

qualitative research is founded on the researcher’s philosophical assumptions about “the 

nature of reality (ontology), how the researcher knows what he or she knows 

(epistemology), the role of values in research (axiology), the language of research 

(rhetoric) and the methods used in the process (methodology)” (p. 16). In qualitative 

research the nature of reality is not fixed; there are multiple, subjective realities that are 

constructed by the study’s participants (Creswell, 2007).  The “knower and known are 

interactive, inseparable” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 37); the researcher tries to get close 

to that which is being researched, conducting fieldwork to understand the context of the 

phenomenon of interest.  



 

72 

All research has a value base, regardless of methodology, but qualitative 

researchers explicitly acknowledge and discuss their values and biases (Creswell, 2007; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Taylor & Bogdan, 1998).  In terms of rhetoric, “the language of 

the qualitative researcher becomes personal, literary, and based on definitions that evolve 

during a study rather than being defined by a researcher” (Creswell, 2007, p. 19).  And 

finally, “ the procedures of qualitative research, or its methodology, are characterized as 

inductive, emerging, and shaped by the researcher’s experience in collecting and 

analyzing the data” (Creswell, p. 19). 

This research was based on a social constructivist paradigm, which holds the view 

that individuals develop a subjective understanding of the meaning of their world through 

their experiences and interactions with others. These meanings are socially mediated; 

one’s understanding of an experience is based on historical and culture norms that form 

the basis for one’s daily interactions (Creswell, 2007; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  This 

paradigm is closely linked to interpretivism, in which “the meaning that people give to 

their experience and their process of interpretation are essential and constitutive, not 

accidental or secondary to what the experience is” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 27). 

Consequently, “the researcher’s intent, then, is to make sense (or interpret) the meanings 

others have about the world” (Creswell, 2007, p. 21;Merriam, 1998).  

Grounded Theory 

The purpose of a grounded theory study is to “generate or discover a theory, an 

abstract analytic schema of a process” (Creswell, 2006, p.63) or an “abstract theoretical 

understanding of the studied experience” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 4).  The theory is based on 
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data from participants’ lived experience, rather than generated a priori from the literature.  

“The inquirer generates a general explanation (a theory) of a process, action, or 

interaction shaped by the views of a large number of participants” (Creswell, 2006, p. 

63).  This study was designed to generate a substantive theory, which is one that 

“addresses delimited problems in specific substantive areas” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 8).  

Because of its specificity, substantive theory may be more useful for practice than 

broader, more global theories (Merriam, 1998).  

Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss first proposed grounded theory in 1967 in 

response to the lack of fit between the existing theoretical orientations of sociology and 

what they discovered in their studies.  They formulated a systematic approach to theory 

development, in which the theory was discovered based on data.  Glaser and Strauss 

diverged in their approaches with Glaser focusing on the comparative methods that 

formed the foundation of the original theory, while Strauss began to work with Corbin 

using a more technical, structured approach (Creswell, 2006; Charmaz, 2006). Charmaz 

(2006) took a more constructivist and flexible approach; she would “view grounded 

theory methods as a set of principles and practices, not as prescriptions or packages” (p. 

9).  

Using a “‘zigzag’ process: out to the field to gather information, into the office to 

analyze the data, back to the field to gather more information, into the office, and so 

forth,” (Creswell, 2006, p 64), the researcher followed a grounded theory process. The 

researcher studied the data early in the process and coded these data to compare with later 

data. The researcher wrote memos to “define ideas that best fit and interpret the data as 
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tentative analytic categories” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 3). Additional data was sought to fill 

gaps or answer questions in order to develop a grounded theory of the phenomenon. 

Interpretive Case Study Research 

This study used a case study method to gather the in-depth data about the research 

questions for the grounded theory analysis.  Yin (1994) identified some benefits of a case 

study design: 

The case study is preferred in examining contemporary events, but when 

the relevant behaviors cannot be manipulated…the case study’s unique 

strength is its ability to deal with a full variety of evidence—documents, 

artifacts, interviews, and observations. (p. 8). 

 
Researchers suggest using a case study design “to gain an in-depth understanding 

of the situation and meaning for those involved. The interest is in process rather than 

outcomes, in context rather than a specific variable, in discovery rather than 

confirmation” (Merriam, 1998,p. 19).  Understanding of two aspects of process is 

amenable to a case study design: description and causal explanation. 

 A case study is defined as “an empirical inquiry that [emphasis in the orginal] 

investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when 

boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 1994, p. 13). 

Researchers in the field have defined case studies with an emphasis on the process, as in 

Yin’s definition, the unit of study, or on the end-product (Merriam, 1998).  Merriam 

(1998) concluded the most defining feature is the singular or bounded nature of a case: 

case studies are “intensive descriptions and analyses of a single unit or bounded system 
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[emphasis in original]” (p. 19).  The purpose of a case study can vary, but one use can be 

to build a substantive theory. Interpretive case studies with “rich, thick description” use 

these descriptive data to “develop conceptual categories” and for “analyzing, interpreting, 

or theorizing about the phenomenon” (Merriam, 1998, p. 38). These features of a case 

study are important for this particular study.  One bounded system, a community college, 

was the focus of the research study. Answering the research questions required an in-

depth, rich description of the phenomenon in question.  The purpose of the study was to 

discover the influences on governing board behavior rather than to confirm an a priori 

hypothesis.   

Description of Sample 

A purposive sample or an “information-rich case(s)…from which one can learn a 

great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the study,” (Patton, 1990, 

p. 169) was used to identify the college for this study. The type of purposive sampling 

used was an intensity sampling, in which the case or cases “manifest[s] the phenomenon 

of interest intensely…[an] excellent or rich example of the phenomenon of interest, but 

not unusual cases” (Patton, 1990, p. 171).  Using the criteria of a case that intensely 

exemplifies the topic of study—a community college that had successfully engaged its 

governing board in accountability for student success— the researcher sought 

recommendations from individuals working with Achieving the Dream for colleges that 

had effectively engaged their governing boards in student success. Colleges involved in 

Achieving the Dream already have made a commitment to student success.  A secondary 

consideration was to identify a community college within one day’s drive. A coach for 



 

76 

Achieving the Dream who has worked closely with the selected college recommended it 

as a good example of a college that has engaged its governing board effectively in student 

success.  A community college with three campuses located in an urban area in a 

southern state was identified that met the sampling criteria.  

The college, established in 1960, is accredited by the Commission on Colleges of 

the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools. A seven-member elected board of 

trustees governs the college. In May 2009 the governing board appointed a woman as 

chancellor and chief executive officer. 

The college serves more than 27,000 students and offers over 140 associate and 

certificate programs in both transfer and career technical fields, as well as non-credit 

continuing and professional development courses and programs. The overall student 

population is diverse. In the fall of 2009, the racial and ethnic breakdown of the college 

was 41.1% White, 38.5% Hispanic, 11% African American, 5.9% Asian and the 

remainder were international, American Indian or unknown.  The racial and ethnic 

breakdown varies by campus.  The majority of students (64%) attend part-time; 19% 

were first-generation college students. In the fall of 2009, 13% of the students were 

enrolled in developmental education. The college also offered dual credit programs to 

2,062 students in the fall of 2008 and had an early college high school on one campus.  

Procedures and Data Collection 

 Through a combination of interviews of governing board members and other 

key informants selected through purposive sampling, review of board agendas, board 

meeting minutes, and other important documents, and direct observations of the board, 
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data were collected to obtain a rich source of information to better understand the 

processes and key influences involved in engaging a governing board in student success 

(Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 1998; Yin, 1994). Yin (1994) described six typical sources of 

information for a case study: documentation, archival records, interviews, direct 

observations, participant observations, and physical artifacts. For the purposes of this 

study, three of Yin’s approaches formed the foundation for data collection: interviews, 

direct observations, and a review of documents.  

Intensive Interviewing 

Interviews formed the foundation for the data collection process for this study. 

“An interview, as Dexter (1970) has suggested, is a conversation with a purpose” 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 268).  Others have called it a “directed conversation” (Lofland 

& Lofland, 1984, 1985 as cited in Charmaz, 2006). Patton (1990) observed, “The purpose 

of interviewing is to find out what is in and on someone else’s mind.  The purpose of 

open-ended interviewing is not to put things in someone’s mind…but to access the 

perspective of the person being interviewed” (p. 278). Three basic types of open-ended 

interviews outlined by Patton (1990) include informal conversational interview, general 

interview guide approach, and the standardized open-ended interview; these vary by the 

degree of structure inherent in each approach from the least to most structured. When a 

researcher “does not know what he or she doesn’t know,” a more unstructured interview 

is a better choice (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 269).  However, as the inquiry proceeds, 

interviews may become more structured for the purpose of triangulation or member 

checking.  For a grounded theory study, Charmaz (2006) recommended broad, open-
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ended questions to start off an in-depth conversation.  The benefits of an intensive 

interview are that they do the following: 

• Go beneath the surface of the described experience(s) 

• Stop to explore a statement or topic 

• Request more detail or explanation 

• Ask about the participant’s thoughts, feelings, and actions 

• Keep the participant on the subject 

• Come back to an earlier point 

• Restate the participant’s point to check for accuracy 

• Slow or quicken the pace 

• Shift the immediate topic 

• Validate the participant’s humanity, perspective, or action 

• Use observational and social skills to further the discussion 

• Respect the participant and express appreciation for participating  

(Charmaz, 2006, p. 26). 

 
Wording of questions is crucial to limit the impact of a researcher’s preconceived 

ideas and to allow respondents to respond from their own perspective.  “For the purposes 

of qualitative inquiry, good questions should, at a minimum, be open-ended, neutral, 

singular, and clear” (Patton, 1990, p. 295).  The challenge for the researcher is to develop 

the skill of asking open-ended questions that do not box a respondent into a particular 

way of thinking about the topic at hand. Patton (1990) defined use of presupposition 

questions as a particularly effective interview tool, because they increase the likelihood 

that the interviewee will give a meaningful response that is at the heart of the question 

asked.  The reason for asking neutral questions is to get honest, complete responses. 
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“Neutrality means the person being interviewed can tell me anything without 

engendering either my favor or disfavor with regard to the content” (p. 317).  Clarity of 

questions eases the interviewee’s ability to respond and lessens any feelings of 

discomfort that come with possible confusion about the questions.  

In the study, initial individual semi-structured interviews using an interview guide 

were conducted with all seven members of the governing board. The interview guide 

combines the advantages of informal conversation with its spontaneous conversational 

style and the standardized open-ended interview with its coverage of the topic (Patton, 

1990).  The board interview guide was developed based on a review of board governance 

literature. This initial draft guide was piloted with two trustees of a different community 

college and revised based on their feedback. The final board interview guide was 

modified for the interviews with administrators. The interview guides are included in 

Appendices A and B. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed for data 

analysis.  

The five topics identified by Taylor and Bogdan (1998) as important to clarify 

were addressed with each interviewee. These include the researcher’s motives and 

intentions and purpose of the study, assurances of anonymity through use of pseudonyms, 

who has final say over the study’s content, clarification about payment (there will be 

none), and the basic logistics (pp. 96-97). Interviews were conducted in the field—at the 

district office, one of the college campuses, or at a board member’s office. Due to 

logistics, four interviews were conducted by telephone. Informed consent was obtained 

prior to conducting each interview (Appendix C).  
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The results of the initial board interviews were used to develop a list of factors 

that influence the board’s focus on student success.  Using the Interactive Qualitative 

Analysis (IQA) developed by Northcutt and McCoy (2004), these factors, or affinities as 

they are called in IQA, formed the basis of a structured theoretical interview “designed to 

identify relationships between affinities” (p. 200).   Six of the seven board members were 

interviewed using the theoretical interview protocol (Appendix D). Board members were 

asked to identify the direction of influence for each of the 28 pairwise relationships; “for 

any two affinities A and B, there are only three possible relationships: Either A directly 

influences B, or B directly influences A, or there is no direct influence between A and B” 

(Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 151).  One interview was not included in the final analysis 

due to missing data as a result of a shortened interview timeframe. 

 In addition to the members of the governing board, other “elites,” or individuals 

who are selected based on their knowledge of the organization or expertise of the relevant 

topic, were selected through purposive sampling (Marshall & Rossman, 2006).   The 

criteria for selection were individuals who had regular, in-depth contact with the 

governing board related to student success, provided a historical perspective on the 

college, or were in leadership roles related to student success. Based on these criteria, the 

following individuals were selected and interviewed using a semi-structured interview 

protocol: 

• Chancellor  

• Immediate past chancellor  

• Presidents of each of the three campuses 
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• Vice Chancellor for Instruction and Student Services 

• Director of Research and Institutional Effectiveness 

• Associate Vice Chancellor of Marketing and Communications,  

• Former Vice Chancellor of Administration 

• Vice President of Enrollment Services 

• Achieving the Dream coaches (general coach and data facilitator for the 

college) 

 
 Other interviewees were selected by either snowball or theoretical sampling. 

The former allowed participants to refer other participants. Those individuals selected by 

theoretical sampling had specific information needed to elaborate and refine the 

theoretical categories that emerged from the data (Merriam, 1998, Charmaz, 2006).  The 

following individuals were also interviewed as suggested by interviewees or based on 

initial data analysis pointing to the need for additional information: 

• Vice President of Student Development 

• Administrative Dean at one campus 

• Vice President of Instruction at one campus 

• Director of Research and Planning for a local foundation 

• Focus group with five faculty members 

 
Direct Observation 

 Direct observation of the governing board in action was another tool for data 

collection. Two specific kinds of board activities were observed—three regular board 

meetings and a strategic planning retreat. In addition, four meetings with the Achieving 

the Dream coaches and various groups within the college were observed. “Observation 

entails the systematic noting and recording of events, behaviors and artifacts (objects) in 
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the social setting chosen for the study. The observational record is frequently referred to 

as field notes[emphasis in original]—detailed, nonjudgmental, concrete descriptions of 

what has been observed” (Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 98).  Observations add a 

valuable dimension to qualitative research, giving an enriched understanding of the 

context, permitting an in-depth experience of ongoing action, highlighting discrepancies 

between what individuals say and what they do, or identifying nuances that can only be 

captured by direct observation (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Marshall 

& Rossman, 2006; Patton, 1990).   A criticism of observations as a data collection tool is 

the possibility that the researcher will misinterpret what is seen or that he or she will be 

unable to capture the depth of complex interactions (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Marshall & 

Rossman, 2006).  Verifying interpretations with the participants is one way to address 

this problem. 

 A loosely-structured observation protocol was followed to address the following 

topics: a brief description of the physical setting; detailed information about the social 

environment, the way that participants in the setting organize themselves and interact; a 

thick description of the activities and interactions during the observation, including 

summarizing or paraphrasing of conversations; and nonverbal factors (Merriam, 1998; 

Patton, 1990).  Patton (1990) also suggested it is important to observe what does not 

happen.  The researcher should focus on things that would be expected based on program 

goals or other documentation and are not present.  Additionally, if based on the 

researcher’s expertise, specific factors are expected and not present, the lack thereof is 

noteworthy.  The observations were not tape-recorded; only detailed written field notes 
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were used to describe the observed events.   The researcher was an “observer as 

participant” (Merriam, 1998, p. 101), meaning that the observer is known, as opposed to 

covert, but only participating as a function of his or her information gathering role; Patton 

(1990) used the term “onlooker” to describe this role (p. 206).  

Document Review 

 Program documents were a valuable source of information: “they are a basic 

source of information about program decisions and background, or activities and 

processes, and they can give the evaluator ideas about important questions to pursue 

through more direct observations and interviewing” (Patton, 1990, p. 233).  Lincoln and 

Guba (1995) defined records as, “any written or recorded statement prepared by or for an 

individual or organization for the purpose of attesting to an event or providing an 

accounting [emphasis in original],” which includes meeting minutes (p. 277). Any other 

written or recorded material is considered a document. Documents and records that were 

collected and analyzed included board agendas and minutes from 2003-2009, policy 

briefs about Achieving the Dream, presentations to the board about student success 

initiatives, the college’s strategic plan, the board orientation documents, and 

communications from the current and past chancellors. Documents were examined for 

evidence of board engagement in student success. They also served as a source for 

triangulation to verify data from interviews and observations, thereby increasing the 

credibility and dependability of the study. 
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 Data Analysis 

Data analysis in qualitative research is an iterative process that co-occurs with 

data collection.  Merriam (1998) noted the following: 

Analysis begins with the first interview, the first observation, the first 

document read. Emerging insights, hunches, and tentative hypotheses 

direct the next phase of data collection, which in turn leads to the 

refinement or reformulation of questions and so on (p. 151).  

 
A grounded theory approach of data coding was used (Corbin & Strauss, 2006; 

Charmaz, 2006).  “Grounded theory coding generates the bones of your analysis. 

Theoretical integration will shape assemble these bones into a working skeleton” 

(Charmaz, 2006, p 45).  Charmaz  included two main phases of analysis—an initial phase 

(initial coding), in which each segment of data is named, and a selective phase (focused 

coding) that identifies the most significant or most frequent data. Then these data are 

synthesized, integrated, and organized.  In the initial descriptions of grounded theory by 

Strauss and Corbin, three phases of coding were defined—open, axial, and selective 

coding (Creswell, 2006). However, in the 2008 edition of their original work, the authors 

no longer consider open and axial coding as distinct stages.  

The distinctions made between the two types of coding are ‘artificial’ and 

for explanatory purposes only, to indicate to readers that though we break 

data apart, and identify concepts to stand for the data, we also have to put 

it back together again by relating those concepts (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, 

p. 198)  
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However, it is still useful to consider the three types of coding with the understanding 

that open and axial coding occur simultaneously.  The following three coding strategies 

were used to analyze the data from this study:  

1. Open coding—the initial coding in which the conceptual labels are placed 

on the data elements  

2. Axial coding—a way to interconnect the concepts  

3. Selective coding—integration of the coding into a theoretical model of the 

process being studied 

HyperRESEARCHTM software was used to aid in the coding and theory-building 

process. Each board interview was coded with initial conceptual labels through an open 

coding process, resulting in 75 coding categories. These codes were then organized into 

categories that connected the concepts—axial coding.  These conceptual categories were 

further refined to develop the theoretical model—selective coding.  The theoretical model 

included eight categories, or affinities. 

A constant comparative method was used “to establish analytic distinctions—and 

thus make comparisons at each level of analytic work” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 54).  At each 

stage of data analysis, the various types and sources of data were compared with one 

another to gain better understanding and awareness of what the data were trying to say.  

Qualitative analysis addresses issues of validity and reliability from the distinct 

perspective and constraints of qualitative data. Lincoln and Guba (1985) urged that 

researchers aim for “trustworthiness” to measure the quality of a qualitative study. The 

following are the key ways in which a researcher can meet the trustworthiness criteria: 
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1. Credibility—To increase the probability that credible findings and 

interpretations will occur, researchers are encouraged do three things: to 

have prolonged engagement, conduct persistent observation, and use 

triangulation through which multiple sources are used to verify the 

findings and interpretations. Other ways to enhance credibility include 

member checks in which data and tentative interpretations are shared with 

participants and peer examination in which colleagues comment on the 

findings (Merriam, 1998). 

2. Transferability—Use of thick description allows the reader to determine if 

transferability to his or her specific context is warranted by the study.  

3. Dependability—“Given the data collected, the results make sense—they 

are consistent and dependable. The question then is not whether the 

findings will be found again but whether the results are consistent with the 

data collected [emphasis in original]” (Merriam, 1998, p. 206). 

Techniques include triangulation and use of an audit trail; this requires the 

researcher to “describe in detail how the data were collected, how 

categories were derived, and how decisions were made throughout the 

inquiry” (Merriam, 1998, p. 207)  

4. Confirmability—Use of an audit trail is the primary tool for 

confirmability. The categories for an audit trail include the raw data, data 

reduction and analysis products, data reconstruction and synthesis 

products, process notes, materials related to intentions and dispositions, 
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and instrument development information (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, pp. 289-

331). 

The researcher, to the best of her ability, followed these guidelines to ensure 

trustworthiness of the study.  Triangulation was used as a key strategy by the researcher 

to establish credibility and dependability.  The three main sources of data were 

interviews, direct observations, and document review.  Thick description was used to 

allow for transferability.  An audit trail was established to ensure both dependability and 

confirmability.  

Summary  

This chapter outlined the key features of this qualitative study. The nature of the 

study was best suited to the use of qualitative research with its ability to help a researcher 

gain understanding of a complex phenomenon (Merriam, 2006).  A grounded theory 

study using a single case of a community college was the methodology used.  The sample 

case, selected through a purposive sampling process, was a community college district in 

a southern state. Data collection procedures included interviews with board members, the 

current and past chancellor, key administrators, and the college’s Achieving the Dream 

coaches; additional interviews were determined through theoretical and snowball 

sampling.  Other data collection included direct observations of board meetings and 

review of board agenda, minutes, and other relevant documents related to student 

success.  A structured grounded theory data analysis was used; this includes studying the 

data early in the process, use of open, axial, and selective coding, memo writing as an 
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analytic tool, theoretical sampling, and development of the grounded theory (Charmaz, 

2006).  
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The world hates change, yet it is the only thing that has brought progress.  

~ Charles Kettering  

CHAPTER FOUR:  

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT—A CHANGING ENVIRONMENT 

Introduction and Overview 

I knew then that we were turning the corner. Really, you really don't get 

where you need to be in the process until some of the people who are the 

most adamant against change recognize it and verbally express it. Because 

that is the first sign that you are heading the right direction (Administrator, 

personal communication, November 10, 2009). 

 
 One of the obligations of a researcher in a qualitative study is “to provide enough 

detailed description of the study’s context to enable readers to compare the ‘fit’ with their 

situations” (Merriam, 1988, p. 211).  The purpose of this chapter is to give a “rich, thick 

description” (Merriam, 1988, p. 211) of the overall context of the community college 

studied in this research in order to allow readers to make informed judgments as to the 

applicability of the research findings to his or her situation.  The chapter describes the 

college’s history, the community served, its mission, vision, and values, the student 

characteristics, the administrative structure, its board of trustees, and student success 

efforts.  

 To maintain confidentiality, the name of the college and specific identifying 

characteristics of the community it serves were not included.  The descriptive data, unless 

otherwise noted, were derived from documents prepared by the college’s research office, 
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documents provided by the chancellor’s office, or information located on the college 

website.  

College Overview 

 For 48 years, the college has served suburban communities adjacent to a large city 

in the southern United States. Established in 1960 as a junior college, the first classes 

began in September of 1961 at one campus. A second campus opened its doors in the fall 

of 1976 and a third in 1979. A district office opened in 1982. The college has experienced 

significant growth over its history starting with less than 1,000 students in 1961 to more 

than 27,000 students in 2009.  The college plays an important role in the community, as 

noted by one administrator: 

Our mission is to serve this community.  Really this community is a little 

bit different in that a lot of people that grew up here stay here.  So you 

really have an opportunity as a community college in this community to 

make a difference in the community.  As you reach out to and educate the 

population who are willing to come here and do that, the whole 

community rises because of it.��� 

 
  The Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS) first accredited the 

college in 1966; its accreditation was reaffirmed most recently [since the time of this 

study] in 2009. The college district is accredited as one college with three campuses.   

The area served by the college is home to a number of other community colleges, four-

year colleges, and universities, as well as trade and technical schools. There is an 

increasing concern about competition from other higher education institutions: 

We can't expand. We've got other community colleges in our area…that 
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are expanding [independent school] district by district by district, are 

getting bigger and bigger and bigger.  We're as big as we're ever going to 

be—our six districts [in our taxing district]…So we have competition. We 

have to compete for the students with these other schools. But if our 

students start dropping, then we've got real problems. (Board member) 

 
We have a significant competition [in workforce training]…[from the] 

state technical college.  We have this area Safety Council right down the 

road that's building a campus right next to our campus.  They'll do 

incumbent workforce training.  That can really impact us and especially if 

we have a slow turnaround. (Administrator) 

 
Community served by the college 

 The college’s service area, which includes seven school districts, is growing more 

rapidly than the national average at a pace of 12.5% from 2000 to 2009, as compared to 

9% for the United States as a whole.  The area is projected to grow by 7.1% over the next 

five years, again outpacing national projections of 5.1%.  The communities served are 

younger and more diverse than the average in the United States.  The median age of the 

service area is nearly five years younger than the national average—32.4  versus 36.9 

respectively. Currently the community’s racial/ethnic composition is 41.1% White, 

38.5% Hispanic, 11% African American, 5.9% Asian, and 3.5% other. In contrast, 

only15.5% of the population of the United State is Hispanic and 65% of the population is 

White, Non-Hispanic (USCB, 2008). Hispanics are projected to be 51% of the population 

by 2014 with the trends for African Americans and Asians remaining fairly constant.  
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 The local community is also poorer and less educated than the national population 

overall. With an average household income of $66,309, the community’s households earn 

an estimated $3,067 less than the average for U.S. households; this gap is expected to 

increase to $3,869 by 2015.  As a younger community, only 73.5% of the population is of 

working age compared to 78.5% of the U.S. population. More of the local jobs are 

classified as blue collar (29.8% versus 23.8%) with fewer white collar (57.8% versus 

60.2%) and services and farm workers (12.4% versus 16%) than national averages.   In 

the community served by the college, only 13.1% of individuals 25 and older have earned 

a bachelor’s degree and 6.5% have received a master’s, professional or doctoral degree in 

contrast to national averages of 15.8% with a bachelor’s degree and 8.9% with an 

advanced degree.  

 This is a community that is changing and the college seeks to respond to these 

changes: 

We are in an area that has seen a rapid demographic shift, and the 

socioeconomic stability of this area is kind of threatened right now. 

I think “threaten” is too strong a word.  We’re seeing some decline. 

We’re seeing an area that had been solidly working class to affluent Anglo 

change quite a bit.  So we are now responding to our community in a very 

different way.  (Administrator) 

 
The community we reside in has changed totally. It is very, very heavy 

Hispanic. My mother was from Mexico. But the Hispanic culture is in 

some ways a hard nut to crack to get through to convincing these people 

[their] kids have to go to college.  Our marketing through [the Associate 
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Vice Chancellor of Marketing and Communications]—I think it's done a 

very good job in pushing on that. (Board member) 

 
[The Achieving the Dream coach] said today he drove through [the] old 

[part of our community] and hadn't been there a long time. I guarantee 

when he drove through [that part of the community in the past], it was an 

entirely White community.  I guarantee now, it is an entirely Hispanic 

community. I mean, I promise you.  Where I find it poignant when I go to 

our commencement programs and I sit there—and I have been going to 

them now here for 26 years at this institution—and now such a large 

number of those students who are walking across that stage are Latino. It 

is just amazing to me.  And the vast majority of them are first time, first in 

their family in college. You look at the history of immigration, when the 

Italians came to America, when the Jews came to America, when the Irish 

came to America. That first generation, they were focused on jobs. It was 

that second or third generation [that] was more focused on higher 

education. I think that is beginning to perhaps happen in our Hispanic 

community. They came for jobs and now they're seeing that education is 

the pathway. (Administrator) 

 
Student Characteristics 

The college serves more than 27,000 students and offers over 140 associate and 

certificate programs in both transfer and career technical fields, as well as non-credit 

continuing and professional development courses and programs. Fifty-six percent of the 

students are females; 44% are males, comparable to national averages of 58% and 42%, 

respectively (AACC, 2009).  The average age is 23.8, younger than the typical 

community college student nationwide whose average age is 29 years old (AACC, 2009). 
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Nearly two-third, 64%, attend part time, just slightly more than th national average of 

60% attending part time(AACC). 

The overall student population is highly diverse. In the fall of 2009, the racial and 

ethnic breakdown of the college was 41.1% White, 38.5% Hispanic, 11% African 

American, 5.9% Asian and 3.5% other, including international, American Indian or 

unknown. Nationally, around 15% of the students enrolled in community colleges are 

Hispanic (AACC, 2009).  The racial and ethnic breakdown varies by campus.  The 

college faculty members, however, are much less diverse; in Fall 2009, 74.8% were 

White; 11.2% African American; 9.3% Hispanic; 3.8% Asian and 0.9% other.  

 In 2009, 19% of the students were first-time-in-college students and 13% of the 

student body was enrolled in college preparatory classes. In the fall of 2008 the college 

also offered dual credit programs to 2,062 students.  There is an early college high school 

on one campus. In 2008-2009, 2849 associate degrees and certificates were awarded. The 

graduation rate for associate’s degrees from 2004 through 2009 has been between 1% and 

2%; the two-year graduation rate for certificates has been between 2.5% and 3.5%. 

In Fall 2009, there were over 10,000 enrollments (duplicated) in distance learning 

courses, approximately 13% of the total enrollments in the college. This is a rapidly 

growing area; in 2005 there were slightly over 5,600 enrollments in distance learning, 

accounting for 8% of the total enrollments. 

Mission, Vision, and Values 

 The college’s vision, mission, purpose statement, and values guide the work of 

the college.  
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Vision. [The college] will be the leader in educational excellence and in 

achievement of equity among diverse populations. We will empower 

students to achieve their goals, redefine their expectations, and encourage 

their exploration of new opportunities.  Our passions are people, learning, 

innovation, and continuous improvement. 

Mission and Purpose Statement. Our mission is to ensure student 

success, create seamless transitions, and enrich the quality of the life in the 

communities we serve. 

Our Purpose.[The] College District is a comprehensive, public, and two-

year community college, which carries out its mission through the 

following programs and services: 

College-Level Programs. The College offers technical programs leading 

to certificates and/or Associate of Applied Science degrees. The College 

offers Associate of Arts, Associate of Science and Associate of Arts in 

Teaching degrees, and courses for transfer to senior institutions. 
Continuing and Professional Development. The College provides non-

credit courses for personal and professional growth in keeping with the 

College’s commitment to lifelong learning. The College provides 

specialized workforce development training for business and industry. 

College Preparatory Programs. The College offers developmental 

courses to prepare academically disadvantaged students for entry into 

college-level courses. 

Student Support Services. The College provides student support 

services, including admission, testing, career guidance, advisement, 

financial aid, and counseling. The College provides social and academic 

support, including library services, tutoring, special populations support 

services, student organizations, and recreational and cultural activities. 

Economic Development Programs. The College promotes the economic 

development of the region by providing workforce development for new 
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and expanding businesses and industries, and retraining for displaced 

workers. 

 
 When asked about the mission of the college, board members, administrators, and 

faculty all spoke in passionate terms about the importance of the work of the college: 

I think we’re the guardian of the American Dream.  I honestly do, because 

people go to [the state flagship university] and they’re pretty smart. If 

they’re immature and they drop out, they always have us.  But if we fail 

them, there’s no place else to go. We determine whether they’ll eat or not, 

because I don’t teach a core course.  I teach accounting.  They take a few 

of my courses; they can go out and they can get a job, and they can feed 

their family.  It’s like this whole idea that our country was built on, that 

anybody can move up. I’m really glad that I teach in a class where I can 

see it so directly. (Faculty member) 

So I think we have a duty to, an obligation to, reach out to students in our 

service area and let them know, if you have a goal, if you have a dream, if 

you want to do something with your life, [our college] can help you 

achieve that dream; can help you realize your potential. (Administrator) 

 
The main thing that we do is we give people a second chance. I remember 

when I interviewed for the board that was the thing that I told them. I said 

the big thing about [our college] is we give a lot of people a second 

chance… We give people a second chance. Sometimes it may even be a 

third chance, I don't know. But we give that opportunity to do something 

better than what they got. And I think that is just crucial. (Board member) 

 

I think it's actually the salvation for a whole bunch of young people if 

they're going to make it. If they don't have [our college], and they can't 
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pull through with [our college], they're going to be lost. That maybe 

sounds overdramatic but I really believe it. The people we serve today—

our role is much more important than I think it ever used to be. I didn't go 

to college, but I believe in education tremendously. (Board member) 

 
The main role is to provide for a student when they come to [our college] 

that they leave as a finished product.  So that they can go out in the 

community and improve themselves as far as whatever they want to do, 

whatever they want to accomplish in life. We would hope that they would 

leave [our college] with that purpose and with the knowledge and 

everything that they need to do that. (Board member) 

 
 Values. The college’s values were reviewed and revised about 18 months ago in 

spring 2007 by the executive leadership team and approved by the board of trustees.  The 

college conducted a district-wide campaign to make sure the district faculty and staff 

understood the values.  Values posters are displayed at various sites on each campus and 

in leaders’ offices.  The new chancellor’s first all-college speech focused on each of the 

values and how they tie back to the work of the district.  The college values are:  

Integrity: Ethical and Professional 
“We act in ways which instill confidence and trust.” 
 
