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Introduction

The Examined University

Process and Change in Higher Education

William G. Tierney

If I tell you that the unexamined life is not worth living for a human being,
you will be even less likely to believe what I am saying. But that’s the way it
is, gentlemen, as I claim, though it’s not easy to convince you of it.

Socrates, in Plato, Apology 38A

CHICKENS AND EGGS

Any observer of higher education over the last decade will undoubtedly point
out three trends that appear to be taking shape, and two tensions that have
subsequently arisen. The trends pertain to privatization, politicization, and
restructuring. The tensions refer to increased demands for accountability and
questions regarding autonomy. Whether the tensions have created the trends
or the trends have caused the tensions is a bit like asking which came first: the
chicken or the egg. Although an argument over whether there is a linear rela-
tionship between the tensions and trends might be of interest to academics
interested in organizational and system theory, such a discussion is of limited
utility. Organizational life is rarely unicausal, such that a move toward privati-
zation takes place only because of one stimulus, or a concern about accounta-
bility arises solely because of another.

Accordingly, rather than engage in a jejune debate about causality, I have
assembled here a thoughtful group of scholars that grapples with these trends
and tensions in order to provoke a discussion about the academy. All five topics
warrant investigation and analysis because understanding them will help
determine the role of the twenty-first century research university. By suggest-
ing that topics such as accountability and autonomy are worthy of discussion
and analysis, I walk a fine line between those who are more interested in
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abstract theoretical discussions about organizational life and those who desire
immediate solutions to what academe should be doing during a time of great
flux.

On the one side are those who have little interest in the specific actions of
the university and are more interested in the university as an idea and organi-
zational change as a theory. On the other side are those who seek immediate
answers to the complex problems that institutions face and who are impatient
with reflexive deliberation. In this book, however, we seek to examine higher
education in a manner akin to what Socrates has argued about life. Indeed,
although we surely do not wish to personify an idea—the university—we read-
ily acknowledge that higher education holds a special place in the life and well-
being of the United States. Academic institutions are not simply another
organization that is undergoing the trials and tribulations of change due to
globalization. Yes, colleges and universities must contend with economic,
social, and cultural forces that are impacting virtually all organizations and sys-
tems, but postsecondary institutions are related to America’s concept of the
“public good” in ways that corporations and businesses are not.

As Brian Pusser points out in chapter 1, the public good is not merely an
economic idea of goods and services—who can deliver and provide a particu-
lar good to whom—it is also an ideology and a belief about how things get
done and whether the “public” provides those services in ways different from
those in the private sector. In higher education, then, to discuss the public
good inevitably leads to discussions about governance. Conversely, to entertain
proposals about reforming one or another governance structure in higher edu-
cation (as seems to occur on an almost daily basis) and not to take into con-
sideration what is meant by the public good seems to overlook the raison d’etre
of academic life. Education writ large and public higher education in particu-
lar, as Pusser reminds us, derive from a fealty to the public good—not simply
to educate the citizenry for jobs, skills, and citizenship but also to be a public
place where thoughtful debate and examination about the polis might occur.

Unfortunately, the phrase “public good” has gained a currency and cachet
equivalent to other deceptively simple concepts that make it into the public
domain stripped of all meaning other than what can be found in a sound bite.
The public good also has the positive ring of authenticity. To betray the public
good is bad; to speak on behalf of the public good is, well, good. The public
good has become like motherhood and apple pie. Everyone supports the public
good, even while not understanding the history of the term or its current tra-
jectory very well.

In what follows, we seek to tie the notion of the public good in higher
education to that of governance. We ask, if one accepts the notion of higher
education as a public good, what does it suggest for how one thinks about the
governance of America’s colleges and universities? The assumption is that
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asking the question is what matters right now, more so than developing an
answer, for no single answer that pertains to all institutions and all individuals
may exist. We need to interrogate the interrelationships between governance
and the public good with the intent that such an examination will lead to a
more informed polity. A more informed polity is likely to develop a plurality
of responses for governance in higher education that is responsive to the mul-
tiple needs of the citizenry.

The chapters that follow generally develop complementary arguments
about governance and the public good, but I by no means tried to put together
a lock-step argument that proceeds in deterministic fashion. Instead, I invited
authors with a particular expertise to focus on questions of vital concern: What
is the role of a twenty-first century college or university? What does the
changing definition and interpretation of the public good suggest for that role?
How is governance impacted by these questions, and how does it impact them? 

In order to provide focus for the text, I have not entertained a discussion
about community colleges or for-profit providers, but I certainly acknowledge
that both institutional types deserve thorough analysis in a manner akin to
what we are attempting here. Instead, we have focused on four-year institu-
tions in general, in particular, public institutions. Public colleges and universi-
ties still serve a majority of the students who attend four-year institutions, so
they deserve particular attention—especially with regard to governance and
the public good. The chapters derive from a mixture of data-driven sources as
well as hands-on experience of authors who are living these questions in the
“real world.” Before turning to Pusser’s discussion of the public good, I offer
here a road map that discusses the trends and tensions that currently exist and
what the authors have to say about them.

TRENDS

Privatization

Privatization has impacted postsecondary institutions in many ways but most
significantly with regard to basic funding, faculty work, and student tuition. A
century ago, public universities relied largely on the munificence of the state to
fund their operations; even during the Great Depression, public institutions
still received virtually all of their support from state governments. Private insti-
tutions relied largely on tuition, and over the last century, tuition has been
increasingly supported through grants and loans provided by the state and fed-
eral governments. In the twenty-first century, however, public and private
institutions have been required to significantly diversify their funding bases.
Although many private institutions still receive an overwhelming amount of



their income through tuition, and public institutions through state support,
the trend is toward privatization and funding diversification.

Similarly, prior to World War II, faculty were largely full-time tenure
track professors who primarily saw their role as teaching undergraduate stu-
dents combined with a modicum of research and service to the institution. A
handful of individuals, mostly in the natural sciences at research universities,
sought funding from foundations and the government. Today, more part-time
faculty are hired than full-time professors. The trend is away from full-time
faculty. Those who are full-time tenure track faculty are increasingly expected
to generate revenue. Whereas tenure once implied 100 percent of a professor’s
salary, the possibility increasingly exists that tenure actually means a certain
percentage of an individual’s salary, the rest to be generated by the individual
or the home department. The strength of this suggestion resides on the possi-
bility of an individual (or a department) generating more income than would
have been set if a cap existed, so that one’s salary can dramatically increase. The
downside, of course, is that job security for a job that does not pay one’s full
salary provides a new meaning to “job security.”

Research where patents are developed and distance learning is employed
also has generated discussions over the nature of intellectual property. The
Bayh-Dole Act, coupled with the invention of the Internet and the potential
of serving thousands of students without ever seeing them, has raised ques-
tions about who owns what. Only a generation ago, if someone had asked pro-
fessors who owned their scribbled lesson plans, the question would have been
seen as absurd. Who could be troubled to read an English professor’s yellowed
pages about Chaucer? However, in an age when a lesson plan suggests a care-
fully crafted series of lectures provided via Web pages that do not necessitate
the actual professor to be in attendance, one can understand the argument. A
professor, and perhaps the majority of those who thought about it as well,
always assumed that the ideas developed for a class were her or his property.
In a world where privatization has taken hold, however, such an assumption is
no longer secure. If a private institution is akin to a company, and a public
institution is owned by the state, then an argument may be made that the busi-
ness owns what the worker develops, not the individual.

Tuition also has risen dramatically; the reason being is twofold. On the
one hand, one need not be an economist to recognize that when fiscal support
in one area drops—state support—then the organization needs to generate
revenue in another area, such as tuition. On the other hand, the sense that the
collective as defined by state support should provide all of the necessary funds
for individuals to attend college has come into disfavor. Once again, the idea
of the public good has come into question. The result is that individuals
increasingly have to shoulder the burden for paying for a college education.
The implicit assumption is that a postsecondary degree is a private good rather
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than a public good. Thus the state or federal government may try to provide
loans for citizens so that they are able to attend college, but the individual
should assume the cost of an education rather than the state.

Karen Whitney, in “Lost in Transition,” traces the shift in state funding of
higher education and points out the relationship between who governs or con-
trols public institutions and who provides the funding. She suggests that pri-
vatization is likely to continue and to bring with it less control by the state. She
provides a historical overview to privatization and points out that governing
bodies have long made attempts at privatization by raising fees for one or
another activity, though the recent move toward privatization seems more dra-
matic and is coupled with a fundamental shift in philosophy. That shift is from
the assumption that education is a public good toward the belief that it is a pri-
vate benefit. Whitney also suggests, however, that the current movement
toward privatization is not only a philosophic shift but also a political one. The
state has been prone to de-fund higher education, she argues, because of acad-
eme’s ability to generate funds from a wide range of sources.

In “Rethinking State Governance of Higher Education,” Jane Wellman
does not so much disagree with Whitney as add to the argument. Wellman
maintains that state governance is historically disorganized and inefficient; the
recent political and economic contexts in which states exist have made a messy
relationship only more disorganized and inefficient, if not dysfunctional. She
also argues that the state is frequently at odds with the manner in which col-
leges and universities define their priorities and conduct their work. The state
is concerned with access to undergraduate education and economic competi-
tiveness, she notes, whereas postsecondary institutions frequently seem more
concerned about graduate education, research, and autonomy. Wellman sug-
gests that state governing bodies that deliberate over policy appear to be on a
collision course with institutions that will be framed through a contentious
political environment. The result, she contends, is a move toward privatization.
In this sense, then, Wellman is suggesting that the definition of the “public
good” has shifted, and that mission redefinition by institutions has resulted in
privatization. The vehicle for that redefinition has been the decision-making
structures employed by the state and the institutions themselves.

Politicization 

Colleges and universities have long been contentious and conflict ridden.
Indeed, the rise of tenure in part came about because boards of trustees and
state governments sought to fire professors for making statements that went
against the grain. One cannot think of the protests that engulfed the country
over Vietnam in the 1960s without considering that the site of many of those

William G. Tierney 5



protests was a college campus. Berkeley and the Free Speech Movement, the
rise of Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) at Columbia University, and
the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), originating at
Shaw University in North Carolina, all used colleges and universities as main
theaters for action.

Campuses also have been inherently political in the manner in which they
have governed themselves. The rise of faculty senates and the increase in col-
lective bargaining are examples of formalized arenas for politics. But any fac-
ulty member will also surely attest to the numerous informal arenas for
politics, whether a departmental meeting where who teaches what when gets
debated or in never-ending discussions about office space, parking, and an
array of benefits and/or rights that faculty, staff, and students believe they
deserve.

However, the current politicization of the campus differs somewhat from
the past. Boards of trustees and regents have inserted themselves into the life
of the institution in a manner to an extent that has not previously been seen.
Wellman points out that several external groups, such as the Association of
College Trustees and Alumni (ACTA), the National Association of Scholars
(NAS), and the National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy (NCRP),
have been created with the mission to encourage governing boards to engage
in activist oversight of academic quality. An “academic bill of rights” has been
championed by the conservative David Horowitz, which has brought into
question hiring policies and tenure. The bill has been seriously considered at
the federal and state levels. Whether one applauds or abhors such events is not
my point here; rather, I simply wish to note that along with a trend toward pri-
vatization is one toward politicization as well.

Ken Mortimer and Colleen O’Brien Sathre offer a case study of a public
university that closed a professional school—an inherently political act. The
authors suggest that an inevitable tension exists in academic governance
between staying focused on core missions while at the same time recognizing
the political environment in which they operate. The interactions of the board,
administration, faculty, and public have to be seen through a political lens
where conflict is inevitable and focus is essential. David Longanecker, in his
chapter, agrees with Mortimer and Sathre, but he argues that all too often gov-
erning boards do not stay focused and frequently become political. Longa-
necker points out, using current data from states and public institutions, how
easy it is for the mission of an institution to fall by the wayside as a governing
board pursues an unrealistic goal that ultimately does not serve the state very
well. Board members act as entrepreneurs, points out Longanecker, and they
may be well versed as businesspeople in their own particular businesses, but
they are commonly neophytes in the academic arena. The result is an unfo-
cused system that is neither efficient nor effective but decidedly political.
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One ought not to bemoan that politics exists but instead accept it as a
social fact. Indeed, insofar as higher education has been thought of as a public
good, why would one expect that it is not to be ardently debated? A public
good means that the “public” has some involvement in the definition and
delivery of the good. The public has much less say regarding private goods in
a country dedicated to individual liberties and rights. “A man’s home is his
castle” goes the cliché, and within that castle is the assumption that the indi-
vidual has broad leeway to live in it in a manner that the individual decides,
without external interference. If higher education is a public good, however,
then those who govern the campus do not get to do just as they please. Rather,
multiple constituencies will be involved in determining what to do. Thus
debates about mission and attempts by governing boards to expand an institu-
tion’s role inevitably involve arguments over higher education as a public good.

Restructuring

The rise of administration and bureaucracy is a hallmark of American higher
education in the twentieth century. Whereas a century ago a thin administra-
tive veneer populated most institutions, today an elaborate structure exists that
encompasses tasks and activities that could not be conceived at the turn of the
last century. Directors of libraries have become vice presidents of information
services. Deans of graduate schools frequently have the research aspect of their
work separated off into another office. Offices of human subjects, intellectual
property, and business development have become as large, if not larger, than a
classics and philosophy department. Restructuring, of course, is inherently
political; an individual assumes an office and sets out to increase the power and
authority of the office through an increase in size and accumulation of
resources.

Restructuring, however, has taken on a different shape in the new econ-
omy. To be sure, as Mortimer and Sathre suggest, politics is ever present, and
much restructuring resembles the rough and tumble of any organizational
change. And yet when coupled with privatization, an odd centralization/
decentralization of authority appears to be taking place. One would assume
that a public good demands greater external supervision and that a private
one has less external involvement. And yet the federal government seeks
greater oversight of graduation rates and time to degree when it simultane-
ously loosens federal regulations pertaining to for-profit institutions.
Regional accreditation agencies seek increased authority at the same time
institutions are expanding their reach beyond regional boundaries and ques-
tioning the need for accreditation. States decrease their support for public
colleges and universities but expand their demands for accountability. Boards
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insert themselves in campus activities in ways unheard of in the past but
resist measures to conform to their own oversight and accountability. Bud-
geting measures such as revenue centered management (RCM) are lauded as
good tools because they make institutions more entrepreneurial and decen-
tralized, but the institutions are then criticized because they do not respond
to state and public needs that call for centralization.

Restructuring always implies new governance arrangements, of course,
and the most recent wave of restructuring usually has called for less faculty
input. Decision making needs to be more “nimble,” we are told; faculty gover-
nance may be many things, but it is not nimble. Concomitantly, boards and
presidents presumably need greater authority with which to make decisions. In
a helpful chapter that is based on events in Australia, Craig McInnis questions
such assertions. He points out that a key assumption pertaining to restructur-
ing is that streamlined smaller bodies, with more external expertise and less
internal faculty involvement, can best provide focused whole-of-institution
leadership. Ironically, the role of academic expertise and authority, however, is
needed now more than ever before, argues McInnis. He is not a proponent of
the status quo.

In the context of recent national reforms in Australia, McInnis argues for
an increase in ad-hoc (or “short cycle”) working groups composed largely of
faculty. The challenge of implementing such a suggestion, however, is similar
regardless of where the reform is implemented. There are those external to the
organization who have no interest in gaining faculty input in governance and
decision making; there are faculty within the institution who see any attempt
to change traditional governance structures as, at a minimum, misguided and,
at worst, subterfuge. Until such an agreement is reached, suggests McInnis, the
road to joint agreements is going to be rocky indeed.

TENSIONS

Accountability and Autonomy

Jay Dee offers a unique way of thinking about accountability in his chapter on
“Institutional Autonomy and State-Level Accountability: Loosely Coupled
Governance and the Public Good.” Dee calls upon a well-utilized organiza-
tional term, “loose coupling,” to examine the tensions that exist around
accountability and autonomy. Accountability here refers to the responsibilities
that an organization assumes in order to respond to external entities that have
some form of control over the unit. Until recently, accountability was most
often defined as accreditation and a loose confederation of institutions fre-
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quently held together by a coordinating board to avoid duplication of services.
In large part, self-regulation was what the state and federal government
requested and what institutions desired. Along with the trends listed earlier,
external demands have grown over the last two decades such that the state and
federal governments now require institutions to collect data on any number of
topics; the most hot-button topic pertains to undergraduate students. Reten-
tion, graduation rates, time to degree, job placement, and a host of other topics
are now demanded of institutions. The shift to performance-based funding has
forced institutions scurrying in order to bolster institutional research with the
hopes of providing data that justify not so much a budget increase but at least
not a budget decrease.

Dee points out that loose coupling, a term generally used within an organ-
ization to determine how structures interact with one another, may be a useful
way to think about how the organization and external entities such as the state
should interact with one another. In a loosely coupled system, Dee observes,
the tendency is to tighten the coupling; such an action is inappropriate if one
wants to improve effectiveness. Rather than spend money and time to ensure
that all components have little independence, the emphasis should be on
giving different elements of the organization the flexibility to respond to the
abstruse demands and opportunities of the environment while at the same
time having some sense of organizational cohesion.

From Dee’s perspective, a loosely coupled governance structure would
focus, for example, more on policy inducements than on policy mandates. Per-
formance measures would be customized rather than cookie-cutter style. The
basis for such responsiveness would be the ability of the state and the organi-
zations to create shared commitments. Such commitments, maintains Dee, are
more than simply platitudes about academic quality. Commitments suggest
that higher education is a public good, and that the state and the campuses
have a relationship with one another. Shared commitments point the organi-
zation and the state toward purposive action that creates a unique equilibrium
between accountability and autonomy.

Enter Judith Ramaley. In “Governance in a Time of Transition,” she takes
Dee’s argument one step farther. Although she concurs with Longanecker’s
assessment, that too often boards lose sight of the mission of the institution
and are susceptible to mission creep, she argues that no function of a board is
more important that ensuring that institutions contribute to the public good.
Ramaley in part agrees with Wellman’s assessment that constituencies external
to postsecondary institutions question academe’s commitment to pursue public
goals rather than personal agendas. She frames her argument by way of an
analysis of “Pasteur’s Quadrant,” an intellectual space in which theory and
practice come together to create the capacity for colleges and universities to
address societal problems.
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Dee (and Pusser) may well disagree with Ramaley’s (and Wellman’s)
assessment that colleges and universities are not being responsive to the public.
They conceivably might argue that trends occurring in the environment have
forced institutions to respond in ways that are counter to the public good.
Once again, I am unconvinced that the argument moves any farther if we
simply assign blame to one or another group. A circle seems to have been set
in place where decreased funding has forced organizations to act in a manner
that begets calls for greater accountability that suggests that privatization is the
answer, and so on.

One point the authors agree on is the need for a shared commitment.
Indeed, such a need is the very essence of a public good. By definition, a public
good is shared by the public. Fiscal and academic flexibility is necessary,
Whitney reminds us, but flexibility does not mean that an institution can be
all things to all people, or that the state ought to expect that of an institution.
How best then to develop a shared commitment?

By way of a case study of a large research university, in my chapter I dis-
cuss the idea of trust in the academy as an integral component of this shared
commitment. If I expressed concern about the conceptual looseness of the
term “public good,” then I am even more troubled by the vagueness of a notion
such as trust. “I can’t trust him as far as I can throw him” is a negative com-
ment; “she personifies trustworthiness” sure sounds good. However, in the
chapter I argue that during periods of change and transformation, trustworthy
behavior is essential for governance. I offer a contrasting theoretical framework
from organizational theory pertaining to the idea of trust, and I then expand
on the notion from a cultural perspective. As with the intent of the book in
general, the purpose of the chapter is not to offer a comprehensive framework
for trust. Instead, I advance the notion of trust in governance for consideration
as a way out of the morass that we currently seem to be in, and as a way to
develop shared commitments that reframe the notion of the public good. In
the conclusion, Karri Holley illustrates the importance of redefining our
understanding of public higher education as well as the role of the state and
the significance of the public good. By offering the reader a summary of the
preceding chapters, Holley underscores the dual response needed by colleges
and universities: to define and advance the institutional mission as well as to
respond to social, economic, and political demands. The nature of the response
means that the status quo is unrealistic and unacceptable. The question is not
if higher education will change as a result of these demands, but how colleges
and universities will confront the need for change.
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Reconsidering Higher Education 
and the Public Good

The Role of Public Spheres

Brian Pusser

One of the enduring dilemmas in higher education research has emerged from
efforts to conceptualize the role of higher education in serving the public good
(Marginson, 2004; Pusser, 2002). The public good (alternatively, and not nec-
essarily synonymously, “public goods”) is at the center of contemporary debates
over university organization and governance, resource allocation, access,
autonomy, and legitimacy. In light of the current turbulence in the broader
political economy of higher education (Tierney, 2004), the concept is also at
the center of arguments over market-based and neoliberal approaches to
reform as well as proposals and policies shaping the privatization and restruc-
turing of the postsecondary arena.

Over the past decade, researchers working on the question of public and
private goods have turned significant attention to the nature of production in
higher education (Ehrenberg, 2000) and, more specifically, to the public and
private benefits generated by postsecondary institutions and their graduates
(Marginson, 1997; Powell and Clemens, 1998; Pusser, 2002; Turner and
Pusser, 2004). Much of this literature has been generated in response to
changes in the broader political economy that have challenged higher educa-
tion institutions and policy makers to justify existing understandings of provi-
sion, finance, and outcomes in higher education (Geiger, 2004; Slaughter and
Leslie, 1997). In the policy arena, a majority of the debate over public and pri-
vate goods in contemporary higher education has revolved around the issue of
whether the public benefits generated by postsecondary education justify
public investment in those benefits (Breneman, 2003; Pusser, 2002). The
increase in attention to this issue mirrors similar debates in other sectors of
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higher education, particularly those with essential political contests at their
core, as with admissions policy and the growth of the research enterprise
(Pusser, 2004; Slaughter and Rhoades, 2004). In a similar fashion, a consider-
able body of policy literature in economics has framed the debate through
cost-benefit approaches to production in higher education and to classical eco-
nomic definitions of public goods (Marginson, 2004; Winston, Carbone, and
Lewis, 1998).

A number of concerns have been recently expressed about the rising con-
flict over privatization initiatives and market forces (Pusser and Doane, 2001;
Kirp, 2004; Geiger, 2004), over state intrusion into university autonomy (Bok,
2003), and over institutional efforts to benefit from emerging forms of
resources and legitimacy (Slaughter and Rhoades, 2004). In each of these
cases, the nature of the public good in higher education is central to under-
standing the conflict. In light of the importance of the debate and the lack of
consensus on the public good, this chapter argues for a reconceptualization of
the research agenda and the dominant discourse on higher education and the
public good. Based on historical analyses and case studies of political conflict
in universities over the past five decades, I argue here that we have long relied
on a narrow definition of the public good produced in postsecondary educa-
tion, one that increasingly privileges economic development over citizenship
training, establishing common values, and democratic participation (Pusser,
2002; Cuban and Shipps, 2000). Marginson (2004) contends that the debate
over the public good in higher education has been most recently influenced by
a reliance on models derived from economic literature, with a focus on rivalry
and excludability and such benefits as higher personal incomes, increased tax
revenues, and greater productivity (Becker, 1964; Marginson, 1997, 2004;
IHEP, 1998).

The analysis presented in this chapter suggests that the enactment of the
public good through higher education is better understood as a multifaceted
process that begins with the conceptualization, in Habermas’s terms, of a
public sphere enacted through the higher education process (Habermas, 1962,
1996; Ambrozas, 1998). The preservation of a public sphere through higher
education is an essential public good and arguably the one that makes the more
traditionally defined public goods possible. Understanding the concept of
public spheres through higher education also offers significant potential for
better understanding the recurrent political contests and social movements
that have long been centered in postsecondary institutions. Perhaps most
importantly, public spheres enacted through higher education can also be seen
as a primary mechanism for converting the right to an education into access
and opportunity at the postsecondary level (Pusser, 2004; Sunstein, 2004).
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Brian Pusser 13

WHAT WE TALK ABOUT WHEN
WE TALK ABOUT THE PUBLIC GOOD

Mansbridge (1998) suggests that the debate over the concept of the public
good in social and political life has been engaged at least since Plato’s Repub-
lic, engendering multiple understandings about the concept of the public good
that persist to this day. She notes that some scholars interpret Plato as advo-
cating for the public good to be understood as a “body of substantive truths or
principles” (Flathman, in Mansbridge, 1998, 7). That vision stands in contrast
to the one put forth by Aristotle, who considered the public good as encom-
passing virtue, justice, and material well-being. More germane to thinking
about the public good and higher education, the Greek philosophers consid-
ered the public good a contested space, one that was disputed philosophically,
discursively, and politically (Mansbridge, 1998).

It was not until the Middle Ages that philosophers focused on the dual-
ity and conflict between common good and private gain. The philosophical
dialogues of the thirteenth century stressed the contrast: private gains of the
ruling classes, as opposed to the good of the public. Throughout the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, such philosophers as More, Hobbes, and Locke
continued to make a distinction between private good, generally attributed to
monarchs, and the public good, those actions designed to benefit the broader
community (Mansbridge, 1998). It is important to note that the public good
at that time was not defined as some aggregate of individual goods, or of indi-
vidual action. That concept would emerge in the seventeenth century, as
embodied in the writing of Adam Smith and others who argued that private
action could enhance the public good (Marginson, 1997).

From that clear delineation of private good and public good, political
philosophers soon countenanced the possibility of an interaction between pri-
vate interests and public goods. At first, this was conceived as an individual’s
obligation to serve the public good through contributing to public welfare as a
matter of duty, a devotion that (while sometimes, but not always, linked to reli-
gious duty) also both benefited the individual as a member of the broader
public and elevated the individual’s personal and social standing (Mansbridge,
1998). Thomas Jefferson referred to that process of individual gain through
devotion to the common good as a “coincidence of interests,” though he advo-
cated for the public good above private interest, suggesting it was “false pride
which postpones the public good to any private or personal considerations”
( Jefferson, 1812). In that spirit, the first graduation day at the University of
Virginia was known as “public day” (Rudolph, 1965).



The understanding of the role of the university and the public good in the
colonial colleges was considerably different than it is in those institutions
today. In 1803, President Joseph McKeen of Bowdoin College commented, “It
ought always to be remembered that literary institutions are founded and
endowed for the common good and not for the private advantage of those who
resort to them for education” (McKeen, in Rudolph, 1965, 58–59). McKeen
also alluded to the sense of noblesse oblige that shaped the missions of colo-
nial colleges. “If it be true no man should live for himself alone, we may safely
assert that every man who has been aided by a public institution to acquire an
education and to qualify himself for usefulness, is under peculiar obligations to
exert his talents for the public good” (ibid.). Rudolph later illuminated the
understanding of the public good in the early nineteenth century: “The college
which President McKeen represented and all other colleges of early nineteenth
century America were committed to social needs rather than to individual
preference and self-indulgence” (ibid., 59). Bowdoin, like other early higher
education institutions, was charged with developing leaders for a new repub-
lic, a practice that embodied private development for public good. At the same
time, the early American colleges occupied a key symbolic space, as they would
later serve as key physical spaces, in an essential arena, the public sphere.

The early nineteenth century was something of a high watermark for the
noblesse oblige understanding of the public good in higher education, a period
that encompassed a general decline in the spirit of obligation that shaped the
early colleges. As the public constituency of higher education expanded and
the nature of public action and participation in the leadership of the broader
society moved beyond university-educated elites, the sense of noblesse oblige
and the importance of the public service role embedded in the training of uni-
versity students diminished. As a culture of individualism grew in American
society, it was accompanied by a general spirit of anti-intellectualism. Rudolph
summed up the change this way: “In time going to college would come very
close to being an experience in indulgence rather than an experience in obli-
gation” (ibid., 60).

