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1. Project Outcomes and Rationale 

Every Australian university has an Academic Board1 which is its peak academic body.   As Dooley argued: 

The Board is the principal policy-making and advisory body on all matters relating to and affecting a 

university’s teaching, research and educational programs.  It is also responsible for assuring academic quality 

including academic freedom, academic integrity, assessment, admissions, and research conduct. ( Dooley, 

2007, p. 25) 

As such, Academic Boards have a central role to play in setting the strategic direction and maintaining the quality 

of the Teaching and Learning programs of their university.  To date, there has been no research investigating how 

Academic Boards articulate and monitor their university’s strategic direction for its Teaching and Learning.  

What role do they play and what impact do they have on Teaching and Learning.  In each University the 

Teaching and Learning agenda is normally defined under their Teaching and Learning framework that identifies 

the key parts of their teaching and learning activities and also the relationship between these activities. The 

framework used by each University varies across the sector, with some universities focusing on 

internationalization while others focus on the use of technology and some have a focus on equity issues.    

The focus for this project is on the role that Academic Boards play in Teaching and Learning.  In particular, 

“How should they be structured, managed and equipped to provide effective academic governance in higher 

education institutions?” (Dooley, 2007; p 5)   Also of interest is whether Academic Boards provide an advisory or 

leadership role to their university? 

1(a) Outcomes  

 Thus, the main outcomes for this project will be the identification of 

•  the role played by  Academic Boards in Teaching and Learning within the context of the governance and 

management of their university. 

• their structure,  

• how they are managed, and  

• how they are equipped 

The project will focus on those components of Academic Board that operationalise their teaching and learning 

responsibilities.  Such components would normally be the Teaching and Learning sub-committee(s) of Academic 

Board 

•   

1(b) Leadership Defined within University Governance 

Dooley (2007) has defined the role provided by Academic Board as one covering policy, process, quality control 

and institutional memory.  Issues are raised around the ability of Academic Board to 

                                                      
1
 The term Academic Board will be used to refer to both Academic Boards and Senates. They may also be known as Academic Senate 

or Academic Council. 
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 adopt policy but not necessarily have the ability to ensure that policy is implemented.   

 control for quality as often the mechanism for quality control fall outside of Academic Board’s terms of 

reference; this is a grey area for Academic Boards as often they are required to report to Council and 

monitoring is part of that advice.  

 use processes that are fair and transparent. 

 maintain an institutional memory given the short term appointments/elections of members including the 

Chair. 

To overcome some of these potential short comings, Dooley (2007) has argued that Academic Boards need to 

balance a collegial governance approach with a focused strategic direction.   They also need to have credibility 

within their institution and to develop policies that are meaningful to their institution’s staff. These are strong and 

seemingly paradoxical demands placed on Academic Boards if they are to be effective in ensuring the 

maintenance of academic standards. 

Because Academic Boards exist within Universities’ governance and management systems they do not have an 

equivalent analogy in the business world. Thus we are not able to draw on the research and findings from the 

business literature until the role played by Academic Boards is investigated.  It needs to be determined what form 

this role takes. 

1(c) Leadership Capacity Building defined 

As Stoll (2009) has argued, leadership building capacity is a very complex process.   She states that capacity 

building is about having the necessary structures in place, there being a learning component, and there being 

synergy between the component parts.  While she is referring to school leadership the same would apply to the 

university setting.  The current project proposes to focus on the learning component of the leadership capacity 

building by developing professional development tools that can be used by the sector.  In addition, the current 

project builds on the work undertaken in three previous ALTC Leadership projects, in order to extend and apply 

the knowledge, methodology, and tools to another critical level of Academic Leadership, the Academic Board.  

The three previous projects are: 

• LE–805: Academic Leadership Development within the university sector by dissemination of a web-based 360° 

feedback process and related professional development workshops. 

• LE8–802: Heads of School leadership - effective relationships as the cornerstone for teaching and learning 

improvement. 

• LE–611: Improving the leadership capability of Academic Coordinators in postgraduate and undergraduate 

programs in Business. 

1(d) Proposed Leadership Outcomes (Achievements) From the Project Will Include: 

1. qualitative data that will be used to further inform an understanding of the role provided by Academic 

Boards  

2. web-based 360° questionnaire and information manuals developed from the qualitative data 

3. handbook on the development of Academic Leadership capability within Academic Boards will be 

generated from project 

4. normative data from the questionnaire on the role  provided by Academic Boards and their impact on the 

Teaching and Learning. 

5. two journal articles/conference papers  published in Higher Education journals 

 

2. Approach 

Universities are facing increasing complexity, both internally and externally (Baird, 2006; Bradshaw & Fredette, 

2009; Salter & Tapper, 2002).  They are facing new demands of  
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“heightened requirements for accountability, transparency, and efficiency and growing 

expectations of partnerships between universities and the private sector, to facilitate knowledge 

transfer and the commercialization of research” (Bradshaw & Fredette, 2009).   

These challenges are putting pressures on the key decision makers within universities, including Academic 

Boards.  

AUQA has continued to highlight the key role that Academic Boards play in the maintenance of standards, 

particularly around teaching and learning issues (Dooley, 2007) and TEQSA is expected to continue to signify 

the strategic importance of the role of Academic Board in teaching and learning issues.  Yet, there has been no 

research to date investigating the nature of this role other than the  research focusing on Academic Boards’ role in 

university governance (Bradshaw & Fredette, 2009; Dooley, 2007).   

Given the key role that Academic Boards play in the maintenance of quality standards, and the provision of 

strategic leadership on academic issues, research is needed that investigates what is the nature of the role 

provided at present to Australian universities through their Academic Boards.   

