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THE CHANGING ROLE OF UNIVERSITY GOVERNING BODIES IN THE UK: RESHAPING THE FUTURE OF UNIVERSITIES OR BUSINESS AS USUAL?

Introduction

Almost a decade ago, corporate governance was proposed for adoption by universities in the UK by various higher education reform reports as the most appropriate governance model that will enable higher education institutions cope with the pressures imposed on it by a globalised world since the collegial model of governance has been perceived to be inadequate in overcoming these challenges (Bargh et al, 1996; Berdahl, 1990; Shattock, 1999). Some relevant reports are those of Jarrat (1985), Dearing (1997) and Lambert, 2003 as well as the Further and Higher Education Act 1992 and the CUC (1995, 2000 and 2004) codes of governance practice. These reports recommended the restructuring of university governing bodies with the subsequent appointment of lay persons mostly from business into these bodies in order to entrench governance and management practices of the private sector in universities. It is within this changed scenario that university governing bodies are expected to exhibit effective leadership in controlling and directing the affairs of their institutions which are currently facing numerous challenges and uncertainties from their external environment to enable them accomplish their purpose for society. But are university governing bodies composed of majority of lay people appointed from industry just imposing a business model of governance and management on universities or are they really engaged in more radical reshaping of academia?

Purpose of the Study and Methods

This paper examined the activities of university governing bodies in the UK in their attempt to re-focus and reshape their institutions to meet future challenges. Specifically, the study investigates how university governors and their governing bodies perceive, engage with and give meaning to their various roles and practices within the context of the social practice of university governance. The evidence presented in this paper was obtained from the seven university governing bodies in the UK by interviewing 27 university governors, observing five meetings of university governing bodies and analysis of some relevant documents from the institutions and other related bodies.

Theoretical Framework

The study adopts corporate governance theories as the theoretical framework for examining the governance activities of university governing bodies and for interpreting the findings of the study.

Results and Conclusions

The evidence obtained from this study indicates that university governing bodies are much more pre-occupied with entrenching business practices to manage the non-academic areas of their institutions as well as monitoring, controlling and directing the activities of the executive management of the institutions and also making them to be accountable for the achievement of the strategic objectives of the universities. They were found to be less concerned with reshaping the core purposes of the universities which borders on research, teaching and learning.
The implications of the findings of the study for the practice of effective governance of all aspects of the academic enterprise will be discussed.
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