Throughout the nineteenth century, the university’s contribution to the
public good continued to evolve. Prior to the founding of the land grant col-
leges, a primary public good produced by the universities was the number of
professionals produced therein (Goldin and Katz, 1998; Rudolph, 1965). The
vision of the university as something beyond the reach of private interests and
state control was embodied in the nineteenth-century founding documents of
a number of public universities, including the University of California, which
was chartered in the state constitution as a “public trust” (Douglass, 2000).
Land grant institutions widened the scope of collegiate offerings and gave
birth to what could be characterized as a “social contract” for research (Feller,
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2000). In exchange for federal resources and legitimacy, the colleges would
produce research for the common good and the training of agronomists, engi-
neers, teachers, and public servants. In a similar manner, at the turn of the
twentieth century, the progressive movement revived the notion of the univer-
sity’s role in service to wider communities, although the progressives also ini-
tiated the long-standing critique of partnerships between universities and the
business community (Slaughter, 1990).

THE RIGHT TO AN EDUCATION

Despite the attention and the evidence of a commitment to the public good in
higher education at the beginning of the twentieth century, it was still the case
that higher education was largely limited to a few, affluent students. Few
argued that one had a “right” to a postsecondary education, even though
enrollments in two-year and four-year programs throughout the first half of
the century had grown significantly. As the end of World War II approached,
President Roosevelt addressed that concept as he set out to enunciate a “second
bill of rights,” an extension of the New Deal’s efforts to add liberation from
economic oppression to the freedom from political repression embodied in the
original Bill of Rights (Sunstein, 2004).

In Roosevelt’s State of the Union address, on January 11, 1944, he enu-
merated eight rights essential to individual freedom. Among these was “the
right to a good education” (Sunstein, 2004, 13). Sunstein suggests Roosevelt
justified the elevation of a good education to a right on three essential grounds:
that “education is indispensable to decent prospects in life,” that “education is
a basic safeguard of security,” and that education is necessary for citizenship
itself (186). Education has long held a place of privilege in nearly every state
constitution, and Roosevelt sought to add national recognition to that of the
individual states. While he did not live to see these rights formally enacted, his
second bill was instrumental in shaping the passage of the GI Bill as well as
the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which includes the right to
education at all levels (Sunstein, 2004).

Since that time, while opportunity dominates the discourse of access in the
United States, the right to an education has become a key element of global
calls for social justice. The difference between a right and an opportunity has
been central to critiques of the state and education (Freire, 1970) as well as
feminist theory. Adrienne Rich expressed the distinction this way: “The first
thing I want to say to you who are students is that you cannot afford to think
of being here to receive an education; you will do much better to think of being
here to claim one. One of the dictionary definitions of the verb ‘to claim’ is ‘to
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take as the rightful owner; to assert in the face of possible contradiction.’ To
‘receive’ is ‘to come into possession of: to act as a receptacle or container for; to
accept as authoritative or true’ ” (Rich, 1979, 231).

In the post-World War II period, the debate over the public good in
higher education moved away from considerations of postsecondary education
as a right or an entitlement. The debate has been fundamentally reframed
around two issues: finance and access. While the finance question has obscured
the public good conversation, the deliberation over access has returned it to the
forefront of research and policy debates.

The Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965 institutionalized the provision
of national subsidies for postsecondary students. The availability of need-based
grant aid and portable student loans dramatically restructured the relationship
between the public good and public support for higher education. Prior to the
HEA, public universities (and, to a lesser degree, private ones) generally
offered low tuition and open access. The HEA marked the beginning of a shift
in the nature and the amount of subsidies to higher education, so that what
were essentially state-funded institutions have become institutions with mul-
tiple sources of revenue, albeit increasingly funded by individuals (Breneman,
1991; Geiger, 2004). The shift from a system that was predominately public
and funded by the public to a system of public institutions increasingly funded
by private sources also shifted the public claim on the university as a public
good.

While the pattern of postsecondary subsidies was shifting, so too was the
discourse used to define the missions of the university. Postsecondary institu-
tions and the public conversation regarding higher education were increasingly
based in human capital theory and drawn from the discourses of economics
and commerce (Giroux, 2003; Marginson, 2004). By the early 1970s, the
public policy and institutional debates no longer turned on the question, “Is
the right to a higher education a public good?” The new question was epito-
mized in the title of a 1973 Carnegie Commission report—Higher Education:
Who Pays? Who Benefits? Who Should Pay?

In contrast to the contest over finance, the public discourse and debates
over postsecondary access in the post-WW II period have been driven by
social and political concerns over equity. The struggles to desegregate postsec-
ondary institutions in the early 1960s and the political contests over “Great
Society” programs designed to open access and opportunity were based in both
public good arguments and in claims for individual opportunity. Ironically,
challenges to postsecondary access policies in the same period, as manifested
in court challenges ranging from Bakke v. Regents of the University of Califor-
nia through Grutter v. Bollinger, also attempted to frame these contests as con-
flicts over individual rights and the common good (Chavez, 1998; Pusser,
2004). As the contest over postsecondary access has carried questions of rights,
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entitlements, and equity in higher education to the Supreme Court, one of the
most influential and visible institutions of the state, it also has been a key
driver in reviving the discussion of the public good and higher education.

ALTERNATIVE CONCEPTUALIZATIONS OF THE
PUBLIC GOOD AND HIGHER EDUCATION

While the revival of interest in the public good and higher education is a pos-
itive development, research over the past decade has only begun to widen the
scope of the question or draw on other domains of social science. Contempo-
rary approaches within higher education have neglected an essential argument
for conceptualizing higher education as a public good. To date, little attention
has been turned to the role of the university as a public sphere and the con-
current role of the university as a site of contest in the broader political econ-
omy (Ambrozas, 1998; Giroux, 2003; Ordorika, 2003; Pusser, 2004).

Over the past two decades, critical theorists have argued for the centrality
of the university as a producer of the public good on two primary dimensions:
(1) the university as a site of essential knowledge production, where public and
private resources are allocated to various courses of study and forms of research
with significant impact on the wider society (Aronowitz, 2000; Marginson and
Considine, 2000; Gumport, 2002; Slaughter and Rhoades, 2004); and (2) the
university is seen as a site for the production of critical perspectives and for the
development of autonomous citizens and leaders (Giroux, 2003). Each of
these arguments has been raised in response to the rising application of neo-
liberal and corporate models of finance, governance, and organization in
higher education (Kirp, 2003). In each case, the concern and the critiques are
well grounded. They focus on the nature of university production—in the form
of research products and educated students—under changing economic and
political regimes. Under that paradigm, the university is seen as losing control
over the production of such public goods as basic research and knowledge
located at “a distance from the market” (Slaughter and Leslie, 1997), as well as
the production of educated citizens with a critical perspective on such issues as
diversity and economic stratification.

An essential concept that has occasionally surfaced at the margins of work
on public good and higher education is the idea of the university itself as a
public sphere, a space that is at once physical, symbolic, cultural, political, and
semantic, not in relation to the state or the broader political economy but as a
site of complex, autonomous contest in its own right. Henry Giroux, writing
on higher education as a site for the production of critical thinkers, pointed to
the importance of the university and the public sphere: “Fundamental to the
rise of a vibrant democratic culture is the recognition that education must be
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treated as a public good—as a crucial site where students gain a public voice
and come to grips with their own power as individual and social agents. . . .
Reducing higher education to the handmaiden of corporate culture works
against the critical social imperative of educating citizens who can sustain and
develop inclusive democratic spheres” (Giroux, 2002, 182). The pursuit of a
better understanding of the relationship of higher education to the public good
turns attention to the university itself as one of those spheres.

Public Spheres 

The critical social philosopher, Jurgen Habermas (1962, 1991), suggested that
alongside the state and private interests, there exists a space, the public sphere,
where public interaction, conversation, and deliberation can take place, and
where the nature of the state and private interests can be debated and con-
tested. Craig Calhoun has described Habermas’s vision of the public sphere as
“an institutional location for practical reason in public affairs and for the
accompanying valid, if often deceptive, claims of formal democracy” (Calhoun,
1992, 1).

Nancy Fraser further refined the concept by placing the public sphere
beyond the market economy and suggested that it is an arena of discursive,
rather than economic, relations: “Here the public sphere connoted an ideal of
unrestricted rational discussion of public matters. The discussion was to be
open, and accessible to all, merely private interests were to be inadmissible,
inequalities of status were to be bracketed, and discussants were to deliberate
as peers. The result of such discussion would be public opinion in the strong
sense of a consensus about the common good” (Fraser, 1992, 112–13). Fraser
also points out that as well as being sites of open discourse and contest, public
spheres are key arenas for the creation of social identities. Seyla Benhabib
(1992) argues that since the American Revolution the scope of the public has
increased, driven in part by contests and social movements emerging from
public spheres. Key to the emergence of these contests is that within a public
sphere there is no predefined agenda. She asserts: “The struggle over what gets
included in the public agenda is itself a struggle for justice and freedom” (Ben-
habib, 1992, 79).

Higher Education as a Public Sphere

Fraser and other theorists maintain that in contemporary societies there are
multiple public spheres, embodying different cultures, discourses, and values.
Building on Fraser’s argument, Ambrozas (1998) suggests that the university
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can be understood as one essential public sphere, where inclusiveness, dis-
course, identity development, knowledge production, and politics combine to
enhance democracy.

For the most part, research and scholarship in higher education have not
tended to treat the university as a public sphere, or to conceptualize the “public
space” of the university as a key public good. In part, this can be attributed to
a dearth of political-theoretical research in higher education (Ordorika, 2003)
and the scarcity of work on education in political science (Orr, 2004). The vast
majority of research in higher education treats university politics as an essen-
tially endogenous process with administration and governance of external
demands a process of interest articulation (Pusser, 2003). At the same time, the
literature of higher education in the United States is replete with references to
key political movements that shaped and were shaped by university activity.
These efforts encompass the abolitionist movement, resistance to McCarthy-
ism and the loyalty oaths, the free speech and civil rights movements, Viet-
nam-era activism, struggles over affirmative action, divestment from South
Africa, contests over campus labor organization, and more recently animal
rights and socially responsible manufacturing (Gitlin, 1987; Rhoads and
Rhoades, 2005). A global perspective on social movements and higher educa-
tion would add considerably more examples (Maldonado, 2002; Kurlansky,
2004).

In many of these contests, it was the interaction of the university as a site
of history, culture, and symbolic importance in the broader political economy,
with actors from within and beyond the physical borders of the campuses, that
gave critical energy to the political struggles (Ordorika, 2003; Pusser, 2004;
Rensburg, 1996). The university served as a place to bring together disparate
actors for open conversation and collaboration in a public space, where cri-
tiques could be generated in pursuit of the public good. In short, the univer-
sity served as a key public sphere.

It is important to note that the publics coming together in the university
sphere have reflected many ideologies and social perspectives. A markedly dif-
ferent coalition of actors and interests shaped the Free Speech movement at
UC Berkeley than the one that sparked the end of affirmative action at the
same university and throughout the state of California in 1995 (Chavez, 1998;
Pusser, 2004). In each case the university served as a site for the construction
of discourse, symbols, and public political activity in pursuit of critical engage-
ment, rather than private good or state authority.

Ambrozas (1998) suggests that the university became a more powerful
public sphere in the aftermath of WW II, as institutions became more inclu-
sive, with a proliferation of interests and a greater potential for linkages
between politics and academe. Kurlansky (2004) documents the key role of the
university in 1968 as a public sphere in the political lives of France, Mexico,
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the United States, and Czechoslovakia. He argues that the contests generated
in each of those public spheres shaped other spheres in the moment and for
generations to come. Case studies of campus activism are replete with refer-
ences by key actors in one generation to the activities, conversations, and sym-
bols of earlier campus contests (Ordorika, 2003; Kurlansky, 2004; Rhoads and
Rhoades, 2005).

Building on Habermas, to understand the university as a public sphere
also requires conceptualizing the university as a space where contest can take
place outside the control of private or market interests and the state. This space
exists despite the rapid increase in political-economic activity directed at the
university by private and market interests (Bok, 2003; Geiger, 2004; Kirp,
2003; Slaughter and Rhoades, 2004).

Many unique attributes of public and private universities support the
development of public spheres, and many have found support in the political
arena through appeals to the public good. As one example, a number of both
American and international universities have a charter status that gives
authority over the institution to a public board of governors rather than to a
state entity or to a private governance mechanism. Similarly, most public and
private degree-granting universities have been organized as nonprofit institu-
tions, operating under nonmarket or quasimarket conditions, with the support
of a variety of public and private subsidies for that purpose (Winston, 1997).

Also, a number of the most fundamental activities carried out by public
and private universities in the interest of the public good are organized in ways
that diverge from many norms of state action or private interest. Universities
have adopted codes of honor and behavior with considerable coercive and
symbolic power that are quite distinct from those enforced beyond campus
borders. Institutions of higher education design modes of interaction, physical
spaces, residence life assignments, and other forms of social integration unique
from those found in the surrounding communities. Universities also generally
practice a form of financial redistribution through institutional fees and finan-
cial aid policies that could not easily be replicated in the broader society under
prevailing political norms. In important ways, the university has exclusive dis-
pensation to organize and operate outside of state and private norms in the
interest of the common good on campus and the public good more generally.
At the same time, the public spheres of the university are under constant chal-
lenge from the state and private interests. While Columbia University and the
University of California served as essential public spheres for activism in 1968,
Governors Rockefeller and Reagan (with the support of regents with signifi-
cant business interests) endeavored to close down that same activist space by
constraining the public sphere for engagement (Baldridge, 1971). The chal-
lenge to critical engagement is often at the center of campus activism and uni-
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versity politics and is central to understanding the challenge to preserving the
university as a public sphere.

SUSTAINING A PUBLIC SPHERE THROUGH
PUBLIC HIGHER EDUCATION

In order to better understand challenges to the public sphere through higher
education, researchers and policy makers will need to consider new conceptu-
alizations of three traditional arenas of higher education: (1) institutional
autonomy; (2) the role of markets and private interests in university revenue
generation and efforts at cost containment; and (3) political and legal chal-
lenges to critical engagement on campuses.

Autonomy and the Public Sphere

Autonomy is a key concept in higher education that is more often invoked in
governance crises than theorized or studied in postsecondary research. The
prevalent understandings of autonomy in higher education research have been
significantly shaped by the pioneering and quite useful work of Berdahl (1971)
on the relationship between states and higher education institutions. Much of
the subsequent work has addressed aspects of that original conception, such as
the importance to the faculty of autonomy from administrative intervention in
tenure and curricular decisions (Kerr and Gade, 1989), or the appropriate
degree of autonomy for boards of governors as they negotiate contested policy
issues (Ingram, 1994; Pusser, 2004). Ken Mortimer and Colleen O’Brien
Sathre expand on this topic in chapter 4.

While Berdahl and others have pointed to key constraints on effective
organization and governance that flow from these tensions, contemporary
research on autonomy can be enhanced through the application of emerging
models for understanding universities as political institutions and as instru-
ments in broader state and national political contests (Marginson and Consi-
dine, 2000; Ordorika, 2003; Pusser, 2004). The work of Rhoades (1998) on
administrative challenges to faculty organization and professional expertise
also offers considerable utility for future work on autonomy as both an indi-
vidual and institutional issue in higher education. A public sphere depends on
autonomy at many levels—individual, institutional, and social—to enable
unfettered critical engagement to flourish. As an element in preserving a
public sphere through higher education, autonomy needs to be understood as
a guiding principle at the center of a multidimensional arena of contest.
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New Forms of Revenue and the Public Sphere

Shifting patterns of revenue generation in higher education also present for-
midable challenges to preserving higher education as a public sphere. The
rapid commercialization of university-based research and knowledge produc-
tion, and the inherent challenges to norms of research and publication, has
been widely documented (Aronowitz, 2000; Bok, 2003; Slaughter and
Rhoades, 2004). In a similar fashion, a significant body of contemporary
research points to shifting patterns of organizational resource allocation, gov-
ernance, and authority that emerge from relative declines in state support and
concurrent increases in tuition, donative income, and other private sources of
revenue (Ehrenberg, 2000; Kirp, 2003; Newman and Couturier, 2001; Win-
ston, 1999). Alongside new forms of revenue generation, efforts to reduce costs
through the deployment of new technologies and shifts in the organization
and compensation of academic labor will have significant impact on critical
engagement and the public sphere through higher education (Levin, 2001;
Tierney, 2004).

Political and Legal Challenges Shaping the Public Sphere

In a development that is not unrelated to changes in university revenue gener-
ation, the amount of political and legal activity directed at the organization,
conduct, and governance of higher education has increased dramatically over
the past two decades (Cook, 1998; Giroux and Giroux, 2004; Savage, 1999).
Political and legal initiatives cover a wide range of issues, from efforts to
increase funded research projects (Savage, 1999), efforts to end affirmative
action (Pusser, 2004), interest group challenges to university curricula (Levine,
1996), efforts to ban the distribution of certain contraceptives in college phar-
macies (Stepp, 2003), and congressional legislation to enforce limits on insti-
tutional costs (Burd, 2003). The increase in legal challenges to universities has
been so dramatic that it was described by Olivas (2004) as a “torrent” that
requires a “cottage industry of publications to track the thousands of cases each
year” (258).

Contemporary political and legal challenges to higher education will sig-
nificantly impact the public sphere in higher education, though how that will
occur, and what the implications will be, is not entirely clear. Such challenges
can either limit the space for critical engagement or open new avenues for pro-
ductive contest and interaction. Given the pace of change in the political and
legal environment for postsecondary institutions, attention will usefully be
turned to broad models from political and legal theory that incorporate the
role of higher education in the wider political economy. The role of university
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administration as a mediator of political and legal demands is another under-
researched arena that offers great promise for better understanding the public
sphere. By definition, the public sphere of higher education exists beyond the
control of the university’s administrative and governance mechanisms. This
takes on additional import, given the rapid increase in institutional efforts to
forge complex political-economic alliances with the state and private interests
in the pursuit of greater economic, political, and legal legitimacy.

CONCLUSION

To ensure the public good derived from higher education as a public sphere,
structural and procedural changes will be required in many aspects of the post-
secondary arena. In essence, demands for control will need to give way to con-
test, collaboration, and consensus. Faculty members will need the freedom to
promote critical engagement with sufficient autonomy from institutional, state,
and private interests. Students will need institutional support for their role as
critical actors in enacting and preserving the public sphere and the university.
Institutional administrations will be challenged to protect the public sphere
from state and private interventions as well as from institutional control.

Institutional actors and constituents of higher education will be particu-
larly challenged to ensure the protection of the public sphere as a space for
critical public discourse as higher education expands. Greater enrollments pro-
duce more elaborated institutional structures, power bases, and regulatory
authority, and greater attention will need to be devoted to protecting the public
sphere from the institution itself as well as the state and private interests.
Given that the public sphere depends on critical engagement between those
with equal status, broader postsecondary efforts to achieve equality through-
out higher education will also support the public sphere. Just as a contest is
necessary to ensure the space for a public sphere through higher education, a
contest to achieve the equality necessary for effective critical engagement in
the public sphere is also necessary.

Governing boards at every level will continue to play pivotal roles in sus-
taining a public sphere through higher education. Enacting and sustaining the
public sphere presents challenges that touch on nearly all aspects of universi-
ties—coordination will remain essential to success. Trustees will need to
understand the public sphere in higher education as a unique public good in
order to allocate resources, create structures, and support policies that promote
the university as a viable public sphere. Governance mechanisms that are ded-
icated to the preservation of the public sphere will also ensure that no single
group controls the institution, a practice that is a time-honored tenet of
responsible trusteeship.
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Can a public good be preserved in higher education that is physical and
fluid, discursive and symbolic, historical and mutable? Can it be privileged by
the state, the institution, and private interests at the same time that it is beyond
the control of the state, the institution, and private interests? To do so will
require a new understanding of the public sphere in higher education and a
renewed commitment to the critical engagement that sustains that public
sphere and the public good in higher education.
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2

Lost In Transition

Governing in a Time of Privatization

Karen M. Whitney

Volumes of literature have been written regarding the price students pay for
college, many of them creating a widespread feeling that something is not
quite right with higher education (Bowen, 1981; Callan, Finney, Bracco, and
Doyle, 1997; Halstead, 1996; Harvey and Immerwahr, 1995; Trombley, 2003;
Troutt, 1998). More critical accounts indicate that the problem of increasing
college costs is not simply a matter of controlling expenditures but recogniz-
ing the states’ declining support for higher education (Halstead, 1996; McK-
eown-Moak, 2000; Mortenson, 1998). In most cases, the discourse stops after
describing funding shortfalls. Rarely are the consequences of these funding
trends critically considered (Callan et al., 1997; Callan 2003; Gumport and
Jennings, 1999; Mortenson, 1998). What has only recently emerged in the
research literature, and a relationship that could be considered both cause and
consequence, is the connection between state financing and state control of
higher education (Gose, 2002; Selingo, 2003a).

State control of public higher education has been considered publicly
much less often than state financing. Government regulation of higher educa-
tion gained some prominence in 1996 and again in 2003. In both years,
Republican lawmakers called for increased regulation of higher education in
order to control costs through amendments to the Higher Education Act. In
1997, President Clinton appointed a group of educators and policy leaders to
a National Commission on the Cost of Higher Education, which was respon-
sible for evaluating national issues related to higher education costs (Troutt,
1998). The commission’s report cited governmental regulation compliance as a
major expense for institutions of higher learning. More recently, federal regu-
lation of higher education has emerged as a way to respond to rising costs
(Clayton, 2003).

State control of higher education is defined as the extent to which a state
government controls or governs the financial and academic operations of its
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public institutions (Volkwein, 1986; Whitney, 2003). Control should be
viewed on a continuum with institutions operating in an environment of more
or less control as compared to other institutions in other states. The higher the
level of state control, the less autonomous the institution and the more
dependent the institution is upon state review and approval for typical opera-
tions. State funding of higher education, in this chapter, is focused on the
extent to which public institutions of higher learning can expect state funding
in the future (Whitney, 2003). Therefore, the focus is not on how much fund-
ing is allocated by the state to the institution but, more importantly, on the
state’s sustained funding of public institutions over time.

Many higher education leaders continue to believe that declining state
funding is cyclical, and that there will eventually be a return to greater state
investment in higher education (Penley, 1997; Zemsky and Wegner, 1997).
Conversely, a growing number of researchers suggest that the national decline
in state appropriations for postsecondary education is not cyclical but, in fact,
leads to the privatization of public colleges and universities (Callan and
Finney, 1997; Gose, 2002; Gumport and Jennings, 1999). Privatization, in this
chapter, is defined as the shifting of the proportion of public, state-appropri-
ated funds to nonstate sources such as student tuition and fees, contracts for
services and grants, and gifts as the principal institutional funding sources
(Zemsky, Wegner, and Iannozzi, 1997; Whitney, 2003).

David Breneman, dean of the Curry School of Education at the Univer-
sity of Virginia, has questioned whether the privatization of public universities
is a mistake or a model for the future. Breneman (1997) conceded that public
institutions have negotiated more autonomy in light of diminished state fund-
ing, but he was skeptical that state funding could decline to a level that would
actually lead to a de facto privatization of public institutions. However, James
Duderstadt, former president of the University of Michigan, maintained that
flagship universities might actually exchange state funding for greater auton-
omy in order to better pursue their missions (Gose, 2002). The University of
Michigan has aggressively pursued private nongovernmental funds, transform-
ing itself into a quasi-private institution of higher learning. Privatization is
neither inherently good nor bad for public higher education, but it has an
obvious impact on the governance of the institution. As public institutions
become more privatized, who should govern?

Privatization challenges the historical arrangement of public higher edu-
cation as managed by public bureaucracies. With the increasingly fragmented
funding of higher education, the systems that lead and influence higher edu-
cation also have become disjointed in their effort to advance the public good.
As Brian Pusser noted in chapter 1, one way of conceptualizing the public
good is as a classic economic dichotomy. A public good benefits the greater

30 LOST IN TRANSITION



society or community more than an individual; a private good operates con-
versely, with benefits accruing to the individual more than the community.
Such distinctions are critical in terms of funding. If a good is public, then the
public should fund and control the enterprise. If it is private, then the individ-
ual should fund the cost of the activity. This perspective is an individualized
orientation of public good.

Another perspective significant to this chapter is higher education’s efforts
to advance “the public good,” which is the idea of educational leaders acting in
the public’s best interest. Public higher education is viewed as an economic, a
social, and a cultural enterprise that impacts individuals and communities—
locally, regionally, nationally, and globally. Howard Gardner’s research regard-
ing the nature of work defines “good work” as high quality and socially
conscious (Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi, and Damon, 2002). Many would argue
that public higher education has been both high quality and socially conscious.
This perspective is an institutionalized orientation of public good.

Who governs and funds public higher education, and what specific sys-
tems are created to manage public institutions of higher learning in a time of
privatization that defines the relationship between public higher education
and the public good? Is public higher education a product that can be divided
neatly according to beneficiary? Or is it a transcendent enterprise that acts on
behalf of the students through the distribution of knowledge, scholarship, and
creative activities such as teaching? If so, can it simultaneously act on behalf of
multiple communities through the creation and application of knowledge and
scholarship?

In order to help understand the complex relationships between state fund-
ing and control of public institutions of higher learning, a conceptual frame-
work was developed (Whitney, 2003):

Control + Finance = Likelihood of Privatization

For higher education leaders, this area of inquiry provides a context for
evaluating higher education administration, including issues of institutional
mission and organizational structure. The relationship between public and pri-
vate financing is a substantial policy issue for politicians as it relates to state
spending priorities (Selingo, 2003a). Lawmakers annually consider how state
tax dollars should be allocated to higher education in comparison to other state
obligations, including K–12 education, prisons, transportation, and health
care. Citizens may find this research area significant in response to the grow-
ing national anxiety over how to pay for higher education. Declining institu-
tional sovereignty, increasing legislative regulation, and continuing public
concern may be the consequences of what the National Commission on the
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Cost of Higher Education (Troutt, 1998) cited as an “opaque relationship”
between costs and prices that exists in higher education. Quite simply, indi-
viduals both inside and outside of higher education do not understand the
connection between prices, costs, and subsidies, resulting in the privatization
of public higher education. In order to further explore privatization, I have
organized this chapter into three conceptual sections that consider privatiza-
tion as an event, a process, and a continuum.

PRIVATIZATION AS AN EVENT

For as long as public higher education has existed, events have illustrated a
struggle over who pays and controls the practice. During the latter part of the
nineteenth century and the early twentieth century, many conflicts ensued
between state governments and public colleges and universities (Henderson,
1969; Shelburne, 1939). In 1895, Kansas established a public higher education
system that was to be free to all who lived in the state. However, in order to
fund the library, the regents charged a $5 fee, which students had to pay before
they could use the facility. The Kansas attorney general filed a lawsuit against
the board in an attempt to remove the fee. The court ruled in favor of the
attorney general, indicating that the “regents have no power to raise a fund . . .
unless expressly authorized to do so by law” (Shelburne, 1939, 87). In 1914, a
similar situation occurred in Oklahoma, where a university charged a manda-
tory fee to students for use of university services, however the university pre-
vailed in that case. Several years later, it was noted that funding of higher
education was shifting from governments to individuals. For example, in
1927–1928, “a larger portion of the receipts was collected from students, pri-
vate benefactions, and miscellaneous sources, while a percentage decrease was
noted in funds from all public sources and endowment income” (Greenleaf,
1930, 260).