Excellence: In Everything We Do 
“We achieve quality results in everything we do.” 
 
Accountability: It’s Up to Us 
“We take responsibility for our commitments and outcomes.” 
 
Innovation: Lead the Way 
“We apply our knowledge, skill, insight, and imagination to recognize 
opportunities, solve problems, and recommend new solutions.” 
 
Sense of Community: Caring for Those We Serve and Ourselves 
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“We demonstrate genuine concern for the well-being of our students, our 
community and ourselves.” 
 
Student Success: Our Ultimate Measure 
“We enable students to achieve their goals.” 
 
Diversity: Celebrate the Differences 
“We celebrate the diversity of ideas and cultures.” 
 
Collaboration: We Work Together 
“We work together for the benefit of the college.” 
 

One administrator spoke to the centrality and importance of the values to the work 

of the college: 

So are we living these [the values]? I think we are, because they also are 

tied to our new performance management system. What you will find in 

our performance management system is people are getting rated, not only 

on their job expectations, but also on how they live the values. If you don't 

live the values, it could actually hurt your rating. So that is how important 

it is to us. 

 
Organizational Structure 

The college operates as one college with a multi-campus structure. Leadership of 

the college is provided at the district level by the Chancellor, Vice Chancellors of 

Instruction and Student Services, Fiscal Affairs and Administration, Human Resources, 

the Chief Information Officer, Associate Vice Chancellor of Marketing and 

Communication, and presidents of each campus.  The presidents, in turn, oversee 

leadership teams at each of the campuses.  
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There has been significant turnover in the leadership of the college.  In the past 

three years, a new leader has been hired for every key leadership position at the district 

level, and each of the campuses has a new president.  In May 2009 the governing board 

appointed its fifth chancellor who serves as the chief executive officer. The new 

chancellor is a woman with a finance and business background rather than an academic 

background.  Much of the change in leadership occurred under the guidance of the 

previous chancellor: 

When I became chancellor we had very good people, but all of the people 

we had in senior management, vice-presidents and presidents had been at 

the college since the early years of their career. It was really important that 

we could bring in people who had in-depth varied experiences so they 

could lead from experience. (Former chancellor) 

 
This is important for the current context because the previous chancellor initiated 

a lot of change that was not popular: 

He also was moving this one college agenda forward and that was causing 

resistance... There's a time for every leader and [the former chancellor’s] 

time was really right for this college. [His] leaving was appropriate also. 

But he accomplished a lot for the institution. (Administrator) 

 
My nickname was Dr. Change. It was up there with Dr. Strangelove. One 

of the vice presidents in the early days came to me and said, you know I 

love you—it was a woman—but I want you to know people are thinking 

of burning your image in effigy. (Former chancellor) 

The board is aware of both the opportunities and challenges that come with 

change. Board members’ comments address both poles of change: 
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Whenever you have a change in leadership, there are those that might 

want to take advantage of that change. I see my role as help to make sure 

they don't get an opportunity for that. 

 
An administrator was retiring…I told [the former chancellor] this guy [a 

candidate] can bring something to the table that we don't have. I think 

we're seeing evidence of that now. Isn't that a good thing how you can 

blend the private sector expertise with that of education? 

 
We have a new chancellor who is focused on students. We've got 

essentially three new campus presidents. One of them spent two or maybe 

three years here and the other two have just been a year or so. We have a 

new HR person we have a new CFO.  So we're in a position here now to 

really change. 

Budget 

 The college’s total budget for 2009-2010 is $194.8 million, of which $45.6 

million is restricted for grants, benefits, and financial aid with an additional $22 million 

in ad valorem tax revenue restricted for debt service. The 2009-2010 operating budget of 

the college is $127.2 million, which is comprised of state appropriations (30.6%), ad 

valorem taxes for maintenance and operations (33.1%), tuition and fees (31.3%), and 

other revenues of 5.0%. The total budget increased by 6.5% over the prior year with the 

majority of the increase occurring in the restricted areas; the operating budget increased 

by only 1.9% over the 2008-2009 budget.  

The institution is facing increasing budgetary pressures due to reduced state 

appropriations. Traditionally, the state and local communities have shared costs for 

community colleges with the local community funding physical facilities and the state 
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funding costs of education and administration.  State funding to the college had increased 

slightly from approximately $33 million in fiscal year 2003 to $37.1 million in fiscal year 

2009, but the appropriation was at a lower rate per contact hour. Considering inflation, 

the 2010-2011 biennium state appropriation per contact hour of $7.11 is 20.9% less than 

the appropriation in 2002-2003. Although the level of state support has decreased, local 

taxes and tuition have risen, primarily due to rises in valuation and increased enrollments. 

The percent of state support to the college’s budget decreased from 30.4% in fiscal year 

2005 to 28.4% in fiscal year 2009. For the same period, tuition revenues as a percentage 

of the budget rose from 28.4% to 30.4% and local taxes from 28.3% to 35.6%.  The 

Board of Trustees is committed to keeping property taxes as low as possible, but 

sufficient to support operations: 

We have to have a sense of responsibility to the taxpayer. They have 

entrusted us with a lot of money, either via property taxes or the money 

coming in from the state. They have entrusted us with a lot of money and 

it is not our money. I am a strong believer it is not my money; it is not [the 

college’s] money; it is the taxpayers' money. It is always their money; it is 

never not their money. Therefore, we need to make absolutely certain we 

are spending it wisely. (Board member) 

 
The community thinks the college is spending its money wisely as evidenced by 

the recent overwhelming support for a recent $295 million college bond initiative which 

passed with a 70% approval rating.  
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Strategic plan 

 At a retreat in January 2010 the Board of Trustees and Strategic Leadership Team 

developed an initial strategic plan for 2010-2015. The plan was predicated on five key 

assumptions:  

1. One-college approach: The college operates as one college with multiple 

campuses. 

2. Resources: The college will allocate and repurpose funding sources to 

adequately support the initiatives and strategies in the plan. 

3. Institutional Research: The college will support the institutional research 

functions necessary to develop and assess the strategies and initiatives in the 

plan. 

4. Technologies: The college will acquire and utilize appropriate technologies to 

support and advance the strategies and initiatives in the plan. 

5. Communication: The college will develop and disseminate information 

necessary to implement, support, and advance the strategies and initiatives in 

the plan. 

 
The 2010-2015 strategic plan has four major goals:  

1. Student success: The college will provide high quality educational 

programs and support services to students that will increase the 

opportunity for students to explore, define, and reach their educational 

and career goals. 

2. P-16 pipeline: The college will take an active role in supporting the P-

16 (preschool through Grade 16) pipeline throughout our service area 

in an effort to create career and educational pathways, thus providing 

for a sustainable community. 
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3. Workforce and Economic Development: The college will provide 

innovative and relevant solutions that strengthen our region’s economy 

and workforce competitiveness. 

4. Our People: The college is committed to recruiting, developing, and 

retaining quality and diverse employees who are passionate about our 

educational mission. 

 
A college-wide retreat was held in February 2010 at which student success data 

were presented and discussed. The college community reviewed the initial strategic plan 

and was given an opportunity to provide input on the plan.  A 16-member college-wide 

planning council with a diverse, representative makeup has been chartered to provide the 

chancellor and Strategic Leadership Team with further input on the plan. The purpose of 

this committee is to review input from the college-wide retreat, recommend initiatives to 

support the strategic goals for 2010-2013, provide ideas for the future, and assist with the 

communication plan to share the information with the college community.  

The college’s priorities for 2009-2010 provide an operational direction for the 

college:  

1. College Vision, Mission, and Strategic Planning: Clarify and develop 

the five-year plan for the college. 

2. Student Success and Enhanced Learning: Provide programs and 

services to students that increase the opportunity for success. 

3. Organizational Alignment and Development: Build organizational 

capacity and capability 

4. Celebrate the differences: Improve our understanding of diversity and 

inclusivity. 

5. Outreach and Recruitment: Strengthen access and enrollment. 
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6. Workforce and Economic Development: Provide innovative solutions 

that strengthen and expand our regions’ workforce competitiveness. 

7. Modes of Alternative Delivery of Learning: Promote technologically 

enhanced learning environments to foster student success. 

8. Facilities, Maintenance, & Grounds: Develop, construct, and maintain 

capital projects and facilities that enhance the learning centered 

environment, improve physical facilities and grounds, and ensure 

physical safety. 

9. Resource Development: Expand and implement systems for increasing 

financial resources to enhance student access and promote excellence 

in teaching and learning. 

10. Foundation: Develop strategic focus and plan for private fundraising. 

 
Each of these priorities has one or more strategies that are ranked by priority, 

designated as operational or strategic, charged to a specific member of the Strategic 

Leadership Team (SLT) with support members, and linked to a specific outcome 

measure. 

Board of Trustees 

 Board Characteristics. A seven-member elected board of trustees governs the 

college.  The board chair is the only female on the board; nationally about one third of 

trustees are female (Moltz, 2009).  Six board members are White as are the majority of 

community college trustees. A national survey by the Association of Community College 

Trustees found that 82% of community college trustees were White (Moltz, 2009). One 

board member is Hispanic. 
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Tenure on the board at the time of this study ranged from less than one year to 38 

years.  Board members serve six-year staggered terms. No term limits are in place. Three 

board members have served 15 years or more; two have served over five years; and two 

have served less than five years. Of the seven board members, three originally were 

appointed to the board to replace board members who died while serving on the board. 

Board members commented on their tenure on the board:  

I love our board. I love serving. I liked it enough to serve a second term 

and I would probably serve a third term. Then after the end of the third 

term, I would have to sit there and think about [it]. Goodness, that is 

eighteen years. 

 
Our board doesn't turn over much. Most of the turnover we've had in our 

board is people like myself getting too old and dying. 

 
This is a seasoned, mature board.   All board members are highly committed to 

the college; several have a long history with the college:  

Most of us have been around a long time. Being a board member is kind of 

like being a professional. The more you do it the better you get at it. 

(Board member) 

 
My father at one time was mayor of a small town over here to our left 

about five miles and when I was in high school—I was actually just 

graduated from high school—that is when the college was being formed. I 

went out and passed out circulars and advertisements about the college… 

So consequently I knew about the college. I knew the first employees that 

were hired and the first chancellor. (Board member) 
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They [the college] provided me with an outstanding base from which to 

learn [at] the four-year colleges.  So I want to see that continued and 

expanded. (Board member) 

 
What I've seen is that there's a strong desire on the part of every individual 

board member that I've observed. They are there for the right reason. 

There's a strong desire for student achievement, excellence in education, 

making sure that we provide the very best that we can possibly provide at 

a reasonable cost. Of course, you have to represent the taxpayer too so you 

have to have a balance there. (Board member) 

 
My view is [the college] tends to attract people to the board who love the 

community, who are wanting to do the right thing, and who will come in 

not with a single agenda, but with the agenda [of] “let's do whatever we 

can to help our students.” (Board member) 

 
The thing that they [the board] bring to the table that's extraordinarily 

valuable to this institution is they truly get it and they care.  They really 

want the institution to succeed.  There's not a glory train; you don't find a 

lot of egos competing for time on tasks.  They're concerned about the 

success of the institution.  You couldn't ask for a better concern than that. 

(Administrator) 

 
The college’s board members are primarily drawn from business and include an 

owner and publisher of a newspaper, a personnel staffing service CEO, a president of a 

meat company, an attorney, a banker, a retired dentist, and a retired vice-president of a 

major area employer.  Nationally, it was reported that trustees were drawn largely from 

business and education fields with 32% and 29% of the trustees in these professions 
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respectively (Moltz, 2009). The board members value the perspective brought from 

experience in business: 

It’s a well-rounded board, but it's a professional board. I think it's what 

you really need—a professional board—people [who] have been in 

business—people that know what you need to be successful in America.  

 
We have a mature board. What I mean by that—we have a seasoned board 

and they're business people. But you know you put somebody on a board 

who just has never dealt with anything but their own checkbook. All of a 

sudden you say we have a $200 million budget; we've got 3000 employees 

and 68% of our money goes to people; we've got grants of $15 million and 

you know all the stuff. It's hard to grasp that. 

 
Our board is comprised mostly of people that have their own businesses. 

We know what it's like. We know pay raises don't usually come 

automatically and we want accountability from our people. 

 
Board Meetings. The board has a regular meeting once a month and special 

meeting and retreats as needed.  The board meeting begins with a dinner and workshop 

starting around 4:30 or 5:00 p.m., during which the board members have the opportunity 

to hear presentations, dialogue, and debate on key issues facing the college.  The formal 

board meeting starts at 7:00 pm. The board changed its committee structure from several 

committees to only two—a building committee and a finance committee. The board saves 

the bulk of its discussion for committee meetings and board workshops as noted by a 

board members and administrators:  



 

108 

I think sometimes if you were to go to our board meetings, the actual 

scheduled board meetings, it looks very much like a group of uninterested, 

rubber stamp kind of a deal. That's because most of the work's been done 

in the workshop, well before we get to the board meeting. (Board member) 

 
We have the dinner meeting where if board members have questions, we do pretty 

much get the stuff brought out. If people don't like things, get it brought out; get 

the questions answered. (Board member) 

 
Our board historically did not discuss meaty issues at board meetings. 

They did during workshops. They talked about this stuff, behind the 

scenes, but in the board meeting where the public and the employees were 

there, to some people they looked like a rubber stamp, because there 

would be a resolution and they would move it with very little discussion. 

Never was there public disagreement on a board meeting. I mean it was 

basically the rule that we [the board and administrators] argue amongst 

ourselves privately, but in the board meeting it is a 7-0 vote. 

(Administrator) 

 
We’ve now done the reports at the pre-board workshop… So this allows 

the board to have more interaction, ask more relevant questions that they 

may not feel that they are free to ask in the regular public board meeting. It 

allows, I think, more relevant discussion, more open discussion about what 

they’re really seeing in those key performance indicators, what the data are 

saying to them. (Administrator). 

 
People look at our board meetings and they go, “Well it’s just a rubber 

stamp board.”  You’re only seeing the tip of the iceberg out there. We do 

our dirty laundry stuff.  It’s not behind closed doors because it’s still [a] 

public meeting.  Not too many people want to go spend half a day at our 
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board workshop.  If they want to, they can. [They are] welcome to show 

up.  But when we have discussions, and at the end of the day, we come to 

an agreement that this is the direction we’re going to take—this is the 

decision we’re going to make. I think we have so far done a very good job 

of supporting whatever that final decision was, even if it wasn’t our 

personal belief. (Board member) 

 
Board relationships are spirited, but professional. The focus is on the needs of the 

college and students served: 

We don't have any politics on the board. I think all our board members 

come in here and they want the same thing. We may have a little 

difference of opinion, sometimes how to get at it. But I think everybody's 

here. They love [the] college. And they want to see [the] college succeed 

and the students do well. (Board member) 

 
But we are passionate people. I'm a passionate person. I am hard-headed. 

The things that put us in the positions that we are in are the same things 

that are going to cause conflict. But again, the thing that dampers the 

conflict is that we all still care about [the college]. Again, no one is 

pushing a personal agenda. (Board member) 

 
Some people will foster this idea that they [the votes] have to all be 

unanimous. Where is that written? Do you and your spouse agree on 

everything? I doubt it… I've been married 28 years we don't agree on 

everything and sometimes we can disagree rather passionately on certain 

things. So how in the earth can you think seven people are going to agree 

100% of the time? (Board member) 
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I think the group works very well together. We don't have any very strong 

disagreements, where someone goes off on a tangent and gets really bent 

because of it. We always come to consensus.  We don't always agree on 

everything nor should we. I mean that's a rubber stamp. You don't want 

that. (Board member) 

 
Board governance. The board follows policy governance model in which the 

board focus is on defining policy as a direction for the chancellor. There is a clear 

distinction on the board members’ part between policy and operations: 

The board has really been our policymaker. Their roles are the policies, 

approving the budget, and then hiring the chancellor. They have had some 

times in the past where they have gotten into operations, but I don't see 

that right now. The way we're operating, and part of that has been just 

because they are community leaders. We are a small town community 

here, and they know a lot of people. They will get things that they'll hear 

on the streets. In the past, that could have become their main issue. How 

we are operating right now is they bring it to me and then they let me deal 

with it. (Administrator) 

 

Well, of course, basically we are here to set policy and see that the policies 

are carried out. Of course, we have to vote on all the money spent. So I 

think basically, that students that come here should get the best possible 

education that we can provide them at the lowest dollar. (Board member) 

 
To me the board has to be very careful, and myself because I jump in with 

both feet. We have to make sure we aren't micromanaging. It's our job to 

set the guidelines and to meet the goals of the college and then you get out 

of the way and let them do their jobs. (Board member) 
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Our deal is to make sure that those top people, through working with our 

chancellor, that we have people on board in our top positions that are 

going to take what it is that we've decided and then carry it through and 

take that down throughout the ranks in the system and then hold those 

people accountable. That's kind of the way we have got to do it. And look 

at our policies and make sure that our policies that we have in place allow 

for those things that need to happen. (Board member) 

 
College Culture 

 In 2004, the Chancellor engaged board members in a strategic discussion about 

the need to make significant changes to the college to thrive as an institution. In a 

provocative essay, A Case for Change, the Chancellor outlined all of the areas he thought 

impacted the future of the college:  

• A mismatch between the education levels of the community workforce and the 

needs of employers;  

• Changes to the economy and related tax revenue implications;  

• Reductions in state funding for higher education;  

• Growing emphasis on accountability and performance funding;  

• Increasing competition in the educational arena;  

• Lack of connection with the full range of businesses and industries in the area; 

• Tension between centralized versus campus-based processes; and 

• Outmoded decision-making processes that were not based on data. 

 
In making the argument of the need for change, the former chancellor commented in 

an interview: 



 

112 

Large organizations that are excellent reach a point in their history where 

they either begin to make very important changes to maintain that 

excellence or they stay in the mode of "we're excellent" and why change 

something that is not broken. The problem with that is that the erosion is 

very gradual and is not visible to the naked eye, so to speak; little things, 

like in 1997 only10% of the faculty had computers. Our main system was 

an IBM 360 that [a major employer] had given us 10 years before when 

they upgraded their computer.  

 
The reason we transitioned to data-enriched decision-making was because 

at every level in the organization we experienced a healthy denial… as 

Vice Chancellor, I met with …the vice presidents of instruction and all 

three of those vice presidents of instruction had been at the college a very 

long time. I remember talking to them about going to some national 

conferences to kind of look at best practices in some areas that we could 

learn. For example, the League of Innovation, the National Institute for 

Staff and Organizational Development (NISOD). Two of the Vice 

Presidents were insulted…a lot of the folks who were in leadership 

positions grew up in the college, so their whole experience base was [the 

college] and in one way that is good. But in another way that is very 

narrow. Therefore, they had not seen things done differently. So anyway, 

they said … you don't understand, we are a best practice. 

 
To begin to address the issues identified in A Case for Change, the college made 

several strategic shifts.  One of these was to initiate an early retirement program. This 

allowed the organization to bring in new leadership with enthusiasm and new ideas at 

both the administrative and faculty level. Administrators, board members, and faculty 

supported this strategy: 
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Through a number of early exit programs, these senior folks who had been 

there a long time chose to retire. And while that is a bittersweet thing 

because we lost some good people dedicated to the college, it did provide 

us with the opportunity to do national searches for the brightest and best. 

(Administrator) 

 
We have a new [administrator]. Boy, now he's good. He's a good guy. He's 

brand new. The other guy was pretty laid back. He'd been here a long 

time. He had retired; he just hadn't quit yet. There are always people like 

that in the organization. They retired five years ago, but they keep coming 

to work. (Board member)  

 

One thing they did is, over a relatively short period of time, they had two 

retirement initiatives.  At this point, we had so many instructors here who 

were retired in place.  The place looked like an old folk’s home.  I mean, 

you saw people in wheelchairs, people in walkers.  I mean, you didn’t see 

any brown hair anywhere except for us ladies who all dyed it. The teachers 

were so old.  There wasn’t anybody to infuse us with new ideas and new 

thoughts and help us think of new ways to use technology.  When they 

did these two retirement initiatives, we got some younger teachers who I 

think revitalized [the college].  They weren’t burnt out. (Faculty member) 

I think the board wants to take a culture that's pretty set in its ways. Okay I 

mean people that have been there 30 to 40 years. They know how they're 

doing it and it's been working for all these years and get them to help 

broaden their horizons.  But we can't really do it directly, you know. We 

have to do it with the direction to [the current and former chancellors] 

that they pass on down. (Board member) 
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This is the only reorganization I have ever heard of in my entire life where 

everything got better.  Our dean is 100% better than the old one.  Our 

president is unbelievable compared to the old one.  And of course you 

know our chancellor.  I mean you say reorganization, you always think, 

“Oh, terrible.”  But this wasn’t like that.  (Faculty member) 

 
 Another major initiative tied to A Case for Change that the board strongly 

supported is the implementation of a performance management system, in which 

employees, including faculty, set performance goals, receive regular feedback, and are 

compensated based on merit.  At the time of this study, this system is in the early stages 

of implementation, but the board believes it will make a difference in the institution:   

The whole focus of our performance management system is how we 

develop and retain people, our human capital side of the house. So it has to 

be built on these [the college’s] values.  And even to a point, where we 

want to, are using these values in the interview process. We redefined the 

job description for faculty. They wanted the values put in that too. So it's 

taken off. It is one of those things you want it to become just part of who 

you are. (Administrator) 

 
Never managed employees. Never evaluated employees. Gave these 

across-the-board pay increases. There's a lot of people who come to work 

here every day that don't get anything done don't have any intention of 

getting it done when they come. But there are a lot of real good people. It's 

a bureaucracy. It’s big and it’s cumbersome. To get it changed to get 

moving, it's a task. I think… our chancellor is determined to do that.  

We're headed in the right track...We've got a good board. I think we have 

an opportunity here to really change the culture of the college. (Board 

member) 
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In times past without that feedback [from performance management] you 

may have been going in that direction [that is different than the college’s 

direction]… and you are thinking you are going in the same direction as 

the college. So that feedback is critical from the standpoint of 

understanding that I'm either going in a general direction with the 

direction the college is going or I'm not. If I'm not, then I need to rethink 

the direction I'm going. Either I need to continue associating with the 

college or need to go associate with somebody else. That's a benefit to 

both parties, because the worst thing that can happen is they don't get the 

promotions, they don't get the recognition;\, they don't get the 

opportunities that they think that they deserve. Everybody thinks they 

deserve the best. I’ll put that upfront—everybody thinks they deserve the 

very best. But if you don't have any feedback and you don't [get the 

opportunities that you think you deserve] that leads to disillusionment that 

leads to stress that leads to disturbance. That's not good for the individual 

and it's not good for the college. (Board member) 

 
I think our performance management system that is being put in place is 

going to be an outstanding vehicle for the college to move forward. I think 

that people want to know where they stand on a job. The performers want 

to get paid based on merit and ability, and non-performers need to know 

how they can correct some of the problems and become better at what they 

do. So you know I think some of those things we've put into place. It all 

comes down to culture. You know all the values and what drives the 

institution. It doesn't just come down from the top; it's got to cascade 

down at various levels. Everybody's got to be on the same page. (Board 

member) 
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The need for making decisions informed by data, shifting to a culture of evidence, 

was highlighted in A Case for Change.  This shift has been a slow process, but has 

become more and more a part of the college culture:  

I had done a lot of change in…[various states]. The best way to move 

people from a position is to have the data, because you can't debate the 

data.  We in academics can debate ad nauseam on a given topic.  We had 

basically radical debates and discussions, but when you cut right down to 

the information, it is there and then you have to hopefully acknowledge it. 

So that was the catalyst [the reason for transitioning to data-enriched 

decision making]. (Administrator) 

 
Me, I need statistics. I need to know what we did last year.  Like you 

initiate a program this year. The only way you can measure it is by seeing 

what happened over the next 12 months. Can you see, in some measure, 

even if it’s very slight, can you see some movement? Can you see a little 

higher retention rate? Can you see a little bit more, a little better, more 

students graduating? (Board member) 

 
One of the things that I've seen that’s been very promising to me is the 

change in the corporate culture to embrace the performance aspects. When 

you're in education, it's sometimes hard to have the exact metrics for 

everything, but there are some things that you can have metrics for. To the 

extent that we can have those metrics in place and strive for a goal—you 

won't hit it all the time, either in the terms of management or the 

employees—it is a self-reinforcing direction for everyone to be striving 

towards. When everyone's moving in the same direction, then you have—  

even if they're not all in exactly harmony or the same direction—you at 

least make progress and you aren't having the tug-of-war, if you will, with 
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the rope [in] which you have winners and losers. Suddenly everybody is 

pulling in the same direction. (Board member) 

 
I did the program review.  It was the first time in all the years I’ve been 

here since 1986 that I was able to see my data [personal teaching data].  

No one ever showed it to me in all these years. (Faculty member) 

 

So I think that we are getting to that point where we’re really starting to 

understand our data... I think we’re going to move beyond some of just the 

top-level and second-level analyses and really delve into the data to really 

understand what is affecting our students.  So I think that we’re going to 

get to that point. We’re maybe not there quite yet. (Administrator) 

 
[What] I'm really pleased to see is that were going to be a data-driven 

institution. You know that is when you start researching and measuring 

where you stand, where you come from. Then you know where you need 

to go. (Board member) 

 
The workforce people have always had to track their student success and 

find out how many graduates they have and so forth.  But areas like math 

and history, it’s like you open the door, they’re going to come in.  They 

have to take our classes…So this [use of data] has brought more 

awareness to the faculty level about tracking how their students are doing.  

And then after we gathered the data, it’s like, “Okay.  They didn’t meet 

our goals.  What are we going to do different?”  (Faculty member) 

  
Data Infrastructure. One challenge noted was lack of a strong infrastructure for 

garnering the data needed for decision-making.  The transition to a new data management 

system was difficult and continues to affect data management efforts. Staffing levels 
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were reported as insufficient for the demands, but the institutional research office is fully 

staffed at the time of this study: 

[The institutional research office] hasn’t been fully staffed for a while.  

We have, except for [one person], everyone else has been here two years 

or less. So we have a very new office from that perspective. 

(Administrator). 

 
One part of the data issue was also that we had done the Banner 

conversion. We took our old legacy system, and really dumped it into 

Banner.  While you look at it— that the conversion process was painful, 

we didn't do a lot of advance planning.  It was a fast conversion, and so it 

was how do we take what we did and just dump it in.  We didn't re-look at 

new processes and everything.  So then when you try to start pulling data 

we didn't even know how the data were in there. (Administrator) 

 
We've requested again that our information systems get improved to the 

point that we can track these things. We want to know as quickly as we 

can how many students that enrolled at the beginning of the fall semester, 

how many of them dropped? Where were we at three weeks? Six weeks? 

We want to know these things. (Board member) 

 
We want more [data]. We want it quicker; we don't want it two years... 

ago. I don't think so. I mean, golly, it is kind of like flying…There is a 

reason why jet pilots don't have rear view mirrors. Think about it, what's 

the point? It's kind of like [that] a little bit. What? Two years? That's 

ancient history at this point. Other than being interesting reading, I'm not 

sure how relevant it is. We need it six months ago…We have put a lot of 

effort in the college of getting our computer systems up to speed. We had 

put in, just before I came on board,…this software called Banner.  The 
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first couple of years I was on the board, all I heard were horror stories. We 

finally said, “Look, this is what we got—good, bad, or indifferent—make 

it work.”(Board member)  

 
There have been some real holes in the Banner upload.  And those holes 

are, I think, beginning to be addressed.  And that's wonderful.  But I think 

the better implementation has been six years in the process.  And you 

would think by now that the thing would be ready to go. It should take a 

couple years.  It shouldn't take six years.  But I understand that there 

wasn't much funding for it, which is a bit of an amazement to me. (ATD 

coach) 

 
Student Success  

Interest in student success is not a recent phenomenon for the college.  However, 

the focus has shifted to more emphasis on use of data to inform practice and a more 

systematic approach at the district level.  Historically, the college values were rooted in 

quality instruction as noted by one long-time administrator: 

We've always placed an emphasis on quality instruction, quality teaching.  

I see the paradigm shifting a little bit, because now we focus on teaching 

and learning, rather than just teaching.  But we've always had a great deal 

of pride, and justifiably so, in the quality of instruction and the fact that we 

upheld academic standards. I think one of the catalysts for that [the shift to 

focus on learning] was when we started the Center for Teaching and 

Learning Excellence…Now we are looking at data. We’re looking at 

results.  

  
 In 2001 the college had campus initiatives that focused on student success.  One 

administrator reported following up on a campus enrollment goal to have 5,000 students 
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enrolled by the year 2000—“5K in Y2K”—with a qualitative goal for every department 

plan in 2001 to have a student success initiative in place. Wide latitude was given for the 

type of initiative, such as learning communities or paired courses.  This effort had mixed 

results.   

In his 2004 essay, A Case for Change, the chancellor identified external pressure 

from SACS and the state’s higher education administration to focus on student success: 

“Both…have implemented new criteria for measuring instructional program 

effectiveness. These criteria emphasize student learning and student success outcomes” 

(p. 24).  

SACS Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP). Each college accredited through 

SACS is required to have a Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP). The QEP “focuses on 

learning outcomes and/or the environment supporting student learning and supporting the 

mission of the institution,” and “includes broad-based involvement of the institutional 

constituencies in the development and proposed implementation of the QEP” (SACS, 

2009, p. 7).  The QEP for the college for 2009-2012, It’s in the Book, emphasizes student 

mastery of course-specific reading materials.  Faculty will modify their teaching 

strategies to reinforce use of the course textbooks and other required reading materials.  

The project was piloted in the Fall 2008 semester and expanded in Spring 2009.   

 Student Success Initiatives. The college has a number of student success 

initiatives in place.  Some of the key initiatives highlighted in the orientation compact 

disc provided to new board members include student success centers, a new student 
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orientation, a shared counselor program, a first-year-in-college calling program, and a 

tutoring program in targeted high schools. 

 Serving as a one-stop service for students, the student success centers provide 

variety of services such tutoring, advising, counseling, career assessment, and 

supplemental instruction.  In the fall of 2008 (September – December) 2,382 students 

made 11,171 visits to the student success centers and logged 17,709 hours of tutoring. 

Starting in the fall of 2009, all first-time-in-college students were required to 

attend a new student orientation, which welcomes students to the college and provides 

information on college policies and available resources to support their success.  A 

variety of delivery methods were used: face-to-face group sessions, online, and group 

sessions with specific sub-populations, such as international students.  

Two programs targeted feeder high schools—the Shared Counselor Program and 

a federal grant.  Seven counselors from the college are providing career testing and 

counseling, education and academic planning and advising, student success and 

enrollment workshops, financial aid information, and registration assistance to students in 

11 area high schools.  From September 2008 through March 2009 counselors held 5,953 

advising sessions with high school students.  Additionally, 15 college students provided 

assistance to more than 1,600 high school students in 11 area high schools through a 

federal grant-funded program.  The program members provide tutoring, mentoring, and 

educational planning. 

First-year, first-time-in-college students are contacted at three different times 

during the semester by college personnel to check on the student’s academic progress and 
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offer encouragement and information about support services.  The FYE Calling 

Campaign uses student service employees or volunteer faculty members to contact the 

students.  

Achieving the Dream 

 The college joined Achieving the Dream (ATD) in 2006 as a part of a local 

initiative funded by an area foundation.  The college has a typical ATD structure with a 

12-member steering committee, a 30-member core team, and a smaller data team ofseven 

members.  The Board of Trustees is represented on the core team by the chair of the 

board.  The ATD team supporting the work of the college includes a data facilitator who 

has worked with the college since it started in the program and an ATD coach who 

recently replaced the original coach.  

 The college has established a number of initiatives to support their ATD efforts. 

As its ATD initiative matures, after over three years, the college is beginning to focus its 

efforts more.  Because of the large number of personnel changes, there have been some 

starts and restarts with the college’s implementation of ATD: 

We are now paying attention to student success data.  I think historically 

though we have a tendency to be intervention action- oriented…rather 

than results-oriented…It’s like we had a Christmas tree and let's throw as 

many ornaments out there as we possibly can. We are going to do 10 or 

11 or 12 different things.  We were well intended and energetic, but not 

focused…our coaches about a year ago… said, “you guys need to bring 

this in a little bit and focus on one thing.”  That's where we made the 

decision to focus on retention. Our two initiatives that Achieving the 

Dream is supposed to be focused on is a mandatory orientation, which we 
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have now implemented [and] this retention-calling program. We’re in the 

second year of that.  (Administrator) 

 
[The] institutional research department… changed radically.  They had 

hired one person, and then that person left.  And then a new person was 

brought in, so there was a shift in that IR function.  They had also brought 

in a vice president who was really the operations person on the 

instructional end from the leadership standpoint.  They also—all the 

presidents left, from each of the colleges and new presidents were hired.   