2(a)Theoretical Framework  

To understand the role of Academic Boards within university governance and management systems the 

typologies of governance used by de Boer, Enders and Schimank (2007) in their study of the governance of 

university systems in four countries will be adopted here.   The five dimensions used in this earlier study are state 

regulation, stakeholder guidance, academic self governance, managerial self governance and competition.  Each 

is explained briefly in terms of their leadership approach:. 

 State regulation uses a top-down approach from the government ,  

 Stakeholder guidance uses goal setting and advice from key stakeholders such as government and 

industry 

 Academic self governance uses collegial decision-making and peer review by various academics and their 

committees 

 Managerial self governance is about hierarchies and decision making at the various levels within the 

university 

 Competition for scarce resources within and between universities occurs in “quasi- markets”  where 

performance is evaluated by peers. 

These dimensions will assist in the assessment of the role provided by Academic Boards within the 

governance and management systems of universities for Teaching and Learning. Previously, de Boer and 

Goedegebuure (2009) have suggested that “future studies take as a starting point the notion that effective 

leadership in dynamic and complex environments (such as the Higher Education sector)  requires a capacity to 

operate from multiple, often competing perspectives” (p. 359).  The authors further stated that a leadership 

approach that takes account of these competing demands needs to be researched within the Higher Education 

sector.  The Competing Values Framework (CVF), the predecessor of the ICVF (Vilkinas & Cartan, 2001, 2006) 

, is an approach that “would provide us with valuable insight on how deans run their faculties and gives the 

opportunity to make accurate comparisons across time and different contexts.” (de Boer & Goedegebuure, 2009, 

p. 360).  Using the ICVF could provide the same insights to the leadership role provided by Academic Boards.  

 

2(b) Stages in the Project 

The project will be based at University of South Australia and five universities have been invited to participate in 

the study.  The project leaders will also seek feedback from the Committee of Chairs as the project progresses.  

There are two stages to the proposed project (see Figure 1).  To date, of the five universities to be involved three 

have expressed an interest in participating and the project leaders are in negotiation with the remaining two. 
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Figure 1: The Proposed Research Plan 

Stage One:  

1.    Across the sector, an analysis of the structure and terms of reference of Academic Boards and their 

Teaching and Learning Sub-committee(s) will be undertaken.  This information has already been collected 

for each university from their web sites. 

 2. The most recent AUQA reports for each Australian university will also be analyzed to understand how 

they have been assessed in terms of the type of role they play in the Teaching and Learning.  The AUQA 

reports have already been downloaded. (Note: Dooley has already completed a review of round one of the 

AQUA reports) 

 3. At each participating university an analysis of the minutes of their meetings over a 3-year period will be 

undertaken.  The chairs of the participating universities will be asked to make these available. 

 4. Any public statements that have been made by Chairs of Academic Boards about the role of  Academic 

Board will be analyzed.  This information will be sourced from universities’ web sites and some of the 

Chairs homepages. 

 5. In addition, any training that is currently provided for Academic Board members will also be noted. 

Thematic analysis (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006) will be used to analyse the documents collected above to 

determine how Academic Boards articulate their strategic direction into their Teaching and Learning programs.   

The results will: 

1. Provide a summary of the structure and terms of reference of Academic Boards and their Teaching 

and Learning Sub-committee(s) across the sector 

2. Identify the role they play in teaching and learning.  

3. Identify the types of ways that  Academic Boards articulate their strategic direction 

4. Identify the role Academic Boards currently display 

5. Identify the role they should  display if they are seen to be effective 

6.  
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The outcome of this initial analysis will be reported back to the participating Chairs of the Academic Boards.  

The recipients of these reports will be asked for their input on the results. 

Stage Two:  

At each of the universities involved 

 1. Interviews will be conducted with the Chairs, Deputy Chairs, and Executive Officers of the Academic 

Boards and Chairs of the Teaching and Learning  sub-committee of Academic Boards. 

 2. Interviews will be conducted with key stakeholders that have a vested interested in Teaching and Learning 

at their university.  For example, such individuals would include DVC/PVC (Academic) and Deans of 

Teaching and Learning.   

In addition to questions developed from Stage One of the project, the following questions will be asked: 

a) Can you describe the role provided by your Academic Board? 

b) What do you think your Academic Board does well? 

c) Where do you think your Academic Board could improve? 

d) What are some of the barriers the Academic Board faces? 

e) What changes has your Academic Board recently undertaken and what have you learnt from these 

changes? 

The same set of questions will be asked of the Teaching and Learning sub-committee(s). 

Thematic analysis (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006) will be applied to the data from these interviews.  The 

results will be triangulated with the findings from Stage One, to find out how Academic Boards articulate their 

role provided by the Academic Boards.    The outcomes of this analysis will be fed back to the participating 

Chairs of the Academic Boards. 

The results will identify: 

1.   The role displayed by Academic Boards and their Teaching and Learning Sub-committee(s) in 

teaching and learning. 

2. The role that should be displayed by Academic Boards and their Teaching and Learning Sub-

committee(s) 

3. What   Academic Boards and their Teaching and Learning Sub-committee(s) are considered to do 

well 

4. Areas for improvement in the way they both operate  

5. Any barriers Academic Boards and their Teaching and Learning Sub-committee(s)face that inhibit 

them from being  more effective . 

6. The relationship between Academic Boards and their Teaching and Learning Sub-committee(s) 

(The anonymity of individuals and of the participating universities will be maintained as a 

requirement of ethical approval.)  

In addition, the results will be reported to any other groups (such as the Committee of Chairs) for their guidance 

and information.  Again, anonymity will be maintained.   
 

Contact Details: 

Professor Tricia Vilkinas  

School of Management 

University of South Australia  

Ph: 0438 438 151 

Email: tricia.vilkinas@unisa.edu.au 