A concern in the 1950s was that public institutions were shifting from
their historically populist structure toward a more privatized corporate struc-
ture, to the detriment of the essential mission of higher education (Carey,
1956). Carey noted that in the public’s mind, there were certain “loosely drawn
similarities between corporations and universities” (440). These similarities
included viewing state taxpayers as stockholders, boards of trustees and regents
as boards of corporate directors, university presidents as general managers, and
students and parents as customers. Carey referred to this as a “corporation
complex.” He argued that the corporate paradigm would cause “the university
to supplant some of its pedagogical objectives with business objectives, [and]
probably there will be an overemphasis on economic profits at the expense of
educational values” (441). In the corporate paradigm, numbers of students

32 LOST IN TRANSITION



become more important than the creation and dissemination of knowledge.
Carey predicted that the corporate complex would create a circular framework
of “getting more students, to get more state funds to get more buildings to get
more students, to get more funds” (441). In considering the corporate con-
struct, Carey asked whether faculty were “state employees” or “appointees to an
academic community” (443). He viewed the corporate “employee” paradigm as
lacking flexibility and independence of thought, which might render faculty
unable to conduct research or teach.

In 1946, President Truman established the President’s Commission on
Higher Education, which predicted that there would be an enormous demand
for higher education by 1960. The report was considered unprecedented in
that it aggressively outlined the importance of educating significant numbers
of citizens as a prerequisite for maintaining democracy and ensuring a quality
of life for the nation (Russell, 1949; Simpson, 1948). Governmental funding
of higher education was an investment in human capital. Additional state and
federal financing of higher education was necessary to advance economic,
social, and national agendas. The Truman Commission Report further indi-
cated that although it was unlikely that the cost of education could be reduced,
the “proportion of costs borne by the individual” (Newburn, 1950, 178) must
be reduced.

In 1998, fifty years after the Truman Commission, another national
attempt to define who should pay for higher education was released in the
National Commission on the Cost of Higher Education report, Straight Talk
about College Costs and Prices (Troutt, 1998). The report was commissioned by
President Clinton in 1996 to study the cost of higher education and find ways
to make college more affordable (Burd, 1997). According to Burd, Republican
congressional leaders were interested in considering whether student financial
aid drove up the cost of college, whereas educators welcomed a review of col-
lege costs as an opportunity to discuss how government controls contributed
to the cost of higher education.

According to the report, funding of public higher education originates
from three major sources: government, students and families, and institutions
themselves. Historically, the largest contributor to public higher education has
been the state (Bowen, 1981). However, state contributions have declined over
time, and in some cases student tuition and fees have become proportionally
the larger funding source for institutional operations (Troutt, 1998). State
appropriations have devolved to a secondary or tertiary contributor. Students
fund higher education each semester through tuition and fees. Colleges and
universities acquire an increasing amount of revenue from nonstate sources,
including grants, outsourcing, and direct sale of services and goods (Breneman,
1997). The federal government has historically contributed the least to higher
education in terms of direct operating funds but has chosen to affect higher
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education through appropriations to students in the form of grants and loans
and to faculty for research and facilities (St. John, 1994).

One of the most important concepts related to how higher education was
organized and funded. This topic was extensively addressed in an expert paper
located in the appendix of the report. The paper, presented by Gordon Win-
ston (1998), contained information that reviewed the economic structure of
the typical university in relation to the typical economic structure of a private
firm. Winston contended that the economic structure of a university operates
in a manner contrary to that of a private firm. The most significant difference
between higher education and the private sector, according to Winston, was
that all institutions of higher education sell their product (education) at a sub-
sidized price “far less than the average cost of its production” (Winston, 1998,
117). Winston advanced a critically important concept, that private firms price
their product based on the cost of the product plus profit, whereas higher edu-
cation institutions set their price less than cost because of a student subsidy.
The following represents Winston’s position:

Private Firm Institution of Higher Learning
Price = Cost + Profit Price + Subsidy = Cost (or Price = Cost – Subsidy)

Winston maintained that our entire society has developed what he called
an “intuition” about how organizations should operate based upon the eco-
nomics of the private firm. Consequently, popular notions regarding the price
of higher education have assumed that the increased cost of attending college
was a function of increased cost or increased profit taking of some sort. As a
result of this belief, there have been political efforts to dissect and re-engineer
cost in order to ascertain how to reduce the price charged to students. How-
ever, in Winston’s model, the increased price of public higher education may
also result from a decrease in student subsidy, such as a decrease in state sup-
port. In fact, the economics of higher education are counterintuitive to a busi-
ness paradigm. This difference has been a major barrier to accurately
understanding the pricing of higher education.

The Truman Commission report focused on achieving enrollment expan-
sion, whereas the National Cost Commission report focused on achieving cost
containment. Both commissions, in their time, ignited a national discussion
regarding college access, equity, cost, price, and subsidy, and both attempted to
learn from the past and prepare the country for future educational demands.
Since the founding of Harvard in 1643, institutions of higher learning in the
United States have grown from one in every colony to one in almost every
county, and from nine to more than 3,700 (NCES, 2003). Regardless of this
growth, issues of control and funding have pervaded the 360–year history of
higher education in the United States. I have presented a series of events that
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provides examples intended to help explain how public higher education has
become increasingly privatized over time. In order to further explore the con-
trol-funding connection, I will focus on privatization as a process.

PRIVATIZATION AS A PROCESS

Economic, political, and bureaucratic processes have contributed to the priva-
tization of public higher education. Although the country has a historically
populist approach toward postsecondary education, the distribution of the cost
of higher education has challenged student access (Brown and Gamber, 2002;
Brubacher and Rudy, 1976; Lennington, 1996). “The cost of higher education
to students,” noted Lennington, “has a direct impact on access, so that
increases in cost are understandably of great concern to students, parents, and
education policy makers” (Lennington, 1996, 3). This approach toward higher
education has resulted in a demographic profile of college students increas-
ingly reflecting the demographic profile of our society. There has been a con-
stant debate about whether declines in state subsidies will adversely affect
access to higher education.

Economists looked at the relationship between direct fees (what the stu-
dent pays) and taxation (what the community pays) in terms of balancing who
should pay and how much. Who should pay is ideally connected to who ben-
efits from higher education. If the individual benefits, then it could be seen as
a private good and should be funded more by the individual. If society bene-
fits, however, then it should be considered a public good and be funded by the
community. If it is both a public and private good, then this prompts the ques-
tion (Creedy, 1994, 91) “Under what circumstances would a majority of indi-
viduals be prepared to vote for a proportion of the cost of higher education per
person to be met from tax revenue, given that the majority will not find it
worthwhile to invest in education?” With the public’s tendency to mistrust
government, including higher education institutions, there is a perception that
colleges and universities are wasting, or not optimally spending, public funds
(Brown and Gamber, 2002). This suspicion questions the validity of a higher
education. McPherson (1991) noted that productivity has not increased in
higher education, because the “basic production functions” have remained
unchanged. Faculty and administrators have few incentives to become more
productive, because faculty are rewarded for “productivity in research and not
in teaching, and administrators are rewarded for number of staff and programs
managed with often little attention about their productivity or efficiency” (9).

For more than 100 years, public higher education in the United States has
followed a political and bureaucratic policy, which is based on the concept of
direct appropriations. Public institutions then charge students a low rate of
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tuition. “The resulting charges are . . . low relative to the cost of providing edu-
cation services at these institutions, and low relative to charges by comparable
private institutions,” according to Fischer (1990, 44). Fischer outlined several
factors that have shaped this public policy, including the following: (1) Higher
education is a public good that should be free or very accessible; (2) A better-
educated community is a benefit to society, thus public higher education
deserves the same financial support that is allocated to public elementary or
secondary education; (3) Higher education is an entitlement, as is public
school education; (4) An affordable higher education is a way to keep talented
people in a state or, with low-cost, out-of-state tuition, a way to recruit bright,
college-oriented people to a state; and (5) Higher education is a way to pro-
mote equal opportunity for students from low-income families.

Changes in the historical patterns of governmental funding of higher edu-
cation threaten future access to higher education (Halstead, 1993; McPherson
and Schapiro, 2001). In the introduction to his report, State Profiles: Financing
Public Higher Education 1978–1993, Halstead (1993) summarized the political
situation that has continued into the twenty-first century:

Governors and state legislators strive to allocate scarce revenues
among competing public claims. Education officials seek to project
and promote realistic budgets, which equitably and productively dis-
tribute appropriated support. Institutional administrators and faculty
pursue academic excellence and competitive salaries. Students and
parents desire a quality education at the lowest possible cost. And
finally, taxpayers seek efficiently operated government services ade-
quate to public needs. (10)

Who pays for higher education has steadily shifted away from govern-
ment (the society) to the individual (the student). McPherson, Schapiro, and
Winston (1997) determined that public institutions historically receive pri-
mary support from state appropriations and that these appropriations are in
decline. They further indicated that “universities are going to have to gain an
increased share of their revenues from other sources” (31). Callan (2003) not
only confirmed that state support for public higher education has continued to
decline but also predicts that further cuts in state support are likely.

Over time, students have paid significantly more for their education.
From an annual survey of colleges, the College Board (2002) provided college
cost trend data from 1971 to 2002. The College Board research indicated that,
in constant dollars, students paid more than twice as much for their education
in 2002 than they paid in 1971. The cost to attend public, four-year institu-
tions increased from $1,577 a year in 1971–1972 to $4,081 a year in
2002–2003. The thirty-year study was consistent with a 1996 report con-
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ducted by the U.S. Department of Education, which indicated that in the
1960s, students attending public colleges and universities paid approximately
10 percent of the total cost of their education, compared to the 1970s, when
they paid 33 percent of the cost. In the 1990s, students paid over 40 percent
of the cost. Tuition and fees on the average grew 3.1 percent to 5.6 percent a
year from 1980 to 1990 and increased an average of 3.9 percent a year from
1990 to 2000. However, median family income did not increase as fast (in con-
stant dollars), which actually resulted in a loss in buying power (U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 1996; NCES, 2003).

Higher education researchers Kent Halstead (1998) and Thomas
Mortenson (1999) found that the prices students pay have increased over time.
However, when they took inflation into account, they found that institutional
operating costs had not increased. The decline in the proportion of state
appropriations to public higher education’s total budget was the primary
reason that the increases in the price students pay exceeded inflation (Hal-
stead, 1993). States have historically paid the largest proportion of the cost of
public higher education. However, this portion has declined over the past sev-
enty-three years. Table 2.1 presents a pattern of funding by source from 1927
to 2000. Student contributions have increased, as other sources have decreased.
Since student aid (i.e., loans, grants, etc.) is distributed to the student, these
resources are considered part of the student source of funds.

Public institutions of higher learning in the twenty-first century have
experienced reductions in state funding. Reductions can occur as a general
redirection in state appropriated funds, or as defunding of specific items, such
as maintenance, repair, or new construction. This pattern of “downward invest-
ment” also occurred in the early part of the 1980s and the 1990s (Mortenson,
2002). As a result of the reduction in state support, the price to students
increased to offset the losses in state funding. This reduction in state support
and increased price to students can be explained by the notion of higher edu-
cation as a balance wheel. Hovey’s (1999) concept described states using
higher education as a way to balance state finances. When state funds are
abundant, then states tend to allocate more funds to higher education. When
state funds are short, then states disproportionately reduce the level of support
to public higher education compared to other state-supported activities in
order to balance their budgets. Legislators believe that public higher education
makes a good balance wheel, because it has other funding sources it can turn
to, such as tuition, to absorb cuts in state support. They also believe that public
institutions have reserves and an ability to absorb short-term fiscal stress
through such actions as increases in class sizes and/or teaching loads.

Public higher education is perceived to have more funding options than
other state entities. According to Marcus, “Higher education is usually the
biggest piece of the discretionary portion of a state’s budget and is thus easiest
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to cut. Since education appears to have ‘an independent source of revenue:
tuition and fees,’ it is all that more an attractive item to reduce” (1994, 11). As
state fiscal support has declined, tuition and other fee incomes are an increas-
ing source of revenue for many types of colleges and universities (U.S.
Department of Education, 1996). Lennington (1996) observed that fees have
significantly increased as an offset to the decline in tax subsidies.

Mortenson (2002) noted that in the state tax appropriations for THE
fiscal year 2002–2003, states continued a renewed trend of reducing state sup-
port. Some years earlier he observed increases in state funding but cautioned
that these increases did not reflect a renewed commitment to public higher
education. Instead, they should be considered a result of increases in personal
income and the general growth of the economy. Mortenson stated, “Over a
longer period of time, these increases are nothing more than a modest pause
in a trend of significant declines in state investment in higher education that
began about FY 1980” (1998, 1). Appropriations of state tax funds for public
higher education operating expenses per $1,000 of personal income were at
their peak in 1979 at $11.22, while the 2002–2003 fiscal year state investment
of $7.35 was at the lowest since 1967 (Mortenson, 2002). Public institutions
of higher learning have changed their institutional structures as a result of the
declines in state investment. Mortenson (1999) identified three primary
approaches in response to the declines in state funding: (1) capacity: control-
ling enrollment with caps and increased admissions standards; (2) quality:
reducing quality of instruction by increasing class size, paying below-market
rates for faculty; and (3) affordability: passing on the reduction in state funds
to students as price increases.

The other key element of the privatization process involves state regula-
tion of public higher education. Since 1983, J. F. Volkwein has studied the rela-
tionships between institutional autonomy, state control (i.e., the lack of
institutional autonomy), and the quality and productivity of public higher edu-
cation. He notes that public higher education’s “regulatory relationship with
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TABLE 2.1
Percentage Funding of Higher Education by Source: 1927–2000

Percent of Total Share (PTS)

1927 1967 1996 2000
PTS PTS PTS PTS

Student 18% 12% 22% 18%
Institution 20% 23% 27% 36%
State Government 54% 44% 40% 34%
Federal Government 8% 21% 10% 12%

Source: Greenleaf, 1930; NCES, 2003



state governments forms a critical component of the external climate within
which these institutions pursue their goals” (Volkwein, 1987, 120). Volkwein
(1986) introduced two measures to determine the level of state control: fiscal
flexibility and academic flexibility. Fiscal flexibility consisted of nine items: (1)
lump sum versus line item budgeting; (2) institutional ability to shift funds
among categories; (3) institutional ability to retain and control tuition rev-
enues; (4) institutional ability to retain and control other revenues; (5) exter-
nal ceilings for faculty positions; (6) external ceilings for other employee
positions; (7) freedom from pre-audit of expenditures; (8) institutional ability
to carry over year-end balances; and (9) institutional ability to issue own
checks for payroll and purchases. Academic flexibility included an institution’s
ability to (1) define its own mission; (2) add new undergraduate programs; (3)
add new graduate programs; (4) review/discontinue existing undergraduate
programs; (5) review/discontinue existing graduate programs; and (6) add/dis-
continue departments.

Volkwein noted that these measures do not significantly vary across insti-
tutions within a state, therefore, the findings were aggregated by state and
attributed to all institutions regardless of type. In a follow-up article, Volkwein
and Malik (1997) reexamined the relationship between state regulation and
institutional effectiveness. They found that academic flexibility and fiscal and
administrative flexibility are independent components of campus autonomy.
Their study examined changes between the original 1983 data and data col-
lected in 1995. The authors found that “campuses in many states [had] gained
increased flexibility in their academic, financial, and personnel transactions”
(38). The authors noted that increased flexibility might have resulted as com-
pensation for decreased state support to public institutions.

Recently, states have employed a variety of regulatory policies to control
public institutions, including “imposing tuition freezes, reducing tuition levels,
[and] placing restrictions on the rate of increase in tuition” (McKeown-Moak,
2000, 8). Additionally, performance-based funding has been under considera-
tion in over half of the states. States also are considering other types of regu-
lation, including “examining workload and productivity as a means of
improving learning outcomes or decreasing expenditures” (16). I have provided
examples of economic, political, and bureaucratic processes that have con-
tributed to privatization. Finally, I consider the extent to which public colleges
and universities are becoming increasingly privatized.

PRIVATIZATION AS A CONTINUUM

The causes, effects, and future consequences of the decline in state funding of
public higher education could increasingly be considered along a continuum of
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de facto privatization of public higher education. Researchers and policy
makers have created language to reflect levels of privatization in higher educa-
tion. Institutional autonomy, independent-public, public-private, state sup-
ported, state-assisted, state-located, and deregulated are the various ways in
which privatization has been described (Breneman and Finney, 1997; Callan
et al., 1997; MacTaggart, 1998; Zemsky, Wegner, and Iannozi, 1997).

St. John (1994) presents an ideological framework to explain the variety
of viewpoints regarding the funding (or lack of ) higher education along a con-
tinuum. According to St. John, the dominant political belief system influences
the ideology that shapes the direction of public policy. He categorizes belief
systems into five categories: conservative, liberal, neoconservative, neoliberal,
and neo-Marxist. The following summary outlines each ideological perspec-
tive connected to higher education funding (St. John, 1994, 6): (1) Conserva-
tive: Returns from public investment accrue primarily to individuals;
(2) Liberal: Economic development and intergenerational equity provide bases
for public investment; (3) Neoconservative: Student aid has no influence on
access, institutions raise tuition to increase revenue from federal aid programs,
institutions raise tuition to maximize revenue (greed) and because they are
nonproductive, and poor academic achievement explains lower participation
by African Americans; (4) Neoliberal: Institutions replace the loss of federal
student aid dollars with their own aid dollars, reductions in state subsidies to
institutions fuel tuition increases, and tax revenue returns provide a basis for
public investment; and (5) Neo-Marxist: Low income and minority students
are generally influenced by the entire cost controversy, and programs serving
middle-class majors are more adversely influenced by budget decisions that
serve elite professions.

Understanding the continuum of ideological perspectives contributes to
an understanding of the political context that affects higher education fiscal
policy. Ideological perspectives are the foundation from which political and
educational leaders negotiate the cost, subsidy, and price of public higher edu-
cation. The more conservative the ideology, the more reduced the government
subsidy, which results in a higher price to the student.

St. John maintains that there is a crisis in higher education financing
because of the (mis)perceptions of government spending, including the appro-
priations for public higher education. During the 1980s, higher education
tuition rose sharply. This led to public criticism that increases in tuition must
be caused by some form of mismanagement. In fact, actual federal and state
support of higher education declined, enrollments decreased nationally, and
institutions were still recovering from the effects of a period of high inflation
in the late 1970s and the early 1980s. These economic factors were not com-
monly considered when explaining cost increases. Privatization can be viewed
either as an opportunity or a catastrophe. James Duderstadt, former president
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of the University of Michigan, indicated that as a result of declining state sup-
port, flagship institutions might choose to trade state funding for greater
autonomy in order to be successful (Gose, 2002). Pursuing other funding
sources, such as private gifts, transferring new technologies from research to
the marketplace, and setting tuition to market rates might be more productive
than pursuing limited state appropriations.

State higher education policy and public institutions of higher learning’s
response to state policies has varied across the states. Examples of the variety
of governmental policies included: (1) the conscious decision on the part of
government to transfer to private management the responsibility for certain
functions that had formerly been organized and carried out by public agencies;
(2) the phenomenon that results from a government’s inability to fund its
agencies at previous levels, often implicitly transferring a greater degree of
authority and initiative to individual agencies or institutions, while continuing
to vest nominal control in government; (3) the initiative taken by public agen-
cies and institutions to reduce cost by outsourcing functions and/or to increase
revenues by raising the prices they charge for the services they deliver; and (4)
the actions that proceed from a public perception that government itself has
become cumbersome and inefficient, that taxation is excessive and tax dollars
are not well spent, and that government should exert a smaller influence in
public and private life (Zemsky, Wegner, and Iannozzi, 1997, 75).

One reason higher education has been prone to state defunding is its abil-
ity to generate funds from a wide range of sources. Most other state services
and programs are unable to generate funds in the same manner. Higher edu-
cation’s ability to shift costs to students contributes to the cycle of reductions
in state support (Roherty, 1997). According to Breneman and Finney, “If the
share of funding by source had remained constant at 1980 levels, tuition could
have been 30 percent lower than it was at the end of 1995” (1997, 37). Rev-
enue generated by institutions from private nongovernmental sources has
increased relative to state revenues (Gumport and Jennings, 1999). They
expressed a concern that the more private sources support public institutions
of higher learning, the more higher education will be portrayed as a private
benefit as compared to a public good. They also found that “public and private
institutions are beginning to depend on a more similar revenue mix” (Brene-
man and Finney, 1997, 13).

A consequence of the continued privatization of public higher education
is the possibility of complete divestiture from the state. Mortenson (1999)
describes the historical funding patterns of state investment in public higher
education since 1975 and extends his analysis of state defunding to consider
that state investment could decline to the point of reaching zero or no fund-
ing based on historical funding patterns. Mortenson projects the year that each
state will stop funding higher education, using a simple regression formula.
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Based on Mortenson’s fiscal year 2000 national analysis, the median year that
state funding of higher education nationwide will go to zero is 2054. Accord-
ing to Mortenson’s 1999 calculations, Vermont would be the first to com-
pletely stop funding in 2015, while New Mexico would continue funding
through 7119. Research I Universities and other “highly regarded public insti-
tutions may seek to ‘privatize’ in order to preserve what is most important to
themselves” (Zemsky and Wegner, 1997, 63).

The transformation of sections of universities or entire institutions from
public to private has been occurring across the country (Selingo, 2003a).
Public institutions that have provided specialized programs, such as health sci-
ences, technology, law, business, and art, have been some of the first to convert
from public to some type of private institution of higher learning (Schmidt,
2002). In 1992, Oregon transformed the Oregon Health Sciences University
from a public university to a state-assisted public corporation. Ten years later,
Oregon was again considering transforming the Oregon Institute of Technol-
ogy, a public institution of higher learning, into a completely private institu-
tion. Most recently, the governor of Massachusetts announced a plan to
privatize three public colleges and to reorganize the University of Massachu-
setts-Amherst into an independent, public-private university (Selingo, 2003b).
The University of Wisconsin system President Katharine Lyall has proposed
that “the state turn over its 26 campuses to an independent authority” in order
to more effectively manage the institutions (Selingo, 2003a).

In addition to institutional transformation, other less radical approaches
are under consideration that could move public institutions toward privatiza-
tion (Selingo, 2003a). Colorado considered a voucher system, whereby stu-
dents, rather than state institutions, would directly receive state appropriations.
Institutions in South Carolina have made public an interest in breaking away
from the control of the state higher education coordinating agency in order to
more effectively pursue public-private partnerships. According to Winston
(1998), our society has developed an intuition about how universities and col-
leges should operate based upon the economics of the private firm. Conse-
quently, popular notions regarding the price of higher education have assumed
that tuition increases are a function of increased institutional costs, managed
inefficiencies, or perhaps profit taking. There have been political efforts to dis-
sect and re-engineer costs to ascertain how to reduce tuition increases. How-
ever, there is a great deal of evidence that suggests that increased prices of
public higher education actually resulted from decreased student subsidies. In
public higher education, this means decreased state support in the form of
appropriations.

The likelihood of some four-year public institutions of higher learning
redefining their relationship with state government by conceptualizing them-
selves as de facto private institutions seems likely (Whitney, 2003). Public
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institutions of higher learning and states have been willing to exchange auton-
omy and funding to achieve a mutually beneficial relationship. This exchange
between state and institution may explain public institutional movement along
a continuum of privatization expressed on a four-sector likelihood of privati-
zation matrix designed to describe various combinations of the funding and
control relationship.

Figure 2.1 presents state funding and control data from a study completed
in 2003 of 369 public institutions of higher learning (Whitney, 2003). The
funding or vertical axis presents a continuum of the extent to which each state
government supports public higher education. The higher number represents
greater funding. The horizontal axis presents a continuum of data that was the
extent to which each state controlled higher education. The higher number
represented greater autonomy (less control). The state funding-control rela-
tionships with public higher education included: (1) state agency relationships
of high funding and low autonomy; (2) state-aided relationships of high fund-
ing and high autonomy; (3) state-located relationships of low funding and
high autonomy; and (4) state-constrained relationships of low funding and low
autonomy.

Within a privatization paradigm, fundamental elements of higher educa-
tion, such as institutional facilities, repair, renovation, and new construction,
would be reconsidered. In terms of new construction, a building’s purpose,
design, development, and specifications would be regulated according to its
funding source. Facilities that do not receive any state appropriated funds have
typically been regulated in the same manner as facilities completely funded by
state appropriations. Under a privatization construct, the funding source
would be the controlling source. As a result, in a privatized world, buildings
funded by student fees, for example, might be reviewed and approved by stu-
dents or alumni, not by legislators or their designees. If the state wanted to
maintain control of the facilities, then it would fund the design, development,
construction, and maintenance of the facilities.

Curriculum and teaching might provide another good example of the
impact of privatization. Remedial courses, multicultural curricula, and distance
programs have been state mandated. Issues of tenure and post-tenure review
also have been state regulated. Currently, public institutions comply with all
government mandates, whether funded or unfunded. In a privatized world,
institutions of higher learning might only comply with funded mandates.
Unfunded directives would be considered recommendations. Under a privati-
zation model, privatized-public institutions, with greater institutional flexibil-
ity, could pursue research that might otherwise be currently prohibited by the
state. Access to higher education services and programs, including admissions
and financial aid policies, would change in a privatized learning organization.
Past responses to government mandates regarding affirmative action and
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admissions policy provide a good example of possible changes. In a privatized
environment, the institutions in these states might be less affected by these
government and legal restrictions and more able to utilize affirmative action
programs similar to those of private institutions.

CONCLUSION

Whether an event, a process, or a continuum, higher education administrators
should consider that privatization (as changes in state funding and control) has
changed the governing of public higher education. It is beyond the scope of
this chapter to determine whether privatization is a positive or negative for
public four-year colleges and universities. I demonstrate, however, that out of
an interest for institutional survival, public institutions of higher learning are
continually negotiating their relationship with state leaders. Institutions in
some states may negotiate for more autonomy in lieu of funding and ultimately
become public institutions in name only. Institutions in other states may sub-
stantially trade autonomy for continued state funding. Regardless of where
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Figure 2.1
Likelihood of Privatization Matrix by State

Note: Alaska is not shown in this figure because data were not available for past control.
Source: Adapted from Whitney, 2003.
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institutions fall on a continuum of privatization, all public four-year institu-
tions of higher learning are more privatized now than in the past.

From a conservative philosophical standpoint, higher education is increas-
ingly seen as benefiting individual students rather than society in general. It
then follows that students should bear the greater proportion of the costs, and
social support, through government subsidies, should decrease proportionately.
However, if we are to be a society that values the comprehensive education of
its citizens, then education would be a public good and should be publicly sup-
ported. As a result, higher education should seek public funds and accept
public control.

Public colleges and universities have advanced local, state, national, and
global public interests. As public institutions of higher learning become
funded less by the state and more by other sources, redefining the public good
appears inevitable. The push-pull relationship between various constituents,
including the state and federal governments, the institution, students, and
other stakeholders, has influenced how the leadership in public colleges and
universities leverages teaching, research, and service to serve the public good.
In light of public higher education becoming more privatized, the implications
for governance are vast. In a few states, questions are now being asked about
whether public colleges and universities should continue to be subject to the
same levels of control and governing frameworks as in the past. During good
and bad economic periods, state higher education funding has been subject to
declining state support. The state has transitioned from a primary funding
source to a major donor among many other major donors. As such, many
higher education leaders may be faced with inevitable changes in how their
institutions are governed—from public to private systems of control. These
changing governing relationships increase the number of others who expect to
be at the governing table, including students, alumni, corporate and industry
leaders, and foundations. This finance and control debate will no doubt con-
tinue, and its long-term impact on public institutions of higher education
could be profound.
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3

Rethinking State Governance 
of Higher Education

Jane V. Wellman

State governing structures are relatively recent transplants in higher education,
having grown up in the post-World War II era and since the 1960s in the
majority of states. These creatures of government were grafted onto existing
institutional governance structures, which were most highly evolved in the
established public universities, and there modeled after private nonprofit gov-
ernance. For this discussion, state governance is defined as the combination of
governmental and institutional structures responsible for oversight of postsec-
ondary education in a state. Governance is distinct from administration or
management, as it is focused on the policy rather than operational levels or, in
the language of the “reinventing government” movement, “steering, and not
rowing” (Osborne and Plastrik, 1998). The key functions of governance are
strategic planning and articulation of goals; financing; public communication
and accountability to different stakeholders; and selection and performance
review of management. The primary tools of governance are policy develop-
ment, performance review, regulation, and finance. Of these, finance is by far
the most influential.