So there have been massive changes, structurally—so, yeah, lots of 

changes.  I think those kinds of changes make it difficult for initiatives that 

are broad in scale and are designed to change culture to take hold in that 

period. (ATD Coach) 

 
In fact it has been neat for us as we've gone through with this Achieving 

the Dream. I really have seen faculty members that personally said to me 

we don't have time for that crap that have now come back enthused, and 

have worked in programs where they're even calling students that have 

enrolled but aren't coming frequently. We've even got our presidents 

calling students …So many of the kids' mothers said, “you know, you 

must be in trouble” It's the president of the college whose just saying you 

miss a couple days and we need you here. You don't need to be missing. 

(Board member) 

 
 Four members of the seven-member Board of Trustees have attended one or more 

of the Achieving the Dream Board of Trustee Institutes annually starting in the spring 

semester of 2007.  The Board of Trustee Institute is a three-day (two half-day and one 

full-day) retreat for teams of one or two board members and the CEO for each 
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participating college to come together to learn about student equity and success. The 

2009 Board of Trustees Institute invitation outlines these opportunities: 

• Communicate background, commitments, purposes, and vision that 

guide the 2009 Board of Trustee Institute; 

• Convene with Board and CEO delegates from Achieving the 

Dream community colleges to share and elevate knowledge of how 

effective governance contributes to student equity and success; 

• Gain knowledge about assessing institutional readiness, improving 

outcomes pertaining to developmental education, cultivating public 

awareness and political commitment, and developing institutional 

capacity to introduce, foster, and sustain a student success agenda; 

• Enhance understanding of Board/CEO roles and responsibilities in 

establishing policies, priorities, goals, and practices relating to 

developmental education to increase student success; 

• Acquire resources and build a common body of knowledge about 

integrating a student success agenda and performance indicators 

into policies and operations; and 

• Contribute to a community of Board members and CEOs as life-

long learners and advocates of improving student success (Board 

of Trustees Institute, 2009, p. 1). 

 
The Board of Trustees Institutes combine large group educational sessions with 

small group sessions in which board members delve into data for their home institution 

on the topic of the retreat, such as developmental education or gateway/gatekeeper 

courses.  The focus is on helping board members understand the significance of the 

student success challenge at their own institution and others and what is their role and 

responsibilities as board members related to a student success agenda.  
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Summary 

To give a rich, thick description of the college used for this grounded theory 

study, this chapter gave a detailed overview of the college context.  A brief history of the 

college and an overview of the community served were provided.  This was followed by 

an extensive overview of the college.  A description of the student population was 

presented.  The mission and values that drive the college were outlined.  The chapter 

included a review of the college’s organizational structure, budget, and strategic plan, as 

well as an overview of the college culture.  The college’s initiatives to support student 

success were presented along with the college’s engagement in Achieving the Dream.  A 

description of the board of trustees, including information on its characteristics, an 

overview of board meetings, and a brief discussion of the governance philosophy, was 

explained. 

This chapter provided information about the college context. This permits the 

reader to make informed judgments as to the applicability of the research findings and the 

theoretical model presented in the next chapter to his or her situation.   
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Nothing has such power to broaden the mind as the ability to investigate 

systematically and truly all that comes under thy observation in life.  

~ Marcus Aurelius  

 
CHAPTER FIVE: FINDINGS 

Introduction and Overview 

The first four chapters of this study build the foundation for understanding the 

research problem, the study and its significance, the relevant literature, the methodology 

used for data collection and analysis, and the institutional context of the college that 

served as the case for this study.  This chapter is designed to present the findings from the 

study of the factors that lead a governing board to increase its engagement in student 

success. 

The chapter first presents the research questions that guided the study; examines 

the governing board’s level of engagement using four elements from Panthea’s (2008) 

definition; and chronicles the history of the governing board’s interest in student success. 

The eight key factors identified as influential in increasing the governing board’s focus 

on accountability for student success are delineated and discussed.  The relationships of 

these eight factors are articulated and displayed in a model that depicts these 

interrelationships. 

Overview of Research Questions and Data Analysis 

The purpose of this grounded theory study was to discover the principal 

influencing factors that result in a community college governing board’s increased focus 
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on and engagement in an institution’s accountability for student success. Two primary 

research questions guided this study: 

1. What are the primary influences that lead to a community college governing 

board to increase its focus on accountability for student success? 

2. What model best describes how these influences interact to result in a 

governing board’s increased focus on accountability for student success? 

 

In order to clarify the two primary research questions, several issue-specific sub-

questions about the board’s governance processes were examined.  Additionally, 

procedural sub-questions related to grounded theory were explored: 

1. What is the history of the governing board’s focus on accountability for 

student success? 

a. What were the major events or benchmarks in the process? 

b. Who were important participants in the process?  How did they participate 

in the process? 

c. What were the obstacles to change? 

d. What were the outcomes? 

2. What are the general categories that emerge in open coding? 

3. What central phenomenon or phenomena emerge? 

a. What are its causal conditions? 

b. What contextual or intervening conditions influenced it? 

c. What strategies or outcomes resulted from it? 

d. What were the consequences of these strategies? 

Understanding a complex phenomenon, such as the motivation for the collective 

behavior of a board of trustees, necessitates the use of a research methodology that 

captures this complexity.  As Yin (1994) noted, “the case study’s unique strength is in its 
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ability to deal with a full variety of evidence—documents, artifacts, interviews, and 

observations” (p. 8).  The case study method used for this grounded theory study allowed 

the collection of a wide array of data to inform the research findings.  Using an intensity 

sample, “[an] excellent or rich example of the phenomenon of interest” (Patton, 1990, p. 

171), the researcher identified a case that provided a wealth of information on the 

research questions. 

Initial and theoretical interviews of board members provided the foundation for 

data collection and analysis. Additional interviews of key administrators, a foundation 

partner, the college’s Achieving the Dream coaches, and a focus group of college faculty 

clarified and amplified the researcher’s understanding of the board and its focus on 

student success. As noted in Chapter Three, all interviews were audio-recorded and 

transcribed. Direct observation of board meetings, a strategic planning retreat, and 

college Achieving the Dream meetings supplemented the interview data.  Document 

reviews of board meeting agendas and minutes, along with other key documents, added 

depth to understanding and served as a source for credibility and dependability of the 

data. 

 Open coding of the initial interviews of the board members and the present and 

past chancellors resulted in 75 codes. Using axial and selective coding, these 75 codes 

were refined to the eight factors or affinities used for the theoretical interviews. The 

theoretical interviews formed the basis for the model of how the factors interact to lead a 

governing board to focus on student success.  
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Sample Selection 

  The college was selected as an intensity sample, an excellent example of the 

phenomenon of interest.  The goal was to identify a community college in which the 

governing board was highly engaged in student success.  Recommendations made by 

individuals knowledgeable about the work of the governing boards related to student 

success were used to select the college used in this study. 

 Four elements of Panthea’s (2008) five-element definition of corporate board 

engagement served as the foundation for determining if the board was engaged: (a) 

focus—student success as a board priority; (b) perspective—knowledge of or experiences 

related to student success, demonstrated by board development activities related to 

student success; (c) infrastructure—structures and practices that focus the board on 

student success; (d) behavior— challenging, guiding, and directing the college 

administration to be accountable for improved results.  Data relevant to each of these four 

elements for the board selected are presented to provide evidence of the level of 

engagement of the governing board. 

 Focus.  A shared view of the strategic challenges, priorities and objectives of the 

organization are the markers of this aspect of engagement. Board members have 

identified student success as a priority. On the wall above the board dais, the board 

requested that the college seal be replaced with a quote, “Achieving Students’ Dreams.” 

We had our logo…on the wall behind the board where we meet. I wanted 

to include a saying up there—Achieving Students' Dreams, because that's 

what we’re there for...so when they [the community and staff] see the 
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board, I wanted them to visualize this is the message that were about. 

(Board member) 

 
Board members and administrators highlighted the board’s interest in and 

attention to student success: 

They [the board] now are getting more excited about student success. 

They know there's more to the institution than that budget or buildings. 

At the end of the day all of this stuff is here to help students learn. And I 

think there is a growing consciousness on our board of that. 

(Administrator). 

 
The big values I think that we have are…really focusing on the student 

and the student success. Beginning with faculty and everybody, we want 

everybody on that campus to be focused on the student…giving them their 

best opportunity to succeed. (Board member) 

 

At a strategic planning retreat in January 2010 the board was asked to do a 

priority-setting exercise.  The meeting facilitator reported on the results: 

During the second day when I had them in an exercise about what stands 

out for you as what might be a strategic goal area, every single board 

member walked up to a board that I had asked them to put a sticky note on 

and the first words they wrote were “student success.” So seven board 

members writing that on a little sticky piece of paper and then all of them 

putting it side by side gave a vivid picture to all concerned.  That included 

all the district officers, all the college campus presidents.  To see the board 

so unified around that issue was really very dramatic. 
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 Perspective. This component of Panthea’s definition includes individual and 

group experience that gives insight for the key issues of the organization.  Board 

members have both individual and small group experiences related to student success. 

One board member serves on the college’s Achieving the Dream core team, which meets 

regularly to discuss issues related to student success. Four of the seven board members 

have attended one or more Achieving the Dream Board of Trustees Institutes.  Each board 

agenda has an Achieving the Dream student success presentation, which provides 

information on an aspect of the college’s efforts related to student success.  In addition, 

discussion of data and topics related to student success are frequently included on board 

workshop agendas. For example, the workshop agenda for July 2009 included a 

discussion of preliminary goals for 2009-2010, which has student success and enhanced 

learning as the second priority. The board meeting agenda for the same day included an 

overview of new student orientation, a student success initiative. 

 Infrastructure. Structures and practices that focus the board on key issues define 

the infrastructure aspect of board engagement. For the purposes of this study, student 

success is the key issue of concern.  Each board agenda has a standing Achieving the 

Dream Student Success presentation.  This was done at the board’s request. 

They wanted the workshop then to be every month before the regular 

meeting…and ideally they wanted it to be a student success kind of item. 

(Administrator).  

 
We have asked that we have at each board meeting something having to 

do with student achievement—Achieving the Dream. We are not totally 
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satisfied with all of the programs we have gotten on this, but it is a start. 

We are pushing in the direction to get us more of the factual type stuff.  

(Board member) 

 
 Behavior. As board members challenge, guide, and direct the chief executive, 

their behavior demonstrates engagement.  Board members are asking questions, 

requesting information, funding initiatives, and focusing the chancellor’s efforts toward 

student success. 

It [student success] was in the back of our mind, but it's in the forefront 

now. And again, it's on every agenda. We have a presentation. We talk 

about those things all the time. Some of the issues that come up in board 

discussions, even in our committee meetings, “Well, how does this lineup 

with student success?” (Board member) 

 
One thing they told us up there at Achieving the Dream—you ought to talk 

about student success at every meeting. Hell, we didn't talk about student 

success once every six or eight meetings. Now we’re talking about [it in] 

every meeting...It's hard to deal with that if you never talk about it. (Board 

member) 

 
We’re getting more to where we are conscious of justification for things. 

We’re starting to where we want a justification, not just a fiscal 

justification, but a justification on student learning.  (Board member) 

 
One of the presentations was on the student success centers and the 

tutoring, which made the whole board 100% committed.  We will continue 

this. So even though we are losing the [grant] funding, we will continue 

this. (Board member) 
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We're telling them [the staff] we want more students graduating. We don't 

want to lower our standards. We want more people completing classes. 

We want to find a way, particularly on our classes where the students can't 

quite make it: reading, math, etc. (Board member) 

 
Now are endeavoring for the first time to measure student success. We've 

never been able to really measure it. We don't know where they go. We 

don't know why they dropped out, etc. Now were trying to develop a 

program of staying on top and the only way you can stand top of all that is 

data and recent data. (Board member) 

 
History of the College Governing Board’s Interest in Student Success 

 A Case for Change, written by the former chancellor in September 2004, appears 

to be the first document shared with current governing board members, which directly 

addresses the need for improved accountability for student success. This document 

offered an overview of the college and the communities it serves from its opening in 

1961 to the present; articulated the external and internal challenges and threats to the 

college; and recommended change strategies to meet the external and internal challenges 

and threats.  One of the challenges noted was the increased emphasis on student learning 

and student success outcomes by the state higher education coordinating board and the 

college’s accrediting body. This document led to discussions and a heightened awareness 

of the challenges facing the college. One administrator noted the value of this document: 

A Case for Change was the genesis for hours of board discussion about the 

issues facing [the college] and why we needed to change.  It talked about 

losing market position. It talked about an environmental strand. It was 

basically an internal study of our organization that formed the genesis of 
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it. We began to look at data and talking about what's the reason for the 

season kind of deal. Then when Achieving the Dream came, it all 

crystallized. 

 
 In the summer of 2006 the college was invited to participate in Achieving the 

Dream as a part of a regional initiative funded by a local foundation. The foundation’s 

Director for Research and Planning stated that a major goal for the initiative was to “get a 

regional footprint, a student success footprint.”  Because of the foundation’s previous 

successful work on institutional change with public school boards of trustees, the 

initiative included a strong emphasis on board engagement and education.  The Director 

of Research and Planning noted the importance of including board members in reform 

efforts: 

If you’re looking at institutional reform, if you try that without paying 

attention to governance, particularly when the governance, those members 

are elected—politicians—if you ignore that dynamic, you make 

institutional reform commitments at your own peril.  

 
 The college prepared an application in the summer of 2006 and became a part of 

Achieving the Dream in the fall of 2006.  The college’s Achieving the Dream coach and 

data facilitator made a presentation on Achieving the Dream to the Board of Trustees at a 

special work session, as noted in the meeting minutes for the session: 

Grant facilitators…gave a presentation and discussion on the Achieving 
the Dream grant. ATD is a national initiative to help more community 
college students—particularly students at risk and low-income students—
succeed. The initiative works on multiple fronts—including efforts at 
community college and in research, public engagement and public 
policy—and emphasized the use of data to drive change. Our focus and 
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vision will be on quality teaching and learning, quality student outcomes, 
and creating a culture of inquiry and evidence. 
 

 One of the board members served on the college’s core team as a board 

representative.  The board member noted some internal challenges in the early days of the 

initiative: 

I went to some of the meetings and it was a lot of gnashing of teeth and 

having to get these figures and the calculations… A very good friend of 

mine that works for the district [said], “We don't have time. I have to do 

this. I have to do that. We just don't have time for all of this.”  

 
 In March of 2007, two board members and the chancellor attended the first 

Achieving the Dream Board of Trustees Institute in Santa Fe, New Mexico.  Both 

board members reported the impact of this meeting on their thinking about student 

success: 

Until I went to that first Achieving the Dream [meeting], I can assume I've 

been on this board for probably 20 years or close to it and I didn't realize 

how bad our numbers were. Now it wasn't just [our] college. It's all of 

them. It is everybody. I didn't realize how incredibly bad our numbers 

[were]. I heard some hints that our numbers weren't good, but I didn't 

realize just how bad those numbers were. It was an eye-opener for 

me…Gee whiz, if we were a business we'd be broke. We would be belly 

up. 

 
It wasn't until the first Achieving the Dream meeting, that me, and the 

former chancellor, [and another board member] went to in Santa Fe. That's 

what really hit. They hit us right between the eyes with success or lack of 

success rates—our completion rates and that type of thing. It was like 
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somebody just turned on the light switch; like, oh my God, we have totally 

missed the boat. We had looked at: okay, we’re up in enrollment 7% or 

8% or 10%. Fantastic!  Never stopping to think about the students that 

didn't make it through; dropped out.  All we cared about was [if we] paid 

the bills and we have bigger numbers than we did last semester at this 

time. That's all we cared about.  

 
The board members reported to their fellow board members at their April 2007 

board meeting.  The board members who attended the Achieving the Dream Board of 

Trustee Institute wanted to make some changes: 

When we came back from that conference, … we got it and we told 

everybody at that board meeting, “Things have to change here. We have to 

focus on student success.”  

 
One of the immediate changes occurred at that very next meeting. The board 

voted to increase the already-proposed higher tuition cost by an additional dollar, which 

was to be dedicated to a student success initiative fund. Other changes were more 

gradual, but the board began to get more information on student success at their board 

meetings and workshops. One board member noted about this time, “But like going with 

all of these, nothing ever gets carried out when you get back and we wouldn't talk about 

students once every six months…And I'll tell you what, I think we are making some 

progress now.” 

A review of board meeting agendas and minutes from January 2003 until the 

board members’ report on the Achieving the Dream Board of Trustees Institute in April 

2007 uncovered very few presentations related to student success; a total of 16 agenda 
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items for the 62 regular meetings or workshops during this period appeared to be related 

to student success. Many of items were presentations or announcements related to grant- 

funded programs.  There was not a great deal of change in the number of agenda items on 

student success until April 2008.  

In July 2007 the board held an evening workshop for over four hours focused on 

student success data and programs. This is the first agenda that specifically noted 

reporting on “student success indicators.”  At the January meeting in 2008 during a 

strategic discussion, the minutes noted board members made two specific requests related 

to student success: “[One board member] commented that we should address student 

achievement at every meeting. [Another board member] suggested including student 

success as part of the logo when replacing the one behind the board chairs.” 

The April 2008 agenda is the first time there were specific titles for student 

success items: “Student Success Recognitions” and “Student Success Reports.” This 

standing title was changed on the May 2008 agenda to read:  “Achieving the Dream 

Student Success Presentations.”  For every subsequent meeting there is a standing item 

on “Achieving the Dream Student Success Presentations.”  

In May 2008 two board members reported on attending the second Achieving the 

Dream Board of Trustees Institute. At the April 2009 board meeting, three board 

members reported on the third Achieving the Dream Board of Trustees Institute.  Four of 

the seven current board members have attended one or more of the board institutes.  

Board members reported that they now want to have more student success data 

and to get the data faster.  
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We've requested again that our information systems get improved to the 

point that we can track these things. We want to know as quickly as we 

can how many students that enrolled at the beginning of the fall semester, 

how many of them dropped out? … Alright, so we've been in this now for 

a few weeks, now where are we? Those that left, did we contact them? Did 

we find out why they left? (Board member) 

 
If you've got 30,000 students, you've really got to have good numbers to 

know what you're doing—to know if you're really making any headway, 

or not…We’re just starting to get it [the data].  [I] talked to [the former 

chancellor] for seven years about this data. We're just starting to get it. 

(Board member) 

 
[What] I'm trying to do is take our institutional information monitoring 

reports…and look how I can beef it up and get some more meat into it, so 

that we can have more meaty discussions. Their concern was that if they 

did it in a public meeting, going over data, they couldn't ask the questions 

they wanted. But they also didn't feel that they were getting the bad 

information. They thought we were giving them only the good stuff. So 

what I'm trying to do is make sure we give them the full picture.  

(Administrator) 

 

We want more; we want it quicker; we don't want it two years [from now]. 

Information two years ago—I don't think so. I mean golly. It is kind of 

like flying…there is a reason why jet pilots don't have rear view mirrors. 

Think about it, what's the point?…two years, that's ancient history at this 

point. (Board member) 
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 At this stage in the history of the board’s engagement in student success, one of 

the Achieving the Dream coaches, after a recent college-wide meeting with faculty about 

student success data, cautioned that the board may need patience as this effort unfolds: 

So in that sense the board is out ahead of the faculty.  It will be okay if the 

board respects the role that the chancellor has to play and they so far are 

doing that very well.  I mean the notion of having vision, values, mission, 

strategic goals all clearly stating that we’re about student success is a huge 

victory for the district.  But the challenge now is for the chancellor and her 

entire leadership team and others across that district is to step up to the 

board’s expectations.  That’s not going to be an easy process.  It’s an 

important process and I tend to talk about that as a shared struggled that 

they’re going to have to work through. But the board gets it clearly.  

They’re expectations are clearly stated now.  The rest of the district is 

going to have to be responsive now to those high expectations. 

 
System Elements: Affinities 

 The components or factors that might influence a board’s interest in student 

success were initially drawn from the research literature on board governance.  These 

preliminary factors established the foundation for the initial interview protocol with 

board members and administrators ( Appendix A and B). All interviews and the faculty 

focus group were transcribed. The interviews with board members and the current and 

former chancellor were coded through an initial open coding process. After further 

refinement of the codes through axial and selective coding, eight factors—or affinities as 

they are named in the Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA) process used to develop the 

model of how the system elements relate— were identified (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).  
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Each of the affinities will be described below using a modified IQA approach: an opening 

statement of the important features of the affinity, a quote in bold that epitomizes an 

aspect of the affinity, and  a summary statement by the researcher followed by quotes 

from interviewees that provide evidence to support the opening statement.  The quotes 

are retained as individual quotes rather than stitched together as a collective voice as is 

done in a typical IQA study. 

Board Characteristics 

 The individuals who make up a board bring specific values, skills, knowledge, 

expertise, life experiences, and personalities that influence their work on the board. Board 

members chose to serve because they value the educational mission of the institution; 

many also have a personal connection to the college.  Underscoring the value they place 

on education, board members act in the best interest of the college with no personal 

agenda clouding their judgments.  Board members approach their work in a professional 

manner. The long tenure of several board members provides sufficient experience and 

expertise to understand the complex operations of the college. At the same time, adding 

new members to the board is beneficial to bring in new perspectives. The diverse 

experience and perspectives of the members complement one another to improve the 

operation of the board.  The business perspective of many members is viewed as a 

strength of the board.  As board members work together, these individual characteristics 

are drivers of the way in which the board interacts and fulfills its roles and 

responsibilities.   
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 I think that is why I like working for the college so much, because here at the 

college when we are successful, it means good things. Board members choose to serve 

the college because they value education.  Many also have personal connections to the 

college: 

Education is something that's very important to me…I went to [the 

college] when I was going to college. My wife attended classes there. Both 

of my children have attended classes there. But education in general is 

something I was interested in. So when they called me and asked me to 

interview for that position I said, “Well, okay.” (Board member) 

 
It is an opportunity to have an impact on an institution that impacts our 

area, both directly and indirectly through the students, through the tax 

base, through the tax rolls—just a wide spectrum...But most importantly, it 

has an impact on the students…without that the students will go 

someplace else. They'll do something else and that will deprive the 

community of its best and brightest. (Board member) 

 
I wanted to be involved. I've been involved with politics through the years. 

I just thought the only thing that you really have a really rewarding type 

[of] endeavor is something to do with education, try to improve society. I 

was city councilman for about 10 years in [the community] and justice of 

the peace for about eight years...and all those were great. They were fun, 

but…you just made the decision and went on. I just wanted to be involved 

with [the college]. (Board member) 

 
 But in our hearts, everyone of us, we are not doing it because Susie Jones 

down the street wants us to do it, or because our son has a contract with so and so 

who is trying to get business—everyone of us votes for what is good for the college.  
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Board members execute their duties with the best interest of the college in the forefront 

with no personal agendas affecting their decisions: 

With this board when push came to shove, even though we may not all 

agree on something, every single board member since I've been on here 

has really cared about what's best for the students here. (Board member) 

 
What I've seen is that there's a strong desire on the part of every individual 

board member that I've observed. They are there for the right reason. 

There's a strong desire for student achievement, excellence in education, 

making sure that we provide the very best that we can possibly provide at 

a reasonable cost. Of course, you have to represent the taxpayer too, so 

you have to have a balance there. (Board member) 

 
I don't think there's anybody on this board that has any hidden agendas 

whatsoever.  (Board member)  

 
But to my knowledge, there are no personal agendas. Nobody is there to 

aggrandize themselves. (Board member) 

 
I think all of our members are equally as capable. And I think they're fair-

minded, which I think is very important. I don't think anyone has come to 

that position with a single agenda, which is very, very helpful. Because 

you know you have seen boards operate, when a person who is single-

focused and this is just like a wheel that has a flat side. (Board member) 

 
You know being a board member is kind of like being a professional; the 

more you do it, the better you get at it. The long tenure of many board members and 

limited turnover is seen a both a positive and a negative: 
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It takes a long time I think to learn all the intricacies of a college like this, 

how it functions, and [what] we deal with every day here. (Board member) 

 
We have myself and another younger person on the board now and it's a 

relatively young board. The ones that have been on there are older. They 

are experienced people. They have a lot of knowledge so I would hate not 

to have them. (Board member) 

 
Most of us have been around a long time. I think we have had some new 

blood on the board…The board had probably got pretty stagnant and that 

wasn't a good thing. Good people. Again I'm not saying anything about 

great people, but we had people, quite frankly, that had been on the board 

too damned long. (Board member) 

 
Probably the worst thing that [the college] board had was no turnover for 

too long… because when you've had people on there that have been on 

there that long, things just evolve. It's no one's fault even. It's not a 

planned event. You get these little weird alliances…Now we really have 

some independent-thinking people. (Board member) 

 
I think, not that common knowledge, but that blended knowledge really 

improves the board as opposed to having all of…one particular type of board 

member. Board members bring diverse personal and professional experience and a 

business perspective to their work on the board: 

We are fortunate we had different people on the board with different levels 

of expertise… We were looking at a specific topic recently and… our 

newest board member brought up some issues that I may have had a 

general idea [about], but I mean, I never would have even thought to bring 

up, but because of his background in banking and some exposure that he 
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had had to some circumstances, he brought up some things that I don't 

think anyone on our board would bring up. (Board member) 

 
Our board is comprised mostly of people that…have their own businesses. 

We know what it's like. We know pay raises don't usually come 

automatically and we want accountability from our people.   (Board 

member)  

 
Isn't that a good thing how you can blend the private sector expertise with 

that of education? I've long believed that that was necessary and it's a good 

marriage if you got people who really can identify in working in 

educational institutions…The other side of the coin, sometimes business 

blames education for all the ills of the world and that's not right either, 

because they're part of it. You blend it.  You marry it. And then there's 

good things happening. (Board member) 

 
Achieving the Dream 

 Board education provides board members with knowledge, inspiration, and a new 

perspective to the work of the board. Board members emphasized that participation in the 

board education offered by Achieving the Dream Board of Trustees Institutes was a 

catalyst for the changes in the board’s focus on student success.  Board members 

experienced an epiphany about their role and responsibilities related to student success at 

the institute, but find it difficult to translate that understanding into institutional change.  

Participation by the college in Achieving the Dream was a driving force in cultural 

change at the college. 
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The Achieving the Dream conference that [a local foundation] funded for 

us—that turned on the light. We’re wasting a whole bunch. We've got to do things 

different.  The Achieving the Dream Board of Trustees Institutes gave trustees a new 

perspective on their work: 

Our board chair and co-chair, vice chair went to the New Mexico Achieving the 

Dream conference and they heard a presentation or they heard a series of 

presentations having to do with data-enriched decision-making and what's the 

board's role in that. I had been trying for a couple of years to get the board to look 

at that. One of my board members who at the time was chair, he said to me on the 

plane, “Our job is not to look at the nitty-gritty of what's running the college. Our 

job is to oversee.” I said, “Yes, I agree 100%, but you need to be looking at the 

data as to how well we are doing. How well our students are doing. You as the 

board set the tone for the rest of the college.” He disagreed with me going into the 

conference. It was like an epiphany during this small conference that he and the 

current chair who was then vice-chair did a 180. (Administrator) 

 
When I got on the board, and it's amazing, I don't think we were stupid 

people, but we valued or rated the district on how many students did we 

have this year over last year.  It wasn't until the first Achieving the Dream 

meeting, that myself and the former chancellor, [and another board 

member] went to the Achieving the Dream meeting in Santa Fe—that's 

what really hit. (Board member) 

 
I'm thinking, God, why doesn't anybody get it. But we didn't get it on our 

own.  And I think that's crazy because you know you know we had a 

doctor and attorney in all these big educated people and we didn't get it. 

(Board member) 
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[The board chair] was very instrumental. He was board chair when we 

first went to Achieving the Dream [Board of Trustees Institute]. When you 

talk with him he will tell you he thought it was bogus, but then it 

connected. That was because before then everything we were doing was 

enrollment-driven. When it connected and he listened to presentations at 

that first Achieving the Dream [Board of Trustees Institute], it just 

changed the focus of the board.  [Another board member] was with him 

that year, and together they just they've really been the driver. 

(Administrator) 

 
I wish that the Achieving the Dream conference that some of us have had 

the opportunity to attend; I would love to see all of our board members be 

able to attend, because the information that we have garnered through that, 

I think has been a big impetus for us…I know even personally, it just gave 

me a different perspective…filled in a lot of gaps. I really think that was 

probably the thing that really started to get the full flame going and fueled 

it and got it to where it is today. So probably the first time we had a couple 

of board members attend that conference and they came back all pumped 

up and you can just kind of see that they were excited and then that 

excitement filter into the rest of us. (Board member) 

 
You are as bad as you thought you were, but you are not lonesome.  Through 

the peer to peer networking at the Achieving the Dream Board of Trustees Institute, 

participating board members discovered that the problem is a shared issue; there is 

comfort in the shared struggle: 

 
 

There’s a whole bunch of people that are equally as bad as you are. That’s 

kind of like an AA meeting in that regard, when you find you are not out 
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there alone. There are other people that are fighting the same battles you 

are. So once you find that out and you get some common ground, then 

you’ve got stuff you can work on and build together. (Board member) 

 
I love it when we have opportunities to interact. Maybe that is one of the 

things I really enjoyed about the New Mexico conferences on the 

Achieving the Dream deal…the time we get to interact with other people 

involved in community colleges in the [our state]. You know, talking to 

someone in a community college in California, it's beneficial, but they live 

in a little bit different world than we do, so what they are going to gain 

from us, what we are going to gain from them; it's good, but it has it's 

limitation. (Board member) 

 
You leave Achieving the Dream and you're really pumped and then you get 

back and you have to figure out [how] to make it work.  The insight and inspiration of 

the conference is difficult to sustain when the board members return home and the real 

work starts: 

You know you can use Achieving the Dream all you want to. Unless 

you're in there in the trenches doing something about it…I think the first 

one we ever went to—that was three or four years ago—but nothing much 

came of that. (Board member) 

 
I think as board members we see those numbers and we get, again in some 

ways, you get a little disappointed in yourselves. But in a lot of ways you 

also get excited. You come back and you're kind of pumped and you want 

to go save the world. Well, yeah you need that every now and then.  

Reality does step up and bite you pretty quick. No, you can't do that. 

Okay, so we will save half the world then and then we'll get the other half 



 

148 

the next thing. But that's okay, that's good. Once you get exposed to all 

that stuff and it just helps to understand our numbers better. Sometimes 

you also find out, maybe we are not so bad. (Board member) 

 
Well, for years some of us yelled about student success, but I think Achieving 

the Dream got everybody involved in student success, I really do.  Board members 

spoke of Achieving the Dream as a powerful influence to focus on student results: 

The Achieving the Dream is pretty much a driving force in what were 

doing to change the culture and the thought processes of the faculty staff 

students and everybody involved with the college.  The idea behind 

Achieving the Dream is that you're going to get results, not that you are 

going to get contact hours. Not that you're to get students; it's not you are 

going to reduce taxes; it's making sure that you achieve your goals. (Board 

member) 

 
Well for years some of us yelled about student success but I think 

Achieving the Dream got everybody involved in student success, I really 

do. Because we did not know until we met and ran in to all these colleges 

in [our state] we did not know what their dropout rates and their lack of 

success was and we were all astonished when we saw the statistics. Every 

one of the colleges was saying, “I didn't realize that this. I didn't realize 

this.” So Achieving the Dream probably got the ball rolling downhill. 

(Board member) 

 
 
 

Changing External Context 
 

Changes to the external environment influence the work of the college and how 

board members must respond.  As noted in Chapter Three, the community is rapidly 
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changing its demographic makeup, becoming more ethnically diverse with a burgeoning 

Hispanic population; this is viewed as a more difficult population to engage in higher 

education. Societal changes in the way people live and work are also influencing changes 

to the institution. Board members keep the needs of taxpayers in the forefront of 

budgetary decisions, particularly in light of the difficult economic times. Maintaining 

positive relationships with the community is an important aspect of the work of the 

board.  Balancing the pressures caused by reduced state funding and a difficult economy, 

along with increased competition, creates a significant challenge for the college. Outside 

regulators have begun to press for increased accountability for student success at the 

same time as the college is facing other pressures. 

