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 Findings from doctoral research on the role 
and function of Australian university 
academic boards.

 Presentation structured around 4 key themes 
which emerged from the data:
oGovernance
oPower
oAcademic quality assurance
oThe future of academic boards

 Will conclude with some possible implications 
for practice.



 Research question: Is there a continuing role 
for academic boards in contemporary 
Australian higher education governance?

 Research examined:
orole and function of academic boards
othe place of boards within university 

decision making
oacademic boards’ role in, and how they 

were affected by, various power and 
authority relationships.



Comparison of certain academic board characteristics 

Age of university Early 1900s 1960s 1990s 
Nature of university Group of 8 research 

intensive 
Comprehensive research 
and teaching 

New, dual sector 

Mode of academic 
board 
establishment 

Statutory body Subcommittee of council Statutory body 

Total academic 
board members 

120+ 30–40 40–50 

Proportion ex 
officio membership 

65% 36.5% 12% 

Chair 
elected/appointed? 

Elected Appointed by VC Elected 

Average length of 
board meeting 

1.5 hrs 2  hrs 3 hrs  

 



Comparison of case study academic boards over time 
 University B University C 
Size of board on establishment 15 6 
Average length of meeting on 
establishment 

Unknown 2.5 hrs 

Average length of meeting at peak 
of professorial board 

Unknown 5.5 hrs 

Largest size of board 58 (mid-1990s) 147 (in 1990) 
Date of shift from professorial to 
representative membership models 

Mid-1990s Late 1980s 

Date of loss of resourcing and 
planning functions 

Early 2000s Early 1990s 

 



 Respondents at both universities described 
their academic board as having fewer 
professorial members than in the past and 
being smaller in size. Shorter, more efficient 
meetings.

 More managerial environment seen as having 
largely overtaken role of the academic board. 
Reduced academic board role and power.

 These changes described as necessary given 
financially-driven and global higher 
education environment.



Comparison of changes in the degree of discussion of academic board agenda items  
University A B C 

Degree of discussion of 
agenda items 2010 

41%  
 
 

10.5%  
 
 

14%  
 
 

1980s N/A 28%  
 

34%  

1960s N/A 60%  
 

57.5%  

1940s N/A N/A 71.5%  

1920s N/A N/A 78%  
 



Comparison of extent to which the three case study academic boards undertook activity to 
address each of their  terms of reference (TOR), 2010 
Characteristics Board A Board B Board C 
% TOR addressed 95% 47.5% 62.5% 
 



Respondents’ perceptions of academic board roles by university 

University Board roles 

A 

 

 

• Academic quality assurance  
• Advice on teaching, learning and research to council 
• Voice for staff 
• Symbolic role: collegiality 
• Additional key role unique to this university 

B 

 

 

• Academic quality assurance  
• Recommendations and advice to council 
• Symbolic roles 

o voice for staff  
o staff participation in academic decision-making 
o academic integrity and standards 

C 

 

 

• Academic quality assurance  
• Early input to major decisions 
• Discussion forum 
• Communication conduit  
• Staff networking  
• Symbolic role: collegiality  

 



Board strengths and weaknesses by University 
University Board strengths Board weaknesses 
A 
 
 

• Unique function of this board 
• Representative membership 
• Forum for debate 
• Forum for information 

transmission 
 

• Over-large agenda  
• Failure to provide educational 

leadership (i.e. input to academic 
directions) 

• Too transactional 
• Vice-chancellor dominated 

discussion at times 
B 
 
 

• Efficient approving/endorsing of 
recommendations 

• Source of information  
 

• Lack of discussion  
• Passive/rubber stamp approach to 

business 
• Failure to undertake quality 

assurance and monitor academic 
standards 

• Board irrelevant or fails to add value 
• Agenda and meetings dominated by 

SE 
C 
 
  

• Presence of the senior executive  
• Forum for information 

transmission 
• Members contribute to academic 

decision-making 
• Meetings short and well-chaired 

• Overlap between board and SE  
• Board is too large 
• Insufficient high-level debate 
• Failure to fulfil all TOR 
• Meetings dominated by SE 
• Too much detail 

 





Relative levels of power of each of the three case study academic boards 
University Formal power of the academic board and summary of interview responses received 
A • Board had no executive powers in its own right, formally limited to advising council and vice-

chancellor. 
• The business of the board and debate tended to be dominated by the senior executive. 
• Board seen by interviewees as being highly influential, a potential shaper of University 

directions and a very important input to management. 
B • Board had very extensive formally documented powers via its terms of reference. 