In most states, state governance consists of the governor and legislature;
the statewide coordinating or governing board; and the regulatory, communi-
cation, and other mechanisms for linking state government to institutions.
About half of the states have statewide governing boards, while the rest either
have coordinating boards or no statewide entity. Although the focus in this
chapter is on state governance, it is instructive to look briefly at the literature
on institutional governance, since this is the political and organizational gene
pool from which state governance has evolved.

The literature on college and university governance is dominated by struc-
tural and organizational analyses that dwell on identifying different actors
involved in aspects of governance and their roles and responsibilities. The lit-
erature is more descriptive than normative, in that it is largely devoted to func-
tional characterizations of how the systems work than on how they should
work. Despite much debate about language—parsing the meaning of “shared
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governance” is a favorite topic—there is not much to be construed from the lit-
erature that could pass for principles of good or effective governance.

Virtually all authors comment on the messiness of college and university
governance; indeed, there is general consensus that some level of inefficiency
(if not dysfunctionality) is inevitable. Cohen and March (1974) called the
institutions “organized anarchies,” overseen by often-embattled presidents
whose job is to preside over decision processes that typically separate problems
and solutions. Baldridge (1971) described governance in political terms, as a
pluralistic system, “often fractured by conflicts along lines of disciplines, fac-
ulty subgroups, student subcultures, splits between administrators and facul-
ties, and rifts between professional schools. The academic kingdom is torn
apart in many ways, and there are few kings in the system who can enforce
cooperation and unity” (107). Baldridge also emphasized the parallel (and
therefore never intersecting) authority structures within university administra-
tion—separating academics from the bureaucrats. These two groups are char-
acterized both by the basis of their authority and spheres of influence.
Academic authority derives from expert knowledge and is thus durable and
superior to bureaucratic authority, which depends on position and is tempo-
rary as well as political. The spheres of influence are also separate. Academic
policy is typically delegated to the faculty who are members in the academic
senate. The academics are responsible for decisions about curriculum, admis-
sions, and graduation standards, and criteria for faculty appointment and
review, and the bureaucrats for resources and institutional management. Pres-
idents navigate between the senates and the governing boards, and the boards
preside over all, as reflected in Litchfield (1959):

There are few among us who regard the university as a total institu-
tion. It would be more accurate to say that we treat it as a miscella-
neous collection of faculties, research institutes, museums, hospitals,
laboratories and clinics. Indeed, it has become commonplace to
observe that most of our large university organizations are held
together by little more than a name, a lay board of trustees, an aca-
demically remote figure called a president, and a common concern for
the power plant. (376)

F. M. Cornford (1923), in his classic satire on academic politics, outlined the
core principles of academic governance and the reasons for the delineation of
responsibility between the senate and the governing board:

These principles are all deducible from the fundamental maxim, that
the first necessity for a body of men engaged in the pursuit of learn-
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ing is freedom from the burden of practical cares. It is impossible to
enjoy the contemplation of truth if one is vexed and distracted by a
sense of responsibility. Hence the wisdom of our ancestors devised a
form of academic polity in which this sense is, so far as human imper-
fections will allow, reduced to the lowest degree. By vesting the sov-
ereign authority in the . . . “Senate” our forefathers secured that the
final decision should rest in a body which . . . has no corporate feel-
ing whatever. . . . In the smaller bodies, called “Boards,” we have suc-
ceeded only in minimizing the dangerous feeling, by the means of
never allowing anyone to act without first consulting at least twenty
other people who are accustomed to regard him with well-founded
suspicion. (section V)

In the more than eighty years that have passed since Cornford’s satire,
academic governance has become even more complicated. Faculty capacity to
control academic policy has obviously eroded, along with the thinning ranks
of full-time tenured faculty. Boards have grown, resources have become more
fragmented, unionization is more common, and professional managers often
outlast presidents, board members, and even faculty. But despite these changes,
there are enduring themes about what might constitute “best practices” in
institutional governance that persist in the literature, as commonly held values
that shape language and behavior today.

These themes include a commitment to lay governance that protects
individual autonomy, respect for decentralization of control and shared gov-
ernance with faculty, and support for boards that play a role of both bridge to
external groups and buffer against political interference in academic decision
making. Above all, governance is supposed to protect institutions from short-
term political trends, ensure stability, and guard the institution from intellec-
tual fads or inappropriate control of the institution by single-interest groups.
By ensuring the stability and well-being of the institution, the state also
ensures the ability of higher education to satisfy the public good. In this chap-
ter, I consider the impact of political, economic, and social influences on state
governance of postsecondary education. First I explore the purpose and
design of state governance. I then define political and policy pressures on state
governance, detailing how each is impacting postsecondary education in the
states. After considering the response of state-level governance to these pres-
sures, I conclude with consequences for the future of higher education if pres-
sures on state governance are not effectively managed. I am guided
throughout by the question of what role state governance performs (or should
perform) in assisting postsecondary institutions to most effectively serve in
the public interest.

Jane V. Wellman 53



PURPOSE AND DESIGN OF STATE GOVERNANCE

The literature on state postsecondary governance bears a strong resemblance
to that of its genetic ancestors and is mostly characterized by structural analy-
ses of power relationships between different actors. Previous literature is com-
monly more descriptive than normative and does not provide a good
theoretical basis for identifying properties of successful governance. It also
reflects a version of the same academic values from the literature on institu-
tional governance, transformed to the state rather than the institutional level.
In the state model, the state replaces the role of the administrator in the inter-
nal institutional model, responsible for finance and oversight, whereas the aca-
demic role is delegated to institutional management. The language of “shared
governance” as a positive value is maintained, transformed at the state level to
an expectation for consensus-driven decision making, involving the institu-
tions and key interest groups in state policy matters.

In the state model, the state’s primary interest is the efficient allocation of
resources in support of broad public purposes. States are interested in invest-
ment in higher education for economic development, the broader public inter-
est, and educational equity. The state is concerned with institutional quality
and competitiveness in the broadest sense, access to state markets through
institutional licensure in the private sector, and mission differentiation and
program review in public institutions. State policy promotes institutional com-
petition for students by providing state subsidies through vouchers in the stu-
dent aid programs. Such policy also requires the state to become directly
involved in the management and distribution of student aid (see ECS, 1997;
Glenny, 1985; Richardson, Bracco, Callan, and Finney, 1998).

There is a strong preference in the literature for decentralized governance
to protect institutions from political interference and “inappropriate” controls
(a word that appears often, usually without being defined) and to respect the
energy and integrity of institutional self-governance. State oversight should
avoid intrusion into academic policy, particularly curriculum, terms of faculty
appointment, admissions criteria, or degree requirements. The literature
embraces the value of consensus and collaborative decision making in “shared
governance” models that, at the state level, mean that authority is distributed
among many state agencies, the governor and legislature, and institutional gov-
erning boards. But there is relatively little policy guidance that differentiates
between state policy and institutional interests.

Perhaps as a result, most of the literature focuses on analyses of power dis-
tributions between the state and institutions over institutional control. The
language and analytical frameworks describe a continuum between absolute
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institutional autonomy at one end and direct regulation by the state at the
other. Statewide boards are classified according to their relative degrees of con-
trol over institutions—whether governing or coordinating. The chief distinc-
tion between the two is that governing boards have central fiscal control,
appoint the campus presidents, and have some regulatory authority over the
campuses. There also are distinctions between institutional boards as to their
degree of autonomy from the state, whether they enjoy constitutional status,
corporate status, or statutory status. The statutory institution is governmen-
tally no different than any other state agency, whereas institutions with con-
stitutional status have autonomy from direct state control embedded in the
constitution (ECS, 1997; Richardson et al., 1998).

The language differentiating “coordination” and “governance” suggests a
greater distinction between the two than may in fact be the case. Such lan-
guage also implies more institutional independence for “autonomous” public
institutions than most of them have. As just one example, the constitutionally
autonomous University of Michigan must negotiate tuition levels with the
governor and state legislature, lest it have its budget reduced in punishment for
excessive levels. Even in strong governing board states, there has never been
much appetite for real centralization of power in a single agency, as state
authority over tuition, state financial aid, capital outlay, private school licen-
sure, and program review is typically dispersed between the governing board,
a separate student aid authority, the governor, and the legislature.

State governance in most states is additionally separated between four-
year and two-year institutions. And finally, all institutions are subject to regu-
latory controls that have nothing to do with academic policy—environmental
regulations, health and safety, and labor and employment primary among
them. At least in the research institutions that have the greatest autonomy in
higher education, most institutional attention to external regulation stems
from federal and state regulation that is not dictated by educational policy
(Congressional Commission on College Costs, 1998).

Glenny, Berdahl, and Palola (1971) and McGuinness (1998) plaintively
pointed out that the state’s interests are, after all, legitimate, and that public
policy capacity is needed to balance the interests of the institutions and the
market with public concerns. Some thirty-five years ago, Glenny and others
expressed the concern that unchecked decentralization and preference for
competition advantaged the wealthiest and oldest institutions, to the disad-
vantage of community colleges in particular. McGuinness, writing more
recently, argued that the state needs to focus essentially on boundary control
to protect institutions from direct interference, stabilize decision making, pro-
tect campus presidents, and cope with public policy issues.
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POLITICAL AND POLICY PRESSURES ON
STATE POSTSECONDARY GOVERNANCE

Positioned at the intersection between higher education and state government,
state postsecondary entities must navigate between public policy and politics
to be effective. This has become an almost insurmountable challenge in the
current environment, because the political climate and public policy needs are
pulling in entirely opposite directions in most states. At the public policy level,
a changing labor force, demographic developments, and educational delivery
trends are forcing greater need for policy-level attention to statewide and
cross-sector interests than in previous generations. But the political pressures
are moving away from public policy in preference for institutional and market-
based solutions, accompanied by the rhetoric of accountability in the name of
performance. So the political response to the policy problems in most states
has been to deregulate and decentralize state governance rather than to rebuild
or refocus it. This has created a vacuum of leadership at a policy level; if left
unattended, the absence of leadership bodes ill for the future capacity of higher
education to meet public as well as private interests. Before turning to a dis-
cussion of what can be done, some more details about the political and policy
pressures are in order to highlight the nature of the dilemma currently facing
state-level policy. The distinction between policy and politics is somewhat arti-
ficial, as the two merge at several levels. Politics is not always negative, nor the
exclusive domain of elected officials. To the contrary, higher educational insti-
tutions are notorious for their own brand of politics.

Policy Pressures

At a public policy level, the major challenges facing postsecondary education
are increased demand for college access, fueled by tight labor markets and
growing populations; the deinstitutionalization of student learning; low levels
of student academic achievement; and growing access and achievement gaps
between racial and income groups. These collectively are pushing the current
state policy agenda in new directions, away from a traditional focus on institu-
tional oversight to issues of student flow across the K–16 continuum, the use
of public resources to accomplish broad purposes, and the intersection between
higher education and the economy.

Increasing Demand for College

Demand for some post-high school education has grown steadily over the past
twenty years, fueled by the baby-boom echo, the economic necessity of post-
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secondary education, and tight labor markets. Nationwide, the percentage
increase in enrollments in public postsecondary institutions since 2001 has
outstripped that of the previous two decades (SHEEO, 2004). This truly phe-
nomenal growth is all the more remarkable, given its parallel development
with a time of budget cuts and tuition increases. Many public institutions are
well beyond capacity limits and are cutting access by raising standards or
rationing admissions. Growth is expected to continue through 2015, when
declines in high school graduates are predicted for most states. Because of the
mismatch between demand and capacity, state and institutional policy makers
are scrambling to find new ways to distribute enrollments among existing
institutions rather than to grow capacity on a permanent basis. This results in
an increased emphasis on consortia arrangements and distance and distributed
learning, in lieu of conventional, campus-based education.

The Deinstitutionalization of Student Learning 
and the Consequences for Quality Control

Student attendance patterns have changed within higher education, as has the
“typical” student. Higher education has traditionally relied on institutional
controls—requirements for student admissions, breadth and curriculum pre-
requisites to graduation—to assess and maintain student learning standards.
However, changes in higher education mean that these controls now capture
relatively small proportions of students who earn the bachelor’s degree. For
instance, 75 percent of students are “nontraditional” (a term that says some-
thing about the pace of language change in higher education), meaning they
have one or more of the following characteristics: part-time enrollment, full-
time employment, financial independence, married, or responsibility for
dependents. Only 10 percent of college students attend fulltime and live on
campus (Wolanin, 2003). Sixty percent of students who complete the bac-
calaureate degree obtain credits from more than one institution. Over 40 per-
cent of students who transfer do so across state lines (Adelman, 1999).

Almost all college students now experience some part of their learning
electronically, through supplementary, Internet-enhanced classroom instruc-
tion and enrollment in completely online courses. Online enrollments within
accredited institutions are growing in excess of 20 percent a year. If current
growth rates continue, by 2015, “virtual” student enrollments will almost equal
the number of college and university students enrolled today (Seaman and
Allen, 2003). These changes cumulatively erode the institution as the unit of
analysis (in terms of quality controls, measures of institutional productivity,
and funding) and place more pressure on finding ways to track students across
institutions as well as states. This expansion of students creates more interest
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in national collaborations for data sharing and accountability. These changes
also contribute to pressure on public policy makers to intervene in academic
decisions about transfer of credit.

Achievement and Access Gaps

The system of higher education in the United States is internationally known
for its diversity, the wide range of options available to students, and the qual-
ity of some of its best institutions. The American system also is known for pro-
ducing some of the largest achievement gaps in the world, as measured by rates
of degree attainment and time to degree. The computations of graduation rates
and time to degree are problematic in many ways, but the undeniable fact is
that the American system produces fewer graduates per enrollee than most
other developed countries. According to National Center for Educational Sta-
tistics (NCES) data, nationwide the three-year associates’ degree graduation
rate of students in “two-year” institutions is just 27 percent, and the five-year
graduation rate from baccalaureate institutions is 53 percent (NCES, 2004).
Baccalaureate attainment rates for African American and Latino students are
much lower, averaging 20 percent or more below their white and Asian coun-
terparts. Despite the investment in billions of dollars in student aid in the last
two decades, the proportion of students from low-income families attending
postsecondary education has not materially improved. Family income—which
correlates strongly with academic achievement—remains the single biggest
predictor of college-level access and success. Two-thirds of the projected
growth in students over the next decade will be low-income students, many
the first in their families to attend college. Without material improvements in
retention and graduation rates, these access gaps spell real trouble for the
future national production of baccalaureates.

Political Pressures

Whereas the policy pressures are pointing toward greater statewide cross-insti-
tutional capacity, the political environment is pushing in a somewhat different
direction. The predominant political themes are tax policies designed to shrink
the public sector, the governmental accountability movement, including K–12
reform, the growing influence of proprietary institutions, and greater politi-
cization of governing boards. These forces combine to spell out an agenda of
simultaneous privatization of finance and greater centralization of academic
policy.
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State Funding and Decision-Making Constraints

Some of the most important political forces affecting state postsecondary gov-
ernance have occurred in the broad arena of government policy and are not
confined to postsecondary education. The most profound and far-reaching
influences have been the changes in tax policy, which have altered the face of
public finance, including in higher education. Beginning with the Proposition
13 tax revolts in the 1980s and extending to the Reagan-Bush agenda at the
federal level, the last two decades of the twentieth century were defined by
increasing populism, public mistrust of government and institutional decision
making, and a series of tax-cutting initiatives designed to shrink the size of
public institutions.

State policy capacity has been further diluted in many states through a suc-
cession of initiatives and referendums to place limits on revenues and spending
directly into the state constitution. California, Oregon, and Colorado all have
constitutional limitations on revenue and expenditure growth, Colorado’s
TABOR (Taxpayers’ Bill of Rights) amendment being the most recent and
arguably the most extreme. Several states also have passed spending guarantees
designed to protect funds for K–12 education, such as California’s Proposition
98 and Florida’s class size reduction initiative. These restrictions combine with
non-negotiable funding requirements such as Medicaid, the fastest-growing
area of state funding, where cost escalation and population growth have fueled
increases in excess of 11 percent a year since 2000. Medicaid expenditures now
exceed 20 percent of all state spending (NASBO, 2003).

The changed funding situation has been particularly evident in public
higher education, which is financed from the shrinking discretionary portion
of budgets in every state. The erosion in state funding for higher education
began in the 1990s, as states incrementally reduced the proportion of state
funding going to higher education and allowed institutions to partially replace
lost state revenue through tuition increases. The squeeze on finances has put
great pressure on the distribution system for student financial aid, which is
now the primary vehicle for distributing government subsidies to institutions
as direct institutional appropriations are waning. And while there are some
who advocate on economic grounds for a student-voucher-based distribution
system, it is safe to say that the reason for the shift in higher education has not
been higher education finance or policy decisions but a reaction to tax policy.
But whatever the cause, decreased funding is another factor contributing to a
change from a focus on institutions as state policy to students.

Both of the major political parties have embraced the notion of shrinking
the size of government as well as limiting its regulatory reach. The “reinvent-
ing government” movement influences decision making at both the state and
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federal levels. Virtually every policy arena—from the environment to public
welfare—has been subject to policy initiatives claiming to increase perform-
ance at reduced cost, focus on goals and performance indicators, leverage pri-
vate providers in lieu of government finance, and substitute incentive or
performance-based funding for old formulas. In education, the accountability
movement is most visible in the K–12 school reform movement, which has
been growing in momentum since the “Nation at Risk” report sounded the call
of alarm about deteriorating educational achievement in relation to national
economic prosperity. The movement has coalesced in a greater nationalization
of standards in K–12 education than at any time in our country’s history, most
recently in the “No Child Left Behind” act. The law has created new tensions
over K–12 governance, as the federal government, local school boards, and
state officials are still sorting out roles and responsibilities for what has histor-
ically been a locally governed system. But despite these tensions, the momen-
tum from the K–12 standards movement is carrying over to higher education
through calls from public policy makers for greater accountability for student
learning in higher education. Virtually every state has created some type of an
accountability system as a result, including direct assessments of student learn-
ing in many states (National Governors Association, 2005; Wellman, 2001).

Rising Political Influence from Proprietary Institutions

The last decade has seen the proprietary sector come into its own within
higher education. Traditionally shunned by the nonprofit and public institu-
tions as inferior trade schools, many of these institutions have cleaned up
their act and have emerged as major educational providers (and political play-
ers) at the state and national levels. The default rate scandals of the 1990s led
to changes in state and federal regulations as well as accreditation standards,
which had the effect of shutting down several hundred of the most marginal
certificate and training schools. One of the largest private institutions in the
country is now the for-profit University of Phoenix, with nationwide enroll-
ments in excess of 100,000. There are many others—DeVry University, Jones
International University, and Argosy University are all regionally accredited,
degree-granting institutions. Most specialize in professional education in a
few fields and cater to older students looking for skill development and job
training.

The degree-granting proprietary sector has been particularly successful at
the federal legislative and regulatory levels by encouraging changes in finan-
cial, administrative, and regulatory requirements for participation in the stu-
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dent aid programs. Like their nonprofit counterparts in the more venerable
independent higher education sector, for-profit institutions have promoted a
public policy agenda to shift higher education finance from subsidizing insti-
tutions to funding students, through voucher-based student aid distribution
systems. For-profit institutions also have aggressively promoted a public policy
agenda of greater accountability for all institutions that receive public funding
through greater transparency of institutional outcomes, including measures of
student learning achievement (Career College Association, 2004).

Knowing that it was poorly positioned to compete on the basis of institu-
tional reputation, the proprietary sector made a strategic decision to enhance
its competitive position by pushing public policies that base funding and access
to markets on objective measures of institutional performance, through stu-
dent learning results. For-profit institutions have marketed themselves as
being capable of delivering customer-centered, on-demand education
designed to meet student and employer needs, at reasonable prices. Several
proprietary institutions use distance-mediated learning to cut costs, which has
required them to pioneer new assessments of learning results to demonstrate
quality to accreditors.

But in addition to advertising a different educational delivery system, for-
profit institutions are marketing a cost structure made possible because of a
unique internal governance model, adapted from the for-profit business model
rather than an academic one. In for-profit institutions, curriculum is standard-
ized. Decisions about curriculum and learning materials (textbooks and tech-
nology assistance) are typically made at a policy level, in consultation with, but
not wholly delegated to, faculty. The majority of faculty are part time, and
those who are full time typically have job security through renewable multi-
year contracts rather than tenure. Learning goals are set by management, as
part of their business plans, based on market analysis of employee demand and
student demographics. Professional roles traditionally held by faculty in non-
profit and public institutions (curriculum development, course research, and
student evaluation) are “unbundled” and shared between faculty and adminis-
trative professionals. Accountability metrics, or the evaluation of teaching
effectiveness against goals, are built into course design at a corporate level.

Politicization of Governing Boards

The capacity of public governing bodies to serve as neutral defenders of the
public trust depends heavily on the quality and stability of the political
appointment process to the boards. Public institutional governing boards have

Jane V. Wellman 61



always been subject to the external political dynamics of public appointments.
But the firewall separating institutional governance from direct external pres-
sure is more singed than ever due to the political agenda of activist groups seek-
ing to shape higher education policy through influences on governing boards.
In addition to isolated instances of visible political influences on boards, a
national movement has developed that is designed to use college trustees as the
point of access to influence institutional academic policy. Several groups have
embraced this agenda at the national level, notably the National Association of
Scholars, the Association of College Trustees and Alumni (ACTA), and differ-
ent philanthropic groups organized through the National Committee for
Responsive Philanthropy (see, e.g., NCRP, 1997). Their agenda is to restore
academic accountability in higher education by encouraging governing boards
to engage in activist oversight of academic quality.

The ACTA agenda explicitly embraces the cultivation and recruitment of
trustees as its point of entry into academic policy by fostering alumni groups
in private institutions and influencing the gubernatorial appointment process
in public institutions. The ACTA and its members have been successful in
working with several governors (Michigan, New York, Virginia, Florida, and
California) to promote appointments of individuals to boards that pursue
agendas to roll back affirmative action, increase merit as a criteria for funding,
step up curriculum oversight, and guard against political correctness in the fac-
ulty tenure process. One of its rallying cries has been to bemoan the poor
workforce and intellectual skills of recent college graduates, brought about by
the degradations of standards in higher education resulting from weak or non-
existent standards for admissions and curriculum. According to the ACTA
(n.d.), “Too many college students graduate with only high school level skills,
a result of a watered down curriculum that has reduced the once nutritious
cooked meal into a cafeteria of snacks and desserts.”

Such organizations also have been active at the federal policy level by
encouraging congressional oversight hearings to address what they call “intel-
lectual diversity” or the alleged intolerance of conservatives on American col-
lege campuses. “In the past, systematic threats to academic freedom have been
external. Today, however, the threat to academic freedom comes from within.
The barbarians are not at the gates, they are inside the walls” (ACTA, n.d.).
They have argued to remove accreditation as a criterion for receiving federal
funds on the grounds that accreditors promote political correctness within
higher education and weaken higher education accountability. Such organiza-
tions also have been successful in attracting favorable national media attention
regarding their agenda—one example is the nationally read The Wall Street
Journal, which editorialized in favor of gubernatorial influence on activist
trustees (In Trustees We Trust, 2003).
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THE GOVERNANCE RESPONSE:
RESTRUCTURING AND PRIVATIZATION

Pressures for the restructuring of state-level governance began to accumulate
at the end of the 1980s and 1990s, when the growth in enrollment demand
and tight resources caused the majority of states to engage in major planning
initiatives for higher education. Between 1983 and 1995, McGuinness (1998)
reported at least thirty-three statewide special study commissions, state plan-
ning initiatives, or blue ribbon committees on higher education. In addition to
traditional foci on access and system capacity, these efforts increasingly moved
into the territory of academic quality by asking about evidence of quality for
teaching and learning across the entire educational pipeline. Building “seam-
less” systems linking K–12 to higher education was a common theme, as was
expanding access through distance learning.

During the 1990s, several states made modest moves toward the deregu-
lation of postsecondary governance by loosening state regulations of higher
education in favor of greater institutional autonomy. This happened most dra-
matically in New Jersey, where the statewide board and a host of regulations
were eliminated, to be replaced by a coordinating board and greater institu-
tional autonomy. Some form of less dramatic deregulation occurred in many
other states, including Texas, Connecticut, California, Maryland, Georgia,
Wisconsin, Oregon, and Florida. Transactional regulatory controls were
relaxed or abolished, and many states turned away from formula funding to
goal- or performance-based finance. Four-year public institutions, typically
more heavily regulated than the flagship institutions, were given greater auton-
omy (in Georgia, California, Maryland, and Florida, for example) and also
were given expanded opportunities to compete in graduate education, includ-
ing at the doctoral level. Ties between K–12 and higher education were
strengthened through stronger coordinating linkages designed to oversee
better cross-sector student flow. During the 1990s, thirty-nine states
redesigned their data collection systems to strengthen their capacity to look at
student flow across institutions through student unit-record systems.

The path toward decentralization accelerated dramatically at the beginning
of the twenty-first century, when the economy bottomed out, and the long-pre-
dicted crunch between excess student demand and inadequate resources
became a reality. Since 2001, state appropriations for higher education have
declined in forty-one of the fifty states, a loss, nationwide, of over $2.5 billion
(Palmer, 2004). California, Colorado, Oregon, Massachusetts, Missouri, Mary-
land, and Oklahoma all saw budget declines greater than 10 percent. Institu-
tions have increased tuition dramatically to offset the reductions. Despite the
steep increases, the new tuition revenue has not been sufficient to offset losses
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in state funds. The result is that undesignated general funds (e.g., funds not ear-
marked for certain purposes by the donors, from the combination of general
funds and tuition revenues) have been declining per student. The combination
of funding declines and tuition increases has come at precisely the time that
high school graduations are reaching their expected peak. In California alone,
enrollments have been cut by an estimated 200,000, and qualified students are
being denied access to higher education for the first time since the master plan
was put into place (Smith, 2004).

The financial meltdown has accelerated attention to governance and the
relationship between the state and public institutions. Unanswered questions
remain about the proper role and reach of state postsecondary coordination
and governance. At issue is the purpose and definition of public institutions in
a time of privatization of finance, and the clarification of the state interest in
a system combining public and private purposes. These issues are documented
extensively in Neal Johnson’s (2004) State Governance Action Annual 2004, pre-
pared for the Association of Governing Boards, and have been commented on
by David Breneman (2004) and others (se, e.g., Johnson, 2004), and thus will
be touched upon only briefly here:

Virginia: The presidents of the three most selective public institutions—
the University of Virginia, the College of William and Mary, and Virginia
Tech—launched an initiative to transform the institutions from their historic
status as public universities to a new status of “commonwealth chartered” uni-
versities. As initially proposed, the chartered universities would be political
subdivisions of the Commonwealth but no longer state agencies. The institu-
tions would be exempted from state capital outlay, procurement, personnel,
and grievance procedures and would have bond authority without being sub-
ject to legislative approval. They would have authority to set tuition and fees
without approval by the governor or legislature. The proposal, enacted as law
in 2005, was amended to make the promise of institutional autonomy essen-
tially contingent upon the successful completion of institutional performance
contracts with the state, somewhat vaguely defined to mean meeting targets
for enrollment, transfer, and regional employment needs. Whether the quid pro
quos are successful will depend on the willingness of future legislators (and
governors) to maintain the terms of agreements. Since much of the legislation
is negotiated by term-limited Governor Mark Warner, that remains to be seen.

