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Synopsis 
 
Academic boards (or academic senates or committees) are unique to universities. Through their role advising on and 
overseeing teaching and research, it is arguable that academic boards are central to the very reason for universities’ 
existence.  Academic boards also have important symbolic purposes and for some are representative of what being a 
university is all about. However, scholars suggest that significant changes within the  Australian and international 
higher education sectors  within the past 50 years may have had a direct impact on university governance and on the 
role and function of the university academic board in particular.  
 
My research is examining the evolving role of the academic board within the context of contemporary Australian 
university governance with a particular focus on whether there is a place for the academic board within the 21st 
century university.  
 
This is a qualitative research project which uses a multiple, instrumental case study design with data gathered from 
three universities using the techniques of document analysis; interviews with key participants; and direct observation 
of academic board meetings. Purposive sampling has enabled the selection of cases with ‘maximum variation’ 
between them so that the three universities are each from a different Australian state and are different ages: one was 
established before 1914; one was established between 1915 and 1985; and one was established after 1986. This 
age-grouping is relevant because the literature suggests that within the oldest universities collegial governance 
(integral to the traditional functioning of academic boards) would once have played a considerable role, while within 
the newest universities, by virtue of age and institution type, there can be no long-standing tradition of either collegial 
governance or of academic boards. 
 
Multiple data collection techniques were used to enable data triangulation and these included detailed analysis of 
current and past academic board agendas, minutes and other key historical and current documentation; interviews 
with 31 key participants including university chancellors and vice-chancellors, members of the senior executive, 
academic board chairs and current and former academic board members; and direct observation of academic board 
meetings. The interview questions were semi-structured and open-ended and covered a range of issues from those 
specifically about each of the academic boards to others about university decision-making and the relationships 
between key groups. 
 
Two groups of theories are instrumental in my research, the first of which describes external influences on university 
governance and includes theories of the state and higher education (Clark 1983; Gornitzka 1999; Kogan & Marton 
2006; Rhodes, R. A. W. 1996), and theories of globalisation and higher education (Currie 1998; Kenway, Bullen et al. 
2006; Lingard & Rizvi 1998). The second category of theories can be applied directly to internal university 
governance and particularly to the academic board, and includes models of governance and university governance 
(McNay 1995; Rhodes, R.A.W. 1997); the audit explosion (Power 1997; Shore & Wright 2000; Strathern 2000); the 
risk society (Beck 1992); performativity and fabrications (Ball 2000; Lyotard 1984); and Bourdieu’s framework for 
analysing power relations (Bourdieu 1979, 1986, 1989), including what this might mean for organisational change 
within universities (Kloot 2009). 
 
The data collection for this study concluded at the end of 2010 and preliminary findings have been identified. Detailed 
cross-case analysis in the context of the various theoretical frameworks is continuing. 
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