The big thing in the state right now is that we’re a minority state now. The 

changing demographics influence the work of the college: 

We are seeing a huge shift in the people that comprise the population and 

they're harder to educate…They [Hispanics] traditionally don't like to go 

to school. Their parents think that they've done well building houses and 

stuff. You don't need to go to college to do that. I think it's just becoming a 

bigger challenge to try to educate. First the first step is trying to get [them] 

to come to college to start with. (Board member) 

 
We're trying to reach some of the minorities. Our goal is eventually trying 

to reach them down at about the eighth grade and meet with their parents 

and explain to their parents the value of an education and how much more 

your earnings long-range will be. Because we have so many minority kids 

in eighth grade, in ninth grade [whose] parents say, “Come on. It's time to 

start working. You get your roofing job with your brother and make some 
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real money.” So they disappear. So were trying to show them what the 

value is. The only way we can do that is to reach their parents and let their 

parents see what the value of this will be long-range. (Board member) 

 
We’re living in a changing world; there are so many things going on today.  

Significant changes in the way people live and work impact the college and its programs: 

I read something the other day. There's going to be jobs created in the next 

two years that we have never even heard about and so this is got to be an 

evolving process for us and that's the community college. I believe it's 

quicker on its feet to adapt, to having the curriculum and the programs to 

make students prepared to allow them to be prepared for that. (Board 

member) 

 
One of the other areas that is exciting is the online education, because with 

not only the time constraints that people have but also the cost constraints 

of travel and gasoline and other items. I believe that it may never be the 

majority of education, but it will certainly have a major impact upon 

education, because the society that we live in is not a 9-to-5 society 

anymore. In this area in particular, we have shifts; those are 24/7. (Board 

member) 

 
There's not a whole lot of confidence out there on the part of people who 

are attending school. What kind of job am I going to have when I get out? 

(Board member) 

 

The other thing I brought up is are we offering enough distance learning 

Are we offering enough evening courses? Some classes, there are some 

things you can't do on the Internet…Well, the ones that would have to be 

in class, are we offering enough evening classes? (Board member) 
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 I just figure I am there to look out for the people's money. Representing the 

taxpayers while balancing the needs of the college and students has a major impact on the 

work of board members: 

I see the taxpayers as our stockholders. I felt like we have some fiduciary 

responsibilities. Being a person who abhors property tax, you have to 

really convince me that it's needed. (Board member) 

 
We have to have a sense of responsibility to the taxpayer. They have 

entrusted us with a lot of money, either via property taxes or the money 

coming in from the state. They have entrusted us with a lot of money and 

it is not our money. I am a strong believer it is not my money; it is not [the 

college's] money; it is the taxpayers' money. It is always their money; it is 

never not their money. Therefore, we need to make absolutely certain we 

are spending it wisely. (Board member) 

 
I focus on the product. In the private sector you have to do that or you're 

gone. We have a mission statement [and] all that and that's good to hang 

on the wall or something. But you've got to stay focused on product. I 

represent the students and the taxpayers.   I feel that if I do a good job, if 

the college does a good job with the students, then that's what the 

taxpayers want and all this other stuff is just ancillary. (Board member) 

 
Community connection as far as [the] college is really, really important 

because… we’re state-supported, but most of our income comes from ad 

valorem taxes. We set a tax rate, and so the people within the college 

district pay so much per hundred dollars valuation on their property to the 

college… We try to keep them at a rate where everyone can afford and not 

wanting people to move out of [the] college district. (Board member) 
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We have a very low tax rate, but it's because we have a very big district. 

But citizens are always interested in number one: are they getting their 

money's worth out of the teachers? Number one: teachers don't work 

40nhours and they get paid all this money, etc. I run into that periodically. 

The tax rate as long as you don't raise my tax rate…the citizens are 

interested, they're taxed to death—mosquito control district, flood control 

district, county, city, school—so we have to keep a low tax rate and we 

have to keep a low tuition to encourage our students to go to college. 

(Board member) 

 
Watch the tax rate. Now try not to get so our taxes are so much that the 

people are grumbling about it or that the tuition is so high that that the 

students are grumbling about it. (Board member) 

 
We work with the various groups of the community; the college has a very 

good rapport with the community. Maintaining positive relationships with community 

members, taxpayers, leaders, and organizations is an important role of the board: 

Our community leaders outside affect the board…Organizations know 

something that should be done in the community and they bring it to the 

board; then we consider that, because we like to keep up with the 

community. (Board member) 

 
I am elected by the people of the district. That's what they expect out of 

this college; they expect if they come to this college to be educated or if 

they send their kids or their nephews or nieces, they want them to get a 

good education. That's what this college is about. (Board member) 
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The community at-large from the standpoint of taxpayers, business people, 

the industries that have specific training needs, other governmental entities 

—from the standpoint of how you be can you be cooperative; how can you 

work together. Those are some of the external influences that I see right 

now. (Board member) 

 
In my opinion, one thing that I found—[the] college has a great positive 

influence on this community, and it's regarded as an institution that doesn't 

have any flaws. Since I've been on the board I haven't heard a single 

complaint about [the] college. (Board member) 

 
With funding being not what it needs to be necessarily from the state— 

and it's not going to get any better—you can go up there [to the state] and cry all 

you want; it's a wasted effort.   Concerns about adequate funding and the state of the 

economy present a challenge for the college: 

When I first started, I guarantee that the state was providing us with our 

budget—like 45% of our operating budget.  Just in the 35 years I have 

been in community college work, I've seen it just come down and down 

and down.  Here in our community, it is pretty conservative. We don't like 

to raise local ad valorem taxes; we want to keep our tuition down. 

(Administrator) 

 
With the economy like it is, I think that's a driving force in seeing more 

freshman. When economy is bad the numbers go up. (Board member) 

 
We have to compete for the students with these other schools. Competition 

from other education institutions is another external pressure on the college: 

We have four-year colleges and we have gobs of community colleges… 
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So we have competition. (Board member) 

 
I think one thing that we've got to be concerned about is the University [a 

Junior/Senior university in the area]…opening up to become a four-year 

institution. There is a bill before the House last session where they wanted 

to do that …We're a feeder, so they would be competing with us. (Board 

member). 

 
Workforce and economic development is a huge concern for me… Each 

of those are industries that have issues right now…But nobody has really 

been serving them. And so we are trying to roll out some things there, but 

our competition, we have [a] technical college coming in right down the 

road. We have some private companies that are doing some training. We 

need to get our act together. (Administrator) 

 
One of the biggest influences SACS has is like the Achieving the Dream stuff; 

it makes you have to stop and take a look at yourself and where you're going and 

why you're going there.  Accrediting bodies and other regulatory agencies also have an 

impact on the college’s work: 

SACS was very instrumental with their visit 10 years prior when they said, 

and I was fairly new on the board, “You are three college campuses with 

one college name.” We want to be one college with three campuses and 

we listened. We’re finally getting there. Maybe not 100%, but we’re a lot 

farther than we were then…. (Board member) 

 

They [the board] have a real awareness now of the SACS process. They 

don't go to any conferences on it, but they're seeing how that needs to 

become part of our overall processes. (Administrator) 
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Focus on Student Success 

 As the college shifts its focus to student success and results, instead of looking 

primarily at growth and enrollments, the institution is impacted in many ways. Student 

success becomes a part of everyone’s job, leading to a more customer-service orientation 

to better meet the diverse needs of the students.  Innovation is valued as a way to support 

student success, resulting in changes to the way business is done at the college from 

registration to the programs offered to the schedule to the work of the board. The board’s 

work is expanded and becomes more complex as they grapple with how to define and 

hold the institution accountable for improved student success.  

 We want everybody, whether it's the janitor or the gardener… to realize that 

it's all of their concern that we make a success for each one of these students.  The 

focus on student success is a shared vision and shared responsibility: 

How does this lineup with student success?  We have the mission and then 

it just cascades on down. A lot of companies have a mission, but if all 

their employees don't understand what that mission and purpose is, then 

they're out there doing their thing. It's discombobulated.  But I think were 

in unison. I believe that there is a real focus. (Board member) 

 
Everything, we're trying to get everybody looking, everyone pulling the 

same rope in the same direction as hard as they can, because I think that 

the need is greater than what we can possibly do anyway. (Board member) 

 

I think that these people are coming to us with a sincere desire to improve 

their lot in life. We have got to make sure all of our systems, all of our 
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staff, all of our faculty, our facilities, everything we are doing is giving 

them every opportunity to do that. (Board member) 

 
There's just some people who never will see the direction to go, but I 

would tell you that I think the focus is very much today on working to get 

those numbers of those students being successful increased. (Board 

member) 

 
Being in business I kind of see the students as our customers and I like to see 

them treated that way. Having a customer-service attitude by focusing on the needs of 

students is a part of student success: 

The way we have approached the diversity of the population that we serve, 

I think we've been real attentive to the needs of the customer. (Board 

member) 

 
Why are we here? We're here for the students. We have asked over the 

years, I think, the student to adapt to us too often as opposed to us 

adapting to the student And I think, I know there has got to be some give 

and take on that. I think we need to be, and we are. I think [the] college 

has become a lot more sensitive to the needs of the student than what we 

were the day I walked on board. (Board member) 

 
Whatever your obstacle to success was, did we fail somewhere along the 

line in helping you overcome that obstacle? That's what we got to do. 

Then when we know what the obstacle was, then let's fix it, so that next 

time we do a little better job of making sure the student knew that there 

was help available. (Board member) 
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You can talk about all this other stuff and it boils right down to your 

product. The biggest problem we have is staying focused on the product. 

They're more concerned about pay raises and bonuses and this and that 

and technology and that. (Board member) 

 
Well I think that the important thing is to try to develop curriculum and 

courses and technical programs that are beneficial to the students that just 

don't get them out and they got a worthless piece of paper and a nice 

degree to hang up. (Board member) 

 
We have a goal to educate these kids and it doesn't matter if they aren't 

college material when they walk in the door. A focus on student success means 

meeting students where they are and helping them succeed; it does not mean diminishing 

the standards: 

Going forward I think you've got to look at if you're looking at student 

achievement you got to know your customer. You've got to know what 

they're bringing to the table there. (Board member) 

 
We have to educate these kids and make sure they have the support, the 

tools, and everything we can do to the extent that we can to make sure that 

they have a successful outcome whether that is a four-year college degree 

a two-year AA, so they can go get a job out in the industry or whether they 

have specific job skills that they need to train for like operators or other 

types of jobs. When they leave us, we want them to have that and we want 

it to be effective for them. Otherwise they paid a lot of money and [have] 

gotten absolutely nothing except killed some very wonderful time. (Board 

member) 
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We've got to figure out how to get you up, not the standards down. We're 

not going to bring standards to your level. (Board member) 

 
We're telling them [the staff] we want more students graduating; we don't 

want to lower our standards; we want more people completing classes. 

(Board member) 

 
We need to know why did this person not choose to stay. Was there 

something we could have done? Did we fail some way in letting this 

person to know that, hey, we could have helped you with financial aid 

or we could've helped you with tutoring or we could have helped you with 

access to computer equipment or whatever it was. (Board member) 

 
People have complicated lives. There are a lot of reasons why people drop 

out of school. Some of them we can help fix, like the financial aid which 

is a big issue there. (Board member) 

 
We don't need to follow somebody else's agenda. We need to establish our 

own and be out there ahead of the curve.  Innovation is needed to help students 

succeed: 

Some things that people have done that have worked; things that people 

change in the registration processes that help the students; things that 

people change in their financial aid department that help the 

students…changes that colleges have made in their course offerings that it 

helped the students or in mentoring program, tutoring programs and those 

types of things that have helped the students to be more successful. (Board 

member) 
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Each campus looks that their students and are trying a different 

methodology.  Now it may end up being a one-size-fits-all because there 

may be one method that improves over the other but it's encouraging to me  

that from the standpoint of academic freedom, you can have different 

approaches and different thought process go into it all at the same school  

and is not a combative or a conflict. It's a competitive and a cooperative 

method that we are going try to see what works best. (Board member) 

 
If we don't know what a student's goal is when they walked in the first day, 

how in the world are we going to measure student success? Defining student success is 

complicated and requires consideration of a number of factors: 

I think it's a sense of accomplishment that a student has when he or she 

leaves the campus for the last time—that 's student success. (Board 

member) 

 
I'll tell you how I would define it. You have to get inside a person's head 

when he attends college to know what their objective is. I think you 

defined it by having that student when they leave after that first year or 

that second year and they have a feeling of accomplishment that what has 

occurred at [the] college lines up with their objectives. They've been 

challenged. They are in a better position obviously to gain employment. 

But I think it transcends that. I think it's more than that. It allows them 

[the] ability to think for themselves. (Board member) 

 
If you are measuring student success, you can't measure it on diplomas. 

That is a part of it, but not solely, because everyone is there for different 

reasons. So you have got to know why the student is there. And okay, if 

they are here for whatever, did they get that? Maybe they…didn't want a 

diploma. I didn't want a diploma from [the] college when I attended. I just 
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wanted to take some classes. So if you were going to try to measure me 

against a diploma, I don't think you would look good; you would look 

pretty bad. But if you measured me against did I achieve what I wanted to 

achieve, absolutely. So you have to…figure out why is the student here 

and then measure it against that. Did we achieve? So the student has to 

become a very important part of the information process. (Board member) 

 
Of course you like to see the grade point is real important, but it's not the 

most important thing. That's important but I think to be able to trace or 

track that person from the time that they leave [the] college and go out to 

the community and are involved in what they're doing for their livelihood; 

what they're doing as far as not just that student, but the family too. (Board 

member) 

 

They know there's more to the institution than that budget or buildings; at 

the end of the day all of this stuff is here to help students learn.  The work of the 

board expands when attention is given to student success: 

The annual priorities for the institution you will see are focused upon, they 

really have an emphasis on, student success. (Administrator) 

 
We want people accountable.  We want to have good teachers. We want 

people who are interested in the success of their students. (Board member) 

 

Historically, we never talked about student success or student learning 

outcomes or data like that.  Now every single board meeting monthly. one 

of the standing board agenda items is the student success report.  They 

want to know two things: What interventions are you doing? Also they 
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want to know: Was that intervention successful?  So that is a huge 

transformation. (Administrator) 

 
Those folks are very, very much committed to student success. It just is a 

question now of focusing them on the right things. And I think we are 

going to see more in the years to come of incredible engagement and 

dialogue between the faculty and the board. (Administrator) 

 
Board Roles and Responsibilities 
 
 The values and beliefs board members hold about their roles and responsibilities 

impact how they approach the work of the board.  One of the key responsibilities is 

setting direction for the college, establishing a shared vision of the direction. The board 

views its role as a macro one of policy-making, direction-setting, outlining expectations 

and priorities, budgeting, monitoring expenditures, and assessment and evaluation of 

results. Implementation of these directives is the responsibility of the chancellor and her 

staff. Fiscal responsibility is another important component of the board’s responsibilities.  

Board members set high standards and have expectations for excellence, affordability and 

continuous improvement. Excellence only comes from having excellent employees; the 

board believes that putting a performance management system in place is essential to the 

success of the college. 

All the values and what drives the institution, it doesn't just come down from 

the top; it's got to cascade down at various levels. Everybody's got to be on the same 

page. Setting direction for the institution and establishing a shared vision is one of the 

key jobs of the board:  
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Across the board there is a whole attitude and a beginning of a culture 

there that is we all have to work together, because the challenges that we 

have are significant. We are all here for that common goal which is 

student success. (Administrator) 

 
We are determined that we are going to have one college with three 

campuses. Yeah, that's a challenge when you have those top-level people 

at those campuses… [campus one] doesn't want be like [campus two] or 

[campus three] or vice versa their unique identity and all of that. It is okay 

to have your own identity as far as the basketball team or the baseball 

team, but as far as the college is concerned, we have got to have one 

identity. (Board member) 

 
When everyone's moving in the same direction then you have, even if 

they're not all in exactly the harmony or the same direction, you at least 

make progress and you aren't having the tug-of-war, if you will, with the 

rope which you have winners and losers. Suddenly, everybody is pulling 

in the same direction. (Board member) 

 
Beginning with faculty and everybody, we want everybody on that 

campus to be focused on the student, giving them their best opportunity to 

succeed. (Board member) 

 

It is our job I think to help listen to the community. How much of our 

effort needs to be put into educating students who want to go to four-year 

schools? How much of our effort needs to be towards vocational type 

education, certificates and things of that nature? Then, of course, for folks 

just looking for a little extra knowledge here and there, a lot of people are 

trying to get retrained to either get a better job or they've lost their job; 
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they are trying to go after a new career.  We try to balance that. It is a 

combination. All of those things are important. (Board member) 

 
It's our job to set the guidelines and the goals of the college and then you get 

out of the way and let them do their job.  The board views their role as a macro one—

policy-making and direction setting, working through the chancellor they have selected: 

The board has really been our policymaker. I mean, their roles are the policies, 

approving the budget and then hiring the chancellor. They have had some times in 

the past where they have gotten into operations, but I don't see that right now. 

(Administrator) 

 
I also see that it's the board's role to make sure that we head in the 

direction that we go. That we keep getting this data that we do evaluations. 

We are now getting to where were going to do evaluation of our 

employees and pay is going to be based on that. (Board member) 

 
We are here to set policy and see that the policies are carried out. (Board 

member) 

 
I think [our role] is to let the chancellor know what direction we would 

like the college to go in. I mean we’re real big right now on the one-

college concept where there had been three campuses competing with each 

other. This is my soccer team, this is my baseball,  this is my such and 

such. We figured that we are never going to get to where we needed to go 

with three different colleges. Also, I know we have shown interest in 

trying to have the same courses at all three campuses. (Board member) 

 

I think the work of the board is: a) to hire the chancellor; [and] b) approve the 

budget and focus upon macro issues, not micro issues, but the large broad issues. 
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What is the mission of the institution? What is our purpose?  Again, I think some 

people, in my opinion, don't really understand the purpose of the board. Yes they 

represent the institution, but they also represent their constituencies.  They are 

elected governmental officials, elected by the taxpayers to protect the interests of 

the taxpayers as well.  So I view the work of the board as being multipurpose. 

My feeling about this though is the board more and more, as they look at the 
macro issues as they are appropriately intended to look at. (Administrator) 

 
We hire and fire our chancellor…We have to start with making sure that 

…we have gone out and really done our due diligence to make sure, 

number one, that we have the right person in that position who has the 

same beliefs that we do and then has the knowledge and the abilities to go 

in and affect the things. (Board member) 

 
None of us on the board are trained educators…The first time any of us 

board members start going in and try to decide what you are going to teach 

for English 101, that is kind of a bad day for education, I think. Our deal is 

to make sure that those top people, through working with our chancellor, 

that we have people on board in our top positions that are going to take 

what it is that we've decided and then carry it through and take that down 

throughout the ranks in the system and then hold those people 

accountable. (Board member) 

 
To me the board has to be very careful, and myself because I jump in with 

both feet, we have to make sure we aren't micromanaging. It's our job to 

set the message, set the goal. It's [the chancellor’s] job to figure out the 

best way to achieve that. It is our job to see that she does achieve that. 

(Board member) 
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Obviously you don't want to micromanage things; that's one of the things 

that boards do not want to do. We hire people to do that. I think you 

evaluate policy; you set policy; you approve policy. (Board member) 

 
Hire a person who's going to be a good chancellor.  From that point, 

working with that chancellor to provide everything that the college needs 

so that when a student comes to [the college] to improve their education,  

when they leave they're a good finished product. (Board member) 

 
[The board chair] has played an incredible leadership role in this whole 

thing. Strong initial leadership by the board members to attend the Achieving the Dream 

Board of Trustees Institute has led to engagement by the full board: 

If I had to point to one thing that held it together was where the board chair really 

got it, in terms of student success and the use of information.  From my 

perspective, this one board member was the driving force to changing the culture 

of the board to focusing on student success and student outcomes… this is a 

mission for her.  (Achieving the Dream coach) 

 
[A board member], who first was a skeptic and then turned out to be one 

of the biggest advocates did a tremendous amount of leadership in 

advocating this also. [The board chair and a board member] have set the 

pace.  (Administrator) 

 

But clearly the leaders of that charge were [two board members].  During the first 

institute [one board member] was the chair, [the other] was the vice chair and then 

the second time around she was the chair. [The former chair] came back to the 

second institute because he wanted to.  He’d been on the board for over 20 years 

and he was just chastising himself for never having realized the importance of 

being aware of student success.  So he’s been a terrific champion and [the board 
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chair] clearly has been a champion.  But those who came last year, [two other 

board members], have also picked up the banner and so all of them are 

enthusiastic but the other board members have stepped up as well.  (Achieving the 

Dream coach.) 

 
Someone told me here at work one time, “you are never satisfied.” 

Didn't know I was supposed to be. Board members set high expectations for 

innovation, high standards, a quality education, affordability, and continuous 

improvement: 

As we begin to have successes and as we begin to make improvements, we 

have to make sure that people understand that while we appreciate and we 

will applaud those improvements, we recognize and give appreciation 

where appreciation is due, but no, we want it to be better always. (Board 

member) 

 
In my opinion, [the college] has done an excellent job in addressing some 

of the remedial education that needs to take place, particularly in math. 

They really are doing a good job; they are. Some of the presentations I've 

heard that's out-of-the-box forward thinking and that's what we need. 

(Board member) 

 
They [the board] want to keep our institution affordable, because they 

understand the changing demographics.  This community has changed so 

much.  But I think their vision really centers on quality education at a 

reasonable cost for our students. (Administrator) 

 
Now we're going to keep the bars high…Keep the standards up. We're not 

lowering standards for anybody. (Board member) 
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The core values are values that we ought to have in America…Ethics, the 

work ethic, the desire to provide excellence in all that you do. Not just 

give it lip service. A lot of people can do that. They can print fancy 

brochures and publish great information and materials, but I think you 

build excellence by establishing accountability. (Board member) 

 
I see is the board's role that they don't go back to where [it] was 

comfortable. (Board member) 

 
I think our performance management system that is being put in place is 

going to be an outstanding vehicle for the college to move forward.  The board 

expects that employees will be fairly evaluated and compensated through a performance 

management system that is tied to student success. 

You can't do a good job of educating if you don't have good employees. 

These employees need expectations, and they don't have that. There needs 

to be a carrot at the end of the stick. Either you're going to get this or 

you're not to get this. If you succeed and if you do what you're supposed to 

do, you're going to get pay increases or you could be rewarded. But if you 

don't do that, you're not even going to get a contract. (Board member) 

 
When we are setting baseline, or as they put it, key performance 

indicators, whatever term you want to use, the goals, when we say these 

things for the different levels and the different positions…how is this 

position going to affect student success and then you put the things in 

there and then this person has to perform against those… it is going to be 

different for every position. If you are the baseball coach, it is going to 

look a whole lot different from the history professor. (Board member) 
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The performance management is a huge issue for the board. They really 

believe that this will change the organization. (Administrator) 

 
The feedback on the performance… sometimes can strike terror into the 

hearts of some faculty and staff…From the board's perspective, seeing as 

how this was not then really attempted before, the idea behind it is not to 

do away with a bunch of people. The idea behind it is, as a board we think 

we ought to be going this direction… we’ll call the forward direction…if 

you're not going forward but you're going to [a] side direction, then you 

get corrective feedback. Then that allows you to say to yourself as a 

faculty, as a member staff, either I like this direction or I don't like this 

direction. Then you get to choose. (Board member) 

 
I think that people want to know where they stand on a job. The 

performers want to get paid based on merit and ability and non-performers 

need to know how they can correct some of the problems and become 

better at what they do. (Board member) 

 
I was told initially by some of the administrators that you can't measure 

the performance of faculty, but we're going to do that. We’re going to be 

one of the first committee colleges to do that. I told [the chancellor] I said 

once this is in place and is working effectively it can be a role model for 

other institutions. (Board member) 

 
A common interest is getting the most bang for the dollar—both for the 

students in terms of their education and the taxpayer in terms of their dollars.  

Board members are fiscally responsible with the taxpayers’ money to provide the best 

education at the lowest cost, monitoring expenditures and setting the budget: 
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Of course, we have to vote on all the money spent. So I think basically, 

that students that come here should get the best possible education that we 

can provide them at the lowest dollar. (Board member) 

 
I am a strong believer in just because it is a good idea, doesn't mean we 

are going to do it, because if we don't have the money to do it, we just 

don't have the money to do it. Sometimes I think we have to make choices. 

And I think the board can help to give some direction to the chancellor in 

how we would like to see them make that choice. (Board member) 

 
How can we provide the best education we possibly can to people in our 

communities and how can we keep that cost down?  I'm sure they want 

bang for the buck. They want to keep our institution affordable, because 

they understand the changing demographics.  This community has 

changed so much.  But I think their vision really centers on quality 

education at a reasonable cost for our students. (Administrator) 

 
We were going over our tuition and I thought money is important. You got 

the best bang for your buck at this college than you do most other places. 

We were going to have to go up a $1 and I said, “why don't we make it $2 

and commit that other dollar to…student success programs like the 

counseling?” (Board member) 

 
Well I know that over at [one of the campuses], for the last three years 

they tried to get that program going full-time and they were told there was 

no money. God damn, there's plenty of money for pay raises, but you can't 

spend money on students. But we solved that. We do have these programs 

working everywhere. And we do have money for it. So we're making baby 

steps. (Board member) 
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We don't have the money and so let's figure out where can we get the 

biggest bang for our buck. It may not be an educational term, but trust me, 

it is a term that resonates with the taxpayers. I think that we have to have a 

sense of responsibility to the taxpayer. (Board member) 

 
Making sure we're monitoring our finances. I have no problem asking 

questions when I see the financial statements. Trust me that is one portion 

of the board book I read really closely. (Board member) 

 
I don't want us to open up a class for two people. You've got that financial 

thing you have got to look at. But if the need is there, somebody has to 

step up to the plate to teach the class, because again, why are we here? 

We're here for the students. (Board member) 

 
I think we're out to watch the money and make sure it's not wasted. Being 

that we’re a governmental agency, everything is subject to some amount 

of waste as you go up the line, but to try to oversee the money [and] make 

sure so we don't ridiculously waste the citizens’ money. (Board member) 

 
Board Culture 
 
 Board members respect one another and trust each member is acting in the best 

interest of the college.  That trust is also extended to the chancellor, leading to shared 

decision-making to govern the college.  These collegial, respectful interpersonal 

relationships are the foundation for a board culture in which there is open and honest 

communication, ample information, and healthy discussion and debate without playing 

destructive games.  This establishes a positive climate for decision-making at the 

appropriate level without micromanagement on the part of the board. Board members act 
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independently to consider their decisions.  Board members raise important questions and 

examine data to carefully to make decisions; data are becoming central to board decision-

making.   Agenda-setting is a collaborative process between the board chair and the 

chancellor.  A key consideration is ensuring that the board meets its legal responsibilities 

under open meetings law 

If you want to be chair of a board, hey, this is one you want, because there is 

not very many times that person is going to have to step up and really intervene; we 

have got such a good board.  Board members have respect for one another and positive, 

collegial relationships. Any disagreements are tempered by the belief that each of the 

board members has the best interest of the college in mind: 

The board interacts fairly well together. They come from different areas of 

the region; they are involved in different types of businesses, but overall 

they work very well together; a good flow of communication, good 

conversations, and in general I think it gets along very, very well together. 

(Board member) 

 
I am pretty thick-skinned. And I have had people challenge my thick skin 

before. It can't be pierced. So that's not going to happen. So we can sit 

down and we can have disagreements, but at the end of the day we can go 

to lunch, dinner, talk about other stuff, and life is okay. We don't, I don't 

think any of us really harbor it; we may get really heated in the moment; 

you would prefer that not happen, but we are passionate people. I'm a 

passionate person. I am hard-headed. The things that put us in the 

positions that we are in are the same things that are going to cause 

conflict. But again the thing that dampers the conflict is that we all still 
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care about [the college]. Again, no one is pushing a personal agenda. 

(Board member)  

 
It's been a real pleasure for me to serve on the board, because I think we've 

got a good, diverse group that has come together and I enjoy working with 

them. (Board member) 

 
Well we all get along; we all know each other. We're all professional 

people or were professional people, so it's a board of all professional 

people. We all get along well. We humor with each other. We probably 

humor too much sometimes with each other, but most of us don't associate 

outside of the board with each other. (Board member) 

 
But I will tell you, as much as some of the guys really didn't care for me, it 

was obvious to see with this board then when push came to shove even 

though we may not all agree on something, every single board member 

since I've been on here has really cared about what's best for the students 

here. (Board member) 

 
Candidly there's a great deal of respect for [the chancellor], and that's 

incredibly important. Board members appear to respect and trust the chancellor, 

leading to a productive working relationship. The chancellor has the responsibility 

to carry out the board directives: 

Our board has never been a nemesis. Our board has always believed in the 

college and has always backed the administration.  If indeed there is 

conflict within the board, they hide it very well, because someone at my 

level I don't see it, and I have a hunch if there was, if we have problems 

between our administration and board, I would probably know about it. 

(Administrator) 
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There have been times when other people would call me. They will voice 

either a complaint or an opinion or even some praise for the college and 

typically I go ahead and pitch the ball to the chancellor. (Board member) 

 
I think the conflict between [a board member and the former chancellor] 

just became so deep that if [the board member] questioned anything, [the 

chancellor] took it as a personal attack, and they would go off on some 

rampage in front of everybody, arguing. So, part of it has to do with that 

working relationship between the administration and the board. Because if 

the board doesn't trust what they are getting, and I don't think [the board 

member] trusted it. (Administrator) 

 
Our deal is to make sure that those top people, through working with our 

chancellor, that we have people on board in our top positions that are 

going to take what it is that we've decided and then carry it through and 

take that down throughout the ranks in the system and then hold those 

people accountable. (Board member) 

 
You better figure out how to make it work. The board doesn't want to 

hear, we really aren't interested in your personal problems. No excuses, 

and I think that's good. I think it because, when the chancellor goes and 

gives her directives to the vice chancellor or the campus presidents and all 

these people, they know that she is coming from us. Look guys it is all 

about future employment for you…this is what we want. Now you figure 

out how to make it happen. (Board member) 

 
I know the world of education is a lot different than the world of business, 

so we clash occasionally. But that's okay. Because I just don't understand 

certain things that we do, but I will say this—it was a process. I mean it 
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took a pretty good while to really get to the point that I was comfortable. I 

would stop well short of saying I know everything about it. We have really 

good people.  I rely on those people. (Board member) 

 
You have to work closely with your administration and certainly with the 

chancellor and the other top administrators and you need to make decisions side-

by-side. The board works in tandem with the administration to govern the college, each 

taking an important role in decision-making: 

This board is very professional and works very hard at policy governance, 

although they don't call it that. They follow the principles of John Carver. 

(Administrator) 

 
The board makes decisions on the recommendation usually of the 

chancellor…[the] chancellor is the person that usually brings things to us 

at our board meeting… an example, if it's a change in our budgets… 

they'll tell us in our agenda what it's going to do and how it can affect this 

area, that area and we get that and who's responsible for that. They come 

to us and make that recommendation through the chancellor that we either 

approve. Nothing that comes before the board that the chancellor hasn’t 

already looked at and it comes to us for approval. We might approve it; we 

might not. But very seldom do we ever, since I've been on the board, do 

we not approve something that the chancellor recommends. If that 

chancellor feels like it's really important, they can sell us on it. (Board 

member) 
 

I think you got to have a balance… Everybody needs to sign on. There 

shouldn't be one the administration being strong and the board being meek 

down here or vice-versa. There needs to be an equal balance there. There 
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needs to be in equilibrium there, I think, in the decision-making, so that 

you're all on the same page. Of course, that doesn't work 100% of the 

time. (Board member) 

 
I told them last time we had a pay raise, across the board pay raise. I told 

[the chancellor] before that he said, “we’re not ever to have one again” 

and then we had another one and I voted against it and another board 

member voted against it. I told him I was never going to ever again— they 

could read my lips—I was never to vote for across-the-board pay increase 

again. And I'm not. But I don't think were ever to have another one again. 

Sometime it’s kind of kicking and screaming to get these things done. 

(Board member) 

 
I've had several of the faculty saying that they now realize now that they 

see how active our board is, how we delve into stuff and how we stayed on 

top of stuff, versus just sit there and be a board that votes whatever the 

chancellor wants. So it I just think it's been at least recognized by faculty. 