Colorado: Colorado voters passed, in 1992, a constitutional amendment
known as TABOR, a tax, spending, and fee limitations initiative, that man-
dates refunds to voters when revenues from either taxes or fees increase beyond
indexed inflation and population growth. State general funding for the Uni-
versity of Colorado has declined to around 10 percent of total funding. Yet
under the TABOR, the university cannot increase tuitions to make up the dif-
ference. To rescue higher education from the TABOR restrictions, the state
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has recently enacted legislation (SB189) to change the basis for financing
higher education. Under the new law, institutions are designated as state
enterprises, removing them from constitutional revenue limits and thereby
giving institutions greater latitude to increase tuition. Resident undergraduate
students will receive a stipend of $2,400 a year to attend any Colorado public
institution. Pell Grant-eligible residents who attend private institutions can
receive $1,200 a year. Allocations for other subsidies—including departmental
research, public service, and academic support—are to be provided based on
accountability measures that have yet to be defined. There will be much inter-
est in seeing how the fine print ultimately is written on what is clearly the most
aggressive, and potentially far-reaching, change in higher education finance in
the last fifty years.

Washington State: The state has considered legislation to open up state
funding to private nonprofit and proprietary institutions and also to use com-
petition and alternative delivery systems to stimulate institutions to find new
ways to meet rising student demand, despite state funding constraints. The
private college initiative, sponsored by the private, nonprofit college associa-
tion, would have allowed state funds to be used in private colleges and univer-
sities to alleviate capacity shortages in public colleges for high demand and
high need programs such as nursing, teaching, and business. Governor Gary
Locke vetoed the bill, but the issue is expected to resurface as the state strug-
gles to find ways to meet demand without being able to expand capacity in the
public sector. The state also is considering using performance contracts to
stimulate competition between the public institutions by permitting them to
bid on state-funded contracts to provide services at a lower cost than would
otherwise be provided through the normal appropriations process.

A changing relationship between the institutions and state government is
only one manifestation of the shifts in governance with implications for the
public interest. Similar shifts are occurring on the statewide governance side,
manifested most strongly in reorganization of the state higher education gov-
erning and coordinating boards. A systematic study of changes in state agency
governance over the last five years has not been done, but a brief scan of the
landscape shows signs of a pattern of downsizing, reorganization, and change.
The specifics differ, but the theme is consistently one of deregulation and
decentralization, to reduce capacity for statewide oversight and planning in
favor of greater institutional autonomy.

The most dramatic, and public, has been wrought in the Florida Board
of Regents for Higher Education, which has been restructured two times in
the last five years, eliminating the Board of Regents and providing each of
the four-year colleges with an independent governing board. The first itera-
tion created a new K–20 board, with oversight and planning responsibility
across the educational spectrum. This was superseded with the passage of an
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initiative, sponsored by Senator Robert Graham and opposed by Governor
Jeb Bush, to create a statewide Board of Governors. Meanwhile, the Florida
Legislature has become more active in educational policy, through account-
ability legislation requiring direct reporting from the institutions to the
Office of the Legislative Auditor General ( Johnson, 2004). And the coup de
grace was administered in 2005, when the former Center for Educational
Policy Research and Improvement, the state policy office, was finally abol-
ished altogether. While some data collection and analysis capacity have been
shifted to the Legislature’s Auditor General’s office, the long-range plan-
ning, policy, and fiscal analysis capacity for this fast-growing state has com-
pletely disappeared.

The charter for state governance also has been changed in a number of
states to remove budgetary and regulatory control from the state agency and
shift authority to the institutions. Some of this is below the radar screen, car-
ried out through attrition in personnel, budget cuts, and modest changes in
scope and authority. Some states that fall into this category include Massa-
chusetts, Maryland, South Carolina, Kentucky, Illinois, Minnesota, Nevada,
Texas, Oregon, Washington, Arizona, and California. New York, once the
leader in statewide regulation of higher education, has de facto eliminated
state policy and planning capacity from the State Board of Higher Education
and maintains statewide functions in higher education that are primarily
focused on the administration of financial aid and licensure of private schools.
Pennsylvania has a similar story, with the exception that it never had much of
a statewide capacity for postsecondary policy.

A recent review of state governance in South Carolina, done by the
National Center for Higher Education Management Systems, with the Asso-
ciation of Governing Boards, concluded that the statewide coordinating
agency had so lost its viability that it should be abolished, and a new entity
established outside of state government (Breneman, 2004). California, the
state with one-year enrollment losses of 200,000 students, is on its third exec-
utive director for the California Postsecondary Education Commission in as
many years. Whether that agency will be eliminated (as has been proposed in
several budget sessions), restructured, or simply left to twist in the wind is
unknown. Meanwhile, the California Legislature is putting the finishing
touches on a new statewide accountability system, reporting directly to the leg-
islature (Alpert and Scott, 2004).

CONSEQUENCES FOR THE FUTURE

There has never been much of a consensus about the importance of state post-
secondary governance, and some would argue that the erosion of state influ-
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ence over postsecondary education is a positive development. Many college
presidents have been actively seeking greater institutional independence from
state control, arguing that autonomy is justified since reduced state funding
means that the state is no longer the majority stockholder in the enterprise.
Not all public institutions have benefited equally from decentralization, as leg-
islatures are loath to abandon tuition setting, categorical program controls, and
budgetary restrictions (see, e.g., Smith, 2004). Thus these institutions are left
to struggle with greater student demand and constrained resources while
remaining under the yoke of regulatory control.

But the evidence is accumulating that neither the state nor the institu-
tional side of the public governance equation is doing a very capable job of
promoting the public interest in higher education or sustaining the core prin-
ciples of effective governance. Despite continued strength in some sectors and
in many institutions, aggregate performance across all of higher education (the
topic that should be front and center as a state policy priority) is clearly declin-
ing. In the last decade, the United States has lost its traditional international
dominance in higher education and has sunk to sixteenth among the twenty
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) nations
in terms of college attendance and degree completion (OECD, 2004). In every
other industrialized nation, national policies have been pursued to increase
investment in education, a necessary component of ensuring high skills in the
international marketplace. The United States, alone among the major indus-
trialized nations, exhibits declining educational achievement levels. Part of this
phenomenon is undoubtedly attributed to the declining affordability of college
in the United States. Prospects for a return to the days of heavy state subsidies
for postsecondary education are somewhere between slim and none. Absent a
dramatic change in state tax policies, or serious cost control in other state-
funded programs, forty-six of the fifty states are expected to have structural
budget deficits requiring major funding reductions in higher education fund-
ing by 2013 (NCHEMS, 2005).

Along with the elimination of state-agency controls over institutional busi-
ness, there has been an erosion of the always fragile capacity of state govern-
ment to set a broad policy agenda for higher education. Such an agenda would
ensure that state requirements for skill development, income growth, and social
equity are met. This capacity may not have mattered in a different era, when a
reasonable balance between supply and demand, generous levels of public sup-
port for institutions, and broad public support for institutional autonomy
existed. But the crunch between capacity and need is now acute in almost every
state, and skyrocketing tuition is the cause for greater political attention to
institutional performance in the name of “accountability.” These factors invite a
greater degree of direct political intervention into the historically protected
areas of academic policy, particularly admissions and curriculum.

Jane V. Wellman 67



Instead of serving broad social purposes, higher education is seen in util-
itarian and economic terms, as the gateway to employment. The model of the
market-defined academic product is evidently so powerful that it is sweeping
away more abstract notions of public purpose and broad social outcomes as
worth defending for higher education. Academic freedom is perceived as pro-
tectionism of the privileges of insiders, not as a tool for broader social pur-
poses. Institutional stability is a sign of stodginess. Adaptability to changing
market conditions is applauded. Underlying much of this is an evident inabil-
ity to craft governance models that sufficiently distinguish between broad
statewide and institutional interests.

Clearly, this is not a set of circumstances with a single cause with simple
solutions. The governance frameworks within higher education have devel-
oped over centuries, and the values, language, and behaviors associated with
them are part of the social culture of the academy. Behavior and language are
difficult to change. At the state level, no amount of exhortation about the
importance of the “public interest” will convince people that a call for better
state governance is not really a call for a return to state bureaucrats bent on
micromanaging every aspect of the academic enterprise. State policy makers
will remain convinced that institutional efforts to secure tuition independence
and greater deregulation are really no more than thinly disguised efforts to
abandon the public interest entirely in pursuit of agendas of institutional pres-
tige.

The legislative impulse to play politics with institutions is a by-product of
life with elected officials. But the potential social and economic consequences
of continued drift in public governance for higher education are huge. What
is at stake is the future capacity of the country to ensure that the next genera-
tion of students has at least as much access to high-quality education as the
last generation in educational institutions that protect freedom of inquiry from
partisan political intrusion. Some modest attempts to steer this conversation in
a more constructive direction are therefore worthwhile. A few suggestions
about places to start are offered next.

1. Understand the language. The language of governance—governing
versus coordinating, institutional versus state, public versus private—con-
tributes to confusion and stalemate in the conversation. Such language is
unduly oppositional, implying sharper distinctions between one side and the
other than have ever existed. There is a difference between governance and
coordination, but not that great a difference. Similarly, institutional interests
are not categorically anti-state, and the state is not anti-institutional. The fiscal
differences between public and nonprofit private institutions are eroding, but
we do not have a good way to talk about that. The accountability model in
proprietary education is achieved because these institutional interests are pri-
marily individual and economic rather than social. Yet the models and the lan-
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guage in state governance have not transformed to match the current realities.
2. Clarify the audience for statewide governance. Another issue that requires

original thought is the problem of audience for statewide governance in post-
secondary education. The object of statewide governance is state policy, and
the audience needs to be state policy makers: the legislature, the governor, the
business and philanthropic communities, and other agencies of state govern-
ment. Statewide governance should not be a watered-down, distorted version
of institutional governance, with a primary purpose to add another layer of
oversight onto institutions. Finding and keeping the public policy audience
can be challenging in the current political arena, but such efforts are central to
maintaining a statewide policy capacity for postsecondary education.

3. Take advantage of the accountability discussion. The accountability move-
ment provides an opportunity for higher education leaders at both the state
and institutional levels to craft a different approach to governance in a task-
oriented and specific way, without getting bogged down in abstract conversa-
tions about power that are likely to go nowhere. Rather than try to beat back
the proprietary and K–12 models, leaders can take the opportunity to proac-
tively define the terms under which they want to hold themselves account-
able—for fiscal as well as academic performance. An accountability agenda can
be the vehicle for discussions about differentiation of roles between the
statewide and institutional levels in clear terminology that translates well to
external political and business as well as institutional audiences.

4. Understand the market analysis. One of the acknowledged roles for state
government is to use state regulation, including financing policies, to balance
and correct for market strengths and weaknesses. Too much of the current
debate about privatization and market is rhetorical, with little precision as to
the types of performance most likely to benefit from market-based strategies.
Recent research about the effects of competition among selective private insti-
tutions shows that competition for students tends to increase prices rather
than lower them (Winston, 2000). State policy leaders need better informa-
tion about institutional responses to competition to make judgments about
how best to target increasingly precious state subsidies on priorities that will
not fare well in a competitive model.

5. Build better bridges. Governing boards are designed to be buffers and
bridges. There is a great deal of variation between institutional governing
boards in the degree to which the members of the board are expected to play
a serious and publicly visible role in overseeing institutional performance.
Many faculty (and some presidents) are socialized to view governing boards
the way some people view children—better seen than heard from, and poten-
tially dangerous if given access to the wrong tools. But governing boards must
have more visible roles in institutional oversight, of quality and cost, particu-
larly if the values of academic freedom are to be protected and legislatures are
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to be kept away from institutional micromanagement. The economic impor-
tance of higher education has put great stakes on issues of who gets into higher
education, what they learn, and who teaches it. These are legitimate topics of
public policy, yet the democracy will be better served over the long run if the
decisions about them are made within the academy. To protect this privilege
will require much more attention to visible public oversight and communica-
tion on the part of public governing boards.
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4

Be Mission Centered, Market Smart,
and Politically Savvy

The Art of Governance

Kenneth P. Mortimer 
and Colleen O’ Brien Sathre

The most important governance challenge facing boards, administrators, and
faculty in colleges and universities is staying focused on basic/core missions
while adapting to an increasingly volatile set of market forces. These influences
affect how and with what success higher education achieves its fundamental
goals. Success in meeting these challenges will require a higher degree of polit-
ical awareness than is apparent in contemporary debates about governance.
Martin, Samuels, and associates (1997) make the point well:

We note that the central challenge for those now holding a provost-
ship or deanship is to understand how to define and then implement
academic leadership on campus in a climate of changing faculty pri-
orities, declining institutional resources, fickle student consumer
preferences, and eroding public confidence. (8)

We would add boards and all who claim a right to share in governance to those
who are faced with the perils of academic leadership, described above.

The dynamics of defining and implementing an agenda are the essence of
governance. The traditional concept of governance, oriented in bureaucratic
and collegial models, works best for routine issues such as hiring and reward-
ing faculty; recruiting, enrolling, and educating students; hiring and training
staff; conducting research; and providing the community with a variety of serv-
ices. These models are less useful in understanding how institutions cope with
tough choices, such as program closure, resource allocation, and those issues
where open conflict is the norm. The health of academic governance depends
on how these exceptional issues are decided, and it is on these issues that polit-
ical skills trump those required to operate in either a bureaucratic or collegial
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atmosphere. Understanding the context of institutional change ultimately fos-
ters a stronger portrait of the university as a social institution capable of serv-
ing the public good. The concept of the public good is continually negotiable,
as are the institutional behaviors put forth to achieve this mission. “Colleges
and universities have vague, ambiguous goals,” concluded Baldridge, Curtis,
Ecker, and Riley (1977, 30). “They must build decision processes to grapple
with a higher degree of uncertainty and conflict.”

This chapter uses the case of closing a professional school at an anony-
mous public research university (identified here by a pseudonym) to illustrate
the decision-making process and interaction between governing boards,
administrators, faculty, and the public. In essence, the school closure required
agreement on a substantial change in institutional structure, resource alloca-
tion, and indirectly, the clarification of the institution’s educational and social
mission. We argue that an important and not a well-acknowledged feature of
academic governance is that universities operate more like political than colle-
gial or bureaucratic entities when issues of this magnitude are at stake. In this
case study, we explore the institutional decision-making behavior and how that
behavior is connected to the university mission.

The details of the case are followed by an analysis of the dynamics, specif-
ically related to shared governance and the concept of the public good. We
then discuss other relevant factors, including external influences that challenge
the relevance of internal governance traditions; the dynamics of power and
influence in a shared governance environment; and how these politics of influ-
ence play out when faculty/campus senates coexist with a faculty union. This
chapter concludes with a discussion of how significant issues can be better
understood, governance can be more effective, and the concept of the public
good can be more clearly framed if the canons of politics are taken into
account.

THE SCHOOL CLOSURE CASE

At their last meeting of the 2000 academic year, the governing board at Glen-
haven University voted to approve the administration’s reorganization proposal
to fold what was then a freestanding professional school into another school as
a program with a narrowed scope of offerings. This action was the culmination
of events traceable to accreditation concerns that had persisted for twenty
years. Four years earlier, the professional accreditation site team visited Glen-
haven and observed that, except for the direness of the resource picture, the
problems they identified were the same as those identified in three previous
accreditation reviews. This site team’s concerns culminated in the decision of
the professional accrediting body to place the school on probation. Following
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another site visit in 1999, the accrediting body informed Glenhaven officials
that the probationary accreditation status of the school would be revoked one
year later. The accrediting body established that revocation date so that stu-
dents then enrolled could complete their degree requirements or make other
arrangements.

The accrediting body’s decision was based on concerns such as organiza-
tional and administrative shortcomings; the absence of a permanent dean for
seven years; inadequate school resources, especially faculty; the absence of
viable concentrations of programs; the lack of an active research program; and
a faculty complement that lacked the breadth and depth of expertise needed to
achieve the school’s mission, goals, and objectives in graduate education and
research. In general, Glenhaven administrators, faculty, and trustees did not
dispute the findings of the accrediting body. There was little debate about the
need to take corrective action and improve the quality of the school’s program.
But there was considerable disagreement between some Glenhaven faculty, the
campus administration, and the public about the steps needed to achieve this
outcome. The severity of the concerns suggested to some the need for a major
overhaul of the structure and components of the program; others perceived
that the solution lay in improving the existing structure.

From the campus administration’s perspective, corrective action had to
take place in the context of Glenhaven’s eroding budget and internal and exter-
nal assessments of multiple deficiencies in this school. During the previous
decade, the university system had experienced major reductions to its general
funding base, losing roughly 11 percent of its state support—the largest per-
centage loss for any state university system during that period. Given the
severity of the university’s fiscal situation and the reality of a dysfunctional
school, the administration’s preference was to discontinue the school’s status as
a distinct, freestanding unit and move the program into another school. By
advocating this course, the administration made it clear that it was not willing
to invest resources to maintain a school structure for an entity that for some
time had not functioned in a manner consistent with the school’s mission and
goals, especially when Glenhaven’s highest-priority academic programs were
not escaping cuts. The move would require a reduction in the scope of the pro-
gram and elimination of the professional doctoral degree.

Leaders of the professional school, on the other hand, took the view that
the revocation of accreditation was a direct result of the administration’s
actions or inaction. From this perspective, the solution was to appoint a per-
manent dean, restore funding to the school, exempt the school from future
budget cuts, and commit to retaining an accredited school. A campus faculty
senate resolution supported the maintenance of an accredited school. By the
time of the 1999 accreditation revocation decision, it also was becoming
increasingly clear that pursuing a merger would require the appointment of a
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different interim dean to help with the planning for such a move. The admin-
istration pressed the serving interim dean for a commitment to lead this plan-
ning effort. However, he responded that he did not know the parameters of the
planned program and would not commit to its leadership.

When the future of the school was placed on the Glenhaven governing
board’s July 1999 agenda, the controversies about how to best fix the situation
and the future of the serving interim dean spilled over into the realm of the
trustees. At the board’s request, this session of the governing board became an
informational briefing. The session opened with an announcement by the
president that he would appoint a task force to provide the trustees with an
independent report on the facts relating to the school and alternatives as to
its future. The administration presented additional information and addressed
the misperception that the university would terminate the entire program;
administrators were committed to preserving generic master’s programs while
reducing their scope. For the remainder of the session, the board heard con-
tradictory and often emotional testimony from approximately twenty indi-
viduals connected to the university—students, faculty, staff, and professionals
in the community.

About this time, statements circulating on campus about the accrediting
body’s actions added to the confusion and unrest. As a result of various rumors,
the Glenhaven administration contacted the accrediting body and clarified
several issues. First, the revocation decision was final and, except for a possible
procedural appeal, would not be reconsidered. In addition, there was no truth
to the allegation that the accrediting body would no longer work with the
administration and wished to work directly with the trustees. Also, public
exploration of the option of accreditation as a program would not cause an
instant loss of the school’s current accreditation status.

Following the July 1999 meeting and at the insistence of the board’s chair,
the president appointed an impartial task force of highly respected community
leaders to evaluate the costs and benefits of maintaining a reputable, accred-
ited school. Their specific charge was to assess state and community needs,
ascertain the facts, assess national trends, evaluate alternatives to a separate
school, and report to the board at its September meeting.

As the task force undertook its work, the debate about the future of the
school raged on. Immense pressure was brought to bear on the administration
and members of the board. A hunger strike was staged on the lawn of the main
administration building; community leaders and politicians, including con-
gressional office holders, criticized the administration and spoke in favor of the
school, and the local television and print media gave the matter considerable
visibility in lead stories, articles, and editorials. In September 1999, the task
force reported that it had reviewed three accreditation site visit reports; two
internal university reviews of the school; financial, student, and institutional
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data; and a wealth of information from interested parties. The task force mem-
bers also held a public meeting.

The major findings of the task force were these—that there was a need for
this program in the state, and that the university should offer a quality
response to this need. There was continuing demand for graduates of this pro-
gram, and the school’s continuing education and service efforts were effective.
But the school needed to strengthen its research component. (Data showed
several years when no research awards were received, and all current research
awards were scheduled to end within a month. Several current training awards
had a longer time frame.)

Ultimately the task force reported two options. The preferred option was
to retain and rebuild the school and seek its reaccreditdation. If the necessary
resources were not available and deficiencies cited by the accrediting body
could not be met by early summer of the following year, then the task force
recommended the second option: transitioning the program into another
school and redefining its focus. Following further discussion and emotional
testimony from concerned individuals, the Glenhaven board accepted the rec-
ommendation to pursue the second option—to close the school and locate its
master’s program in another school. Over the following year, the school
remained in place as an accredited entity, a new interim dean was appointed,
currently enrolled students were assisted in completing their degrees, and the
administration finalized the reorganization proposal. In July 2000, one month
after the final revocation of accreditation, the governing board took final
action to approve the proposed merger. Today the school no longer exists as a
separate unit within the university. The professional doctorate was eliminated,
and master’s programs in the field are now offered through a restructured
department in another school.

CASE DYNAMICS

The closing of this school illustrates the dynamics of interactions among
trustees, campus administrators, and the faculty in cases where tough and/or
unpopular choices have to be made. When such issues are involved, traditional
paths of governance are questioned, information becomes a political resource
used to the advantage of the parties, and external interests are courted for their
support. The decision-making process was intense, emotional, and complex,
which was evidence of the lengthy history of the school as part of the institu-
tional structure and the involvement of community members who felt vested
in the school. Each party held a unique concept for what the program should
involve and ultimately what role Glenhaven should play in service to the com-
munity. While a basic principle of institutional processes is related to the
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“inseparability of organization and environment” (Chaffee, 1985, 89), such
complexity fosters an uncertain path toward collaborative decisions.

Glenhaven trustees debated whether they should support the administra-
tion, as well as whether the specific decision was a wise one. If they chose to
reject the administration’s recommendation, then they were likely to weaken
the administration’s ability to make hard choices. If they supported the admin-
istration, but it was not a decision in the best interests of the state, then the
trustees were not fulfilling their obligation to protect the public interest and
serve the public good. And finally, since the Glenhaven trustees were not
experts in the subject matter at stake, whose data could they trust? In public
meetings, program advocates made claims of dire results if the school closed—
grants would be lost, students would go elsewhere, and the overall reputation
of the university would suffer. Most of these claims were disputed by the
administration, but the board wondered how the conflicting information could
be reconciled. Who was telling the truth here? Considering the competing
demands and opinions, which decision was best for the university?

The Glenhaven administration was not willing to commit the funds neces-
sary to sustain the school’s programmatic scope under the leadership of a faculty
it deemed to be less than stellar. Administrators doubted that a faculty previously
focused on training rather than research could be reoriented to accomplish the
research mission of a graduate professional school. The accreditation team was
clear—the faculty, as a whole, had not met the accreditation standard in this
regard. Yet Glenhaven’s faculty and school leaders believed that all of these prob-
lems were resource driven and could be corrected by an infusion of funds
(roughly $700,000 to $1 million), hiring a permanent dean, and exempting the
school from further cuts to the university’s budget, should they come. But the
institution suffered from budget cuts and the loss of financial support across the
university. For almost a decade, it had suffered from a declining allocation of
funds from the legislature. Resource, funding, staffing, and research concerns all
underlined the larger question: Through what means could Glenhaven most
effectively fulfill its educational mission and serve the public good? 

Some individual trustees were clearly under intense pressure from
acquaintances on the faculty and in the professional community who sup-
ported the school. These community and faculty advocates were vocal and
insistent that the loss of the professional school as a freestanding entity would
be a major blow to Glenhaven, the identity and prestige of the faculty, and
practicing professionals in the state. Community supporters of the school
maintained that the inability to grant the professional doctorate would be
damaging to the overall region; they also argued that it was the role of the
institution to responsively serve the needs of the public. According to these
advocates, the board should reject the administration’s proposed action and
force it to commit the funds to reaccredit the school. Whatever the board
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decided, it had to operate in “the sunshine,” and individual trustees would have
to vote on the matter in a public meeting with the television cameras rolling.
External expectations and the traditions of shared governance clash when
issues like this one are at stake.

SHARED GOVERNANCE

The internal debate about shared governance is rooted in a set of values about
legitimate behavior in the academy. These values support a view that author-
ity and power need to be distributed in ways that ensure that those who have
the relevant expertise and competence are in decisive roles. In addition, those
who are concerned about the issues, those whose cooperation is necessary to
implement decisions, and those whose cash is needed to fund the decisions all
have legitimate claims to participate. These four claims—competence, con-
cerns, cooperation, and cash, “the four Cs of shared governance”—lead to con-
fusion and disagreements when it comes to actually “sharing authority” and
making a difficult decision. As illustrated through this case study, shared gov-
ernance occurs within a specific cultural, historical, and contextual environ-
ment. Institutional structures are fragmented, with students, faculty,
administration, and the public all impacting the decision-making process. This
pluralistic framework includes a variety of stakeholders often holding conflict-
ing values (Baldridge, Curtis, Ecker, and Riley, 1977). At Glenhaven, the deci-
sion to close a freestanding school occurred within a context of long-term
budget cuts, regional economic turmoil, and the consequences of fiscal uncer-
tainty and difficult administrative choices.

Balancing and integrating these legitimacy claims for participation in
decision making are a major litmus test of effective governance. Within the
academy the list of legitimate activities is extremely long, and almost any activ-
ity that serves a client may be considered legitimate ( Julius, Baldridge, and
Pfeffer, 1999). This environment presents a challenge when making decisions
that reflect institutional priorities. Which priorities should prevail when there
is little agreement among the claimants about whose claim takes precedence?
In Glenhaven University, should the school structure remain a top institutional
priority, despite a shrinking funding base and serious school deficiencies? In
terms of public good, through what structural format could the institution best
provide an engaging and appropriate curriculum? Curricula and degree pro-
grams must be appropriate to the needs of society and delivered in an efficient,
productive manner. As Gumport and Pusser noted, “The attention to the
magnitude and nature of costs in higher education has forced [a] focus on two
fundamental questions: ‘Are we doing things right?’ and ‘Are we doing the
right things?’” (1997, 9).
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Before we answer these questions, we will consider the changes in the
external environment of the modern university and discuss how they may clash
with some of the traditional ideals, processes, and practices of academic gov-
ernance. As Brian Pusser noted in chapter 1, colleges and universities serve a
dual function, both as a self-contained community of complex interaction and
as part of a broader social economy. In this case study, external influences
played a crucial role in shaping the institutional decision-making process.

EXTERNAL INFLUENCES

There is a growing consensus that important changes to the academy are those
that are external to it. “Institutions are certainly influenced by powerful, exter-
nal factors such as demographic, economic, and political conditions,” noted
Tierney (1988, 3). A number of observers have reported on these events; they
should always be considered when discussing more effective internal gover-
nance processes (Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Col-
leges, 1998; Kerr, 1999; Newman and Couturier, 2001). In the case study
presented, the program closure resulted from a long-term interaction of inter-
nal and external factors—reduced state funding and institutional fiscal con-
straints, as examples.

At least seven major forces impact the governance of higher education.
The institutional response to these demands must be considered in light of the
specific contextual and cultural factors. The first four of the following are par-
ticularly relevant; we briefly discuss them in the context of the case study pre-
sented in this chapter.