• Board universally seen as having little or no power in reality with no role in strategic academic 
matters. Commonly described as “tame” and “irrelevant”. 

• Board meetings and board business described as being dominated by the senior executive. 

C • Board had reasonably extensive official terms of reference and documented decision-making 
authority. 

• General perception was that the board had no power and little or no influence.  
• Key academic board committees (and therefore board responsibilities) were seen as ‘at risk’ of 

being taken over by the senior management group. Committees currently very active. 

 



 Across all three universities the VC or VC and 
senior executive were universally seen as 
being the locus of power.

 Key financial, strategic and management 
decisions were seen as being made ultimately 
by the vice-chancellor (and not by the 
academic board).

 Vice-chancellors and their executives were 
seen to dominate academic board meetings. 

 At university B they were also seen to 
dominate the board agenda.



Summary of vice-chancellors’ attitudes to their academic board 
University A B C 
On board 
power... 

Board highly 
influential but no 
power to make 
decisions in own right. 
Vice-chancellor has 
never gone against 
academic board 
advice. 

Board has no power in 
its own right. Authorised 
only to make decisions 
on matters delegated by 
council. 

Power now rests with 
vice-chancellor and 
senior executive. The 
academic board controls 
‘less and less’. 

Key board role: 
unique 
function 

Yes. Bringing together 
the whole university. 

None articulated. Yes, school reviews. 

Key board role: 
shared 
governance 

Provides opportunity 
for management and 
council to work with 
the board in a shared 
governance 
arrangement. This 
makes for a stronger 
university. 

None articulated. None articulated. 

 





 Academic quality assurance (AQA) or 
academic standards explicitly mentioned in 
board terms of reference.

 AQA universally considered by interviewees to 
be the most important board role.

 Evidence at all three universities that many of 
these tasks were only partly (or not at all) 
undertaken.



 Little evidence of boards monitoring 
compliance with academic policy

 No evidence of board involvement in setting 
standards or targets or collecting and 
analysing data in a meaningful way.

 Course approval authority perceived to be 
limited because senior executive had already 
approved ‘strategic’ aspects.

 What was ‘strategic’ and what was not was 
reportedly highly contested.



 Responsibility for designing and 
implementing AQA rested with DVC(A) or 
equivalent.

 Interview data also showed academic boards 
provided their universities with academic 
credibility to external agencies like TEQSA.

 Case study academic boards largely 
symbolically but not actually responsible for 
their universities’ AQA. 



 Arguably, AQA fills a void in academic board 
terms of reference left by corporatisation of 
the university.

 However, literature reports a disjunction 
between externally focused AQA and 
universities’ prime purposes of teaching and 
research.

 Some posit AQA is about accountability and 
compliance rather than improving substantive 
quality.

 AQA therefore highly contested.





 No single answer to question of whether 
there is a continuing role for the academic 
board in the contemporary Australian 
university.

 Very few respondents identified any 
significant gaps in the formally documented 
roles of their academic board.

 A majority of respondents at all three 
universities foresaw their board having the 
same or reduced responsibilities in future.



 Rewriting academic board terms of 
reference unlikely to strengthen a board’s 
role and position.

 However, may be useful to acknowledge and 
document important latent board functions.

 An academic board can only be as effective 
as the vice-chancellor wants it to be.

 Working with the vice-chancellor to identify 
ways of strengthening an academic board 
may possibly be useful.



 The most effective academic board was 
working in a shared governance partnership 
with the vice-chancellor, within limits 
imposed by VC. 

 Risk that academic boards may be held 
accountable for outcomes of externally 
focused AQA programs that they do not 
control or manage.

 AQA not necessarily savior of academic 
boards and may distract from substantive 
quality improvement.



 Lack of differentiation between roles of 
academic boards and senior executives is a 
significant problem.

 Boards with a unique role, preferably one 
focused on substantive academic issues, will 
be in strongest position.

 In the past external agencies have looked to 
academic boards for academic credibility.

 Risk that some academic boards may be 
reduced to purely symbolic role.
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