(Board member) 
 
We don't want those individuals from our staff coming to us before they go to 

through the proper channels.  The board is conscious of the need to avoid 

micromanagement, and works to ensure that they make decisions at the appropriate level: 

It’s not our duty to make decisions like that. That's up to that person that 

has that title to make that decision right or wrong, and then we'll take care 

of it. (Board member) 

 
You are not here to micromanage the college. I would be the first, I don't 

care if I am the board chair or not, that is totally irrelevant, if I felt like a 

board member was trying to micromanage, I would pick up the phone and 
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call him. I would let them know really, really fast that they have 

overstepped their bounds. (Board member) 

 
I don't try to delve into the chancellor's job, but if I hear something I try to 

let somebody know that we might have problem. (Board member) 

 
I am one of these bottom-line people basically; I don't play games.  The board 

communicates openly and honestly with the administration to get the information they 

need for decisions. They do not want to play “I gotcha:” 

You always know where I stand. Having worked on the superfund site for 

15 years formed a lot of how I do things. I don't like "I gotcha games.” 

We're going to have a meeting and I want to know the answers; I will tell 

the questions, I am not going to play "I gotchas,” because I would rather 

have the information than embarrass somebody. (Board member) 

 
I don't like “I've gotchas.” Since I've been on the board, if I have a 

question before I ever get to the board meeting, I'm going to e-mail it to 

the appropriate person, so when we get to the board workshop, they will 

have time, have had an opportunity to get an answer. I don't assume that 

any member of that staff is going to have every answer right on the tip of 

their tongue. They are not going to; they can't. I hate “I gotchas.” I think 

they're pointless. They are very damaging to the process. If you got a 

question, great, give the person an opportunity and give them advanced 

warning, so they can show up with the answer for you. (Board member) 

 

It seems to help any time you have good communication that seems to 

help the process. Otherwise the staff would start getting a feeling of, well 

this is a game of gotcha, so let's see how much we can hide…but 
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following the process and doing that seems to work very well. (Board 

member) 

 
That's what I told [the chancellor] one time. I said, “if I disagree with you 

on something, I'm not very shy or bashful. I'll tell you, but I'll tell you in 

private. The rest of world is not necessarily to know about it”… I see 

boards occasionally that will publicly berate their leadership of the board, 

of the other people, of the local public school or the college or whatever. I 

find that so unproductive, so counter to what it is you're really trying to 

do. (Board member) 

 
They give us plenty of information, ample information on everything.  Board 

members get the information they need for informed decisions: 

They do a very good job of keeping us informed. [The chancellor] does a 

weekly e-mail that she does to all the staff and faculty, and she is 

including the board on it, which I like. I really think that's good for 

everybody. I am not at the campuses digging around for information, so 

I'm going to get information when it comes to me. Again, I think that is 

the way it should be. I don't think we need board members bouncing 

around the campuses. That's not our job. (Board member) 

 
I think a board should not try to function as individual. As a board 

member, I shouldn't be trying to dictate from the board. I should listen, get 

all the information.  We have proper people that are going to get the 

information for us, either in writing before we come to the board meetings 

or at the board meetings.  I think that's the important thing that we need to 

be sure and watch that we get all the information that we need to make a 

correct decision. (Board member) 
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Ten years ago, 15 years ago it was just a rubber stamp board; now we've got 

more independent thinking people. We are not afraid to ask questions.  The board 

members make independent decisions after questioning issues of concern, even if in the 

formal board meeting, it appears as if they are rubber-stamping decisions: 

I think sometimes if you were to go to our board meetings, the actual 

scheduled board meetings, it looks very much like a group of uninterested, 

rubber stamp kind of a deal. That's because most of the work's been done 

well before we get to the board meeting. (Board member) 

 
[A former chancellor] used to take us out to [a restaurant] to pass a budget. 

They have all-you-can-eat seafood out there. We'd go out there and eat 

and just stuff and then we have our budget meeting. Well, Christ all you 

want to do is go home. True story, though. That's the way we had it. We 

pass that thing in about five minutes. But of course that doesn't work 

anymore. (Board member) 

 
Now with strong leaders in there, the board sees a whole new level of 

engagement. Now they are asking the hard questions, both in and out of 

board meetings. It is a much more open, honest dialogue and I think that 

the college, under [the chancellor’s] leadership, is going to reach 

incredible heights. (Administrator) 

 

Once we get into the boardroom you know I read mine [the agenda] ahead 

of time. I call; I ask questions ahead of time, etc… it probably appears that 

we’re just a bunch of dunces that say, “yeah” to someone that would 

appear at the meeting, but we can call people before, department heads 

etc. or through the chancellor; give me this information and we have the 
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workshop before, so this has been well hammered out before we get to the 

meeting. (Board member) 

 
The only request I ever give them is: look, think for yourself. Read the 

information at hand. Do your due diligence. Make your decision on your 

[own]; make an independent decision. Don't make it because I think so or 

someone else thinks so.  I know when I first got on the board, I got lobbied 

pretty heavily which I put it in my dad's words, “I know when it's raining 

and I know when someone's pissing on my boots.” Okay, I can tell the 

difference and they found out pretty quick that it was to no avail. I am 

going to make my mind up on my own. I am going to decide how I want 

to go. And that is all I ask anybody else and I think right now we have a 

really [independent board]. When I got on the board that was not the case. 

(Board member) 

 

If you probably ask the chancellor where they were always on the look out 

for questions, they will probably say from me, but it's because I'm a 

lawyer. You're used to reading stuff thoroughly, asking questions, but 

people ask questions; all of us ask questions at the workshop. Some of the 

time things change because of the questions we ask. (Board member) 

 
Now, the board always asks questions… you never know where the 

questions are going to come from depending on the topic…nothing gets 

through us without being questioned. (Board member) 

 

Our decision-making process, I think it gives an opportunity for everyone 

to voice their opinion. I think it's participatory. I think we have good 

leadership.  We have an agenda. When we have a topic on the table, 

everyone gets an opportunity to voice their opinion. Then we arrive at the 
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decision. We arrive at good consensus. A lot of times it takes a lot of 

dialogue, and even some debate, in order to arrive at consensus, but in my 

view we've got a very, very good decision-making process at the school. 

(Board member) 

 

How in the earth can you think seven people are going to agree 100% of the 

time?  Board members bring individual perspectives and engage in healthy debates with 

other board members, but generally reach consensus: 

I think the group works very well together. We don't have any very strong 
disagreements, where someone goes off on a tangent and gets really bent 
because of it. We always come to consensus. We don't always agree on 
everything, nor should we. I mean that's a rubber stamp. You don't want 
that. But I think we need to question things. I've appreciated some of the 
things that I brought up by other board members. (Board member) 
 
Some people will foster this idea that, hey, they [the votes] have to all be 
unanimous. Where is that written? Do you and your spouse agree on 
everything?  I doubt it…I've been married 28 years we don't agree on 
everything, and sometimes we can disagree rather passionately on certain 
things. So how in the earth can you think seven people are going to agree 
100% of the time? (Board member) 

 
We have a board workshop and we come to, obviously we can't deal with 
all of it, but I see the consensus is going one way or another, I'm not going 
to vote against something just. I'm going to pick and choose. I always say 
pick your battle, but if you know the honest situation, if you just so 
strongly feel like that that is not a good thing to vote in favor of, it can be 
a 6-1 vote. I have been the dissenting vote before. (Board member) 
 
I think most of us, most of the time, not that we are not willing to listen, 
we are, but we are going to make our decision on our own. And then even 
if a decision comes out, I don't think that every vote we take in the board 
room, in the official board meeting has to be unanimous. (Board member) 
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I'm really pleased to see that we’re going to be a data-driven institution.  

Board members value the role that data play in decision-making and are seeking more 

data, better data, and more timely data.  

Data is critical; it's not the only factor in the process, because having a lot 

of experience with computers, you put bad data and you get bad data out. 

You have to constantly test both the inputs the outputs and the process in 

between and compare that to real life. That requires a human judgment, 

human perception, because if I take a formula and I drop a decimal point, 

suddenly everything is wrong—that could be big problems. (Board 

member) 

 
We want it more current. I just don't understand why it takes as long as it 

takes for us to get information. (Board member) 

 
We went to Achieving the Dream. Several of us, we came back with the 

attitude is what we really need, and the new chancellor too, was that we 

need to get data quicker, so the faculty can see what's happening to a kid 

and possibly contact the kid. So we can contact the kid, so we can find out. 

But old data is worthless, the kids are gone. We can't even reach them it 

anymore. What we're trying to do is we’re trying to get greater input of 

data, quicker input, quicker reports. (Board member) 

 
I think one of the things I think people are going to start seeing, if they 

look at the numbers, then they start asking those questions. Nobody looks 

at the numbers. Perception is reality. As long as the college has a good 

name and everybody thinks well of [the college] in the community and as 

long as you're perceived as doing a good job, you're doing a good job, 

even though maybe you're not doing a good job, because perception is 

what counts. (Board member) 
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We’re trying to do a lot to measure of student success right now, because 

it's never been something that we really could hang our hat on and figure 

out. What the student success rate was? How are they successful? Even 

those that drop out, why did they drop out? Those that get through where 

do they go, what do they make out of themselves? Etc. So now we are 

endeavoring for the first time to measure student success. We've never 

been able to really measure it. We don't know where they go. We don't 

know why they dropped out, etc. Now were trying to develop a program 

of staying on top and the only way you can stand top of all that is data and 

recent data. So if you see someone starting to kilter that someone can ask 

why. I mean there can be legitimate reasons: wife lost job; can't do it; I got 

pregnant; blah, blah, blah; my mother passed away; economic times. 

There can be legitimate reasons [that] you're not going to be able pull 

those people back at this time. (Board member) 

 
When you start researching and measuring where you stand, where you 

come from, then you know where you need to go. I think that's very 

helpful. (Board member) 

 
I don't want us to make too hasty of decisions if you're not going to see a 

change, an increase in the students that are going to college out of our 

feeder schools. What's going to be difficult is if that data doesn't show an 

increase, how to keep investing money into it, because it's going to take 

more than just a year. That is hard when you're looking on return of 

investment and that's kind of their thinking.  How do you show that when 

the numbers are telling you something else? (Administrator) 
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Me I need statistics I need to know what we did last year.  Like you 

initiate a program this year. The only way you can measure it is by seeing 

what happened over the next 12 months. (Board member) 

 
The board chair has a responsibility of working with the chancellor getting 

the agenda ready for our board meetings.  The agenda-setting process is a 

collaborative process between the board chair and chancellor with input from other board 

members as needed.  The board has set expectations related to having student success 

items on the agenda: 

One of things that I usually do is meet ahead of time with [the chancellor] 

on the agenda. There have been a couple things that I've been able to bring 

up, points that hey, we can't really do this or we should do this, this way or 

that type of thing … but if I see something on the agenda I don't like, I'm 

on the phone with people saying, “Hey,what's the deal with this? What's 

going on with this or what explained it to me ahead of time? Is this correct 

or correct it.”  I'm not waiting for a board meeting to say, “What does it 

mean she's getting $300,000? I thought it was a $30,000 job.” Just 

working with that stuff so that we have a smooth, oiled machine. (Board 

member) 

 
We used to back in the olden days, when the college first started, there 

was one agenda and that was the president's agenda. (Board member) 

 
We have asked that we have at each board meeting something having to 

do with student achievement, Achieving the Dream. We are not totally 

satisfied with all of the programs we have gotten on this, but it is a start, 

and we are pushing in the direction to get us more of the factual type stuff. 

But like one of the presentations was on the student success centers and 
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the tutoring, which made the whole board 100% committed; we will 

continue this. (Board member) 

 
I had an item of interest or as I find them, I believe I could have an impact 

on the agenda, make a recommendation and that would be followed-

through and carried out. (Board member) 

 
We get our agendas—like here's my agenda for the meeting tonight. The 

only way that we would be involved with the agenda is if a committee 

meeting takes place and something we either approve or disapprove or 

change or amend. (Board member) 

 
Legally there are some things that you can't do, so we have to be real careful. 

Board members are careful to follow the state open meetings law: 

Legally there are some things that you can't do, so we have to be real 

careful.  You and I as board members can’t go and talk about we need do 

this, we need to do that; I'm going to make the motion and you second it.  

Stuff like that. We don't do that, at least I don't. I don't know of any other 

board member that does. (Board member) 

 
I'm a stickler on open meetings act and the rules. The rules don't allow you 

a lot of flexibility, but it does allow for a good informational discussion 

where somebody from the district can explain something to us. Although 

us as board members can’t discuss it among ourselves, one board member 

can have a conversation with the person giving it and then another one. 

Just so we don't discuss it among ourselves, is the way the law is. (Board 

member) 
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College’s Role and Purpose 
 
 The values and beliefs that board members hold about the college’s role and 

purpose impact who is served, what programs should be offered, and their responsibilities 

to students and taxpayers. The board believes that providing educational opportunities to 

the college’s various constituencies is its primary role.  Board members think the college 

is vital to both the future of the students served and the overall well being of the broader 

community.  

I think the role is simple; it is to meet the educational needs of the 

community.  The primary role of the college is to provide educational opportunities for 

the community, balancing the needs of various constituencies: 

[The board members] do have a vision.  It's a matter of quality, I think.  

We continue to improve as an institution.  How can we provide the best 

education we possibly can to people in our communities and how can we 

keep that cost down?  I'm sure they want bang for the buck. They want to 

keep our institution affordable, because they understand the changing 

demographics.  This community has changed so much.  But I think their 

vision really centers on quality education at a reasonable cost for our 

students. (Administrator) 

 
I think the role is simple. It is to meet the educational needs of the 

community.  Now, that having been said, what are those educational 

needs? How do we fit into the mix, so to speak? I think that is one thing 

the board can work on. It is our job I think to help listen to the community. 

How much of our effort needs to be put into educating students who want 

to go to four-year schools? How much of our effort needs to be towards 

vocational type education, certificates and things of that nature? Then, of 
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course, for folks just looking for a little extra knowledge here and there.   

A lot of people who are trying to get retrained to either get a better job or 

they've lost their job; they are trying to go after a new career.  We try to 

balance that. It is a combination. All of those things are important. (Board 

member) 

 
Number one it provides an education for a lot of folks who typically 

couldn't go to a four-year institution because they can't afford it. Tuition is 

increasing there. It's very affordable. They offer a myriad of courses. The 

curriculum is very, very extensive. (Board member) 

 
It has multiple primary roles. One is to train the students that are going on 

to a four-year degree or further. The second is to provide continuing 

education to professionals out in the community. The third is to provide 

specific or job-specific training to people wanting to break into an industry 

who are not on a college track… so those are three specific areas that I see 

are the primary focus. (Board member) 

 
I think it's actually the salvation for a whole bunch of young people if 

they're going to make it. Board members emphasize the importance of education 

to the future of the students served: 

The main thing that we do is we give people a second chance. I remember 

when I interviewed for the board that was the thing that I told them. I said 

the big thing about [the college] is we give a lot of people a second 

chance. The students we get that want to go to four-year schools, most of 

those students, probably, under-prepared themselves when they were in 

high school, so now we've got to help them bridge that gap. The good 

news is they made the conscious decision to do that. Therefore it is our 

responsibility to help them get there. The same thing is true with people 
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who have gone out into the workforce with just a high school education 

and decided that you know, I’m really not making as much as I need to 

make to support my family. So they are going to come back to us and they 

are going to learn a new skill, whatever. Again we are giving someone a 

second opportunity. I think that really is what we do. We give people a 

second chance. Sometimes it may even be a third chance. But we give that 

opportunity to do something better than what they got, and I think that is 

just crucial. (Board member) 

 
I think it's actually the salvation for a whole bunch of young people if 

they're going to make it. If they don't have [our college], and they can't 

pull through with [our college], they're going to be lost. That may be 

sounds overdramatic, but I really believe it. The people we serve today—

our role is much more important than I think it ever used to be. I didn't go 

to college, but I believe in education tremendously… So I realize the 

importance and I think we have got people today that if they can't get 

through [our college] their life is forever much less than it would have 

been. (Board member) 

 
The role of [the college], the main role, is to provide for a student when 

they come to [the college] that they leave as a finished product, so that 

they can go out in the community and improve themselves as far as 

whatever they want to do. Whatever they want to accomplish in life. We 

would hope that they would leave [the college] with that purpose and with 

the knowledge and everything that they need to do that. (Board member) 

 

We teach 140 different skills. A lot of these people have no intention of 

getting a college degree. God damn, they just want to get a job. They just 

wanted a skill. They want to be an auto mechanic or air conditioning or 
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any one of another hundred different skills. They want learn something 

they can make a living working at. So you got to stay focused on those 

people. I think we do a good job in most of those programs. I think our 

programs are well regarded in that respect. (Board member) 

 
It's a very integral part of our economy; it's going to be even more important 

going forward.  The college has a vital role in the overall well being of the community, 

in addition to its benefit to the individual students: 

[The college] is a very big part and a very big player in just the entire 

educational future of people in [our county]… our three campuses and 

30,000 students, I think that we're an integral part of this whole area, 

especially that we work with industry…and try to develop workers for 

them. I just think it's a big plus for [our] county. (Board member) 

 
[Faculty and staff] are to serve a purpose and that is to educate the 

workforce and have continuing education for those who typically don't 

want to enter into the workforce. So I think the role has changed through 

the years, and right now it's to serve a very large part of the population. 

You've got new students coming in for the first-time— freshmen and 

sophomores; you've got people who are being retrained because their jobs 

have been phased out; you’ve got people who are going back to improve 

their skill sets. I think were in a very good position right now to do some 

good things. (Board member) 

 
Because once somebody wants to come to this area, they've got to know 

that they can get the craftsman that they want. We hope that we're in a 

position that if we don't have that possibility right then, if they tell us what 

they want, we'll try our best to get that for them. (Board member) 
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Changing Internal Context 

The college, as described in Chapter Four, is undergoing changes in everything 

from the students served to the way the faculty and staff members accomplish their work.  

The changes in leadership at the administrative level and new faculty are considered to be 

a primarily influence on the ability to transform the institution in the direction desired by 

the board. The board believes that the time is right for major cultural changes at the 

institution to focus on student success, which is important with the significant numbers of 

under-prepared students.  The board believes that Achieving the Dream is a driving force 

in the cultural transformation of the institution which includes better use of data to inform 

decisions, creating a culture of evidence. 

 We're at a real good position; a very unique position in the sense that we've 

just had an almost complete turnover with all of our top [administrators].  Turnover 

in administrative and faculty positions are viewed as positive for the institution and 

integral to the changes desired by the board. 

We have a new chancellor who is focused on students. We've got 

essentially three new campus presidents. One of them spent here two or 

maybe three years and the other two have just been a year or so. We have 

a new HR person. We have a new CFO.  So we're in a position here now 

to really change. (Board member) 

 
We have a new [administrator], too. Boy, now he's good. He's a good guy. 

He's brand new. The other guy was pretty laid back and he'd been here a 

long time. He had retired. He just hadn't quit yet. There are always people 
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like that in the organization. They retired five years [ago], but they keep 

coming to work. (Board member) 

 
The other thing is just the ebb and flow of personnel. We now have been 

through several chancellors; we have been through several campus 

presidents. As people come and go, I think it contributed to an emphasis 

on learning and student success. (Administrator) 

 
Through a number of early exit programs, these senior folks who had been 

there a long time chose to retire. And while that is a bittersweet thing 

because we lost some good people dedicated to the college, it did provide 

us with the opportunity to do national searches for the brightest and best. 

(Administrator) 

 
We've had to make some changes in our administrative people. We had 

some folks that had been there a long time and just didn't get it, quite 

frankly, or just didn't want to. They saw the amount of effort and 

challenge that it was going to be involved, and just chose, “It's time for a 

change.” (Board member) 

 
I think the faculty is really excited because of what our chancellor does 

now is make a weekly report…to all the faculty, a weekly report to tell 

them what's happened this past week. That's great because our faculty had 

always felt, when I ran for politics and we got raked over the coals, 

because they figure there is no communication between the administration 

up here and the faculty down here. (Board member) 

 

When I was there we had a great deal of faculty who had their first job in 

teaching at [the college]. They were what I would call the old guard. We 

had the old guard at every level of the institution and they were 
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accustomed to doing things the [college’s] way. If you look at, we have 

replaced, through retirement and other means, probably 40 to 50% of our 

faculty through national searches. A lot of these people came to us with 

experience and that experience is more in the area of faculty governance, 

faculty involvement at a level which our folks haven't had the experience 

with. (Administrator) 

 
I think our faculty, for the most part fortunately, have embraced the 

changes. The one's that haven't embraced the changes, we have been in the 

process of eliminating them. That is the business side of me coming out. I 

mean, in business, hey, we give you goals and we give you the 

opportunities to meet those goals. If you don't, we will give you a couple 

of shots at it, but ultimately you're out. We're going to bring in somebody 

who is going to get it done. (Board member) 

 
Whenever you have a change in leadership, there are those that might 

want to take advantage of that change. I see my role as help to make sure 

they don't get an opportunity for that. (Board member) 

 
 I think we have an opportunity here to really change the culture of the 

college.  The board believes that the elements are in place to institute significant cultural 

change, which is seen as needed to continue to excel as an institution. 

I just think that across the board there is a whole attitude and a beginning 

of a culture there that is we all have to work together, because the 

challenges that we have are significant. We are all here for that common 

goal which is student success. (Board member) 

 
It's a bureaucracy. It’s big and it’s cumbersome. To get it changed, to get 

moving, it's a task. I think our chancellor is determined to do that. We're 
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headed in the right track...We've got a good board. I think we have an 

opportunity here to really change the culture of the college. (Board 

member) 

 
Large organizations that are excellent reach a point in their history where 

they either begin to make very important changes to maintain that 

excellence or they stay in the mode of "we're excellent" and why change 

something that is not broken. The problem with that is that the erosion is 

very gradual and is not visible to the naked eye, so to speak. 

(Adminstrator) 

 
The board as a whole has tried to redirect the college. I think there was a 

huge sense of entitlement amongst our staff and faculty, and we've had to 

re-inform that no one is entitled to anything. I think that in some instances 

we had some folks that really didn't understand how our relationship with 

the student really should be, and I think that has really begun to change. 

(Board member) 

 
I think at first it was more like people felt like if they screamed loudly 

enough it would go away…Historically in the college that has worked for 

them. [If there was] something that they didn't want to do that they could 

scream loudly enough that it would go away. So, now they are finding out 

that you can scream at the top of your lungs and it is not going to go away. 

You better figure out how to make it work. The board doesn't want to 

hear, we really aren't interested in your personal problems. (Board 

member) 

 
[The college] had always seemed to be a very successful college because 

we had a lot of students that increased every year, etc., etc. But we let too 

many things get in the way. In many ways, we were a good old boy 
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system. In many ways, in every way I think, we used to be a good old boy 

system, but we've gotten away from that. (Board member) 

 
The [agenda] topics haven't changed. We’re getting more to where we are 

conscious of justification for things. We’re starting to where we want a 

justification, not just fiscal justification, but a justification on student 

learning. We're working on that. We've recently started to build that in. 

Sometimes it takes a little while for the people, but we're giving a couple 

of three months. It's good if something is requested, we want to know 

what it has to do with student achievement. If nothing else, I mean you 

and I know it probably isn't necessarily going change right away, but it 

makes people have to stop and think that's our direction. (Board member) 

 
I think the board wants to take a culture that's pretty set in its ways. People 

that have been there 30 to 40 years; they know how they're doing it and it's 

been working for all these years and get them to help broaden their 

horizons.  But we can't really do it directly; we have to do it with the 

direction to [the chancellor]. (Board member) 

 
A cultural change is one college not three. I think it plays very well into 

the scheme of things for [the college] going forward. (Board member) 

 
 The Achieving the Dream is pretty much a driving force in what were doing 

to change the culture and the thought processes of the faculty, staff, students, and 

everybody involved with the college. Achieving the Dream is an important catalyst in 

the cultural changes of the organization to a focus on student success. 

The idea behind Achieving the Dream is that you're going to get results. 

Not that you are going to get contact hours; not that you're to get students; 
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it's not that you are going to reduce taxes. It's making sure that you 

achieve your goals. (Board member) 

 
In fact it has been neat for us as we've gone through this with this 

Achieving the Dream. I really have seen faculty members that personally 

said to me, “we don't have time for that crap,” that have now come back 

enthused and have worked in programs where they're even calling students 

that have enrolled, but aren't coming frequently. (Board member) 

 
I think the college is much more centered on student success. I won't say 

100%, but I would tell you when we came back from that conference… 

and we told everybody at that board meeting, “Things have to change 

here. We have to focus on student success. No discussion, that's where it's 

going be at.”  The interesting thing, at the same time we were getting 

educated, this group I told you that didn't have time to want to collect the 

figures; it was a waste of time; blah, blah, blah, those people started 

seeing. So it wasn't just the board saying were going to. It was the people 

down in the ranks that do the work saying, “This makes sense. We do have 

time to do this. This is of value.” It's being accepted; nothing is ever going 

to be 100%. (Board member) 

 
[Achieving the Dream] has changed the way we think.  We are now paying 

attention to student success data.  I think historically though, we have a 

tendency to be intervention action-oriented or activity, rather than a 

results- oriented. Somebody used a metaphor…it's like we had a 

Christmas tree and let's throw as many ornaments out there as we possibly 

can. We are going to do 10 or 11 or 12 different things.  We were well 

intended and energetic, but not focused. (Administrator) 
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 What has been very promising to me is the change in the corporate culture to 

embrace the performance aspects. The board is using data to guide the institution in its 

decisions, creating a culture of evidence: 

I think first of all to get committed, you have to see the figures and know 

what the figures are…Once you have the information, to me it's a no-

brainer. Okay, we only graduate 15 to20%. That's okay, we are satisfied 

with that. Nobody is going to feel that. So the key to it is getting the 

information. Once you have the information, the rest of it ought to be easy 

to figure out. (Board member) 

 
I think our performance management system that is being put in place is 

going to be an outstanding vehicle for the college to move forward with. I 

think that people want to know where they stand on a job. The performers 

want to get paid based on merit and ability and non-performers need to 

know how they can correct some of the problems and become better at 

what they do. So I think some of those things we've put into place, it all 

comes down to culture, all the values and what drives the institution.  

It doesn't just come down from the top; it's got to cascade down at various 
levels. (Board member) 
 
When you're in education, it's sometimes hard to have the exact metrics 

for everything, but there are some things that you can have metrics for, 

and to the extent that we can have those metrics in place and strive for 

goals, you won't hit it all the time, either in the terms of management or 

the employees, but it is a self-reinforcing direction for everyone to be 

striving towards. (Board member) 
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 We get a lot of students who are under-prepared. Changes in the students that 

the college serves impacts recruitment efforts, the courses offered, the schedule, and 

support services needed:  

These people are working to eat. They're working to feed their family. 

They're working for everything, and so we've got to make sure that we are 

offering the courses when they need to be offered. (Board member) 

 
The community we reside in has changed totally. It is very, very heavily 

Hispanic. And my mother was from Mexico. But the Hispanic culture is in 

some ways a hard nut to crack to get through to convincing these people 

[that their] kids have to go to college. (Board member) 

 
One of the other areas that's exciting is the online education, because with 

not only the time constraints that people have, but also the cost constraints 

of travel and gasoline and other items. I believe that it may never be the 

majority of education, but it will certainly have a major impact upon 

education, because the society that we live in is not a 9-to-5 society 

anymore. In this area in particular we have shifts that are 24/7. (Board 

member) 

 
Only 56% of our students in our service area go to college. So that means 

44% don't. (Administrator) 

 
Right now the major issue that were having is what we call college prep, 

which a lot of colleges called remedial, which is the percentage of people 

coming out of high school. At least 70% of them have to take at least one 

remedial class, which the society would be amazed to hear. (Board 

member) 
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We’re getting students that are not getting any education in public school. 

You can't let them walk through the door and try to teach them something 

in a few months that they didn't learn in a lot of years. It's very 

challenging. (Board member)  

 
System Relationships 

 
 Using the affinities describe above, a theoretical interview protocol was 

developed to examine the pair-wise relationships of each affinity (Appendix D).  As 

described by Northcutt and McCoy (2004),“for any two affinities A and B, there are only 

three possible relationships: Either A directly influences B, or B directly influences A, or 

there is no direct influence between A and B” (p. 151).  Six of the seven board members 

were interviewed using the theoretical interview. Each board member was asked to 

identify the direction of influence for each of the 28 possible relationships among the 

eight affinities. One interview was not included in the final analysis due to missing data.  

Each of the interviews was transcribed and an individual affinity relationship table (ART) 

for each board member was created based on the interview results.  These data were 

analyzed using Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA) protocols to establish the model of 

interaction or the System Influence Diagram (SID). 

Pareto Protocol 

 Each of the board member’s responses to the relationship of each pair was tallied 

to form the Theoretical Code Frequency Table (See Table 1.).  The Theoretical Code 

Frequency Table outlines the number of times a particular relationship was identified by 
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the board members. These data were then used in the IQA Pareto Protocol to create a 

statistical group composite. 

Table 1  
 
Theoretical Code Frequency Table in Affinity Pair Order 

Theoretical Code  
Frequency Table 

Affinity Pair 
Relationship Frequency Affinity Pair 

Relationship Frequency Affinity Pair 
Relationship Frequency 

1  →  2 4 2  →  6 0 4  →  7 1 
1  ←  2 0 2  ←  6 3 4  ←  7 3 
1  →  3 1 2  →  7 1 4  →  8 2 
1  ←  3 3 2  ←  7 4 4  ←  8 3 
1  →  4 5 2  →  8 0 5  →  6 2 
1  ←  4 0 2  ←  8 5 5  ←  6 2 
1  →  5 4 3  →  4 5 5  →  7 3 
1  ←  5 0 3  ←  4 0 5  ←  7 2 
1  →  6 0 3  →  5 5 5  →  8 1 
1  ←  6 0 3  ←  5 0 5  ←  8 3 
1  →  7 5 3  →  6 0 6  →  7 4 
1  ←  7 0 3  ←  6 1 6  ←  7 0 
1  →  8 3 3  →  7 5 6  →  8 4 
1  ←  8 1 3  ←  7 0 6  ←  8 1 
2  →  3 3 3  →  8 5 7  →  8 0 
2  ←  3 2 3  ←  8 0 7  ←  8 5 
2  →  4 2 4  →  5 2   
2  ←  4 2 4  ←  5 3   
2  →  5 0 4  →  6 0   
2  ←  5 4 

 

4  ←  6 4 

 

  

  
    Total 

Frequency 118 
 
 
 Table 1 reveals that board members cast a total of 118 votes for a total of 56 (56 

permutations of the 8 affinities possible in pairwise relationships).  Some of the 

relationships receive all of the votes; others were split votes, and some relationships 

received no votes at all.   
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 Next, the affinity relationships were sorted in descending order and the 

cumulative frequencies and percentages were calculated for both the total number of 

relationships (56) and the total number of votes (118).  Table 2 presents the same 

frequencies as in Table 1, but in descending order of frequency.  The table also reports 

the Cumulative Frequency, Cumulative Percent (Relation), Cumulative Percent 

(Frequency) and the Power. The Cumulative Percent (Relation) represents the percent 

based on the number of possible relationships which is 1/56 or approximately 1.8% of the 

total possible number.  The Cumulative Percent (Frequency) is based on the number of 

votes cast (118); each entry represents the cumulative total up to that point.  The final 

element of the table is Power, which is “an index of the degree of optimization of the 

system and is simply the difference between Cumulative Percent (Frequency) and 

Cumulative Percent (Relation)” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 160).  Data from this table 

were used for the next step in the process, creating a composite description of the group 

relationships. 

Affinity Relationship Table (ART) and Interrelationship Diagram (IRD) 

 Because of the small number of interviews upon which the group system is based, 

the composite Affinity Relationship Table (ART) was developed using the elements at 

the 100% frequency level.  For those relationships in which there was a conflict in how 

board members characterized the relationship, the relationship with the higher number 

was included.  For those two elements for which there was a tie, the conflict was resolved 

during the development of the System Interrelationship Diagram based on the 
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researcher’s best understanding of the relationships based on other data.  The composite 

ART is presented in Table 3. 