• the rising importance of market forces
• the demands for accountability
• the increasing volatility of state- and system-level actions
• the integration of the university into the larger society
• the changing nature of student populations
• the globalization of science and technology
• the increased importance of educational technology

Market Forces

Market forces have always been with us, of course. But the cumulative effect
of heightened competition for prestige, students, and money gives them their
current power. To some extent, market forces have replaced public policy as a
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means of expressing public needs. The task for the academy is not to choose
between market forces and state regulations (such as assigned roles and rules
about the funding, operation, and scope of each institution) as the driver of
policy but to balance the two (Newman and Couturier, 2001).

Market forces will not diminish. Higher education’s evolution toward an
enterprise heavily influenced by market forces will continue whether or not
public policy makers and academic leaders are capable of dealing with those
forces (Newman and Couturier, 2001). The school closure case at Glenhaven
illustrates the divide that can exist between an institution and a community
consumed with a debate about the structure for delivering a program, the
external reality of fewer public funds assigned to higher education, a legitimate
state need for a quality program (not necessarily a school), and increasing com-
petition requiring the focused use of resources.

Accountability 

The pressures for accountability in 2004 are different from the traditional
demands for increased efficiency experienced in the 1980s and 1990s. Award-
ing degrees is no longer an adequate assurance of quality; it is a provider-cen-
tric view of quality and no longer fits current realities.

When almost two-thirds of the students who graduate from colleges
attend multiple institutions, restricting quality-assurance mecha-
nisms to the individual “nodes” in the chain of instruction—rather
than focusing on the collective experience and its consequences—
misses key aspects of the quality-assurance problem as a whole. These
problems are exacerbated by the growing inability of the degree (and
particularly the baccalaureate degree) to certify a common standard of
attainment. ( Jones, Ewell, and McGuinness, 1998, 14–15)

These pressures for accountability result in pleas for performance based on
results, not effort, and, together with market forces, had a strong influence on
the Glenhaven administration in the closure case. The school was not research
active and did not meet the market test for research funds and “cutting-edge”
performance in the administration’s view. These forces of change in the exter-
nal environment are even more crucial when state and multi-campus policy
developments are considered. Due to long-term cuts in state funding and the
economic turmoil of the region, Glenhaven administrators focused on pro-
grams they felt were meeting the institutional mission and goals rather than to
continue funding a dysfunctional structure.
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Volatility in State-Level Governance

The changes in state government policies and practices for higher education
require constant monitoring by institutional actors. According to experienced
observers, fundamental shifts are under way and point to a renegotiation of the
social contract between higher education and state government (Breneman,
2004; Longanecker, 2004; McGuinness, 2003; Wellman, 2004). These shifts
include

• a shift from a focus on providers (institutions) to a focus on
clients (learners);

• a shift from centralized regulation and control to decentralized
management and the use of incentives, performance funding, and
consumer information;

• a shift from institutional subsidies to competitive awards;
• a shift from accountability focused on institutional performance

to accountability for the educational attainment of the state’s pop-
ulation and the competitiveness of the state’s economy;

• the increasing influence of alternative, for-profit institutions; and
• the increased politicization of governing boards.

These shifts can be accompanied by mixed signals. Some of the volatility in
the school closure case was the result of government leaders who expressed
opposite points of view. Some said privately that the university should have
acted sooner; others argued publicly that the university should retain the
school structure. Regardless, such indecision occurred amidst severe budgetary
cuts in state funding to Glenhaven.

The University and Society

Finally, the overall direction and cumulative effects of the market and account-
ability pressures lead to further integration of the university into society. Clark
Kerr (1999) has observed the following:

In the 1960’s, I talked about the multiversity, but if I were writing
today, I might use the term “integrated university.” Integrated into
society. Integrated into the military efforts of the nation. Integrated
into health care and the legal system. I talked about how we were
reaching out in many ways, but society was also moving in on us.
Higher education now faces the challenge of being less of an inde-
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pendent force and being integrated more into elements of society
than ever before. (19)

Glenhaven University and its academic programs serve a significant role
in service to society, as evidenced by the community leaders and professionals
who protested any change in academic structure. While the closing of a pro-
fessional school at Glenhaven was directly the result of long-term accredita-
tion problems, the closure also was the result of social pressures, political
actions, and community influences. Supporters of the school saw its role as
bettering society by providing well-trained and resourceful professionals. The
need for the school was great, they maintained, given the economic turmoil of
the region. Administrators and others who advocated for merging the school
responded that institutional resources were not available for the school to ade-
quately serve this function.

The integration into society means universities can no longer be self-con-
tained entities. Engagement means opening institutions to external influences
while insisting that the world beyond the campus respect the imperatives of
the university (Kellogg Commission, 1999). Maintaining such duality is diffi-
cult, if not impossible. Engagement can reduce the amount of autonomy
enjoyed by institutions and professors in the areas of research and develop-
ment, curricula, and access (Slaughter and Leslie, 1997). Engagement also can
provide the opportunity for higher education to use its governance of areas
such as the curricula and program administration to bring its considerable
resources to bear on societal problems. The challenge is to adapt internal gov-
ernance processes to deal with the changed nature of the university’s external
environment while remaining responsive to the institutional mission. The
institutional mission should be clear and well understood by all institutional
stakeholders and encourage decisions that are consistent with public needs and
the institutional agenda. This admonition to be “mission centered, market
smart, and politically savvy” is easier said than done and requires a considera-
tion of the role of power and influence in shared governance.

DYNAMICS OF POWER AND INFLUENCE

The issues that grow out of the school closure case at Glenhaven University
illustrate the dilemmas in shared governance and are familiar to students of
academic governance:

• On what issues should authority be shared?
• Who should participate in the sharing?
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• At what level of the organization can the sharing be most effective?
• At what stage of the decision-making process can the sharing be most

effective?

At Glenhaven, the formal authority to close the school resided with the
governing board. But program faculty, administrators, students, and alumni, as
well as campus administrators, community leaders, political office holders, and
others, claimed a right to participate in the decision-making process and influ-
ence the outcome. In so doing, some participants crossed multiple stages of
decision making in an effort to take their concerns to higher levels of author-
ity. They thereby illustrated the point that the opportunity to be consulted
about a recommendation and the timing of that consultation are central to the
debate about effective shared governance. Their involvement also demon-
strated that perceptions of institutional mission and the public good vary and
are influenced by a host of individual factors.

The stages of decision making—initiation, consultation, recommenda-
tion, review, choice, and veto—have implications for shared governance and
power relations (Mortimer and McConnell, 1978). The crucial question is one
of timing. In the school closure case, the Glenhaven administration was criti-
cized for targeting a school and then failing to “pull the trigger.” This delay on
the part of the administration speaks to the reality that a decision by itself
changes nothing (Pfeffer, 1992). For most issues, including the school closure
case, knowing what to do is not the problem. Many know what to do or what
they ought to do but are stymied about how to get it done.

The school closure case illustrates that participants opposed to a likely
outcome have nothing to lose by an extended decision-making process.
Because they are operating in shared governance environments, administrators
and governing boards will allow more time, hold more meetings, and conduct
additional reviews that have the effect of dragging out a decision. All are aware
that the use of force, or reliance on the formal authority of one’s office or posi-
tion, is criticized as inconsistent with the culture and/or ideology of shared
governance. Decisions to close or merge entire colleges are among the most
controversial on a university campus (Eckel, 2000). These types of decisions
test the political savvy of governance practitioners and their responsiveness to
mission-centered and market-smart imperatives. It is not, concluded Eckel, “a
decision simply about the curriculum for the faculty, about institutional strat-
egy for trustees, or about the institution’s financial well-being for administra-
tors” (2000, 18). Instead, program closures affect how individuals perceive the
institution and their role within its structure; this conflict occurs amidst the
inherent power structure within the organization (Pfeffer, 1992). Perhaps the
best example of how the confluence of external forces and the dynamics of
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power and influence have resulted in a move to more politically oriented inter-
nal governance practices is the rise of faculty unions.

FACULTY UNIONS

The most recent data indicate that over 1,000 of the country’s 3,500 or so col-
lege and university campuses have faculty unions. Approximately 250,000 to
300,000 (about 25 to 40 percent) faculty members are covered by union con-
tracts. At Glenhaven University, the site of our case study, a faculty union
exists alongside a campus senate. Both organizations were involved in the
school closure case and were concerned with issues of procedure, faculty rights,
and due process. The existence of faculty unions or similarly organized bar-
gaining units adds another layer to the complex interaction of institutional
stakeholders. Over thirty years of research, commentary, and experience will
lead one to assert that the dynamics of campus power and influence are mod-
ified substantially under conditions of unionization (Maitland and Rhoades,
2001; Rhoades, 1998). The reader will have to determine whether these mod-
ifications are desirable or not. For example, union leaders at the state, system,
and local levels often have better political “intelligence” than campus adminis-
trators. In general, system-level unions and administrators have better access
to state governmental leaders (e.g., governors and legislators) than do campus
administrators and faculty. This differential access to the political dynamics of
state government may threaten the credibility of campus leaders.

In recent years, the unionization of graduate assistants consumed a great
deal of energy at public research universities such as Washington, Michigan,
and Wisconsin. Certain demographics are important when one seeks to assess
the influence of unions on campus governance. In general, for example, union-
ization tends to be situated in institutions (including community colleges,
comprehensive state universities, and non-selective private colleges) where the
traditions of strong faculty participation do not have long historical roots.
Large, multi-campus unions exist in at least ten states. Here many of the nego-
tiations involve a system-wide union and either the system-wide board or an
agency of state government.

What are the dynamics of campus governance when senates and unions
coexist? There are strong and varied views about whether senates and unions
are complementary or competitive. Some of the rhetoric is strong as well. For
example, the views of some presidents and boards that try to persuade faculty
not to vote for unions in a pending election illustrate this diversity of opinions.
One university president (Smallwood, 2004) said the following:
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These data lead me to the conclusion that a strong system of shared
governance is the best method of achieving and maintaining the fac-
ulty rights and privileges which are so important. . . . Further, I
believe faculty bargaining units are inimical to the growth of shared
governance. (A10)

This view—that bargaining is inconsistent with strong systems of shared
governance—has been repeated in several elections where there have been
attempts to persuade the faculty to vote for no representation. On the other
side of the argument, a joint statement from the higher education arms of the
American Federation of Teachers and the National Education Association
(AFT/NEA), “The Truth about Unions and Shared Governance,” argued that
the fact of unions and collective bargaining does not and should not replace
effective shared governance. According to the AFT/NEA, unions comple-
ment rather than compete with other forms of shared governance—“the asser-
tion that unions undermine shared governance is completely false” (n.d., 6).

How do senates and unions coexist? The research, published commentary,
and our experience offer some guidance. First, it is not known how influential
senates were before collective bargaining at a given institution. In cases where
unionization was a response to statewide politics, such as in New York, Penn-
sylvania, and Hawaii, this question probably cannot be answered empirically.
Second, there is likely to be a substantial overlap in the faculty leadership of a
union and a senate (Kaplan, 2004). In many cases, the leadership of the faculty
moves freely between positions in the senate and the union. It is not uncom-
mon for members of the faculty bargaining team also to be members of the
senate executive committee. Patterns of political leadership among faculty
seem to reflect the axiom that there is a limited amount of “governance energy”
in the academic polity. Overlapping faculty leadership makes it difficult for
campus administrators to maintain clear delineations between issues to be
resolved with the union and those to be resolved with the senate. To the extent
that relations with the union are adversarial, they tend to impact the tenor of
relations with the senate. Clearly, senate activity on mandatory bargaining
issues ceases.

Third, if unionization accompanies a high degree of intra-faculty conflict,
or if the relations between the union and administration are highly adversar-
ial, then senates will have difficulty being effective. In these situations, trust
and legitimacy are low, and forms of shared governance become an issue.
Fourth, the broader the bargaining unit, the more likely it is that senate influ-
ence is weak. If the senate cannot represent stakeholders who are members of
the bargaining unit, such as part timers, lecturers, and so on, then its legitimate
claim to represent the campus is questionable, as are its claims for jurisdiction.
At Glenhaven University, the faculty were represented by a union for almost
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thirty years. There appeared to be a well-established set of assumptions that,
on at least some issues, the administration and board were adversaries of the
faculty rather than colleagues. The campus atmosphere included a history of
adversarial negotiations, controversial grievances, visible lawsuits, and a well-
developed infrastructure to handle adversarial confrontation. It was common
for the union to criticize the administration and board for not being strong
advocates for faculty interests.

THE BIG ISSUES

Closing or merging a school in a public research university is a big issue, and
on such issues traditional governance processes become problematic. Market
forces are results driven, not process oriented, and often clash with the value-
laden nature of shared governance. Universities are challenged to clearly define
and gain consensus on such concepts as the institutional mission and its role
in serving the public good. The problems that arise from the focus on the big
issues and attempts to adapt internal governance processes and values to exter-
nal pressure are the most pressing dilemmas facing boards, administrators, and
faculty. These dilemmas will be enlightened by the following observations.

Politics and the Big Issues

Political values and principles trump those of the collegium and bureau-
cracy on big-issue matters. While defining a “big issue” is an art form, there
are obvious examples such as program closure, approaches to collective bar-
gaining, and the sanctity of tenure. These issues are further complicated by the
multiple arenas of political action that occur within and in relation to the uni-
versity. Pusser and Ordorika maintain that “public universities and their gov-
erning boards are political institutions [and] public post-secondary policy
making is political action” (2001, 149). Political systems have at least the fol-
lowing four characteristics:

• Conflict is normal.
• Goals are ambiguous and contested.
• Participation in governance is fluid.
• Decisions are not finally made—instead, they flow.

The Center for Higher Education Policy Analysis (CHEPA) (2003) and
others have reported that there is great support for shared governance among
internal actors in universities, but there are significant differences in what the
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term actually means. Some believe it requires consultation, others believe it
simply requires that information flow freely, while still others believe it
requires that final authority be granted to a specific set of participants. Further,
in most institutions, the relative priority to be given to the balance of teach-
ing, research, and/or service or the priority to be given to various academic
programs is contested. Most participants agree about teaching, research, and
service as goals and that an institution must set priorities. Yet in reality, collec-
tive institutional decisions are difficult, if not impossible, to create. In the case
study in this chapter, the campus senate and faculty union were in a position
to offer opinions about the work of fellow faculty; administrators were accused
of negligence by community members; and the trustees were charged with
mediating the divide. The decision-making process may have been shared, but
it was also highly contentious and emotionally draining for the participants.

The implementation of such matters, where goals are contested and con-
flict is normal, is at the heart of governance. We will return to this discussion
in our concluding observations about politics and the art of governance.

Administrators and the Big Issues

Administrators are often caught in the demand for institutional efficiency and
accountability, which results from the conflict between the external influences
on the university and its internal traditions. They are advised by consultants
and other experts on governance to concentrate the attention of boards and
other institutional stakeholders on the big issues, those of strategic importance
to implementing the university’s mission. Yet implementing strategic objectives
receives insufficient attention when considering whether such objectives are
realistic. For example, strategic plans seldom are linked to  the financial
requirements to implement them. It is clear that all parties at Glenhaven
agreed that the status quo was unacceptable. The professional accrediting
body, the board, the administration, and the school faculty all agreed that the
matter had languished too long and that something had to be done. However,
there was little agreement about what should be done. The dilemma for the
administration was the same as that pointed out by Pfeffer (1992): nothing
happens once a decision is made unless someone is prepared to implement it.
Making the decision is only one stage of the process. How can difficult deci-
sions be implemented in a timely and an efficient way? The Glenhaven admin-
istration had the authority to phase out admissions to degree programs offered
by the school and to do this independent of board action. However, the
authority to close a program and/or change the organization chart by closing
a school rested with the board. The decision proposed by the administration
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avoided the necessity to spend an estimated $1 million. The dilemma at issue
in this case was how to implement the decision—how to get the board’s
approval in the face of fierce faculty-student opposition.

Faculty and the Big Issues

Faculty have traditionally been charged with primary responsibility for educa-
tional policy of dealing with issues of curriculum, research, and faculty status.
These areas are regarded as the faculty’s particular domain of expertise. When
big issues are on the table, competency and expertise become secondary to
competing interest groups that hold conflicting goals. Those Glenhaven fac-
ulty most affected by the school closure fiercely opposed the board’s action.
Some saw it as an unwise decision in view of community and national needs,
others saw it as a matter of professional self-identity and prestige, and still
others were concerned about the possibility of job loss. School faculty mobi-
lized students, alumni, and community stakeholders in an effort to forestall the
closure. In political systems, such resort to external stakeholders is legitimate.
At Glenhaven, the involvement of external parties was a major factor in the
board’s initial reluctance to accept the administration’s recommendation.

Opposition to closing the school was not as severe from either the Glen-
haven campus senate or the system-wide faculty union. The campus senate
was concerned about whether proper procedures were followed, and it urged
the administration to find a way to continue the school. The union was assured
by the administration that no tenured or tenure-track faculty would lose their
jobs because of the reorganization. The union, of course, reserved its right to
grieve and eventually to arbitrate any breach of its contract and/or faculty
rights and responsibilities.

Boards and the Big Issues

Public boards are typically chosen through a political process—usually by
gubernatorial appointment and senate confirmation but sometimes by popular
election. Their role is deceptively straightforward: to provide oversight of the
institution, to represent the public interest in the institution, and to mediate
external influences on institutional behavior (Duryea and Williams, 2000).
Significant sources are available to help identify the characteristics of effective
boards (Ingram, 1997; Chait, Holland, and Taylor, 1996; CHEPA, 2005). On
the big issues, boards are under enormous pressure to deviate from the stan-
dard decision-making processes. This pressure influences how effective boards

Kenneth P. Mortimer and Colleen O’Brien Sathre 89



can be on these issues. Most trustees are not used to the controversy sur-
rounding big issues and are uncomfortable with public hearings where tempers
flare and picket lines have to be crossed. They find it difficult to respond to
hunger strikes and to deal with negative press and criticism from friends and
public figures. The challenge for board trustees is reaching a consensus on dif-
ficult issues that affect the educational mission while responding to the needs
of diverse constituents and institutional stakeholders. The university is an
inherent site of political struggles, and governing boards are usually the final
authority for resolving big issues.

Boards operate best when there is a consensus about issues brought to
them. When they are asked to make controversial choices, the politics of influ-
ence become more important. The fluidity of participation will result in greater
volatility than usual. Contradictory views and information will be introduced.
As we saw in the school closure case at Glenhaven, this conflict often results
in questions by trustees about whether they have the “right” information or
whether the data are biased. In addition, since most public boards have to
operate “in the sunshine” and are prohibited from having private conversations
about board matters, the opportunities to examine alternatives and seek con-
sensus within the board are limited. Sunshine laws represent a significant ele-
ment in the functioning of public universities, a “still-evolving public policy
experiment [with a] potentially profound influence” (Hearn and McLendon,
2005, 31). With the school closure case, sunshine laws mandated that the deci-
sion-making process be conducted openly in the public arena. While this
allowed all institutional stakeholders a voice in the process, it also complicated
what was already a difficult, emotional issue for the university.

POLITICS AND THE ART OF GOVERNANCE

Those who study, conduct research on, and practice the art of governance in
colleges and universities must account for the prevalence of political values and
legitimacy in institutional behavior. To remain mission centered, institutional
stakeholders must engage in difficult and demanding decisions. To be market
smart requires an awareness of public needs and the institutional capacity to be
responsive to those needs. To be politically savvy requires an ability to under-
stand and manage the following realities:

• External forces are changing faster than internal governance values
and processes can adapt.

• Academic goals and missions are ambiguous, and conflict over them is
normal.

• Decisions are not made; instead, they flow.
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• Participation in governance is fluid, particularly on the big issues.
• Interests of the stakeholders (e.g., job security, salaries, professional

control) are legitimate concerns in the debate about governance.

In Glenhaven University, making the decision to close a professional
school was only the first step in a difficult and contentious process where a
consensus was impossible to achieve. The pressures to be sensitive to changes
in the external environment conflict with the more process-oriented, value-
driven traditions of internal shared governance. There is too much rhetoric in
higher education about managing change. The art of governance is only par-
tially about change; the heart of the matter is defining, implementing, and sus-
taining an agenda. This requires political awareness, compromise, and
negotiation.
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5

The “New” New Challenge of 
Governance by Governing Boards 

David A. Longanecker

In American higher education, a great deal of time is spent thinking and writ-
ing about governance (Kerr and Gade, 1989; Richardson, Bracco, Callan, and
Finney, 1999). Those of us in the public sector speak proudly of our tradition
of lay governance by our boards of trustees. Individuals within academe main-
tain that academic governance contributes to the unique strength of American
higher education (Burgan, 2004). Academic administrators, particularly presi-
dents and chancellors, who live in both worlds, talk of the unique blend of
shared governance that makes American higher education distinctive. All of
this is true, of course. The concept of legal governance vested in lay boards of
trustees helped shape American higher education into arguably the most acces-
sible and publicly responsive system of higher education in the world. The crit-
ical role of board, faculty, staff, students, and others in campus-wide shared
governance has sustained quality in an increasingly dynamic environment.

This chapter, however, focuses only on one segment of this structure: the
role of public governing boards in the governance process. Board governance,
whether effective or ineffective, plays a significant role in public higher educa-
tion (Ingram, 1998). Under the federalist system in the United States, the
authority to organize and fund higher education is given to the states, which
in turn utilize lay boards of trustees to manage colleges and universities. Gov-
erning boards are charged with ensuring that the public trust in the institution
is maintained; the board is also held responsible for ensuring that institutions
appropriately exercise their responsibilities. The governing board makes fiscal
decisions that are congruent to state policy and in the best interest of the insti-
tution (McGuinness, 1997) and is given general oversight regarding academic
matters. Trustees also are generally held responsible both for supporting the
institution and its actions and for assuring that the institution is accountable
to its various constituencies. These multiple roles often can come into conflict
and may be difficult to reconcile.

Beyond these roles, the nature of a governing board’s responsibilities
varies, depending upon the board type. Self-perpetuating boards (those that
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select themselves) govern most independent, private institutions of higher
education. Trustees determine the structure and stature of the board and select
individuals to fit institutional or system-wide needs. Most public college or
university boards, on the other hand, serve explicitly for and at the request of
an external public constituent or set of constituents. The state governor or leg-
islature appoints many, if not most, public higher education board members to
their position, though some are actually elected within their state or a specific
political jurisdiction of the state (ECS, 1997). For the appointed or elected
members of these governing boards, the job of governing can be quite com-
plex. Trustees are legally responsible for their institutions and can develop a
strong affinity for them; yet they also are responsible to those who appoint or
elect them—whether the governor, the state legislature, or the voters. And if
the rhetoric about higher education is correct, then the consequences of a
board’s actions are very substantial (AGB, 1996). Indeed, the future economic,
civic, and social development of our society and the role of public higher edu-
cation in that development can be influenced by the actions of governing
boards. The role of governing boards, therefore, is important.

Equally important, however, is what governing board members bring
individually to the job. While representing the public interest in higher edu-
cation, individual trustees also bring unique cultural and social perspectives to
their work. Despite oft-heard commentary that suggests otherwise, I maintain
that most trustees come to the job armed with high intelligence, clear and
appropriate values, great vision, and many abilities. They also bring a wide
array of personalities; some are well adapted to the group interaction necessary
for people to work together and effectively govern, while others are less well
prepared to work collaboratively.

As Judith Ramaley notes in chapter 8, trustees are increasingly affected by
the growing perception of higher education as a private good with individual
benefits as opposed to a public good with social benefits. McGuinness (2002)
concluded, “States are moving away from their traditional roles as ‘owners-
operators’ of public institutions and [instead] moving to [the] selective subsidy
of institutions . . . linked to a narrower definition of how postsecondary edu-
cation contributes to the public good.” These factors collectively contribute to
how effective a board is in governing its institution, as trustees are challenged
to respond to social, political, and economic demands. Maintaining a balance
between individual characteristics, group dynamics, and role expectations con-
tributes to one of the true dilemmas in the governance of American higher
education: How can boards govern for the real world rather than for an ideal-
ized world? 

The rest of this chapter addresses the ways in which the characteristics of
American public higher education boards—who becomes a board member, to
whom she or he is beholden, and in what domain she or he governs—affect
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how realistically they contribute to the life of the institution or system they
govern. Unfortunately, there is little past research or literature to help inform
the discussion that follows. As Kezar and Eckel (2004) documented in their
synthesis of the research and literature on governance, virtually all of the exist-
ing studies of governance focus on structural theories, suggesting “that the
most important aspect in understanding governance is to examine organiza-
tional structures such as lines of authority, roles, procedures, and bodies
responsible for decision making” (5). Their research shows that very little lit-
erature in this area has focused on the sociological or psychological theories of
organizational dynamics. In effect, “human relations, cultural and social cog-
nition theories remain underutilized theoretical frameworks in the study of
governance” (4). It is precisely these human dynamics that this chapter
explores.

WHO GOVERNS?

The goal of public governing boards is to oversee institutional policies, to
ensure the “best interests” of the institution, and to serve as mediators between
the institution, the state, and the public (Pusser and Ordorika, 2001). Trustees
must respond to immediate needs and long-term analyses: “The essence of the
trustee function,” noted Rauh, “lies in the continuing assessment of purpose
and in planned evolution” (Rauh, 1969, 7, emphasis added). In order to accom-
plish these goals, public governing boards commonly consist of laypeople who
are not academics nor hold employment in colleges or universities. Most
trustees are selected (by appointment or self-selection) or elected because they
are change agents. Seldom do individuals accept such an important position
simply to sustain the status quo. Committed board members want to make a
difference, a difference that they and others can see and one that improves the
institution or system for which they have accepted responsibility.

Herein lies the difficulty. Governing is not predominantly concerned with
change, it is concerned with sustaining effort. At least with most public gov-
erning boards, the guidelines are fairly well established; the institutional mis-
sion has already been set out by the state, not by the governing board. The
board is to govern its institution or system in a fashion that contributes to the
state’s goals for higher education, which generally include some combination
of ensuring broad access to high-quality education and doing so in a manner
that contributes to the economic, civic, and social vitality of the state, hence
the role of a public governing board to serve in the public interest. The gov-
erning board ultimately “ensures the public responsibility and accountability of
the university” (Glion Declaration, 1999). Most boards must work within this
established set of parameters.
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Some scholars contend that the status quo nature of board governance,
which I described as normal and to some extent required, is what is wrong with
governance in American higher education (CHEPA, 2004, 2005). I disagree.
While change is constant and necessary, and the American higher education
exists as a dynamic system, most change is incremental, not radical in nature.
And that is for good reason; ours is not the first “wise generation.” If I am cor-
rect, however, and the role of most governing boards is to manage within a
modest change environment, then that is clearly not a situation in which most
leaders and change agents want to be involved. Trustees want their unique
contribution to governance to improve the institutions under their charge. The
two most common areas of focus by trustees are mission expansion and insti-
tutional growth.

EXPANDING THE MISSION OF HIGHER EDUCATION

Perhaps the most common way this change agenda materializes in American
higher education is through efforts to enhance institutions by expanding their
mission. Whether attempted overtly or covertly, governing bodies seek to gain
status for their respective institutions in the prestige hierarchy of American
higher education. The current national demand for educational accountability
has resulted in institutional status erroneously interpreted as a measure of
quality. In the United States, the increase in institutional status is frequently
perceived as the measure of an effective governing board.