Table 2 

Affinities in Descending Order of Frequency with Pareto and Power Analysis 

Affinity Pair 
Relationship 

Frequency Sorted 
(Descending) 

Cumulative 
Frequency 

Cumulative 
Percent 

(Relation) 

Cumulative 
Percent 

(Frequency)  Power 
1.    1  >  4 5 5 1.8 4.2 2.5 
2.    1  >  7 5 10 3.6 8.5 4.9 
3.    2  <  8 5 15 5.4 12.7 7.4 
4.    3  >  4 5 20 7.1 16.9 9.8 
5.    3  >  5 5 25 8.9 21.2 12.3 
6.    3  >  7 5 30 10.7 25.4 14.7 
7.    3  >  8 5 35 12.5 29.7 17.2 
8.    7  <  8 5 40 14.3 33.9 19.6 
9.    1  >  2 4 44 16.1 37.3 21.2 
10.  1  >  5 4 48 17.9 40.7 22.8 
11.  2  <  5 4 52 19.6 44.1 24.4 
12.  2  <  7 4 56 21.4 47.5 26.0 
13.  4  <  6 4 60 23.2 50.8 27.6 
14.  6  >  7 4 64 25.0 54.2 29.2 
15.  6  >  8 4 68 26.8 57.6 30.8 
16.  1  <  3 3 71 28.6 60.2 31.6 
17.  1  >  8 3 74 30.4 62.7 32.4 
18.  2  >  3 3 77 32.1 65.3 33.1 
19.  2  <  6 3 80 33.9 67.8 33.9 
20.  4  <  5 3 83 35.7 70.3 34.6 
21.  4  <  7 3 86 37.5 72.9 35.4 
22.  4  <  8 3 89 39.3 75.4 36.1 
23.  5  >  7 3 92 41.1 78.0 36.9 
24.  5  <  8 3 95 42.9 80.5 37.7 
25.  2  <  3 2 97 44.6 82.2 37.6 
26.  2  >  4 2 99 46.4 83.9 37.5 
27.  2  <  4 2 101 48.2 85.6 37.4 
28.  4  >  5 2 103 50.0 87.3 37.3 
29.  4  >  8 2 105 51.8 89.0 37.2 
30.  5  >  6 2 107 53.6 90.7 37.1 
31.  5  <  6 2 109 55.4 92.4 37.0 
32.  5  <  7 2 111 57.1 94.1 36.9 
33.  1  >  3 1 112 58.9 94.9 36.0 
34.  1  <  8 1 113 60.7 95.8 35.0 
35.  2  >  7 1 114 62.5 96.6 34.1 
36.  3  <  6 1 115 64.3 97.5 33.2 
37.  4  >  7 1 116 66.1 98.3 32.2 
38.  5  >  8 1 117 67.9 99.2 31.3 
39.  6  <  8 1 118 69.6 100.0 30.4 
40.  1  <  2 0 118 71.4 100.0 28.6 
41.  1  <  4 0 118 73.2 100.0 26.8 
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42.  1  <  5 0 118 75.0 100.0 25.0 
43.  1  >  6 0 118 76.8 100.0 23.2 
44.  1  <  6 0 118 78.6 100.0 21.4 
45.  1  <  7 0 118 80.4 100.0 19.6 
46.  2  >  5 0 118 82.1 100.0 17.9 
47.  2  >  6 0 118 83.9 100.0 16.1 
48.  2  >  8 0 118 85.7 100.0 14.3 
49.  3  <  4 0 118 87.5 100.0 12.5 
50.  3  <  5 0 118 89.3 100.0 10.7 
51.  3  >  6 0 118 91.1 100.0 8.9 
52.  3  <  7 0 118 92.9 100.0 7.1 
53.  3  <  8 0 118 94.6 100.0 5.4 
54.  4  >  6 0 118 96.4 100.0 3.6 
55.  6  <  7 0 118 98.2 100.0 1.8 
56.  7  >  8 0 118 100.0 100.0 0.0 

Total Frequency               118 
Equal Total 
Frequency Equals 100% Equals 100% 

Power= 
Frequency - 

Relation 
 

 The relationships noted on the composite ART were then used to develop the 

Interrelationship Diagram (IRD).  The IRD is a visual display using arrows of the 

relationship between elements of the system, whether an affinity is perceived as a cause 

or an effect or if there is no relationship.  If A was stated as a cause of B, the arrow points 

from A to B (A→B) to denote that A is the cause or influencing affinity and B is the 

effect or influenced affinity.  Each arrow is entered twice in the table as either an up 

arrow (↑) or Out or a left arrow (←) or In.  The number of Outs or Ins are counted for 

each affinity and placed on the table.  The number of Ins is subtracted from the Outs to 

determine the deltas (Δ). Those affinities with positive delta values are considered drivers 

or causal in the system and those with negative delta values are considered outcomes. 

Those affinities with a high delta or many Outs and few or no Ins are considered a 

“Primary Driver: a significant cause that affects many other affinities” (Northcutt & 

McCoy, 2004, p. 173).  Secondary Drivers are those affinities that have both Outs and 

Ins, but have more Outs. Those affinities with more Ins than Outs demonstrate a relative  
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effect and are termed Secondary Outcomes. The Primary Outcome is the affinity that has 

the most Ins and fewest Outs or no Outs and is considered a significant effect.  

Table 3 

Affinity Relationship Table 

 

 

 
 Affinity Name 

1.   External Context 
2. Internal Context 
3.  Achieving the Dream 
4.  College’s Role & Purpose 
5. Board Roles & Responsibilities 
6. Board Characteristics 
7. Board Culture – Interactions & 

Decision Making Processes 
8. Focus on student success 

Possible Relationships 
A → B 
A ← B 

A <> B (No Relationship) 

Affinity Relationship Table 

Affinity Pair  
Relationship  

Affinity Pair  
Relationship 

1 → 2  3 <> 6 
1 ← 3  3 → 7 
1 → 4  3 → 8 
1 → 5  4  ← 5 
1 <> 6  4  ← 6 
1 → 7  4  ← 7 
1 → 8  4  ← 8 
2 → 3  5 ← 6 
2 ← 4  5 → 7 
2 ← 5  5 ← 8 
2 ← 6  6 → 7 
2 ← 7  6 → 8 
2 ← 8  7 ← 8 
3 → 4   
3 → 5   
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 The IRD was sorted in descending order based on delta values and is presented in Table 

4. 

Table 4 
 
Tabular IRD Sorted in Descending Order of Delta 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Based on the delta values presented in Table 4, the tentative System 

Interrelationship Diagram (SID) is outlined in Table 5.  This information was used to 

develop the cluttered SID depicting the relationships amongst the affinities. 

Table 5 

Tentative SID Assignments  

 

  

Tabular IRD – Sorted in Descending Order of Δ  
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 OUT IN Δ  

6  ↑  ↑ ↑  ↑ ↑ 5 0 5 
1  ↑ ← ↑ ↑  ↑ ↑ 5 1 4 
3 ↑ ←  ↑ ↑  ↑ ↑ 5 1 4 
8 ← ↑ ← ↑ ↑ ← ↑  4 3 1 
5 ← ↑ ← ↑  ← ↑ ← 3 4 -1 
7 ← ↑ ← ↑ ← ←  ← 2 5 -3 
2 ←  ↑ ← ← ← ← ← 1 6 -5 
4 ← ↑ ←  ← ← ← ← 1 6 -5 

 

Tentative SID Assignments 
6 Primary Driver 
3 Secondary Driver 
1 Secondary Driver 
8 Secondary Driver 
5 Secondary Outcome 
7 Secondary Outcome 
4 Primary Outcome 
2 Primary Outcome 

 



 

204 

Cluttered System Influence Diagram (SID)  

 Using the composite IRD a cluttered SID was developed. The cluttered SID 

depicts all of the relationships in the composite IRD. The cluttered SID is presented in 

Figure 1 below: 

Figure 1. Cluttered System Influence Diagram (SID) 

 

 The cluttered SID is highly complex and difficult to interpret; the sheer number of 

relationships and links defies easy explanation and understanding.  In order to create a 

system that retains the essential relationships of this densely saturated, cluttered SID, but 

allows for better interpretation, the redundant links must be removed to create an 

uncluttered SID.  The uncluttered SID is developed through a protocol in which 

redundant links are removed systematically.  The uncluttered SID will be presented at the 

end of the chapter after the relationships among the affinities are explored. 



 

205 

Composite Theoretical Descriptions 

 This section describes the relationships of the various elements in the system. The 

descriptions are drawn from the theoretical interviews of board members in which they 

identified which affinity influenced the other and offered a description of the relationship.   

The quotes are stitched together to form a comprehensive description. Each of the 

relationships will be presented starting with the primary driver and continuing through 

the primary outcome. 

 Board characteristics influences. Board Characteristics is a primary driver in the 

system and has some level of influence on every component of the system except the 

Changing External Context, as illustrated in Figure 2, which shows the portion of the 

Cluttered SID with just the Board Characteristic links. 

Figure 2. Board Characteristic Links 
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 Achieving the Dream. The commitment of board members to the college is a 

driver of their engagement in Achieving the Dream. “We have a committed board… 

they're serving on the board for the right reasons. I always look at people and try to 

answer the question, what motivates them to do what they do? Our board members really 

think highly of the college.  They're there to serve. In Achieving the Dream, why are we 

here?” 

 Focus on student success. Board members believe that the experience, high 

expectations, and independent thinking that they bring to the board influence their focus 

on student success. “Student success is a focus as a result of the board and its 

characteristics, because our board has pretty high expectations. We're not just going 

along to get along. We're not just maintaining. We've got to build.  We've got to come up 

with different programs and even different ideas—different models. The board 

characteristics—they're people who have been active in the community.  They're active in 

business.  They understand that it is not simply an A, B, or C in the overall; it is 

achieving student success. There was a belief in the past pretty much that —how do I say 

it?  If it’s what the chancellor wants, it’s what we’re going to do.  If you look at this 

group today, there’s probably only one person on the board that still feels that way.” 

 Board roles and responsibilities. As the membership of the board changes over 

time and the individuals serving are educated about their role, their understanding of their 

roles and responsibilities evolves. “As we change who’s serving on the board, it changes 

I think the direction that we’re going in.  It would have been a lot more difficult, I think, 

going back for us to have made some of the personnel changes and things that we’ve 
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done, because you have people, again they’ve been on the board 20, 30 years.  They’ve 

built relationships with a lot of these people. The board characteristics go a long way 

towards working on the board roles. Some people have expertise in some areas and others 

in other area and you tend to gravitate towards those, because they have more knowledge 

and experience about it and you try to utilize that, so that the learning curves are much 

smaller, so that you get better advice, you get more current advice.” 

 Board culture.  The diversity of board membership impacts the board culture and 

their decision-making process. “Board characteristics play a big factor in the internal 

context…in the board's culture.  The fact that it's made up of different people, who focus 

on different areas, I think that plays a big portion of it.  The makeup of the board 

influences the decision-making process. Our board has an interesting make-up. We've got 

a banker, a business man—well, two business people, two retirees, an attorney, a 

newspaper lady…and that's a good combination. I think it would be horrible if you had 

all seven business people, because they'd be singing out of the same song book. But 

attorneys, they bring one perspective. Retirees bring another. We were talking about, 

years ago, closing down the golf course that's losing money.  But one of the retirees said, 

well, a lot of the senior citizens play out there, and they're taxpayers, and they love it.  

And so, we thought, well, the tradeoff is okay.  I mean, we're not in business necessarily 

to make a profit.  So, it's an investment in the community. So, you look at it from that 

point, so you have a balance.” 

 College role and purpose. The integrity of the individuals serving and their 

commitment to the college impacts how they view the college’s role; as new board 
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members join the board, the board’s understanding of the mission shifts.  “I think as we 

change, then it certainly changed how we viewed the role of the college, absolutely.  We 

are an institution of learning and we’re not anything else.  I don’t care what the neighbor 

down the street wants us to be.  If it ain’t about learning, this board has become very 

focused on that. That’s why I’m saying I think decisions that we are making today we 

wouldn’t have made them the same way five years ago.  I promise you and of course, 

changing of the board helps a lot.  I think anybody that would want to serve the district 

—we're very fortunate, I guess, from what I hear from others, because we don't have 

anybody with agendas there and I believe that somebody that's going to get elected to our 

board, if they aren't in that frame, they're going to be one out of seven.  So, they're going 

to either come along or get off. I believe the board has seen what their role needs to be 

and is committed to it, because it's the right thing for the college. Board members, in my 

opinion, should be individuals of high integrity, very trustworthy people who have the 

ability to articulate their opinions and good communication skills, people who are 

committed and dedicated to serving without remuneration or without expectation of 

something coming back to them.  They have to understand the role of the community 

college, and I think that's exceedingly important.  Why community colleges exist and 

what the basic purpose is.” 

 Changing internal context. New board members have changed the overall 

characteristics of the board; these changes resulted in a board that is more willing to 

make major changes in the college.  “I think the change in the board is as good as the 

changes that were made internally.  I think absolutely we needed some changes on the 
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board—new members, new ideas, new direction. The board had a very active role in 

saying, ‘Yes, it's time.’  I would tell you, had it been five years earlier the board would 

never have gone along with that. The board used to be a board—and [another long-term 

board member] will even tell you this—they just got the good reports and we knew 

students were up over the year previous semester and they went to the social functions.  

Many of the board members—it was a neat social thing to be on that board. The changes 

really started with even some of the old board. I think what changed it again was the 

board seeing how hard it was to get stuff done in the college. We knew we had tons of 

people that really had…retired, but were still pulling a paycheck.” 

 Achieving the Dream influences. Achieving the Dream is a major driver in the 

system, influencing every other aspect of the system except Board Characteristics and the 

Changing Internal Context, which are influencing the college’s engagement in Achieving 

the Dream.  Figure 3 portrays which affinities are influenced by Achieving the Dream. 

 Changing external context. Achieving the Dream influences board members’ 

understanding of and perceptions related to the changes in the external context that are 

impacting the college. “Achieving the Dream came first. I do think, though, that the 

data drove it.  The outside didn't, because if we didn't realize the data, we wouldn't at 

all be concerned about the minority issue. I think that at least in what [two other board 

members] had shared and I know my own personal experience, attending that opened 

our eyes to a lot…we were already starting to understand that we needed to change the 

management of our college and really change the way we look at student success, 

because what we've grappled with and so many other institutions have is how you 
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assimilate those students who are not prepared to go to college. Then we start hearing 

things coming out of [the state capital] and how they’re going to change the way 

they’re going to fund us, which kind of followed into that same direction. We already 

recognized that there was a burden. Then we started hearing out of [the state capital],  

‘We’re going to start funding you based on graduation rates’ and all these different 

things as opposed to contact hours.  We said, ‘Okay, at least we’re already headed in 

that direction.’” 

Figure 3.  Achieving the Dream Influences 
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 Focus on student success. Participation in Achieving the Dream has sharpened 

the focus on student success. “I feel like that prior to us becoming aware of Achieving the 

Dream, everyone wanted the college to be successful in what we were doing, but the 

focus was a little vague and it's made it a lot clearer…It's clarified the mission. It just 

gave me a different perspective. There was a lot I didn't know. [It] filled in a lot of gaps. 

It wasn't until the first Achieving the Dream meeting, that me, and [the former chancellor, 

and another board member] went to in Santa Fe. That's what really hit. They hit us right 

between the eyes with success or lack of success rates—our completion rates and that 

type of thing. It was like somebody just turned on the light switch; like, oh my God, we 

have totally missed the boat. We had looked at: okay, we’re up in enrollment 7% or 8% 

or 10%. Fantastic!  Never stopping to think about the students that didn't make it through, 

dropped out.  All we cared about was [if we] paid the bills and we have bigger numbers 

than we did last semester at this time. That's all we cared about. I really think that was 

probably the thing that really started to kind of get the full flame going and fueled it and 

got it to where it is today.” 

 Board roles and responsibilities. Board engagement in Achieving the Dream has 

shifted the board’ focus to their responsibilities for student success. “If I were to tell you 

how much influence Achieving the Dream has been on the board—direction the board is 

going now and the philosophy of the board, I would say, ‘Achieving the Dream gets at 

least 90% of the credit for kick-starting it.’ I can only talk to you about me. It has me, and 

I think all of us, because we hammer home [that] Achieving the Dream is based upon 

student success. It's influenced us, because it came to us when our board members came 
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back and talked to us about that.  Then, that's when we put the Achieving the Dream and 

student success in the boardroom. It took awhile to click with everyone to get the global 

view or the total concept, but I feel like the board gets it. That's really important that we 

do, because student success is why we're in business. We're not in business to work for 

the convenience of the faculty to make sure they'd have a life of ease, comfort and 

pleasure. We're there for the students.” 

 Board culture. Achieving the Dream changed the focus and the way the board 

made its decisions.  “That’s how we started asking the questions that we couldn’t get 

answers to. It causes you to focus. Instead of how have we done it before, what would be 

normal, it focuses on what will enable us to have student success. We came back with 

more or less a mandate that we must get information more readily available and quicker. 

It's always uppermost in our mind when we look at the programs and the projects and 

processes.  In Achieving the Dream, why are we here?  Is this something that we need to 

consider doing?  Is this something we need to move forward with to approve, allocate 

resources to? I think that Achieving the Dream deal, all of us are for the principles, now 

that we learned what the problems were. I don't think we knew what the problems exactly 

and what the figures were. I think that's affecting our decision on a lot of stuff.” 

 College’s role and purpose. Achieving the Dream has helped redefine the 

college’s role and purpose. “Achieving the Dream, 100%, because it wasn't until [another 

board member] and I sat at that first meeting and said, ‘Holy, crap, we're really not doing 

what we should be doing and we aren't paying attention.’ We came back, shared it with 

the other board members and flat out, at that first board meeting told everybody, ‘Hey, 
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things are going to be different. We're going to start focusing on achieving students' 

dreams and that's not what we've been doing.’ Achieving the Dream affects the college's 

role and purpose, because it is something that has been defining for the board's role and 

purpose and the college's role and purpose.  The board has said, ‘This is what we want to 

do.  We want to focus on student success.’ We're finally getting serious about what we're 

involved in.  What's the result here?  These students that attend [our college], what are 

they taking with them? Are they achieving their dreams? Some of them, we have to 

define what the dream is, and I think that's a part of our responsibility.” 

 Changing external context influences.  The changing external context is a 

secondary driver in the system as shown in Figure 4.  This affinity influences the majority 

of the other elements in the system. 

Focus on student success. Achieving the Dream is a major external change that is 

influencing the focus on student success. “I would still have to go back to Achieving the 

Dream and just making us aware of the realities that we’re looking at.  Because I think 

many of us on the board didn’t really realize just how badly we were really performing. I 

think your focus on student success and all the ramifications attached to it—that should 

be paramount.  We're much more aware and, again, because of what the data show, we're 

much more committed.” 

Board culture. The way in which the board makes its decisions and the decisions 

that they are making are influenced by changes in the external context. “External changes 

are influencing how we make our internal decisions. I mean, obviously it’s got to be 
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Figure 4. Changing External Context Influences 

 

  

affecting our decisions at some level. I think external factors always affect us. There's no 

doubt about it.  I think it's a major factor now.  It's what's driving our mission and driving 

our purpose. If you keep on doing what you've been doing, you keep on getting what 

you've been getting and what you've been getting is not achieving student success. So, 

we're focused and we're very single focused on student success. Many people give lip 

service to that, because it sounds good. But, I think a lot of our processes and programs 

are really very involved in making sure that that comes about. It's made it much more 

evident to us. To the extent that I'm given defective product to mold with, which is what 

I'm seeing, then that external impact impacts me greatly in my decision-making.” 
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 Board roles and responsibilities. The board considers changes to the external 

context as it considers how to set direction for the college.  “Well, I think, we need to be 

more attentive.  I think that we need to be in touch with the trends that are developing 

out there.  This report right here that they shared with us recently gives us a lot of the 

demographics, a lot of the information. I think that we don't just need to listen to 

everything and take it as gospel.  I think we need to do our own thinking and our own 

research and bring some ideas of our own to the table creatively, innovatively to try to 

give guidance and direction from our perspective. We have to direct the college where 

it's going and not where it's been, where we've been—what's the new changing thing.” 

College’s role and purpose. Changes in the way in which competitors educate 

students, the growing number of developmental students, and other external changes 

influence the way in which the college achieves its mission. “Certainly, what's 

happening on the outside is influencing what we're going to continue to do. But I think 

that we're trying to concentrate more on is where we're going to go, rather than where 

the college has been in the past. When I used to see the University of Phoenix offered 

degrees, and I'd say, ‘Ha! What a joke! They got to be quacks.’ Now, you can see that 

we are trying—we don't have a degree yet from computer learning courses, but we're 

working on getting degrees. The role and the purpose of the college has always been the 

education of students. We have to keep up with times. So, we have to consistently try to 

be innovative, because we have the competition of 10 community colleges. I think it’s 

affected our programs from the standpoint of we’re putting more emphasis on our 

developmental education programs.  That’s really through Achieving the Dream in that 
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we recognize that we have got to give these students the best opportunity to pass those 

classes the first time around.  Our deal to a large degree is with where we're going, our 

difficulty is finding competent teachers to teach where we're going if the field's not that 

expanded or that big at the time.  So, it's really hard.” 

 Changing internal context. Changes in demographics, funding, the economy, and 

the types of jobs are some of the external changes that shift how the college plans for the 

future and drive internal changes, which then, in turn can impact the external context. 

“The outside influence is making it absolutely necessary that we take on some of these 

issues inside. I think there are external factors that are influencing decisions and how we 

manage the college.  There’s no question. It’s not just a reduction in funding for the 

college.  I think as important, if not more important, is what we’re hearing about how 

they’re going to fund us in the future I think has affected all of us on how we look at 

things. The changing of the demographics, especially with the Hispanic and the black 

student populations, it's a little bit harder for us to wrap our arms around.  So, we got to 

try a lot harder. External context changes what goes on internally.  It has to.  If SACS 

makes a different ruling, we have to abide by that, other things of that nature, regulatory 

issues, etc.  The internal side of it, I think, also affects the external.  And the reason for 

that is, is because as we make changes in our internal structure, as we find things that 

work for student success, as we focus on that, that will have an impact upon the external 

context as well, because when we succeed, as we succeed, that puts pressure on other 

schools, because it can be done. If our unemployment rate is X, then how many 

additional students are we going to gain as a result of X, if it's Y.  Those are the kind of 



 

217 

things I'd want to anticipate in planning ahead.  That's what I feel like [the college] is 

starting to do a much better job of—anticipating what the future's going to bring. Those 

external factors, definitely, have an impact. There's no doubt about it.” 

 Focus on student success influences. As a secondary driver in the system, Focus 

on Student Success both influences and is influenced by elements of the overall system. 

As shown in Figure 5, Focus on Student Success impacts four elements of the system. 

Figure 5. Focus on Student Success Influences. 

 

 Board roles and responsibilities. The focus on student success has shifted and 

clarified board priorities. “Achieving the Dream has changed the priorities in some way 

of how we look at things. Again, I think it's better clarified.  I think we're more focused, 

than we were before.  Prior to this, you just made some assumptions, but now, you're able 

to measure.  We're getting a lot more data on a timely basis, so you can actually measure 
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how well you're doing; how well you're performing in Achieving the Dream. Heretofore, 

none of that was in place. You had no way to monitor. Now, you do. It's a way to monitor 

the effectiveness of a board. If we're not getting the job done, then something's wrong 

with us. We're not asking the right questions. We're not addressing the right priorities.” 

 Board culture. The focus on student success expands the criteria used for 

decision-making beyond just a fiscal consideration. “It changes how we make decisions. 

That will make us take a look at our decision-making processes and focus it in that light. 

That does alter some of the decision-making that we do.  Whereas, before it might have 

been a good business decision, it may not be the best for student success. Well, the 

business standpoint says, ‘Why spend money because you don't know if that's going work 

or not?” But because you're focusing on student success, you go say, ‘Okay, we're not 

going to spend money to do it across the whole campus the first time. We're going to see 

if we have an impact with a small amount and, basically, start a pilot project, see if that 

works.’  We'll have to see if we have enough success to make it worthwhile continuing.  

Well, obviously, with a 99% [success rate], you do want to have that. Because student 

success is uppermost in our minds about what decisions we're making.  Again, in our 

discussions in the past, we ask ourselves the question, ‘What effect is this going to have 

on student success?’ Heretofore, we didn't really ask those kinds of questions. In our 

board agendas, we're seeing reports on student success and –I think that we need to have 

more of those.  I think they need to be supported more by good documentation, because 

when people start talking in wandering generalities about how great we [are], I don't 
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really buy into that. Let's get down to specifics. What is really happening, and in the long 

run, it makes for a much, much better college. 

 College’s role and purpose. The interest in student success influences how the 

college fulfills its role by focusing on the needs of students. “If the college role and 

purpose was driving student success, we wouldn't even be talking about Achieving the 

Dream. We'd have already done it. We would be way ahead of that curve and we would 

be telling other community colleges how to do it. We want everybody on that campus to 

be focused on the student, giving them their best opportunity to succeed.” 

 Changing internal context. The focus on student success illuminated the changes 

needed in the college. “I think the changes are because we changed our focus and we’ve 

recognized where we had to change personnel; where we had to change processes and 

procedures in order to follow that path. So I think the fact that the board made a 

conscious decision to make student success our focus, I think that has driven everything 

else. The data is driving more changes and a stronger commitment to the changes. There's 

not a time when we meet that the question we ask, ‘Is the money we're spending here, 

does that help us achieve the dream?  Is that doing what we want to have done there in 

that area? Is this necessary? Is this program really necessary?  Or does it just satisfy some 

department head or someone, because it's their deal. And what is the end result? Is it 

really necessary, in line with our mission?” 

 Board roles and responsibilities influence. This affinity, Board Roles and 

Responsibilities, is the first outcome discussed.  As a secondary outcome, this affinity 

influences three elements in the system as illustrated in Figure 6. 
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Figure 6. Board Roles and Responsibilities Influence 

 

 Board culture. The board’s perspective on its role and responsibilities shifts the 

kinds of questions that are asked and the decisions that are made. “They know when they 

walk in here that we’re not just going to go along with anything you give us.  We’re 

going to question it.  You may ultimately convince us.  You may not.  I think there are 

times that we have forced them to go back and change directions. I don’t think that’s 

micromanaging. I think when they bring us programs and they bring us ideas and they’re 

trying to strategically change the direction of the college, I think that is our role to step in 

and say yes and no and maybe and why. That is exactly our job. I think that we've always 

evaluated all the recommendations that have come to us and tried to look at every 

ramification or every angle.  But, here again, when you look at the Achieving the Dream 
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and you really understand what it is, when that plays into it, it ratchets up the 

responsibility; we have to tie everything into that.” 

 College’s role and purpose. The board’s focus on student success as a major 

responsibility is shifting their perspective on the college’s role and purpose. “I think, 

currently, the board is doing more of the influencing, because I think it would be hard 

for the administration to have taken on this project if, in this case, the board drove it. 

The interest in student success is making us focus on the whole process, internal, 

external. I think most of us knew what our board responsibilities were before we got 

into it. We might not have known all the little nuances attached to it.  But from the 

global, the overview, the conceptual, we knew what our responsibilities were. 

Basically, it's to set policy and we don't get involved in all the minutiae. If we did, we'd 

be on the payroll of the college in another capacity. But I think that we have to look at 

the primary mission of the institution and we have to make sure that everything, every 

program is moving toward fulfilling and being successful in accomplishing that 

mission. I think if you had asked most of us what our responsibilities were four years 

ago, you might get different answers than what you would today. I think our beliefs 

have changed or at least become more focused. Because of that, I think what we 

consider to be our responsibilities today are definitely different than what we would 

have thought they were four or five years ago.” 

 Changing internal context. The board’s view of its role and responsibilities have 

focused their efforts on the changes needed in the operation of the institution. “First of 

all, this change that started with A Case for Change had to be board-supported.  The 
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chancellor's not going be able to pull that type of thing off, whoever he or she is without 

board support. The board helped make the internal changes come about, because we 

wanted to change the way things were done.  We had individuals here who weren’t 

buying into that and I think we just pushed and pushed and pushed until finally some 

folks decided let’s go ahead and take our early retirement and let somebody else come in 

here that’s willing to make those changes.  We had people in key leadership positions that 

were not buying into what we wanted to do. Our view of what's happening affects the 

internal decisions that are made and the changes that are made.” 

 Board culture influences.  Board culture is a secondary driver in the system, 

influencing two elements of the system.  Figure 7 presents those elements influenced by 

board culture. 

Figure 7. Board Culture Influences 
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 College’s role and purpose. The way in which the board makes its decisions 

changes its view of the college role and purpose. “I think as we change, then it certainly 

changed on how we viewed the role of the college. We are an institution of learning. 

I think the way that the board makes decisions influences because as we look at and as 

we get to the point where it's certain of which direction we're heading , there's 

refinements to the direction; there's smaller changes.  But once we have a certain 

direction, it's easy to support that and put everything in light of student success. So, how 

do you allocate the resources?  How do you do that?  It changes as time goes by. I think 

our board has a lot of input.  I'm on the finance committee and the personnel policy 

committee.  At our finance meetings, some of the things that we discuss—I'll tell you one 

example.  When we were talking about purchase of some IT software, we were talking 

about the maintenance and the agreements and things of that nature and they really hadn't 

got to the point where that was considered, and that was a very high-dollar item. So, the 

give and take there, I think, it helps to influence in a positive way.” 

 Changing internal context. The shift in the board culture to a culture of evidence 

has impacted changes to the college. “We want to be data driven. I think we’ve pushed it 

and caused the changes in the college. We’ve pretty much demanded more data. The data 

is driving more changes and a stronger commitment to the changes.” 

 College’s role and purpose influences. As one of the two primary outcomes of 

the system, College’s Role and Purpose influences only one other element in the system, 

the Changing Internal Context as depicted in Figure 8. 
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Figure 8. College’s Role and Purpose Influences 

 

 Changing internal context. Changes in the college’s role and purpose are 

impacting the way the organization is structured and operates.  The internal changes then 

start to impact the role and purpose of the college in an interactive way. “We recognize 

what's happening on the outside and we recognize that the old standard stuff from 10 or 

15 years ago is no longer what's in. I think probably the board’s change in attitude 

probably helped foster some of those changes. We're going through a culture change, 

there's no doubt about that.  I've been on the board long enough to see that. When you 

change three campus presidents; when you move from something where mediocrity was 

acceptable, just kind of a way of life, to a performance-oriented culture, many people 

don't like that. Those internal changes have been, in my view, very, very good, not just 

for the college, but for the entire community.  It spills over into economic growth, 
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economic development, all these other things. The role and purpose starts off with a 

major impact on the internals. You have to get that direction going. Once you start it 

going, then by virtue of they don't have any choice, by virtue of they like the direction it's 

going, by virtue of they thought of it first, it all starts working. Then, suddenly, that 

impacts the role and the purpose of the college. The fact that A Case for Change came 

about—it was like a perfect timing type thing, because right about the time that was 

getting going is when we started seeing data, preliminary data and the demographics were 

changing. It was almost like a perfect storm—the right time. I don't know that any one 

thing influenced the other. I think it's kind of like putting the recipe together with a cake.  

You need the flour, but you need the sugar.  Everything just kind of came together.   

 Changing internal context influences. The final affinity in the system, the 

Changing Internal Context, influences one element in the system, Achieving the Dream. 

The Changing Internal Context is a primary outcome of the system, but in this instance it 

influences one of the drivers of the system as shown in Figure 9.  

 Achieving the Dream. The changes in the internal context preceded the college’s 

engagement in Achieving the Dream and created a fertile environment for the ideas to 

blossom at the college. “Initially when we made the big change—when [the chancellor] 

reorganized us that was not a result of Achieving the Dream. That was just a result of 

recognition. Have you read his A Case for Change?  I think it was going on before 

Achieving the Dream came about. I remember some reports that some of our department 

heads were making concerning preparing some of these under-prepared students and 

some of the things they were doing particularly in the area of math and science. I think 
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the changes might have driven us towards that.  It drove us towards recognizing the real 

need. 

Figure 9. Changing Internal Context Influences. 

 

Uncluttered System Influence Diagram (SID) 

 The cluttered SID presented before the discussion of the theoretical relationships 

within the system is highly complex, because it shows all of the relationships in the 

system.  This creates challenges for understanding and interpretation of the system due to 

the large number of links. To ensure that the SID is consistent with its underlying IRD, a 

link not described in the composite theoretical descriptions (from Board Roles and 

Responsibilities to Board Characteristics) was added to create an 100% Pareto 

Reconciled SID. The goal of the model of the system is to retain the richness of the 

system, while reducing the complexity. The technique used by Interactive Qualitative 
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Analysis (IQA) to “reconcile the richness-parsimony dialectic is to produce a 

supplementary or secondary SID called the uncluttered SID, one that has the redundant 

links removed” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 329).  Figure 10 presents the uncluttered 

SID. 

Figure 10. Uncluttered SID: Engaging a Board in Student Success 

 

 

 A tour through the system.  Engaging a board in student success starts with the 

qualities of the individuals who serve as trustees for the institution and end with changes 

to the way in which the institution accomplishes its goals. The individuals who make up a 

board bring a unique set of personal qualities, work and personal experiences, and values 

to their service on the board.  It is this group of individuals who set the stage and the 

focus of their work as a board of trustees of the college.  Personal characteristics, such as 
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an openness to learn from new experiences and a strong commitment to the college lead 

to engagement in board education efforts like Achieving the Dream.  Achieving the 

Dream Board of Trustees Institutes spark a epiphany for board members; they return 

from this experience with a new understanding of the external context in which they 

operate and an expanded understanding of their role. This results in an increased focus on 

use of data to understand the changing external context in which they find themselves.  

The confluence of changing demographics, reduced funding, and increased focus on 

accountability drives an interest in and increased focus upon student success.  No longer 

is a growing enrollment sufficient to demonstrate that the college is effective in 

accomplishing its mission.   

This focus on student success leads the board to re-evaluate its roles and 

responsibilities for governance of the institution.  This revision of its roles and 

responsibilities feed back into the experience and understanding of the individual board 

members, reinforcing their commitment to the goals and values of the institution. As the 

board seeks to expand its responsibilities to include accountability for student success, it 

impacts the board culture and how they make decisions. Board members want more data 

to inform their decisions; the nature of questions change, and the expectations for the role 

of the college change.  The increased focus on student success impacts the board agenda, 

with regular presentations on how the institution is supporting student success and how 

successful these efforts are.  More data and information lead to a shift in what the board 

views as the role and purpose of the college.  As the college’s role and purpose evolves to 

respond to the changing needs of the community, changes occur at two levels: (a) the 
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board roles and responsibilities are revised and refined to reflect the evolving purpose; 

and (b) changes occur internally in the institution to accomplish the new roles and 

purpose.  So, for example, as the college embraces the idea that every student should 

succeed, the institution must respond with new approaches and supports to ensure 

success. Data must be collected to evaluate these efforts. New reports become available 

which then allows the board to make better decisions, changing its culture and how the 

board operates.  A visual summary of the system is presented in Figure 11. 

Figure 11. Theoretical Summary: Engaging a Board in Student Success  

 

 Feedback loops.  The system has several feedback loops, in which three or more 

affinities influence one another directly or indirectly.  These feedback loops provide 

additional insight into how the elements of the system interact.   Three key feedback 

loops will be described and named. Combining these system elements into a “super 
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affinity” allows a telephoto view of the system.  This telephoto view is presented in 

Figure 12. 

Figure 12. Telephoto View SID: Engaging a Board in Student Success 

 

 

 

 

        
College culture: Achieving students’ dreams. Working from right to left in the 

system, the first loop is a three-component loop: Board Culture to College’s Role and 

Purpose to Changing Internal Context and back again as shown in Figure 13. 

Figure 13. Feedback Loop: College Culture: Achieving Students’ Dreams 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A shift in the board culture to a focus on evidence of student success results in 

changes to the college’s role and purpose. The explicit message is that the college’s role 

is to help students be successful. This, in turn, impacts the internal culture of the college 
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to one that focuses on students, using evidence to demonstrate results. The new processes 

result in additional information that impacts how the board makes decisions.  The 

ultimate outcome of this feedback loop is a transformation of the culture of the college to 

a focus on helping students achieve their goals.  Figure 14 illustrates this intermediate 

view SID. 

Figure 14. Intermediate View SID: Engaging a Board in Student Success 
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Board vision for the college. This feedback loop includes two elements in the 

first feedback loop: Board Culture and College Role and Purpose as depicted in Figure 

15.  The feedback loop starts with the Board Roles and Responsibilities. As a board 

begins to see ensuring the quality of teaching and learning at the institution as an 

important part of its role, the board requires evidence of how well the college is 

accomplishing their mission.  The college acknowledges student learning as the heart of 
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its role and purpose. As the college purpose evolves, the roles and responsibilities of 

board members are redefined.  All of these elements are the board’s vision for the 

college.  A second intermediate view of the SID is presented in Figure 16. 

Figure 15. Feedback Loop: Board Vision for the College 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16: Intermediate View Two: Engaging a Board in Student Success 
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Becoming focused on student success. The affinity, Board Roles and 

Responsibilities, is included in two feedback loops.  Figure 17 illustrates a feedback loop 

that starts with Board Characteristics leading to Board Roles and Responsibilities, which 

then feeds back to Board Characteristics.  This loop focuses primarily on the external 

inputs to Board Roles and Responsibilities that result in the board’s Focus on Student 

Success. Individuals on the board gain knowledge through experiences at the Achieving 

the Dream Board of Trustees Institutes and other educational opportunities.  Experiences 

with Achieving the Dream educate board members about the meaning of the external 

changes, which drive an interest in student success.  This interest in student success 

results in the board examining its role and responsibilities. Board members’ experiences 

related to this expanded role feed back into the individual board members values and 

beliefs. 

Figure 17 Feedback Loop: Becoming Focused on Student Success 
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Summary 
                      
 Chapter Five presented the findings from the research conducted for this 

grounded theory study.  Findings related to the level of engagement of the governing 

board that was selected for the study were presented through the lens of Panthea’s (2008) 

definition of corporate engagement: focus, perspective, infrastructure, and behavior.  Key 

events of the history of the governing board’s interest in student success were detailed.  

 Through the data analysis process, the researcher identified eight factors or 

affinities that influenced the governing board’s interest in student success. The first 

factor, Board Characteristics, was comprised of the values, skills, knowledge, expertise, 

life experience, and personalities that influence board behavior.  The second factor was 

Achieving the Dream; this affinity incorporates both the board education component and 

the overall college participation in the broader initiative. The third affinity focused on the 

Changing External Context, comprised of all the external factors impacting the college 

from the economy to outside competition to changing demographics.  Focus on Student 

Success was the fourth factor in the system of influence; this affinity included those 

aspects of the college resulting from the focus on student success, such as an increased 

customer focus, meeting students where they are, a drive for innovative solutions, and an 

expanded scope of the board’s role. The fifth factor was Board Roles and 

Responsibilities, including policy-making and setting direction, leadership, establishing 

high expectations, fiscal responsibility, and evaluating and compensating employees 

based on performance.  Closely related to this factor was the sixth affinity, Board 
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Culture.  This affinity represented board relationships, interactions with the 

administration, the board agenda, and how the board operates and makes decisions.  

The College’s Role and Purpose was the seventh affinity described. This factor examines 

the educational mission of the college and its importance to both the students served and 

the broader community. The final affinity in the system was Changing Internal Context. 

This incorporated the changes in the institution and its efforts to support a culture of 

evidence and support under-prepared students. 

 The final section of the chapter focused on the pairwise relationships of each of 

these eight affinities to one another. Board members were asked to judge which of two 

factors was the influencer and which was the influenced. These data were presented and 

translated into a System Influence Diagram that depicts a visual image of the system. 

Each of the pairwise relationships was described and a visual illustration was provided to 

show the relationships.  The chapter concluded with a brief discussion of the system, 

including ways in which feedback loops could be combined to create a simplified view of 

the system.  Chapter Six will provide an in-depth look and interpretation of the findings 

presented in this chapter.  
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What is a scientist after all? It is a curious man looking through a keyhole, the keyhole of 

nature, trying to know what's going on.  ~Jacques Yves Cousteau 

CHAPTER 6: INTERPRETATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction  

 A belief in the importance of community college governing boards and their 

essential role in institutional transformation framed this research study.  The critical need 

for better outcomes for students at community colleges framed the research purpose. If 

community colleges are going to dedicate their efforts to ensuring student success, major 

institutional transformations will be necessary. The governing board has a vital stake in 

this effort, but too few boards have taken up the challenge.  By hearing directly from the 

voices of a board that has become serious about student success and learning from their 

journey, this study suggests a model for how this transformation might occur for other 

boards. 

 Analyzing and interpreting the findings reported in Chapter Five is the purpose of 

Chapter 6.  The chapter opens with an overview of the study.  Findings will be analyzed 

and discussed for each of the research questions. The chapter will conclude with 

recommendations for future research and practice. 

Overview of the Study 

 Governing boards of community colleges are entrusted with the fiduciary 

responsibility for ensuring governance of the institution in accordance with its charter 
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(Burns, 1966).  Boards’ primacy for governance is emphasized in the AGB Statement on 

Institutional Governance: 

The ultimate responsibility for the institution rests with its governing 

board. Boards cannot delegate their fiduciary responsibility for the 

academic integrity [emphasis added] and financial health of the 

institution…delegation of authority to the administration and faculty…is 

made with the implicit understanding that the board still retains the 

ultimate responsibility (Association of Governing Boards of Universities 

and Colleges, 1999, p. 3). 

  
 Although governing boards are being urged to demonstrate their institutions’ 

success at educating students, too few boards have made student success a priority 

(Alfred, Shults, Jaquette, & Strickland, 2009; Potter & Phelan, 2008; USDOE, 2006). 

Achieving the Dream: Community Colleges Count is a national effort aimed at improving 

community college students’ educational attainment (ATD, 2007a).  Recognizing the 

importance of governing boards in accomplishing their goals, governing boards are asked 

to develop a student-centered vision, create of a culture of evidence that uses data about 

student achievement to improve student outcomes, and promote equity and excellence. 

 The purpose of this study was to discover the principle factors that influence a 

governing board to increase its engagement in ensuring an institution’s accountability for 

student success.  Because qualitative inquiry offers the best approach when one needs a 

“complex, detailed understanding of the issue,” (Creswell, 2007, emphasis in original, p. 

40), this study employed qualitative research, using a grounded theory approach with a 

single-case design, to gather in-depth data about the research questions at one college 
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involved with Achieving The Dream.  Through a combination of interviews of board 

members and other key informants, review of important documents, and direct 

observation of the board, data were collected to better understand the processes and key 

influences involved in engaging a governing board in student success (Creswell, 2007: 

Merriam, 1998, Yin, 1994). The data collected from this single case were used to develop 

a “‘grounded theory’ or abstract theoretical understanding of the studied experience” 

(Charmaz, 2006, p. 4).  

Through an examination of a governing board that has increased its focus on student 

success, the study identified factors that were influential in increasing board engagement 

and developed a model that describes how these factors interact to result in board 

engagement. 

Two primary research questions guided this study: 

1. What are the primary influences that lead to a community college governing 

board to increase its focus on accountability for student success? 

2. What model best describes how these influences interact to result in a 

governing board’s increased focus on accountability for student success? 

 

In order to clarify the two primary research questions, several issue-specific sub-

questions about the board’s governance processes were examined.  Additionally, 

procedural sub-questions related to grounded theory were explored: 

1. What is the history of the governing board’s focus on accountability for 

student success? 

a. What were the major events or benchmarks in the process? 
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b. Who were important participants in the process?  How did they participate 

in the process? 

c. What were the obstacles to change? 

d. What were the outcomes? 

2. What are the general categories that emerge in open coding? 

3. What central phenomenon or phenomena emerge? 

a. What are its causal conditions? 

b. What contextual or intervening conditions influenced it? 

c. What strategies or outcomes resulted from it? 

d. What were the consequences of these strategies? 

Interpretation of Findings 

 The findings presented in Chapter Five will be analyzed and interpreted in this 

section in order to answer the two research questions.  The procedural sub-questions will 

be discussed within the broader context of each research question as appropriate. The 

case examined for this grounded theory study was selected because it was purported to be 

a good example of a governing board that has become engaged in student success. The 

findings related to the level of board engagement will be discussed first. 

Level of Board Engagement 

 Findings presented in Chapter Five provide clear evidence that the governing 

board is highly engaged in student success.  Based on the definition of engagement used 

for this study, this governing board meets the four criteria: focus, perspective, 

infrastructure, and behavior.  The board demonstrated a shared commitment to student 

success through their statements and actions.  Supplemental evidence from interviews of 

administrators and Achieving the Dream coaches, and a review of the board agendas all 
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align with the perception that the board has made student success a major focus of its 

work. Board members receive regular education related to student success from college 

personnel and external experts. This has lead to an expanded perspective on the meaning 

of student success and its importance for the institution and individual students. 

 Data showing the increased number of board agenda items focused on student 

success is evidence for an infrastructure that emphasizes student success.  Only 16 

agenda items related to student success were noted on any of the 62 board meetings from 

January 2003 to April 2007, about 25% of the meetings.  From April 2008 forward the 

percentage of board meetings that include at least one agenda item on some aspect of 

student success rose to nearly 100%. The board had requested that there be a student 

success item on every agenda. By establishing an agenda process that requires regular 

presentations on student success, the board has created an infrastructure that supports 

engagement and accountability. 

 The board’s changed behavior also supports the claim that this is a governing 

board that is highly engaged in student success. From establishing dedicated funding for 

student success initiatives to requesting better and more recent data on a regular basis to 

asking for justifications based on how a recommendation aligns with student success, the 

board demonstrates a high level of engagement. 

 The evidence is strong that this is an excellent case of a governing board that is 

highly engaged in student success.  Because there was a clear shift in emphasis on student 

success in April 2007, this is also an excellent case through which to explore the research 

question, specifically to determine the factors that lead to a board’s engagement.  
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Research Question One 

 Chapter Five reported the findings on research question one: What are the primary 

influences that lead a governing board to increase its focus on accountability for student 

success? The findings answer the second procedural sub-question: What are the general 

categories that emerge in open coding? Findings also respond to a portion of the third 

procedural sub-question: What central phenomenon or phenomena emerge? Open coding 

identified 75 categories; these codes were refined through axial and selective coding to 

create eight primary factors found to be influential: Board Characteristics; Achieving the 

Dream; Changing External Context; Focus on Student Success; Board Roles and 

Responsibilities; Board Culture; College’s Role and Purpose; and Changing Internal 

Context. The contribution of each these factors will be discussed below. To set the stage 

for discussion of these factors, the findings related to the first procedural sub-question 

regarding the history of the governing board’s focus on student success will be discussed. 

  History of Board’s Focus on Student Success. Because of the linear nature of 

time, the first procedural sub-question—What is the history of the governing board’s 

focus on accountability for student success?—is vital to answering the first research 

question.  A history of the board’s focus on student success was presented in Chapter 

Five that lays out the key events to answer this question.  In reviewing these key events, 

several factors emerge that were central to the shift in board engagement:  

• The college chancellor did some foundational work to set the stage, creating a 

sense of urgency and making some initial institutional changes that created a more 

fertile environment for student success. 
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• Through participation in an in-depth Achieving the Dream Board of Trustees 

Institute, board leaders had an epiphany about the importance of student success 

and the board’s role to assure positive student outcomes. 

• Board leaders educated the other members and began taking strategic actions to 

continue the focus on student success.   

• Other board members participated in subsequent Achieving the Dream Board of 

Trustees Institutes and took up the banner of student success. This has resulted in 

the entire board’s engagement in student success as a part of their culture, “the 

way we do things around here” (Deal & Kennedy, 1982, p. 4 as cited in Bolman 

& Deal, 2003)  

Prepare the soil. The first key event in the history of the governing board’s 

increased engagement in student success was the generation of A Case for Change and 

the deliberation by the board and administration as to its implications.  This event tilled 

the soil to establish a fertile environment for new growth by creating a sense of urgency, 

identifying data as a key to institutional transformation, and bringing new leadership 

aligned with the new institutional goals to the college. 

Create a sense of urgency. The board’s initial interest in student success was 

fostered by the chancellor’s presentation of a provocative paper, A Case for Change, 

which laid out the urgency for institutional change in response to a rapidly changing 

world. By outlining the external pressures on the institution and arguing for the need to 

transform the institution, the chancellor built the foundation for engaging the board in 

student success. It did not, however, directly result in a shift of board attention to student 
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success, but merely put the topic on its radar.  Kotter (1995), in a classic article on the 

topic of change, faulted failed change efforts with not creating a sense of urgency “to 

make the status quo seem more dangerous than launching into the unknown” (p. 60). 

Make decisions based on data. One important outcome of this effort was the 

desire to have data-informed decisions. This was initially driven, in large part, by the 

chancellor.  With his institutional research background and experience in other settings, 

he was a strong proponent of the need for better data to be used in the decision-making 

process.  This desire to be data-informed has been short-circuited by the lack of a strong 

infrastructure to support data collection and reporting. The institution has made some 

investments in improving the data infrastructure, which should lead to a stronger culture 

of evidence as desired by the board. 

Bring in leadership who support the change efforts. Another result of this 

dialogue with the board about the need for institutional change was an early retirement 

program designed to bring in new leadership to the institution. This was an important 

factor in the overall institutional transformation. Having administrators and faculty who 

support student success is an essential component to institutional support for a focus on 

student success. 

Plant the seeds. The second major event that was key to the change in board 

engagement was the college’s participation in Achieving the Dream.  Funding from a 

local endowment provided the impetus for the college to become a part of this national 

initiative.  The key elements of Achieving the Dream—committed leadership, use of 
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evidence to improve programs and services, broad engagement, and systematic 

institutional improvement—were in line with the chancellor’s goals for the organization.   

Education is foundational, but an epiphany creates change. Board engagement in 

the topic of student success did not occur simply because the institution decided to 

participate in the program. The true transformative event was attendance by the board 

chair and co-chair at the first Achieving the Dream Board of Trustees Institute. By 

learning about the grim realities of student educational attainment through examination of 

their own data, board members learned the extent of the problem and their role in solving 

it. In listening to the board members, it was not just the data, but “turning on the light 

switch” that made the difference in their engagement.  The realization by board members 

that “we have totally missed the boat” through a focus solely on growth and enrollment is 

central to the transformation. 

Peer-to-peer learning is a valuable tool.  One of the important aspects of the 

education board members received at the Achieving the Dream Board of Trustees 

Institute was that it occurred with their peers.  Other board members from local colleges 

heard the same news; all of their colleges shared the challenge of poor student 

educational achievement.  As one board member noted, “ There’s a whole bunch of 

people that are equally as bad as you are.” 

Water the growing plants. Solidifying the board’s commitment to student success 

does not occur overnight. As the review of the board’s history on student success clearly 

shows, the change has occurred slowly over the three-year period, starting with the first 

board members attending the Achieving the Dream Board of Trustees Institute in March 
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2007 to the strategic planning retreat in January 2010, during which every board member 

selected “student success” as the first thing they considered as a strategic goal priority. 

Board leadership is important. The first two board members who attended the 

Achieving the Dream Board of Trustees institute were the board chair and vice-chair. 

They brought home the message to the other board members: “Things have to change 

here. We have to focus on student success.”  They led the charge, at the very first meeting 

after the first Institute, to add a $1 to tuition that would be dedicated to student success. It 

was these two board members who insisted upon having a student success item on every 

agenda and who wanted to have a statement above the board dais—“Achieving Students’ 

Dreams”—as “the message that we’re about.”  

There may be a tipping point. Some evidence points to the importance of reach in 

the education of board members. Four of the seven board members have participated in 

the Board of Trustees Institute.  Forming a powerful guiding coalition is an important 

strategy of successful change efforts (Kotter, 1995).  The change to the level of board 

engagement in the topic of student success through the lens of the definition used for this 

study indicates that changes to the infrastructure, such as the agenda, or the overall 

perspective happened over a period of time.  Gladwell’s (2000) notion of a tipping point 

may be instructive; perhaps there is a critical number of engaged board members, a 

tipping point, before the whole board becomes engaged.   

Create a robust culture of evidence. The board emphasized over and over about 

the importance of data and the need for timely data. The administration is responsible for 

ensuring that the infrastructure is in place to meet board demands for information, while 
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helping it have a realistic perspective on what data are available and relevant to its 

decision-making and how to interpret and use sensitive data. The sophistication of board 

members understanding and use of data to inform their decisions appears to be maturing 

with increased exposure to the data. 

Harvest the fruits of the student success efforts. This study did not directly 

examine the results from the board’s focus on student success, but sufficient time and 

effort are needed before the fruits of its labor will be evident. The seeds have been 

planted and new growth nurtured, but continued efforts by the board to sustain their 

attention and monitor the outcomes and by the administration to institutionalize these 

changes are needed to ensure the desired results of excellence and equity for all students.  

System Elements: Affinities. By answering the question about the history of the 

board’s engagement of student success, a broad stroke view of the key events and 

important elements in the process of engagement emerges.  Examining the eight factors 

that emerged from board interviews and the model that describes their relationships gives 

a more nuanced understanding of what changes a board’s behavior from a focus on 

“budgets, buildings, and bonds” to an enlarged focus that includes student success.  Each 

factor will be discussed to answer Research Question One. 

Board characteristics. The individuals who make up a board are central to its 

success. Key findings include: board members’ commitment to serve the best interests of 

the college is critical; tenure is important, but it is also valuable to bring in fresh 

perspectives; and diverse viewpoints and areas of expertise lead to better decisions.  One 

of the key principles of the fiduciary responsibilities of a governing board is the duty of 
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loyalty—the interests of the organization come first (Leslie & MacTaggart, 2008).  If the 

members of the governing board had personal agendas that influenced their decisions, the 

support for student success might not be as strong. For example, all of the board members 

talked about their responsibilities to taxpayers to keep the tax rate low. If a board member 

had the tax rate as his or her sole concern, the cost of investing in student success, while 

in the best interest of the students, may be over-ridden by the personal “low-tax” agenda. 

The long tenure of board members provides stability and a historical perspective, 

but could lead to an insular board. There has been some turnover recently with the 

addition of two new board members within the past five years.  The changes in board 

membership appear to be an important element of their shift in thinking.  

Chait, Ryan, and Taylor’s (2005) leadership model for effective governance 

emphasized the role of the board in generative thinking, making sense out of knowledge 

or data or helping frame problems.  This important function works best if diverse 

perspectives are brought to bear on an issue. The board members interviewed valued the 

diverse experiences and perspectives of board members and thought this was an essential 

element of the board’s success.  Despite having different professions, board members 

appear to be more alike than different.  Having only one woman who is Hispanic and six 

white males does not reflect the diversity of the community.  Nevertheless, the board 

members promote equity for all students. 

Achieving the Dream. The central role of Achieving the Dream in the change 

process is evident throughout the findings in Chapter Five and in the description of the 

institutional context provided in Chapter Four.  Key findings are that Achieving the 
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Dream provides trustees with a new perspective; connects them to peers who have the 

same problems; challenges them to do the hard work back home to create institutional 

change; and serves as a powerful influence to the entire institution’s efforts towards 

student success.  The most striking aspect of the findings related to Achieving the Dream 

is the evangelistic quality of board members’ advocacy. They talk about having their eyes 

opened or the light turned on.  The term “Achieving the Dream” has become a part of the 

board rhetoric as a marker for student success.  Participation in Achieving the Dream has 

fostered what Kotter (1995) terms “a powerful guiding coalition”  (p. 61). “In the most 

successful cases, the coalition is always pretty powerful—in terms of titles, information 

and expertise, reputations and relationships” (Kotter, 1995, p. 62.)  An essential aspect of 

what Achieving the Dream does is clarifies both the board’s fiduciary responsibility to 

assure the academic quality and outcomes of the institution and outlines what is the 

board’s appropriate role. The text used at the Board of Trustees Institute, Peter Ewell’s 

(2006) Making the grade: How boards can ensure academic quality, recommends five 

key principles to assist boards in determining their proper role: 

1. Running the curriculum is the faculty’s responsibility; the board’s role is to 

remind them of that responsibility. 

2.  Stay focused on strategic issues. 

3. Expect and demand a culture of evidence. 

4. Recognize that evidence about academic quality raises issues, but rarely gives 

final answers. 

5. Make reviewing evidence of academic quality and improvement a regular and 

expected board-level activity.  
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Evidence from the interviews with board members and other key informants as 

well as the document review indicate that this board has incorporated these principles in 

their board work.  This is paramount to successful governance, because the focus is on 

policy-level action, countering the potential for micromanagement (Carver, 2006). 

Another important aspect is the emphasis in principle four of the ambiguity that is 

inherent in trying to understand complex phenomena; this calls for thoughtful 

deliberations and patience.  One of the challenges faced by this board and administration 

is the eagerness of the board to institute change versus the readiness of the institution to 

fully embrace that change. 

Changing external context. Major changes in the community, state, nation, and 

world create a sense of urgency of the need for the institution to be responsive. Key 

findings include: the demographics of the community are rapidly changing with an 

increase in Hispanic students; we live in a 24/7 society, and the college needs to adapt to 

this reality in its programming; the funding pressures from the state must be balanced 

with the need to represent taxpayers; board members are an important link to positive 

community relationships; competition from other educational institutions is growing; and 

regulatory agencies are putting pressure on institutions to be more accountable for 

success.  

 Pressures from the external environment are a given in any system.  In an 

environment with shrinking resources, increasing needs of students, and pressure for 

better results, the board must decide how to balance these concerns. The strategic goals 

for the institution weigh heavily on the side of student success. Some aspects of the 
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external environment buffer the board from the most difficult choices. The community is 

highly supportive of the college. The economy is relatively strong, but that could quickly 

change with the deep cuts faced by one major governmental employer in the area. Tuition 

rates are competitive with other schools in the region, making the college a good value 

for students. Although there is talk of developing a state funding model based on course 

completions instead of enrollments, this has not yet occurred.  By focusing now on 

student success, the college is positioning itself to be ready for that possibility.  

 Focus on student success. Considered as an outcome for this research study, the 

focus on student success becomes an important driver in the overall system as the board 

begins to focus on student success.  Among the most important findings is the need for a 

shared vision and shared responsibility—student success is everyone’s business. Student 

success is predicated on a focus on meeting students where they are and providing the 

services and supports necessary to accomplish their goals.  The need for innovation 

becomes paramount; business as usual has been failing these students, so new approaches 

are needed. This challenge offers the board an opportunity to take on a more meaningful 

role as a thought-partner with the administration, providing the generative governance of 

grappling with complex issues, such as how to define student success (Chait, et al., 

2005). These issues require deep thought and a multitude of perspectives, calling upon 

the collective wisdom of the board.  Giving the board meaningful work addresses 

criticisms by Carver (2006) and Chait, et al. (2005) that boards’ abilities are under-

utilized.  
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 Board roles and responsibilities. As the middle element in the system, the Board 

Roles and Responsibilities affinity is appropriately situated as central consideration of 

engaging a board in accountability for student success.  Only when a board sees this role 

as an important and appropriate responsibility will they be empowered to focus on 

student success.  Key findings for this affinity include the board’s primary role at the 

macro and strategic level of the organization: establishing a shared vision; setting 

direction; making policy; assuring fiscal responsibility; hiring, firing, and evaluating the 

chancellor; setting high expectations; and monitoring outcomes.  The responsibilities 

identified by the board closely parallel the responsibilities identified by others (Houle, 

1989; Leslie & MacTaggart, 2008; Nason, 1982; Smith, 2000). 

 Board education on their appropriate role and responsibilities related to 

accountability for student outcomes is of primary importance if boards are going to 

expand their role in this area. Most board members are not educators; in the case of this 

board, one of the board members has taught classes as an adjunct and another makes 

regular presentations to classes. This lack of academic expertise of most board members 

coupled with concerns by faculty about academic freedom results in reticence for board 

members to even venture into academic issues. Despite strong statements on the board’s 

responsibility for the academic integrity of the institution, most boards seem very unclear 

about this aspect of their role (AGB, 1999; Potter & Phelan, 2008). Where the 

responsibility resides for educating boards about this role is uncertain. From the 

researcher’s perspective, accrediting bodies, state regulatory boards, and national 

associations, such as the Association of Community College Trustees, national 
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community college improvement efforts, such as Achieving the Dream, and college 

chancellors and presidents all have an important role to play in this education process.   

 Board culture. As the affinity representing how the board does its work, Board 

Culture translates the board roles and responsibilities into action, encompassing a large 

number of important elements.  The findings include the importance of collegial 

relationships and trust amongst board members and with the administration; the need for 

the board and administration to work collaboratively at the appropriate level with the 

board focused on governance and the administration on management; the value of data to 

inform decisions; and the need for healthy debate and independent thinking, all while 

following state laws regarding how the board operates.  

 The importance of this affinity to the ability of the college to embrace a culture of 

evidence and focus on student success cannot be understated. This is where the board-

administration partnership unfolds and is realized.  Without trust, respect, and collegial 

relationships among board members, disagreements on courses of action become 

polarized positions, instead of opportunities to consider multiple perspectives and 

develop better solutions through dialogue. As one board member so aptly stated: “When 

push came to shove, even though we may not all agree on something, every single board 

member since I’ve been on here has really cared about what’s best for the students here.”  

Lack of trust between the board and administration leads to board members 

second-guessing data presented or micromanaging what is appropriately an 

administrative responsibility. Information sharing becomes constricted and forward 
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action is halted without a good working relationship between the board and 

administration. 

College’s role and purpose. While the college’s role and purpose is essentially 

outlined in broad strokes by the state, how it is understood and actualized by the 

institution is the focus of this affinity.  One of the findings is that, although the 

educational mission is central, deciding how to interpret that mission is a challenging 

balancing act between various constituencies in the community. This educational mission 

is viewed by board members as vital to the future of the students enrolled and the well 

being of the surrounding communities served by the college.  This theme is echoed in the 

vision, mission, and strategic goals of the college.  The new mission encapsulates this 

perspective: “Our mission is to ensure student success, create seamless transitions, and 

enrich the quality of life in the communities we serve.” 

The board’s understanding and interpretation of the college’s role and purpose 

impacts the type of programming offered by the college, who is served, and the level of 

service provided. For example, boards that do not consider student success a priority may 

respond to the large numbers of under-prepared students by establishing more rigorous 

entry requirements instead of establishing programming to remediate the students’ skill 

deficits.  

Changing internal context. Because this is a college undergoing tremendous 

change at many levels as outlined in Chapters Four and Five, this affinity took on a flavor 

of change. In other systems, this might be more appropriately viewed as college 

operations or the college culture.  Findings for this affinity include the opportunities for a 
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major cultural change afforded by turnover in essentially all of the top administrative 

positions and a large number of faculty positions. The significant role of Achieving the 

Dream as a catalyst for change with its emphasis on creating a culture of evidence is a 

key finding for this affinity.  The challenge of the large numbers of under-prepared 

students is central to the changes needed by the college. 

Cultural transformation is a challenging process, but the college appears to have 

the right ingredients to make it happen:  external pressures create an urgency for change; 

the board is a powerful guiding coalition for change; the board has selected a new 

chancellor who aligns with its vision for the institution; a vision has been created by the 

board and key administrators; and a plan for communicating the vision and empowering 

others to act on the vision is under development.  These ingredients address five of 

Kotter’s (1995) components of successful transformations.  The three areas that are still 

unrealized from Kotter’s recommendations are: plan for and create short-term wins; 

consolidate improvements and produce still more change; and institutionalizing new 

approaches (Kotter, 1995).  There are several initiatives underway identified in Chapter 

Four that offer the hope for short-term wins as the results are documented. 

Research Question Two 

 Chapter Five also presents the findings for research question two: What model 

best describes how these influences interact to result in a governing board’s increased 

focus on accountability for student success? The third procedural sub-question about 

what central phenomena emerge is further elaborated in the findings about the model.  
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This section discusses and critiques the model that emerged from the theoretical board 

interviews in the context of the study’s findings.   

System Influence Diagram (SID). The uncluttered SID is a parsimonious model 

that describes the relationships among the eight affinities that were determined to be 

influential in engaging a board in student success. The uncluttered SID removes 

redundant relationships to present a model that captures the essential relationships, but 

reduces the complexity of the system. Figure 1 in Chapter Five illustrates the cluttered 

SID in all of its complexity.  Figure 18 illustrates the uncluttered SID that is 100% Pareto 

Reconciled. 

Figure 18. Uncluttered SID: Engaging a Board in Student Success 

 

Fully interlinked system. Several features of this model are important to consider 

in interpreting the model. The most important aspect is the fact that this is an 
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interconnected system; a change in any one part of the system has an impact on other part 

of the system.  When building the SID, the direction of influence was a foundational 

component of how the elements interact and which aspects were considered drivers or 

influencers and which were outcomes or influenced.  In an interconnected system, 

however, these distinctions become less important; what was an outcome becomes a 

driver and vice versa. Examining the relationship between one of the primary outcomes, 

the College Role and Purpose, with one of the primary drivers, Board Characteristics, 

illustrates this point.   