In the public sector of higher education, this attempt is readily apparent
in the efforts by many community colleges to extend their mission to include
baccalaureate-level education, in addition to their traditional diploma, certifi-
cate, associate degree, and vocational offerings. Recent events in Arizona
depict this tendency. The state of Arizona has experienced rapid population
growth in recent decades, with a resultant 50 percent projected enrollment
growth in higher education by 2020 (ABOR, 2004). Yet the number of four-
year institutions to serve this population has remained unchanged. The state
Board of Regents concluded, “The university system is not well prepared to
cope with the impending demand because each university presently is
required to be all things to all people. . . . But none has the capacity or suffi-
cient public resources to carry out all of these responsibilities equally well”
(ibid., 4).

When the state Board of Regents identified the need for additional bac-
calaureate education in the state and investigated how to create new institu-
tions to serve that need, a number of Arizona community colleges signaled
their interest in becoming new baccalaureate institutions. Although this runs
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contrary to the efficient mission differentiation that has guided Arizona
higher education in the past, the reaction is natural within the prestige hier-
archy of public higher education in the United States. Typically, a community
or regional district locally controls community college boards. Under this type
of governance, members of these boards can seek to advance their communi-
ties’ interests with less regard for the collective interests of the state. A natu-
ral tendency of many communities is for their modest college to become a
great university.

This avarice for change through mission creep is not unique to commu-
nity colleges. Again, using Arizona as a case study, the state Board of Regents
maintained: “Arizona’s universities and community colleges must continue to
collaborate and work closely together” to facilitate the desired mission differ-
entiation that was a core objective of the “system redesign” (ABOR, 2004, 6).
Even within the three universities governed by the Board of Regents, however,
it was difficult fostering this desired differentiation. The baccalaureate-focused
institutions, which included the east and west campuses of Arizona State Uni-
versity, the south campus of the University of Arizona, and northern Arizona
University, feared that focusing on baccalaureate education would diminish
their ability to expand into great research institutions. While the goal to
become a preeminent public research university is one unlikely to materialize,
such a goal was still in their proverbial field of dreams.

Mission creep is seldom what the state needs or has in mind in terms of
higher education institutions. While such actions often do lead to some insti-
tutional aggrandizement, they also inevitably lead to more costly, less broadly
accessible higher education. As a result, “good” stewardship by a governing
board—as it works to expand the scope and prestige of the respective institu-
tion—often undercuts a primary need of the state and the interest of the
public: the need to provide broad access to quality education as cost-efficiently
as possible (Richardson, Bracco, Callan, and Finney, 1999).

Indeed, cost-effectiveness, an assumed state priority, often runs counter to
the objectives of board members. While trustees often are quite engaged in
determining how the resources that flow within the institutions under their
charge can be used as cost-effectively as possible, board members seldom show
as much restraint when it comes to resources that flow into their institutions,
particularly those that flow from the public purse. From the governing board’s
perspective, external funds are particularly significant to fulfill the public good
role of higher education. Governing board members, like so many leaders of
American higher education, often bemoan the fact that the share of all state
resources being devoted to higher education has declined steadily over the past
forty years. Yet trustees are less likely to acknowledge that, despite this declin-
ing share, the actual funding per student, adjusted for inflation, has increased

David A. Longanecker 99



in most states. In most cases, the focus of trustees influences them to see the
glass as half full rather than half empty.

THE GROWTH OF PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES

Another way in which governance works to move the “change agenda” forward
is through growth. In this respect, higher education is similar to many other
industries. Growth provides the marginal revenue needed to change the way in
which things are done. New “contemporary” classrooms, additional academic
programs, expanded athletic facilities and teams, and additional administrators
can be supported with growth funds. Growth, therefore, becomes an impera-
tive for achieving change.

Governance fosters growth. In many circumstances, this also enhances
some of the agendas of external constituencies. As seen in the previous case
study of higher education in Arizona, the democratization of higher education
can enhance access. In an era of demographic growth, it is essential for higher
education to expand—to both ensure and enhance public benefits. In other
circumstances, however, growth can negatively impact other public needs. The
state or local community most often must share some of the additional costs
of growth in public higher education, thus making the overall enterprise more
costly to taxpayers.

Furthermore, growth subtly changes the nature of the institution and the
education that it provides (Kezar, 2004). Even without an overt change in mis-
sion, a growing institution becomes a place quite different from that originally
envisioned. Boise State University offers an example of this phenomenon. Its
“official” mission today is quite similar to what it has been for the past twenty
years. Yet the nature of the institution has changed phenomenally, as it has
changed from a modest undergraduate institution into the largest institution
in Idaho, with a robust research and graduate education mission and the most
successful Division I athletic program in the state. This expansion has con-
tributed substantially to both economic development and expanding educa-
tional opportunity in Idaho, but it has happened incrementally, through the
approved actions of the state governing board, not through explicit changes in
the mission of the institution.

Within the independent sector, institutional growth often takes a some-
what different form. Governance within the private sector more often focuses
on securing a comfortable market niche, preferably one higher on the prestige
hierarchy than that which the institution currently holds. In this environment,
maintaining an institution’s size and mission can actually enhance its attrac-
tiveness within an overall expanding market for higher education, because the
institution can become more selective—thus more prestigious.
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CHARACTERISTICS OF PUBLIC GOVERNING BOARDS

If the desire for dramatic change is often a hallmark of public governing boards
(one that does not always serve them well), then there are other qualities
related to board composition that also have a profound effect on the way it
functions. One example is intentional diversity (Van der Walt and Ingley,
2003), which is essential for the democratic nature of governance in American
higher education, particularly among public-sector governing boards. But
diversity—of political views, constituency obligations, sociocultural back-
grounds, or even of overall perspectives—can impede effective governance.
Due to the influence of individual characteristics, as I previously noted, boards
composed of people with distinctly different perspectives often have difficulty
coalescing so that they can effectively govern in a collaborative fashion. This
dilemma of democracy has led some scholars, such as Dill and Helm (1988),
to argue for professional competence over democratic representation in the
composition of governing bodies. The limits of democracy in governance can
be seen perhaps most significantly on politically charged boards, particularly
elected boards, in which the interests of public higher education and the insti-
tutions involved are muddled with partisan politics.

Recent activities by the Nevada Board of Regents reflect the unique dif-
ficulties that elected board members face, and thus the difficulties that such
boards have in coming to a consensus regarding significant issues. I maintain
that no state faces a greater challenge in preserving access to higher education
in the new millennium than does Nevada, which will see an increase in
demand for higher education of more than 100 percent over the next few years
(UCCSN, 2003). Planning for this growth, however, has proven extremely dif-
ficult for the Regents of the Community College and University System of
Nevada, in part due to the elected nature of the board. While praising the cur-
rent governor, the system chancellor noted, “I trust the public more than I trust
governors. . . . I do not see shortcomings in the present board that all human
beings do not have” (Rogers, 2004). Yet political problems have arisen—some
regents place the state’s needs above the parochial interests of their specific
communities and institutions, while others do not. As a result, historic battles
between Las Vegas and Reno have impeded rational planning, regarding both
research capacity and expansion of undergraduate education at the state’s two
major universities. For example, plans to create a new baccalaureate college
unraveled when some regents feared impeding the progress of their respective
institutions. Even when the regents have worked together to move forward a
positive agenda for the future, they have found it difficult to work with other
critical stakeholders, such as the governor and legislature, because sharing
power and decision making often feels like an abdication of their constitu-
tional responsibility (UCCSN, 2003).
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Many governing board members also possess extensive personal manage-
rial experience. Trustees have built careers as successful managers in the busi-
ness or nonprofit sector, and they pride themselves on their managerial
acumen. Oftentimes these individuals will say that their most important
responsibility is to select a good chief executive officer (CEO) for the institu-
tions they govern (Michael, Schwartz, and Cravcenco, 2000); their second
most important role is to then step back and let the CEO manage the opera-
tion. If only they practiced what they preach—too often, governing boards
composed of people with substantial management experience succumb to the
temptation to micromanage rather than to govern.

Finally, I maintain that most board members, whether they admit it or
not, have an interest in being recognized for the good deeds they do. This all-
too-human element of governance has both positive and negative conse-
quences. On the positive side, the belief that governance will promote the
public good is so strong in American higher education that virtually all who
serve on boards recognize that their reputation for service will depend on how
well they attend to this expectation. Thus the natural need for positive recog-
nition drives them in the right direction. In this respect, governance in higher
education closely parallels governance in the other nonprofit and religiously
oriented service institutions but stands in stark contrast to the workings of
governing boards in venues such as corporate America.

But the desire for positive recognition also can have negative conse-
quences. Probably the most obvious one is the strong tendency to shirk
responsibility when something goes wrong. I see this weakness reflected fre-
quently—for example, when boards blame the CEO for problems for which
they themselves are in part responsible, or when boards are involved in cover-
ing up a public relations problem. I witness this on Saturday afternoons each
fall, as governing board members around the country enjoy the glories associ-
ated with college football. Most of these governing board members fully real-
ize that these athletic enterprises, particularly in the most profitable levels of
intercollegiate athletics, contribute little, if anything, to the true academic pur-
pose of the institutions they govern. Collegiate athletics can, in fact, often per-
vert the educational purposes of the institution (see, e.g., the Knight
Commission’s 2001 report, “A Call to Action”). Yet seldom do boards inter-
vene, unless a crisis arises.

When a crisis does arise, boards often compound the problem rather than
redress the concerns. “It is in these stressful and highly politicized situations
that the dual nature of the trustee—as a steward of the institution and as a rep-
resentative of the public—becomes most troublesome,” concluded Rauh
(1969, 122). The University of Colorado’s Board of Regents is one example.
The manner in which it dealt with the institution’s recent crisis of confidence
(see, e.g., Jacobson, 2004), relating to the apparent lack of discipline and civi-
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lized behavior within the athletic department, reflects the difficulty that an
elected board faces when it must deal with an issue that might tarnish an insti-
tution’s reputation. The regents clearly felt that they had to seriously address
the charges against the university. Their actions also suggested, however, that
they wanted to do so in a way that did not erode their individual political
futures. The trustees clearly did not see themselves as “responsible” for what
allegedly occurred. The inability to reconcile their desire to do the right thing
with their reluctance to become personally tainted in the process ultimately led
to a muddled response that left the university, but not the regents, at risk.
Elected board members cannot escape the fact that they are politicians and
thus are affected by the same forces that affect all politicians who desire to
remain in office.

In sum, I argue that governing boards are composed of exceptional people
with exceptional talent. But certain aspects—who those people are, why they
accept such a responsibility, and what they want and need from the position—
can result in a dysfunctional governing board operation. Too often board
members ignore the responsibilities for which they were selected in an attempt
to create new roles for public universities not appropriate for their intended
purpose.

TO WHOM IS THE BOARD BEHOLDEN—AND HOW DOES
THAT INFLUENCE REAL GOVERNANCE?

Recent decades have witnessed a change in the role of the state and federal
governments in social life. McGuinness (2002) noted that these changes have
affected assumptions regarding the state’s role in postsecondary education. In
particular, the state now often focuses on the student as a client and consumer
of the institution, as opposed to a focus on the provider (the institution). In
addition, quality is frequently defined in terms of outcomes, such as gradua-
tion rates and assessment of student learning. The work of governing boards is
no longer solely “coordination of institutions and regulatory oversight.”
Instead, boards must work from the perspective of “policy leadership in the
public interest” (McGuinness, 2002).

As mentioned in the introduction, higher education governing boards
come in three versions: self-perpetuating boards, externally appointed boards,
and elected boards (MacTaggart, 1998). Within each of these categories,
however, there is often another factor that distinguishes board members.
Some members are selected simply because of who they are personally: influ-
ential businesspeople, philanthropists, community, religious, or civic leaders,
or simply friends of the appointing authority. Others are selected because of
their association with a specific constituency: students, faculty, alumni,
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congressional districts, churches, and so on. Both of these conditions—who
selects the members of the governing board and who they represent—affect
how they govern.

The boards of independent institutions generally have the easiest time
finding an avenue to real governance. Because most self-perpetuating boards
select their own membership, they are more likely than other boards to com-
pile a board whose members are congenial and dedicated to the same general
perspective of the institutional goals. Simply put, I maintain that members of
self-perpetuating boards are less beholden to others than they are to the gov-
erning board of which they are a part. This difference is significant. Further-
more, members of self-perpetuating boards often are selected because of their
already established commitment to the existing institution, which makes them
less likely to dream of governing an institution that does not and cannot exist,
rather than governing the real institution for which they are responsible.

Of course, not every independent institution faces the utopian governance
environment just described. Some do not have the luxury of self-selecting their
governing boards, operating instead under externally appointed boards, as is
the case with public higher education. This is particularly true of many reli-
giously affiliated institutions, as witnessed in recent years with a number of the
colleges and universities associated with the Southern Baptist Church. In
response to an increasingly conservative focus by the Southern Baptist Con-
vention, some affiliated institutions have altered their charter (Baylor Univer-
sity, Carson-Newman College), created a self-perpetuating board (Samford
University, Wake Forest University), or completely severed ties with the con-
vention (Grand Canyon University, Stetson University) (McMurtrie, 2003).
The relationship between the convention, trustees, and the institution can lead
to substantial conflict with the actual activities and directions of the institu-
tion. The trustees, while maintaining legal authority for institutional func-
tions, also are influenced by the religious doctrines of the church.

Self-perpetuating boards also face unique difficulties when the institu-
tions they govern encounter extremely difficult times, either financially or aca-
demically. The usual response of these governing boards is then to find new
professional leadership—hiring a new president. Yet there are some circum-
stances so severe that new leadership cannot be expected to fix them. Leader-
ship can legitimately address fiscal mismanagement but cannot solve fiscal
insolvency. It can legitimately address academic discord but cannot resolve a
fundamental disconnect between an institution’s real and achievable niche in
the higher education marketplace and the place where its governing board
wants it to be.

In contrast, an external authority typically appoints individuals to most
governing boards—the governor (which is the norm), the legislature, or some
combination of the two (MacTaggart, 1998). One case study (Pusser and
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Ordorika, 2001) found that gubernatorial appointees are typically individuals
who are major political contributors. Many of these individuals also are
appointed because of their affiliation with a specific constituency. In many
states, for example, board members are selected to assure geographic represen-
tation from the whole state. Certain boards must be politically balanced,
requiring that members reveal their political affiliation. In other states, boards
are recognized as being politically affiliated solely with the appointing author-
ity. Obviously, in these cases, political affiliation also is a nontrivial feature of
the board’s membership.

Ensuring equal geographic representation requires congressional district
boundaries or urban/rural designations. Within systems that include multiple
types of public institutions, members often are selected because of their affili-
ation with a specific type of institution. In some respects the members of these
boards have the most difficult governance tasks of any of the three generic
types of boards—in part because they serve multiple masters. While they cer-
tainly recognize allegiance to the authority that appointed them, their legal
responsibility is to the institution or system in which they serve. As servants of
the public good, these governing boards find that other “publics” also expect
them to serve their desires and needs. These can be difficult expectations.

Perhaps the most difficult blending of these roles, however, occurs in
those cases where boards are beholden to the governor as the appointing
authority but legally and ethically beholden to their institution or system. This
is a complex role, for two reasons. First, many governors are uncomfortable with
their relationship with their state’s public higher education system. With most
other state services, governors have direct control: they appoint the head of the
state agency, they control the budget, and they direct public policy within the
laws established by the state legislature. But higher education is unique.
Seldom does the governor appoint an institutional or a system president or
chancellor; the governing board holds that role. Usually, the governor and the
state control only a modicum of the budget, with substantial resources coming
from tuition (often outside of the governor’s official purview), industry-sup-
ported customized training funds, externally funded research that may or may
not coincide with the state’s interests, foundation gifts, fees for auxiliary serv-
ices, and so on. Much of policy is vested in the governing board. As a result,
many governors feel unable to direct one of the state’s most important public
services—yet they still feel responsible.

Second, higher education often is not a high priority for governors. This
is in part because of the lack of control but also because other services simply
garner more political support. Governors often focus their efforts on other
areas of state activity. Elementary and secondary education is much more
important to voters, so it receives more attention. Highways affect the aver-
age individual citizen more directly than does higher education, so they
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garner more attention. When public safety is on everyone’s mind, it too
upstages higher education. Health care and its costs cannot be ignored, so
once again, higher education goes to the back burner. This works, however,
because the governor could not greatly affect higher education even if she or
he tried. Furthermore, higher education seems to thrive without much inter-
vention. After all, it is overseen by the governor’s hand-picked representa-
tives, who tell the governor that the state’s institutions are doing a fine job,
establishing broad access to high-quality higher education for all the citizens
of the state, and so on.

So why does this situation make good governance difficult for boards?
Some would say the situation sounds ideal—an appointing authority that
often does not care much about what one is doing and generally trusts one to
do the job well. The problem is that governing with only tacit support from
the representative authority can be troubling, from a number of perspectives.
First, the governor expects no problems. When something goes awry, the gov-
ernor holds the board responsible for tarnishing her or his reputation as a state
leader and often usurps the role she or he had originally delegated to the
board. An example is the University of Colorado’s recent high-profile problem
within its athletic department, which prompted Governor Bill Owens to call
for a special investigation by the state attorney general (Hoover, 2004). The
governor simply could not allow such an issue to surface and fester without
demonstrating his serious concern and willingness to act. The University of
Colorado’s regents, who are elected rather than appointed by the governor,
have no allegiance to him—and thus appreciate no allegiance from him.

Perhaps more important, though, is the difficulty boards generally have in
getting the attention or capturing the imagination of the governor so they can
pursue the issues they feel are essential to the state. In recent years, for exam-
ple, public governing boards in many states have experienced difficulty in
enlisting the governor’s help in curbing large budget cuts for higher educa-
tion—from a gubernatorial perspective, higher education was not a priority.
Appointed board members often look to the appointing authority for signals
about what is expected. If the appointing authority is essentially disengaged
from the board, then there will not be many signals to follow—unless, of
course, the board governs in a fashion unacceptable to the governor. Therein
exists the dilemma. Publicly appointed governing boards serve multiple mas-
ters, but the expectations of those different masters are not always clear.

Perhaps even more importantly, those expectations, even when they are
understood, are often not in sync. Governors live in a real world. They want
good higher education, but they generally understand the limits and possibil-
ities of what they have. As discussed earlier in this chapter, boards often want
change—trustees want to make a big difference, improving upon the situation
that lies before them. Many, if not most, institutions want to boost their rep-
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utations and stature. For example, many public research universities boast
strategic plans that call for them to find their place among the “top 10” or “top
50” public research universities. Yet the likelihood that they will ever achieve
this goal is remote, both because the current top 10 or top 50 institutions are
not going to idly sit back and be replaced and because, in many cases, the
aspiring institutions have no financial commitment from the state to pursue
this goal. Additionally, many governing boards also have an overinflated
impression of the institution or system as it exists today. Garrison Keillor once
quipped on his radio show Prairie Home Companion that his home state of
Minnesota’s medical school was one of the “100 top 10” medical schools in the
country. Likewise, board members often become true believers in those organ-
izations with which they are most closely associated and thus have difficulty
judging what the institution can realistically become—because, in fact, they do
not fully accept what the institution really is.

The temporal nature of publicly appointed boards further exacerbates this
dilemma. Most appointed board members serve for a relatively short period of
time—terms of four to six years, with limited reappointment possibilities.
Because effective governance requires knowledge about the institution or
system being governed, governing board members are relatively less effective
during the first couple of years of their tenure than they are in later years
(Chait, Holland, and Taylor, 1996). This means that appointed board mem-
bers have only a few years in which they can effectively govern. This short-
time horizon can foster difficulty in developing a consensus around
ideas—because developing a consensus requires time. It also leads to a “rein-
vention of the wheel,” because historical understanding disappears regularly.
That is one reason public higher education policy is revisited so frequently.
Exceptionally good thinking may have gone into the last generation of policy
on tuition, financial, institutional budget allocations, and so on, but those were
decisions made by previous board members. The new board was not a part of
building a consensus around those policies. Furthermore, as change agents,
they are probably quite convinced that they have better ideas than previous
members.

Elected boards bring a very different set of dynamics to governance;
specifically, of all boards, they exhibit the ultimate constituency orientation.
The benefit of elected boards is that they clearly have a reflection of the public
good as defined by the public, not by public do-gooders. Yet publicly elected
boards also can have extreme difficulty dealing with real circumstances, as
opposed to desired circumstances. If they have the responsibility for setting
tuition, which most elected boards do, then they often envision tuition more
as a tax than as a revenue source. As publicly elected officials, they often are
very reluctant to “raise taxes.” Tuition and tuition policy consequently become
political tools rather than a critical source of revenue (McGuinness, 2002).
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It also is more difficult for elected boards than it is for any other boards
to “take the fall” for bad decisions. While I have argued earlier that this is dif-
ficult for any board, it is more difficult for politicians than for appointed
boards. Yes, whether they admit it or not, elected board members are politi-
cians; as a result, they act as politicians. Such trustees represent their con-
stituents’ needs and desires, not the elusive greater public good. And because
they are legally responsible for governing, beholden to no one other than their
direct constituency, they are less likely as a group to develop consensus on set-
ting their agenda. Such individuals do not have a responsibility to “share gov-
ernance” with the governor, legislature, business community, or academic
stakeholders. Indeed, they often believe that sharing such a responsibility
would be abdicating their own responsibility. This is particularly true in states
where the elected nature of the governing board also is tied to the constitu-
tional autonomy of the institution or system being governed. It is less true in
the community college sector, much of which is governed by elected boards,
because these local boards generally are closely tied to the community, all of
which is to suggest that the constituency to whom a board is beholden signif-
icantly affects the way in which that board governs.

WHAT IS GOVERNED?

In American higher education, we have boards that govern single institutions;
we have multi-campus boards that govern institutions with similar missions;
we have “superboards” that govern all institutions within a specified jurisdic-
tion (usually a state); we have coordinating boards that represent unique state
interests by herding all of the above; and we have boards that combine some
or all of the above responsibilities (ECS, 1997). The nature of these responsi-
bilities greatly affects the way in which a board governs.

Single Institutional Board

A governance structure with purview over only one institution has a relatively
straightforward task—to maintain the integrity of the academic and financial
affairs of the institution and to advance the mission of the institution through
appropriate innovation and support. The way in which governing boards
undertake this task varies, depending in great part on how the trustees are
selected and the kinds of individuals who comprise the board. But their task
does not differ much from one institution to another. Boards will often say that
their most important task is to select and retain an exceptional president. But
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what is an exceptional president? Not a defender of the status quo, certainly—
that would be far too pedantic. No, a great president, like a great board
member, is a change agent, someone committed to making the institution
better than it is today. Better, however, means different—and not all colleges
and universities in America need to be different than they are today.

This drive to be better and/or different is not a difficult challenge for gov-
ernance of the independent sector of higher education. By definition, these
institutions are independent, so they can rightfully choose whatever course
they want. For public institutions, however, this quest for difference can create
significant problems. The missions of individual public colleges and universi-
ties have generally been crafted to guarantee that the missions of various insti-
tutions within a state or system fit together. The desire is for balance
throughout the system—an effort to make the sum of the parts equal the
desired whole. When one institution decides to move outside the parameters
of this differentiation of missions, it can upset the balance, creating unneces-
sary duplication of missions between institutions or gaps in coverage of stu-
dent access and diminishing institutional fulfillment of the public good.

Multiple Institution/System Board

Governing a system of institutions is more complex. In theory, this complex-
ity should be moderated if the system governs similar institutions with similar
missions. But the experiences of the California State University (CSU)
System, for example, would suggest that similar missions do not, in and of
themselves, create similar institutions. Nor do individual institutions within a
system have less ambition than self-governed institutions to become some-
thing better (read: different) than they are today. The administration of the Cal
State System lists as its priorities: “access, quality, teacher and workforce prepa-
ration, partnerships with K–12 education, and accountability” (CSU, 2005).
Yet California State University, Fresno, is bent on becoming an athletic pow-
erhouse; Cal State, Los Angeles, is an urban university; San Francisco State is
a multi-ethnic international university; and Sonoma State legitimately claims
to be a public liberal arts college of distinction. All are within the CSU System.

One substantial difference between individual and system governance is
that the board is less likely to have an aggrandized affinity for any single insti-
tution. This can have both positive and negative consequences. On the posi-
tive side, because the board oversees many institutions, the focus tends to be
on what is needed to accomplish the mission—and how to accomplish it—
rather than on who is doing what and how. The focus on the place, which dom-
inates single-institution governing boards, is supplanted by a focus on policies,
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practice, and performance. Yet the span of responsibility is often so large in a
system that individual institutional integrity and ownership can become sacri-
ficed. Clark Kerr, the great leader of the University of California and architect
of the California master plan (which created the three distinct public systems
in California), mused late in life about his work. He feared that the University
of California had lost something through its megasystem. The geographic
communities in which the University of California campuses were located and
the cultural communities they served did not share an affinity for these insti-
tutions, as happened elsewhere in the country, with institutions that were
“owned” more directly by their communities (Kerr, 2001).

Governing Boards of Multi-Campus Systems

Perhaps the most difficult governing task, however, falls to the super-
boards of multi-campus systems that include institutions with quite differing
roles and missions. More superboards exist in the United States than people
recognize. When speaking of superboards, most individuals think of the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin System or the two New York systems (State University of
New York [SUNY] and City University of New York [CUNY]). Yet in the
Western United States alone, Alaska, Hawaii, Oregon, Utah, Nevada, Idaho,
Montana, North Dakota, and South Dakota all essentially have superboard
governance structures (ECS, 1997). Idaho is particularly unusual, because it
not only governs higher education throughout the state (except for a handful
of locally controlled community colleges), but it also has statewide responsi-
bility for all elementary and secondary education.

Superboards face unique challenges. Perhaps the most insidious one is
that all institutions within their systems are not created equal. Inevitably, the
flagship campus or campuses will command a greater share of attention and
affinity. Such institutions have the biggest budgets, the most exciting pro-
grams, and the infatuation of big-time college athletics. Thus they command
the most attention, which leaves other institutions disappointed because their
accomplishments are not always recognized. This dichotomy also leaves these
less-attended-to institutions greatly desirous of improving their status in the
hierarchy of institutions. I should not, however, overplay this. Many institution
leaders within megasystems appreciate the relative anonymity they experience
with such boards. In the long run, however, these less-attended-to institutions
begin to feel neglected.

These megasystems share all of the advantages of other multi-campus
systems and have some of their own. The diminution of specific institutional
affinity (with the exception of the flagship institution) allows them to

110 THE “NEW” NEW CHALLENGE OF GOVERNANCE



approach policy issues more dispassionately. Size provides economies of scale
in purchasing services and administering programs that could not be achieved
by smaller institutions acting separately. Furthermore, because of the
inevitable budget constraints that these governing boards face, their finance
policies tend to reflect more attention to cost-effective strategies than do
those of less diverse governing structures. Unlike multi-campus systems that
lack the breadth of institutional missions reflected in the superboard gover-
nance structures, these boards also must balance institutional missions to
create a mosaic in which the sum of the parts will equal the desired whole for
the entire state.

From a state’s perspective, however, all institutional governing boards face
two problems that are difficult to overcome, both deriving from the gover-
nance responsibility for ensuring the vitality and growth of the institutions.
First, the focus on one or a specific set of institutions makes it extremely dif-
ficult to govern with an eye to the overall picture of institutional providers
available to serve the state. Even a superboard faces this dilemma; such mem-
bers have difficulty in intentionally incorporating the health and vitality of the
private for-profit and nonprofit sectors into their vision of service. Why would
they accept responsibility for the fate of institutions not officially under their
banner of responsibility? In fact, they often view other institutions or sectors
negatively—as “the competition.” Yet the failure to consider and nurture the
health of nonpublic higher education hurts the state as a whole; a strong, non-
public sector contributes to the effective and efficient overall delivery of higher
education in the state. Recognizing this, however, is difficult for a governing
board that is primarily responsible for public institutions.