The Interrelationship Diagram (IRD), Table 4 in Chapter Five, and presented 

visually in Figure 2 shows that Board Characteristics, a primary driver, influences the 

College Role and Purpose, a primary outcome.  However, when the entire system is 

considered, changes to the College Role and Purpose influences the Board Roles and 

Responsibilities, which influences Board Characteristics.  For example, as the college 

purpose focuses upon equity among racial and ethnic groups for graduation rates, the 

board role must incorporate regular monitoring to assure that the college is meeting its 

stated purpose of equity.  When board members get regular reports and discuss the 

impact of strategies to improve results as a part of this expanded role, they gain additional 

insight and experiences that have the potential to impact their individual values and 

beliefs.  Perhaps the board members decide as a part of their deliberations that they need 

to have more representation of minorities on their board.  This is just one example of how 

change impacts an interlinked system. 
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The most valuable aspect of the fact that it is an interlinked system is the range of 

opportunities it affords a change agent.  This means that strategies to change any one part 

of the system could have the ability to influence the whole system. Considering another 

example, suppose the college decides to invest in its data infrastructure, which allows it 

to provide more timely and meaningful reports for the board. This, in turn, gives the 

board better information upon which to make decisions, influencing the way it views how 

well the college is achieving its stated role and purpose or highlighting data that indicate 

a need to shift the role and purpose. Where an intervention takes place becomes a matter 

of strategy and opportunity; a chancellor or president may identify one area as more 

amenable to change and start their intervention at that point, knowing that the impact will 

extend to other parts of the system. Interventions can happen in any part of the system 

and will have consequences for the rest of the system. The challenge is to anticipate these 

effects or an intervention may have unintended consequences. 

Feedback loops.  A second important feature of the SID is there are feedback 

loops. Influence travels in a loop around the system and back to itself.  One benefit of a 

feedback loop is it allows learning to take place (Capra, n.d.). Three major feedback 

loops were presented in Chapter Five: College Culture: Achieving Students’ Dreams, a 

loop of Board Culture, College Role and Purpose, and Changing Internal Context; Board 

Vision for the College, a loop of Board Roles and Responsibilities, Board Culture, and 

the College Role and Purpose; and Becoming Focused on Student Success, a loop of 

Board Characteristics, Achieving the Dream, Changing External Context, and Focus on 

Student Success.  
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Examining one loop, College Culture: Achieving Students’ Dreams, can illustrate 

how a loop could spiral in a negative direction. Imagine that the Institutional Research 

Department provides several reports to the board that indicate the online learning courses 

have terrible success rates with large numbers of drops and high failure rates.  If the 

board members do not have trust in the ability of the administration to improve these 

rates, they may decide that it is not worthwhile to invest in online learning. They 

determine that online learning will not be a part of the college’s role in the community.  

This results in a decrease in enrollment because much of the growth has been in online 

learning.  The reductions in enrollment lead to reduced revenue and a need to cut staff. 

The administration decides to cut staff in the Institutional Research Department. 

Consequently, the board no longer gets timely reports to help inform its decisions. Using 

inadequate information and a couple of complaints from the community, the board then 

decides that the programs for continuing education are not valuable and determines that 

the college should only provide incumbent training for employers, but no general 

continuing education. This decision leads to further cuts. The morale of college faculty 

and staff starts to erode. The downward spiral continues. 

By the same token, the system could have a positive feedback loop. The board 

gets the same negative data about online learning.  Because board members have a 

comprehensive view of the situation, including awareness of the importance of online 

enrollments to the college’s future and they have strong faith that the administration can 

solve this problem, the board decides to invest in online education and fund training of 

faculty for an online credential.  The college increases its role in the online learning 
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market in the community. Faculty members are excited about the new online credential 

and enroll in large numbers. They learn new strategies to retain and support their online 

students. After about three semesters, the retention rates of online classes is the same or 

higher than the in-class sections.  Online sections do not require the amount of physical 

space for support so the increased enrollments in online education result in more revenue 

for the college at a lower cost.  

Tagg (2007) makes a distinction between single-loop and double-loop learning 

within a system that is important to consider. In single loop learning, changes are made to 

the strategies to address a problem, but underlying governing values are not examined. 

To gain the most benefit from the feedback inherent in a system loop, the values and 

assumptions underlying the strategies must be evaluated as a part of the learning process. 

Missing elements in the system. Examining the history of the governing board’s 

engagement in student success and comparing it with the model as illustrated in Figure 

18, one element seems to be missing.  Administrative leadership is not clearly articulated 

in the model. While the board agreed to participate in Achieving the Dream, which was 

instrumental in the transformation of its focus on student success, the chancellor and his 

team had decided that this was a worthwhile investment of time and energy and brought 

it to the board. The chancellor established a context in which the board understood the 

need for change in the institution and began many of the changes in the institutional 

context before the board was fully engaged in student success. In this particular case, 

administrative leadership was a significant factor in shifting the focus to student success, 

both by creating a climate in which board members understood the changing external 
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context and by encouraging participation in an effort that is specifically designed to focus 

board member’s attention on student success.  

Critique of the system. The original goal of the research study was to identify 

those factors that influence a governing board’s engagement in student success and 

identify a model that best describes how those factors interact to result in a governing 

board’s increased focus on accountability for student success.  From a logical 

perspective, a focus on student success is an outcome of the system. However, the model 

that emerged from the theoretical interviews with board members positions the affinity, 

Focus on Student Success, as a secondary driver of the overall system.  This research is 

predicated on a social constructivist paradigm in which individuals develop a subjective 

understanding of the meaning of their world through their experiences and interactions 

with others; meaning is socially mediated (Creswell, 2007; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  For 

the board members interviewed in this study the shift to a focus on student success has 

already happened. Their collective experience in this process of awakening to the 

importance of student success as integral to their roles and responsibilities as board 

members has already occurred.  Instead of a system that describes how a governing board 

shifts its focus to student success, the model that emerged from the interviews with board 

members is better described as a model that illuminates how a board does its work when 

a focus on student success is already a component in the system. A newly-named SID, 

Governing with a Student Success Agenda, is presented in Figure 19.  

 Stepping back from the system in a zoomed out view based on an analysis and 

renaming of the feedback loops, as illustrated in Figure 20, is instructive. From this 
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perspective, the first loop is the part of the system that engages the board in student 

success while the remainder of the system describes how becoming focused on student 

success establishes a new board vision for the college in which the culture is focused on 

helping students achieve success. In light of this interpretation of the findings, the portion  

Figure 19. Composite SID Renamed: Governing with a Student Success Agenda 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 20. Telephoto view SID: Engaging a Board in Student Success 
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of the system that responds to the research question is the first loop. Because board 

members already include student success in their understanding of their reality, they 

incorporated student success as an influencing factor in their understanding of the system 

instead of an outcome of the system.  Figure 21 presents the loop in the overall system 

that represents how a board becomes engaged in student success.  

Developing a New System Influence Diagram.  When interpreting the study 

findings from the researcher’s perspective, the researcher recommends two modifications 

to the feedback loop, Becoming Focused on Student Success: add a missing factor of 

administrative leadership and place the changing external environment as a driver of both 

board characteristics and administrative leadership. 

Figure 21. Feedback Loop: Becoming Focused on Student Success 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adding in the missing element of administrative leadership as a driver of 

Achieving the Dream incorporates the findings from the answer to sub-question two on 

the history of the governing board’s engagement in student success. The reason for 

placing the changing external environment as an overall driver of the system is because 

the changing external environment represents the overall context in which administrators 
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and board members find themselves. Without the pressures of changing demographics, 

reduced funding, increased competition, increased interest from regulatory agencies on 

results and the like, the need to change the status quo would be removed and institutions 

would continue to operate as they had. It is the combined influence of the changes in the 

external context that drives administrators and board members to want to institute 

change.  Figure 22 presents this modified model. This new SID becomes the model that 

responds to research question two that describes the factors that influence a governing 

board to become engaged in student success. The composite SID based on the theoretical 

interviews with board members, renamed Governing with a Student Success Agenda, is 

shown in Figure 19. This model retains all of the elements of the original system. 

Figure 22. New SID: Engaging a Board in Student Success 

 

 

 

 

 

 In this new SID, Changing External Context influences both Board 

Characteristics and Administrative Leadership, which both then influence Achieving the 

Dream. The other elements of the system remain the same.  Given an environmental 

context that puts pressure on the institution to improve its outcomes, either from 

competition from other educational institutions or from regulators, there is a need for 

action by the governing board and administration. A governing board with members who 
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are willing to participate in educational opportunities and open to examining their roles 

and responsibilities as board members and administrative leadership that wants to 

improve the educational attainment of students will become engaged in educating 

themselves about the topic of student success. Participating in a comprehensive initiative 

like Achieving the Dream with its goal of institutional transformation provides the 

knowledge and tools to focus on student success. This leads to an expansion of board 

roles and responsibilities to focus on accountability for student success. 

Implications and Conclusions 

 Several implications surface from this grounded theory case study of a governing 

board that has become engaged in accountability for student success.  If governing boards 

are to become engaged in student success, a sense of urgency about the necessity to 

improve colleges’ results must be created. Additionally boards must be educated as to 

their responsibilities, transform their understanding of their role, and be given the 

information required for good decisions. Based on the findings from this study, external 

partners like Achieving the Dream are key to transforming board members understanding 

and commitment. Boards then are obligated to act on this knowledge and take fiduciary 

responsibility to hold administrations accountable for results. Administrative leadership is 

essential to begin the board engagement process and to lead the institutional 

transformation to improve student outcomes. 

Importance of External Emphasis on Improving Student Outcomes 

 The first major implication of the findings is the importance of the external context 

in engaging governing boards in student success.  Without calls for better student 
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outcomes on the part of national organizations, accrediting bodies, and state higher 

education agencies, the climate for change is not fostered. The student success agenda is 

not elevated to a priority for boards or administrators. Calls for better student outcomes 

have arisen from the national government, national associations, and accrediting bodies 

that create an urgency to act.  Continued focus on improving educational attainment is 

essential to maintain the focus of boards and administrators on this important issue. 

Need for Board Education 

 The findings from this study clearly show the transformative effect of board 

education. Board members’ focus on enrollments and growth instead of outcomes has 

historic roots. Changing this focus requires an understanding on the part of board 

members as to the importance of ensuring academic quality, in addition to their fiduciary 

responsibilities, for the institution.  It is almost as if board members need to be given 

permission to address student success. They do not appear to understand that this is their 

role. This new understanding cannot occur without education.   

Value of an Outside Change Agent 

 This study showed how Achieving the Dream, a national initiative dedicated to 

helping more community college students succeed, was instrumental in the process of 

engaging a governing board.  Through the in-depth, peer-based training provided at the 

Board of Trustees Institute, board members came to a new understanding of their 

responsibilities to ensure the academic quality of the institution, learned the appropriate 

role for a board, and committed to success for all students. Because board members were 

learning with their peers whose results were all similarly dismal, the institution was 
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buffered from the potential threat to the administration by sharing these data outside the 

supportive context of Achieving the Dream.   

 The value of Achieving the Dream extends beyond the illumination offered by the 

Board of Trustees Institute, however. By giving administrators the tools and support to 

create a culture of evidence, helping them engage faculty, and suggesting strategies to 

change student outcomes, Achieving the Dream fosters an institutional commitment to 

student success that reinforces the board’s commitment.  

Significance of a Culture of Evidence 

 Understanding the depth of the problem is a key element in the board’s shift. 

Board members changed their perspective after examining institutional-level data on the 

college’s success rates.  Without data to inform decision-making, board members can only 

rely on administrators’ recommendations or their own experiences to make decisions. 

They do not have the information they need to assure academic quality and student 

success.  Having an infrastructure that supports rigorous review of data and an 

institutional culture that affirms the importance of data for decision-making is a vital 

aspect of increasing a board’s attention to accountability for the educational attainment of 

the college’s students.  

Necessity of Administrative Leadership 

 Administrative leadership is required at the beginning of the board engagement 

process and beyond. The institution must have an appropriate infrastructure to support 

adequate information and data for the board if it is going to monitor student success. 

Administrative leadership is essential to translate the vision of the board into a reality. 
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Without administrative support and commitment, boards will not be able to move their 

vision forward. 

Recommendations 

 The recommendations based on the results of this grounded theory study are 

divided into two areas: recommendations for further research and recommendations for 

practice. Because this study was based on a single case, the reader is cautioned to closely 

examine the institutional context provided in Chapter Four to determine if these 

recommendations are relevant to their context. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

 There are three areas recommended for further research: examination of the 

impact of board engagement in student success, elaboration of the factors of Achieving 

the Dream that are most essential, and testing of the study models. 

 Recommendation One. This study only examined the factors that influenced 

board engagement in student success. It did not examine the impact of board engagement 

on results.  As noted in Chapter Two, most of the research on higher education governing 

boards has been descriptive and limited in its examination of the impact of governing 

boards on organizations (AGB, 2009; Carver, 2006; Michael, Schwartz, & Cravenco, 

2000; Schwartz, 1998; Vaughan & Weisman, 1997).  A follow-up study on the impact of 

board engagement in student success would be a valuable addition to the literature. 

 Recommendation Two.  Achieving the Dream was a major influencing factor on 

board engagement in student success.  The Board of Trustees Institute appears to be the 

impetus that sparked initial board interest.  However, the study did not examine what 
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aspects of Achieving the Dream were most effective or necessary to foster board 

engagement over time.  The findings demonstrated that full engagement of the board in 

student success as defined in this study happened over time.  Because Achieving the 

Dream is a comprehensive initiative, multiple aspects of the initiative may be influential 

or required for change to occur. A related issue is the level of “dose” required to create a 

tipping point; How many board members are required to be engaged in student success 

before there is a cultural shift on the board?  A study that examines what aspects of 

Achieving the Dream are necessary for change would ensure that investments in the 

initiative are well placed.  

 Recommendation Three. This grounded theory study offers two models for 

consideration: Becoming Engaged in Student Success and Governing with a Student 

Success Agenda.  Both of these models could be tested in other situations to determine 

their broader relevance. Since the model reflects the perspectives of five board members 

and the researcher’s analysis of the overall findings, it may be an idiosyncratic view with 

limited applicability.  However, the comprehensive nature of the case study and the 

similarity of the characteristics of these board members to those across the country lend 

support for applicability of the model. 

Recommendations for Practice 

 Three recommendations for practice are offered in order to engage governing 

boards in student success: continue state and national pressure on improving students’ 

educational success, educate board members, and continue comprehensive initiatives to 

improve student success. 
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 Recommendation One. Continue the state and national focus on improving 

student educational attainment in community colleges. The pressure to improve student 

outcomes comes from many different fronts (Ewell & Wellman, 2007; NCCC, 2008; 

SACS, 2008; USDOE, 2006).  While there is debate over how to best accomplish a post-

secondary policy on student success, the continued focus on student success provides the 

impetus for community colleges to address the challenges of equity for all students (Tinto 

& Pusser, 2006).  A continued emphasis on the importance of student educational 

attainment and the board’s role in assuring academic quality is necessary for board 

engagement in student success. 

 Recommendation Two. Offer Board of Trustee Institutes to community college 

governing boards across the country. The impact of this educational experience for board 

members cannot be overstated. It was this peer-learning, eye-opening experience that 

initiated the process of board engagement.  It is a training model that has worked to 

engage school boards in school reform and appears to have the same impact on 

community college board members (Quigley, 2007).  Providing a similar three-day 

regional or state-level training event for community college governing board members is 

a small investment that reaps a large reward in terms of board engagement in student 

success.  Additionally, Achieving the Dream should incorporate this element in all of its 

work with colleges. 

 Recommendation Three: Continue to engage community colleges in 

comprehensive initiatives to improve student success. The complex challenge of 

improving the educational attainment of all community college students requires an 
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institutional commitment and approach (Kuh, et al., 2006; Tinto & Pusser, 2006).  

Initiatives like Achieving the Dream that take an institutional approach to change offer 

the best opportunity to address the myriad issues that are essential to be considered for 

institutional change to take hold and transform the “way we do business around here.” 

Summary 

 This chapter concludes the research study with a brief overview of the study 

followed by an interpretation of the findings.  Evidence for the level of board engagement 

in student success was strong, resulting in this case serving as an excellent example to 

study. Each of the research questions were examined and discussed.  

 The history of the governing board’s engagement in student success offered 

several markers for how to engage a governing board, starting with creating a sense of 

urgency for change and preparing the board with background information focused on 

data. Participating in the Achieving the Dream Board of Trustees Institute was 

instrumental in engaging the board in a student success agenda. The need for ongoing 

work to solidify the commitment was noted; both board and administrative leadership are 

needed to ensure continued engagement. A tipping point may need to be reached to get 

full engagement.  

 Each of the eight affinities in the system was discussed in light of relevant 

literature.  The important aspects of the System Influence Diagram are that it is a fully 

interlinked system, so changes in one part of the system impact the whole system. There 

also are a number of feedback loops, which allow for learning to take place.  A loop can 

spiral into either a negative or positive direction.  
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 The original system was critiqued and a missing element, Administrative 

Leadership, was added.  The researcher offered a new System Influence Diagram that 

modified the Becoming Focused on Student Success Feedback Loop (Figure 21) so that it 

became the model to describe the factors that engage a governing board in student 

success. This new model was presented in Figure 22.  The original composite SID was 

renamed Governing with a Student Success Agenda and was posited to describe the 

governance system for a community college governing board already engaged in student 

success (Figure 19). 

 Five implications of the system were identified: the importance external pressures 

to improve student success outcomes, the need for board education on their role and 

responsibilities in this area, the value of an outside change agent, the need for a culture of 

evidence, and the need for administrative leadership. 

 Finally, the chapter proposed recommendations for further research and for 

practice. Recommendations for further research include: examining the impact of board 

engagement in student success; identifying what elements of Achieving the Dream are 

most effective or necessary; and testing the two models proposed from the study. 

Recommendations for practice include: a continued state and national focus on improving 

student educational attainment; offering board of trustee institutes throughout the 

country, and the continuation of comprehensive institutionally focused initiatives to 

improve student success. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

Initial Board Interview Protocol 
 

 
Open with a brief introduction to the research study and complete the informed consent 
documents. I have some general questions about the board roles and responsibilities and 
questions related to student success. 
 

1. Tell me a little about you and about your history with the Board of Trustees. What 
is it about being a trustee that attracted you to the role? 

 
2. What do you see as the role of the college? Probe for student success. 
 
3. What values are central to the college? Probe for student success. 
 
4. Tell me about the work of the Board of Trustees and its responsibilities.  

 
5. Tell me about the leadership of the Board of Trustees. What is the leadership’s 

role in the work of the board?  What is the role of the board leadership related to 
student success? 

 
6. Tell me about how the board works with the administration.  What is the role of 

the administration related to student success? 
 
7. Tell me about setting the agenda for the Board of Trustees. How have agendas 

changed over the past three years (especially since the March 2007 ATD retreat)?  
Tell me about the board agenda related to student success. 

 
8. What is the board’s vision for the college?  What is important to the board?  How 

has this vision changed over the past three years especially since the March 2007 
ATD retreat)? Probe for student success. 

 
9. Tell me about how the board members interact and work with one another. 

 
10. Tell me about the board’s decision-making process. (Probe for types of questions 

asked, how the board engages with information given, what types of issues the 
board decides). How has this changed over the past three years (especially since 
the March 2007 ATD retreat)?   

 
11. Tell me about external influences on the work of the board.  Probe for student 

success. Probe for accreditation, higher education coordinating board, community 
pressure, outside initiatives.  
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12. Tell me about board education.  (Probe for topics covered, how education is 

done).  How has this changed over time (especially since the March 2007 ATD 
retreat)?  Tell me about board education related to student success. 

 
13. Tell me about board use of data to talk about student success.  How has the use of 

data changed over the past few years? (Probe for prior to March 2007). What is 
your understanding of student success?  What type of information do you think 
you need to have to determine how well the institution is doing on student 
success?  

 
14. Tell me about the board’s involvement in Achieving the Dream and student 

success. What was it about the program that attracted the board of trustees? 
(Probe for major events or benchmarks, who were important participants and their 
roles, any obstacles encountered, specific actions taken, and the results.) 

 
15. What do you think are the key factors that led the board to become interested and 

engaged in student success? 
 

16. What additional information would you like to share about the Board of Trustees 
of the college?  Are there any other things about student success you would like to 
add? 

 
17. Who else should I talk to about the governing board and its work on student 

success? 
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APPENDIX B 
 

Administrative Interview Protocol 
 
Open with a brief introduction to the research study and complete the informed consent 
documents. I have some general questions about the board roles and responsibilities and 
questions related to student success. 
 

1. Tell me a little about you and about your history with the college. What is 
your role related to the Board of Trustees? 

 
2. What do you see as the role of the college? Probe for student success. 

 
3. What values are central to the college? Probe for student success. 

 
4. Tell me about the work of the Board of Trustees and its responsibilities.  

 
5. Tell me about the leadership of the Board of Trustees. What is the leadership’s 

role in the work of the board?  What is the role of the board leadership related 
to student success? 

 
6. Tell me about how the administration works with the board. What is the role 

of the administration related to student success? 
 

7. Tell me about your involvement in setting the agenda for the Board of 
Trustees. How have agendas changed over the past three years (especially 
since the March 2007 ATD retreat)?  Tell me about the board agenda related 
to student success. 

 
8. What is the board’s vision for the college?  What is important to the board?  

How has this vision changed over the past three years especially since the 
March 2007 ATD retreat)? Probe for student success. 

 
9. Tell me about how the board members interact and work with one another. 

 
10. Tell me about the board’s decision-making process. (Probe for types of 

questions asked, how the board engages with information given, what types of 
issues the board decides). How has this changed over the past three years 
(especially since the March 2007 ATD retreat)?   

 
11. Tell me about external influences on the work of the board.  Probe for student 

success. Probe for accreditation, higher education coordinating board, 
community pressure, outside initiatives.  
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12. Tell me about board education.  (Probe for topics covered, how education is 

done).  How has this changed over time (especially since the March 2007 
ATD retreat)?  Tell me about board education related to student success. 

 
13. Tell me about board use of data to talk about student success.  How has the 

use of data changed over the past few years? (Probe for prior to March 2007). 
What is your understanding of student success?  What type of information do 
you think the board needs to have to determine how well the institution is 
doing on student success?  

 
14. Tell me about the college’s involvement in Achieving the Dream and student 

success. What is the board role related to Achieving the Dream? What was it 
about the program that attracted the college; the board of trustees? (Probe for 
major events or benchmarks, who were important participants and their roles, 
any obstacles encountered, specific actions taken, and the results.) 

 
15. What do you think are the key factors that led the board to become interested 

and engaged in student success? 
 

16. What additional information would you like to share about the Board of 
Trustees of the college?  Are there any other things about student success you 
would like to add? 

 
17. Who else should I talk to about the governing board and its work on student 

success? 
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APPENDIX C 
 

Consent Form 
 

Informed Consent to Participate in Research 
The University of Texas at Austin 

 
You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with 
information about the study. The Principal Investigator (the person in charge of this 
research) or his/her representative will provide you with a copy of this form to keep for 
your reference, and will also describe this study to you and answer all of your questions. 
Please read the information below and ask questions about anything you don’t understand 
before deciding whether or not to take part. Your participation is entirely voluntary and you 
can refuse to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise 
entitled.   

 
 
Title of Research Study: Increasing a Community College Governing Board’s 

Engagement in Accountability for Student Success: What are the Principal 
Influences? 

 
 
Principal Investigator(s) (include faculty sponsor), UT affiliation, and Telephone 
Number(s): Linda Susan Anderson Welsh, Doctoral Student, Community College 
Leadership Program (CCLP), Department of Educational Administration, The University 
of Texas at Austin, 512-586-1575. 
Faculty Sponsor: Dr. John E. Roueche, Community College Leadership Program (CCLP), 
Department of Educational Administration, The University of Texas at Austin, 512-471-
9426. 
 
Funding source: Not applicable 
 
The purpose of this study is to research the key factors at [the college] that influence the 
governing board to focus on accountability for student success. The overall goal of the 
study is to provide a model that describes how the key influences interact to increase a 
community college governing board’s focus on accountability for student success. 
 
The research questions and supplemental questions for this study are:  
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Research Question 1: What are primary influences that lead to a community college 
governing board to increase its focus on accountability for student success? 
 
Research Question 2: What model best describes how these influences interact to result in 
a governing board’s increased focus on accountability for student success? 
 
If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to do the following things: 

• Participate in an in-depth interview with the researcher pertaining to the study.  The 
in-depth study will be scheduled at times convenient to the interviewees at [the 
college], the interviewee’s place of work, or other convenient location.  Interview 
participants will include members of the Board of Trustees and administrators 
involved with the [college’s] student success initiatives. 
Total estimated time to participate in interviews is approximately 90 minutes per 
person. 

• Participate in one to three regular board meetings with the researcher observing the 
meeting.  The observations will take place at a regularly scheduled board meeting at 
[the college]. 
Total estimated time to participate in observations is approximately six hours per 
person (two hours per board meeting). 

 
The Project Duration is: The project will initiate in September 2009 and continue through 
May 2010. 
 
Potential Risks: 

• The risk associated with this study is no greater than everyday life 
• Practices will be implemented to assure confidentiality; however, a possible risk 

involves the loss of confidentiality. 
• If you wish to discuss the information above or any other risks you may experience, 

you may ask questions now or call the Principal Investigator listed on the front page 
of this form. 

 
Potential Benefits 

• The potential benefit of the study is to identify the key elements that influence a 
governing board to increase its focus on accountability for student success and how 
these factors relate, which could contribute knowledge that is useful to other community 
colleges and parties associated with community colleges, such as policy makers.  

 
If you choose to take part in this study, will it cost you anything?   
 There will be no costs for participating in this study.  
 
Will you receive compensation for your participation in this study?   
 No compensation will be provided. 
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What if you are injured because of the study?   
   NA 
 
If you do not want to take part in this study, what other options are available to you?  
 
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary.  You are free to refuse to be in the 
study, and your refusal will not influence current or future relationships with The 
University of Texas at Austin and/or [the college]). 
 
How can you withdraw from this research study and who should you call if you 
have questions? 
 
Contacts and Questions: 
 If you have any questions about the study, please ask now. If you have questions 
later, want additional information, please, call the researchers conducting the study. If 
you wish to stop your participation in this research study for any reason, you should contact 
the principal investigator: Linda Susan Anderson Welsh at (512) 586-1575 or by email at 
lawelsh@gmail.com. You should also call the principal investigator for any questions, 
concerns, or complaints about the research.  You are free to withdraw your consent and 
stop participation in this research study at any time without penalty or loss of benefits for 
which you may be entitled. Throughout the study, the researchers will notify you of new 
information that may become available and that might affect your decision to remain in the 
study.  

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, complaints, 
concerns, or questions about the research, please contact Jody Jensen, Ph. D., Chair, The 
University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human 
Subjects at (512) 232-2685 or the Office of Research Support at (512) 471-8871 or email: 
orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu. 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
 
Confidentiality and Privacy Protections: 
 

• Participation in this study will include an audio recording of the sessions.  Tapes 
will be coded so that no personally identifying information is visible on them; 
tapes will be kept in a secure place (e.g., a locked file cabinet in the investigator’s 
office); tapes will be heard only for research purposes by the investigator and his 
or her associates unless prior written consent is obtained; and tapes will be 
retained in a secure place for possible future analysis. 

 
• The data resulting from your participation may be made available to other 

researchers in the future for research purposes not detailed within this consent 
form. In these cases, the data will contain no identifying information that could 
associate you with it or with your participation in any study unless written 
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approval is obtained from interview participants or individual board meeting 
participants to include quotes attributable to individual(s). Please see signature 
lines below.   

 
• The records of this study will be stored securely and kept confidential.  Authorized 

persons from The University of Texas at Austin and members of the Institutional 
Review Board have the legal right to review your research records and will protect 
the confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law. Your research 
records will not be released without your consent unless required by law or a court 
order.   

 
• If the results of this research are published or presented at scientific meetings, your 

identity will not be disclosed. All publications and presentations will exclude any 
information that will make it possible to identify you as a subject unless written 
approval is obtained from interview participants or individual board meeting 
participants to include quotes attributable to individual(s).  Throughout the study, 
the researches will notify you of new information that may become available and 
that might affect your decision to remain in the study.  

 
 
Will the researchers benefit from your participation in this study?  
 There will be no additional benefits to researchers  
 
 
 
Signatures:   
 
As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, the procedures, the benefits, 
and the risks that are involved in this research study: 
 
 
 
____________________________________________             ________ 
Signature and printed name of person obtaining consent             Date 
 
 
Statement of Consent:  
 
You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits and 
risks, and you have received a copy of this form. You have been given the opportunity to 
ask questions before you sign, and you have been told that you can ask other questions at 
any time. You voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  By signing this form, you are 
not waiving any of your legal rights.  I have read the above information and have sufficient 
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information to make a decision about participating in the study.  I consent to participate in 
the study. 
 
 
 
Printed Name of Participant                                                      Date 
 
 
 
 
Signature of Participant                                                             Date 
 
 
 
 
Signature of Principal Investigator                                            Date  
 
 
We may wish to present some of the tapes from this study at scientific conventions or as 
demonstrations in classrooms. Please sign below if you are willing to allow us to do so 
with your recorded data. 
 
I hereby give permission for the audio tape made for this research study also to be used 
for educational purposes.  
 
 
Signature:_______________________________________________Date:____________ 
 
 
We may wish to include some of your quotes from the interviews with the researcher in 
publications, at conventions, or as demonstrations in classrooms. Please sign below if 
you are willing to allow us to include your quotes and attribute them to you. 
 
I hereby give permission for the audio- tape made for this research study also to be used 
for educational purposes.  
 
Signature:_______________________________________________Date:____________ 
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APPENDIX D 
 

Theoretical Interview Protocol:  
Affinity Descriptions and Affinity Relationship Table 

 
 

Affinity Descriptions 
 

After analyzing all the board interviews, several factors have been defined that might impact the 
board’s focus on student success.  I would like to explore the connections you see between these 
factors. We will go through each possible relationship. I will be asking you which factor 
influences the other or if there is no relationship. 

 
 
1. Changing External Context 

This factor examines changes in the external environment that may affect the work of the 
college.  Examples include the changing economy, changing needs of employers, and the 
increasing diversity of the community. It also includes such things as direction from external 
partners and regulators such as local school districts, SACS, [the state], [the state’s higher 
education agency],and laws such as the Open Meetings Act. 

 
2. Changing Internal Context 

This factor includes the changes that are occurring at the college including student changes 
such as increasing numbers of under-prepared students, a new chancellor, other leadership 
and staff turnover, and changes in how the college does its work, such as performance 
management. 

 
3. Achieving the Dream/Board Education 

This factor relates to the impact of board education, specifically Achieving the Dream on the 
board’s work. 

 
4. Values/Beliefs about College’s Role & Purpose:   

This factor includes your beliefs about the role and purpose of the college related to aspects 
such as who is served, what programs you should offer, and your responsibilities to students, 
employers, and taxpayers. 
 

5. Values/Beliefs about Board Roles & Responsibilities: 
This factor includes your beliefs about the key roles of the board and the importance you give 
to such responsibilities as setting policy, establishing direction for the college, outlining 
expectations and priorities, the fiscal aspects of your like monitoring expenditures and 
budgeting, your assessment and evaluation function and representation of the concerns of 
taxpayers and students 

 
6. Board Characteristics 

This factor are the overall characteristics of those who are on the board and include such 
things as board members work experience, business expertise, age, gender, race & ethnicity. 
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It also includes the tenure of various board members on the board, changes to board 
membership and the commitment of members to the college. 

  
7. Board Culture – Interactions and Decision Making Process 

This factor is how the board does its work. It includes the relationships and interactions 
among members, the board’s decision-making process, your use of data and information, 
what topics you discuss and consider on your agenda, and your interaction with the 
administration. 
 

8. Focus on student success 
This factor is the all of the work that is being done to shift the college’s focus to student 
success and results rather than just growth and enrollment. 
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Interview # ________ 
Factors Influencing Board Engagement in Student 

Success ART 
 

Affinity Name 
1. Changing External Context 
2. Changing Internal Context 
3. Achieving the Dream/Board Education 
4. Values/Beliefs about College’s Role & Purpose 
5. Values/Beliefs about Board Roles & 

Responsibilities 
6. Board Characteristics 
7. Board Culture – Interactions & Decision 

Making Processes 
8. Focus on student success 

 Possible Relationships 
A → B 
A ← B 

A <> B (No 
Relationship) 

 
 

Affinity Relationship Table 
Affinity Pair  
Relationship 

 Affinity Pair  
Relationship 

1               2  3               6 
1               3  3               7 
1               4  3               8 
1               5  4               5 
1               6  4               6 
1               7  4               7 
1               8  4               8 
2               3  5                6 
2               4  5                7 
2               5  5                8 
2               6  6                7 
2               7  6                8 
2               8  7                8 
3               4   
3               5   
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