Second, a focus on one or a specific set of institutions tends to accentuate
a focus on the providers rather than the customers. At least in the public sector,
the reason for providing public financial support for higher education is to
serve citizens’ needs, not to support institutional needs. Colleges and universi-
ties are a means to an end, not an end into themselves. Yet as owners and oper-
ators of these public institutions, governing boards naturally and rightfully
focus on institutional interests, not on the state’s students. Without doubt,
they focus on their customers, but they focus less on the broad issues of access
than on serving well the niche of students they most desire to assist. This
market-oriented approach results in exactly what other markets have histori-
cally experienced: market failure. The most attractive students are in high
demand, and less desirable students get left behind in one way or another. This
may well be in the institution’s best interest, but it is far from being in the
state’s best interest. This conflict further defines the difficulty in board mem-
bers not only reaching consensus of the public good as an operating principle
but agreeing on its definition.
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Statewide Coordinating Boards

This inherent conflict between institutional and broader public interests has
led to the creation of statewide coordinating boards in many states. Coordi-
nating boards were a result of the need for states to manage the growth in
public higher education as well as “the need to make the most efficient use of
resources and to meet the public demand for access to quality programs of
study” (Marcus, 1997, 400). Technically, these boards do not govern, so they
should not be considered governing boards. They do not have legal responsi-
bility for the outcomes of higher education in the same fashion as legally
established governing boards. Yet they often do have policy authority that
allows them to nearly govern. Many control, in some way, tuition, financial aid,
and the allocation of institutional subsidies. Many have the authority to
approve or disapprove academic programs. And many have a significant
responsibility to advise state government on levels of financial support and
regulatory policy.

All of these policy authorities significantly affect both the academic and
fiscal integrity of individual institutions and thus mirror the real governance
vested in legally established governing boards. Oftentimes, these coordinating
boards see their work as keeping the dreamers from the governing boards in
the real world. These coordinating bodies perceive their role as bringing it all
together, and doing so as cost-effectively as possible. Not surprisingly, the con-
tainment role of coordinating boards often conflicts with the change agenda of
governing boards. Coordinating boards focus on what is and realistically can
and should be, and they do so taking the perspective of the whole state. Gov-
erning boards focus on what they would like their institutions to become, not
on how to sustain what they are today, and they do so from a narrower per-
spective. Both are essential to sustaining the vitality and breadth of American
higher education.

CONCLUSION

The role of governing boards in the governance of higher education involves
exceptional commitment, complexity, contradictions and, often, as a result,
conflict. Yet this combination can account for the dynamic nature that has
made American higher education the envy of the world. Questions now exist,
however, about whether this American model—which tends to weigh institu-
tional interests more heavily than public interest, and which tends to be driven
more by market forces than by public needs—can continue to serve the public
good as well in the future as it has in the past. The continuous growth of
American higher education over the past decade (in terms of the students
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served, the research conducted, and the public resources available to accom-
plish both) fostered existing governance structures. In a more resource-con-
strained environment, however, and with an essentially developed economy
and a mature system of higher education, it is likely that governance structures
must evolve to fit the modern era.
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6

Renewing the Place of Academic 
Expertise and Authority in the Reform 

of University Governance

Craig McInnis

Professor Rory Hume resigned from his position as vice chancellor and presi-
dent of the University of New South Wales (UNSW) in April 2004 after serv-
ing less than two years of a five-year contract. Faculty at UNSW protested
vigorously in support of Vice Chancellor Hume, yet the cause of the break-
down in his relationships with the governing council of one of Australia’s lead-
ing research universities is not entirely clear. Ironically, a “Wyatt R. Hume
Award for Distinguished Leadership Advancing the Principle of Shared Gov-
ernance” was proposed when Hume departed from his previous position as
executive vice chancellor of the University of California, Los Angeles
(UCLA). The award proposal noted that Rory Hume “exemplified the best of
what can be achieved when the academic senate and the administration are
able to work co-operatively to achieve the shared interest of advancing the
quality and integrity of the university” (Australian Higher Education Supple-
ment, 2004, 30).

Around the same time, faculty at the University of Adelaide in South
Australia claimed that proposals from the governing council were “downgrad-
ing the status and role of the academic board.” The possibility existed for the
vice chancellor to take the role of presiding chair and the board’s agenda to be
restricted “to matters of academic policy referred to it by management and
others.” The vice chancellor argued that this was a “sensible safeguard against
the rise of all-powerful committees” (Healy, 2004, 3). Currently the academic
board determines policy and practice in education, research, and research
training. Membership of similar boards in Australian universities has typically
included all professors and, increasingly, a considerable number of senior
administrative staff.

The events at UNSW and Adelaide are not unrelated. They come in the
wake of a major program of national reform in Australian higher education
that commenced in 2002 and is now in an ambitious implementation stage. A
significant part of that reform concerns the structure, roles, and accountability
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of governing bodies. It is too early to draw conclusions from the UNSW or
Adelaide cases that might inform the analysis of university governance and its
future. What is clear, however, is that they highlight most emphatically the
ambiguities and complexities facing faculty as they struggle to find a voice in
the process of governance. These examples also suggest that it is time to move
beyond the focus of higher education analysis on leadership styles and organi-
zational structures if faculty are to establish a role for themselves as natural
partners in university governance.

The issues are, of course, international. Amaral, Jones, and Karseth (2002)
summarized European and Canadian developments as:

a general trend toward the centralization of authority in institution-
level governing structures and administrators and a decline in the
“academic voice” in institutional decision-making. Traditional forms
of academic governance, with a strong reliance on collegiality, became
the target of fierce criticism, being diversely, or simultaneously,
branded as inefficient, corporative, non-responsive to society’s needs,
and unable to avoid declining quality standards of teaching and
research. (289)

This account is fairly typical of what prevails in the literature and the
public arena. The responses of many policy analysts are disturbingly
parochial. The blame for the loss of faculty voice is often directed at local
leadership and administration, as though they could, Canute-like, stem the
tide of international trends. So far, analysis of governance has been resound-
ingly unsuccessful at guiding any change in Australian universities. This is
partly, I suspect, the outcome of intense frustration at the lack of viable
options and the difficulty faculty (and others) have in imagining alternative
arrangements that might improve faculty participation in governance. It is
perhaps also the outcome of theoretical perspectives locked into contexts that
are no longer relevant.

The notion of shared governance is not commonly discussed or under-
stood in Australia. Collegiality—and the myths and fantasies that go with it—
is the cornerstone mantra of those who express concern at the loss of faculty
voice and participation. Collegiality is an expression of faith in the past from
those who see managerialism as the cause (as though it were an end in itself )
of all that troubles higher education. Faculty who studied, taught, and
researched in a small elite system funded almost entirely by the public purse
are, not surprisingly, the most likely to look backward. The higher education
press is swamped with sad and bitter swan songs denouncing the evils of com-
mercialism and the rise of managerialism. The critics were working in a vastly
different system to that which challenges many of the fundamental assump-
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tions in Australian higher education today. The parting remarks of one
recently retired Australian vice chancellor are a salutary reminder of the dan-
gers of backwards-looking analyses:

“God professors” as they were known made and broke careers with
essentially zero formal downward accountability to their academic
staff. . . . The most powerful of the university’s internal committees,
the professorial board, ancestor of today’s academic board or aca-
demic senate, was typically, but not universally, chaired by the vice-
chancellor; however, its agenda was controlled and managed by the
person who was unquestionably the greatest wielder of de facto power
in the vast majority of Australian universities until comparatively
recently, namely the registrar. Those contemporary academics nostal-
gic for a golden age would do well to contemplate whether this “com-
munity of scholars” would be more to their liking. (Chipman, quoted
in DEST, 2001, 344)

Against this background of complex times in Australian higher education,
the ways in which academics might shape a new role in advancing the quality
and integrity of their universities is a challenge. In order to be forward look-
ing and think marginally outside of the square, I have quite deliberately
avoided using expressions such as “regaining” or “renewing” in terms of faculty
roles in governance. There are some symbolic initiatives that might be consid-
ered as well as a few more practical suggestions that might shift the nature of
the contribution of faculty to institutional governance. How can colleges and
universities take account of, and indeed affirm, the role of academic expertise
and authority in the face of demands for responsive governance? A useful
starting point is to take a perspective of governance as the structuring of rela-
tionships. What that means is an active process of considering the best ways
of arranging governance to promote the integrity of the institution and its
members, as distinct from an organizational chart that finds a place for key
stakeholders.

GOVERNANCE IN THE AUSTRALIAN
UNIFIED NATIONAL SYSTEM

It is probably helpful at this point to identify distinctive features of the Aus-
tralian higher education system that partially explain the specific nature and
focus of debates about university governance. It is a national system. Almost
all universities are public. The descriptor “Unified National System” should not
be read as a government-run uniform system. Indeed, Australian universities
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have an exceptionally high level of autonomy. They decide what they will
teach, who they will employ, and what they will research. While most receive
a significant proportion of their income from the federal government by way
of block grants, this has declined dramatically since the 1980s, when even
resource-rich, research-intensive universities relied on approximately 70 per-
cent of their income from government. Today, such universities require only 30
percent or so directly from government and generate the difference from a
diverse range of sources. With this change, the somewhat paradoxical rela-
tionship between declining government funding and increasing government
regulatory requirements is a cause for concern across the universities.

The governing bodies of Australian universities have the capacity to make
investment and commercial decisions without interference from the govern-
ment. What makes for some interesting tensions with respect to governance is
that, although the Commonwealth government is the primary source of fund-
ing and regulation, and also the major force for policy, for historical reasons the
states actually have legislative responsibility for the universities and, in partic-
ular, for the composition of their governing councils.

University councils or senates are considered the principal governing
bodies of Australian universities. The number of members of these bodies will
vary, from as few as thirteen to as high as thirty-five and are the product of
diverse historical and political factors. They are headed by an elected chancel-
lor. The vice chancellor and some other senior academics serve as ex officio
members. On average, about 34 percent of council members are elected, about
20 percent are ex officio, and around half are appointed by state governments
or by the councils themselves (DEST, 2001, 328). The composition and back-
grounds of the latter category are frequently the subject of debate. An analysis
of the backgrounds of council members in 2001 showed that “the external rep-
resentation on university councils is made up of members of business and the
professions (31 percent), community representatives (10 percent), alumni (6
percent), public servants (6 percent), and politicians (4 percent)” (ibid.).

Until a series of major national reforms in 1988, the councils were larger
bodies representing a wide range of stakeholders, including faculty, students,
state and federal politicians, and special ministerial appointees from commu-
nity organizations. The 1988 reforms represented the first major effort to
reduce the size of councils and to change their role and composition. Then, as
now, councils were considered too large and hindered in their decision-making
capacity by their tendency to fall into advocacy roles for competing stakehold-
ers. In some cases, political alliances in these mini-parliaments made it almost
impossible for some university presidents and senior executives to manage
effectively. The 1988 reforms encouraged councils to move toward a corporate
board of directors’ style with the vice chancellor or president taking the role of
chief executive officer.
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THE NATIONAL REFORMS 2002–2004

Current proposals for the reform of university governance generally start with
the observation that traditional structures are unwieldy and poorly positioned
to respond to a rapidly changing higher education environment. A key
assumption is that streamlined smaller bodies, with more external expertise
and less internal faculty involvement, can best provide focused whole-of-insti-
tution leadership. The future of university governance in Australia has been a
key plank in the reform process initiated by the Commonwealth in 2002. A
national discussion paper, developed by Minister Brendan Nelson and the
Department of Education Science and Training (Nelson, 2002a), generated a
broad-ranging discussion in the higher education sector. The section on gov-
ernance reform starts with a view from the United States of the current reali-
ties of complexity and accountability:

We can no longer pretend that the detached, amateurish academic
leadership model is sufficient. Nor is it any longer sufficient to rely
upon politically selected lay boards for their governance. Like other
major institutions in our society, we must demand new levels of
accountability of the university for the integrity of its financial oper-
ations, the quality of its services, and the stewardship of its resources.
(Duderstadt, 2000, 16)

A separate-issues paper for the public discussion of the reforms—Meeting
the Challenges: The Governance and Management of Universities (Nelson,
2002b)—asked first and foremost if governance structures in Australian uni-
versities were “appropriate to meet the changing nature of university activities
in the 21st century” (3). An earlier national review of university management
considered that several factors were working against the effectiveness of the
operation of the governing bodies. In particular, a lack of clarity about the pri-
mary roles of the governing bodies was perceived; they were generally too large
and lacking a diverse base of appropriate skills, and they did not appear to
“take ultimate responsibility for strategic direction and the universities’ exter-
nal and internal accountability” (Higher Education Management Review,
1995).

In its submission to the recent reform review, the University of Adelaide
reiterated the government themes, arguing that “there is currently a high level
of dysfunction in the governance and management arrangements at some Aus-
tralian universities.” They identified, among other things, “debilitating divi-
sions within governing bodies, often linked to special interest groups; difficult
relationships between governing bodies and executive managers; and an inabil-
ity of governing bodies to respond quickly and decisively to change” (Nelson,
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2002b, 17). This imperative, repeated in almost every advanced economy
where the performance of universities is now integral to national advancement,
is essentially about responsiveness to commercial realities. Closely linked is the
concern for accountability and risk management. From the government per-
spective in Australia, as elsewhere, a simple if not simplistic answer is to create
“streamlined governing boards . . . to provide leadership that can deliver the
educational mission of universities while supporting the commercial activities
necessary to the financial management of a large organization” (xi).

From this and the catalogue of deficiencies in university governance raised
in the debates, it appears that the primary obstacles to faculty participation
focus on the lack of role definition, not just for faculty but for most partici-
pants. The vice chancellor’s role seems to be more easily defined as chief exec-
utive officer, but the role of faculty is barely considered. As Marginson and
Considine (2000) so emphatically argued, “Executive dominance, explicitly
corporate in form and substance, has become part and parcel of every univer-
sity. The new system of executive governance is focused almost exclusively on
the office of vice chancellor” (62).

Nevertheless, a number of spectacular departures of Australian vice chan-
cellors under pressure of their chancellors and council in recent years suggest
that the power of the chief executive is far from unfettered. Increasing num-
bers of executive leaders are coming from backgrounds that are not firmly
rooted in traditional academic roles and values. The “God professors” referred
to earlier drew their authority from their positional status, whether their
expertise was matched to the task of governing or not. Government is not con-
vinced that the authority or expertise of faculty is adequate in the current envi-
ronment: “The promotion of leading academics to senior management
positions also needs more considered attention. Management responsibilities
should be professionally exercised” (Nelson, 2002a, 29).

The shift of governance bodies from assemblies of sectional interests to
custodians of institutional futures is quite problematic in Australia. A common
theme of government inquiries, state and federal, is that the “effectiveness of
university governing bodies is reduced by confusion about the role of some
members” (Nelson, 2002b, x). A review of governance in one state noted that
the acts explicitly define the duty of council members to perform solely in the
interests of the university taken as a whole with regard to its objects (Victo-
rian Department of Education and Training, 2002, 26). This is a major stick-
ing point. Underlining rather pointedly the vagueness and ambiguities in
governance, the national reform discussion paper drew attention to the fact
that the University of Western Australia “has no stated objects and neither the
University nor its governing body have any stated functions” (Nelson, 48). As
the national reforms gathered momentum in the implementation phase, it
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became apparent that the governance proposals would be stalled by a funda-
mental flaw in arrangements. The Commonwealth requirement that universi-
ties reform governing councils (by, for example, reducing the size of councils)
if they were to qualify for additional funds faltered, because the states had the
responsibility to detail how governing councils should operate.

The implementation of the governance reforms included the establishment
of National Governance Protocols for Higher Education (DEST, 2004). These
reforms define the government agenda with an incentive of an ultimate 7.5 per-
cent increase in core government funds contingent on compliance with the pro-
tocols. To be clear, the universities cannot be compelled to comply—the
government can generally only persuade them with financial incentives or
penalties.The emphasis of the protocols reflects many of the issues and tensions
raised throughout this paper. This is not the place to detail these requirements;
a few examples will suffice to illustrate the intent of the government.

Protocol 1 requires that a university should have its objectives or functions
specified in its legislation. The inference is that some universities currently do
not. Of the various “prime responsibilities” of a governing body, listed in Pro-
tocol 2, some of the more noteworthy include: approving the mission and
strategic direction as well as the annual budget and business plan; overseeing
and reviewing management and performance; approving and monitoring sys-
tems of control and accountability; overseeing and monitoring the academic
activities; and approving significant commercial activities. In an obvious effort
to break down the potential divides and sectional interests created by stake-
holder delegates, Protocol 3 specifies the duties of the members of governing
bodies to include acting in the best interests of the institution as custodians as
a whole and “in priority to any duty a member may owe to those electing or
appointing him or her.” Further efforts to shift the weight of power and influ-
ence of the sectional, and indeed, the faculty interests, are evidenced by the
requirement that “there must be a majority of external independent members
who are neither enrolled as a student nor employed (by the university)”
(DEST, 2004, 3).

THE REALITIES OF FACULTY LIFE AND ASPIRATIONS

Far too much analysis of faculty participation seems to be divorced from cur-
rent realities. Indeed, it is as if nothing had changed over the last decade or so
other than the imposition of managerialism and market competition. Enders
quite rightly calls attention to “another blind spot of national and cross-
national governance studies in higher education: the micro-level of academic
work and life” (2004, 376).
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Basically two things conspire to distance academics from governance that
have little to do with the ogres of managerialism and corporatism. First, aspi-
rations to engage in shared governance are tempered if not worn away by the
everyday realities of dramatically increasing workloads and significant shifts in
the configurations and priorities of academic work (McInnis, 2000). In Aus-
tralia, as elsewhere, this has hit hardest at those academics who take primary
responsibility for the everyday functioning of the university at the level of the
school and department—that is, the mid-career experienced and tenured fac-
ulty. The proportion of faculty satisfied with their job dropped from 67 per-
cent in 1993 to just 51 percent in 1999 (ibid.). It was this group that typically
had the energy and motivation to take a close interest in the workings of the
university. The sheer demands on their time have put them out of the gover-
nance loop more by default than design.

Without rolling out the litany of complaints about the increasing and
fragmented demands on academic work, it is important to be reminded by an
academic at this level, when asked to comment on his role in governance, that

the input one can make as an individual [is] partly a workload issue;
there seems to be less time available, more students, and that sort of
thing. We don’t have morning tea breaks or afternoon tea breaks in
the common room, which used to be a very important discussion
point. The professors did tend to pull rank and that sort of thing,
whereas they wouldn’t in a formal meeting necessarily, but [they] did
set a more interactive committee process, and people were involved.
Nowadays it’s all looking to leadership from the top. It’s a top-down
process, and I think the top managers set the strategies and so on,
without any other consultation, and then implement them. (Evans,
quoted in Cain and Hewitt, 2004, 74)

More pertinent is the inherent contradictions within the faculty reward
system. Just half of faculty surveyed nationally in 1999 saw their contribution
to the committee life of the university rewarded for promotion. Interestingly,
fewer than half believed it ought to be rewarded (McInnis, 2000).

Alongside, and directly related, is the increase in the number of casual and
part-time teaching staff. The everyday reality is that these people have the least
interest in spending unpaid time on matters of governance. The declining
involvement of the reduced core of tenured faculty in governance is com-
pounded by the lack of faculty with whom to share additional administrative
loads. They see their role in governance undermined by the rapid increase in
administrative tasks largely focused on meeting the demands of accountability
and compliance processes.
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The second development reducing the weight of influence of the faculty
is the dramatic increase in their dependence on the specialist skills of profes-
sional and technical staff. It is becoming exceedingly difficult, if not impossi-
ble, for faculty to continue to claim moral authority over colleagues on whom
they depend so much for the quality of their academic work and on whom
institutions now rely for their success in the competitive markets of higher
education (McInnis, 2002). The reconceptualizing of academic work and
identity is being driven primarily by the rapid increase in the number of these
professional and technical staff with their own expertise and authority, and
with quite reasonable expectations that their voices will be heard in the gover-
nance process. When surveyed almost a decade ago, the senior professional
administrators were inclined to look to faculty acknowledgment of their con-
tribution as a source of satisfaction (McInnis, 1998). It is quite likely that they
are now less interested in what the professors think of them. Henkel pointed
out that while the “manifest function” of these higher education specialists was
to provide support and advice, they are now more widely regarded as change
agents “in what had hitherto been regarded as uncontested academic territory”
(2000, 62). The squeezing out of academic expertise and authority in these cir-
cumstances is unsurprising.

The impact of changing academic work roles on the capacity of faculty to
engage in governance also needs to acknowledge that the next generation has
less concern for these issues. Indeed, early career academics are, on the whole,
quite positive about the future and less bothered by what occurred before
(McInnis, 2000). Likewise, Henkel (2000) concluded that younger academics
are starting from a notably different set of assumptions from their older col-
leagues; they are more inclined to accept the new demands being made on
them and are essentially adaptive in their approach. Little is known about their
specific views on faculty roles in governance from the Australian and British
research. It may be, then, that too much attention to the voices of the old guard
hinders thinking about what is possible for faculty participation in governance
in the future.

FACULTY IDENTITY AND EXPERTISE

For many years, faculty identity has turned most clearly on the autonomy they
have to pursue their own academic interests. Given security of employment,
and sources of funds to support their activities, academics were prepared to tol-
erate substantial declines in salary and work conditions (McInnis, 2000). Most
of the time, these academics were not involved directly in governance at the
higher levels, but they did spend an inordinate amount of time on committee
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work and administrative tasks that fed into the governance processes at school
and department levels. Of all the activities in which faculty engage, adminis-
trative and committee work has the least to do with their sense of identity.
Henkel’s (2000) analysis of academic identity also showed that academic iden-
tity focuses on autonomy but is also shaped by the disciplines and institutions
in which they work. However, Henkel noted that the “succession of new
demands upon institutions has increased the scope for ambiguity and fluidity”
in work roles (236). The contrasting view when it comes to governance is that
there are distinct choices to be made. As one prominent dean commented in a
recent critique of governance, “You were really saying to academics that if they
wanted to be involved in serious decision making, they couldn’t be academics
any more. And we’ve driven that down three levels of management, and I feel
very antagonistic to that” (MacIntyre, in Cain and Hewitt, 2004, 59).

What is often overlooked and untapped is the essentially entrepreneurial
nature of faculty when it comes to rewards and performance (McInnis, 2001).
Understanding this has considerable significance for changing the potential
engagement of faculty in governance. Expecting faculty to adopt and advance
institutional goals in the same way as professional administrators might has
always been somewhat perilous. It is not unreasonable for governing bodies to
see faculty as an obstacle to change, and almost certainly as a handicap to insti-
tutional capacity to respond rapidly to external demands. However, faculty
expertise and authority are more closely aligned to the goals of the contempo-
rary, market-oriented aspects of university operation than might be realized.
Clark identified the potential of collective entrepreneurial action as a driver of
transformation in universities to “fashion new structures, processes, and orien-
tations whereby a university can become biased towards adaptive change”
(1998, 4).

In contrast to the view that the capacity of governing bodies to respond to
rapidly changing contexts is hindered by faculty, there is the possibility that
particular kinds of faculty can in fact play a key role in responsive governance.
An analysis of forms of motivation fostering entrepreneurial activity in a range
of work environments concludes that innovation in corporate organizations
comes from much the same sources as those that drive academics (Amabile,
1997). If rewards systems support creativity with such characteristics as auton-
omy in work, a high level of personal challenge and excitement in the work
itself, and extrinsic motivators and rewards that confirm competence without
connoting control, then faculty support for entrepreneurial behaviors of the
institution seems more likely.

Disconnecting these elements of faculty personae from the governance
process seems fatally flawed. Henkel’s (2000) conclusion that faculty have (and
comfortably sustain) multiple identities with respect to their work and mem-
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bership of the organization is also relevant. The everyday realities of the aca-
demic workplace cited earlier are clearly pushing the governance role to one
side, or forcing faculty to choose between institutional administration and
their core academic heartland activities. Rethinking governance arrangements
to account for, and indeed to take advantage of, the natural predisposition of
faculty to be creatively entrepreneurial is a potentially useful start.

CREATING A PLACE FOR FACULTY EXPERTISE AND AUTHORITY

Returning to the key question how might faculty participation in governance be
improved, the issue is not about the functions of the decision-making bodies; it
is about the nature of the relationships within and across the various bodies, and
the extent to which faculty in the current context are able to make a contribu-
tion. Gallagher (2001) distinguished governance from management along these
lines: “Governance is the structure of relationships that bring out organizational
coherence, authorize policies, plans, and decisions, and account for their
probity, responsiveness, and cost-effectiveness” (2). The structuring of those
relationships to embrace faculty—on the basis of their expertise and author-
ity—requires a mix of symbolic and pragmatic steps to ensure that they are
embedded in governance processes. Articulating the roles of the members of
the governing board and getting a clear sense of consensus among them as to
the reasons they are there would be an unusual exercise in many universities.

On the symbolic side, institutions need to develop a new accord confirm-
ing and commending the significance of faculty participation in policy making
on academic matters. Until recently there seemed little need to articulate the
nature and extent of these contributions. The rapid changes in the positioning
of institutions have left little or no space for these relationships to be formally
redefined. To reinforce the significance of such an accord, the reward system
of universities has to be reconfigured to acknowledge the part faculty play in
governance. While this has apparent weaknesses in terms of shifting motives
away from the intrinsic rewards and formalizing their involvement in terms of
workloads, it has perhaps more merit than wishful thinking about recreating
assemblies of the past. Nevertheless, the reality in many institutions remains
that

governance . . . by peers and collegial governance through academic
boards and committees most frequently functions to preserve the
status quo and to reproduce existing structures. This tradition poses a
formidable challenge to the manager with plans and strategies to
change the institution. (Anderson, Johnson, and Milligan, 1999, 9)
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A circuit-breaking accord would provide a new platform from which to
restructure relationships. The Hoare Report, as previously noted, argued that
governing bodies of universities should have three primary roles: ultimate
responsibility for external accountability, strategic planning oversight for the
university, and responsibility for the overall review and performance monitor-
ing of university operations, relying on the advice of the academic board or
senate for monitoring academic standards and performance. The report also
made specific mention of some other responsibilities it believed governing
bodies should attend to, including “ensuring that there is an independent and
vigorous academic board” (Higher Education Management Review, 1995, 42).
The nature of an independent and a vigorous academic board providing advice
to the governing council varies considerably across Australian universities. The
recent case at Adelaide illustrates the almost endemic tensions involved.

At Adelaide, one option proposed was for the vice chancellor to chair the
academic board with a deputy chair (and convenor) elected from among the
academic members of the board. It was argued that this arrangement would
“bridge the academic and management structures of the university,” and that
it would “underscore the importance of the academic board.” However, it was
acknowledged that

this proposal may not sit comfortably with some members of the uni-
versity community who may fear it represents a barrier to collegial-
ism. However, it is a structure used traditionally in many universities
and would allow us to draw together the need for collegiality and
effective management, which need to operate cooperatively. (Univer-
sity of Adelaide Council, 2004, agenda item 4.1.4)

This does not really advance the long-term likelihood that faculty partic-
ipation in governance at the academic board level will increase or be any more
attractive to faculty than other arrangements from other institutions. The
structure of the relationships in this instance is most likely to depend on per-
sonalities rather than roles, a typically tenuous arrangement.

Now that the Board has been defined as part of the governance struc-
ture rather than an ill-defined part of the management structure, care
must be taken to ensure that it is able to provide the Council with the
advice and oversight envisaged by the Act, while being consistent
with the obligations placed on the Vice-Chancellor. (University of
Adelaide Council, 2004, agenda item 4.1.4).

Applying principles for good practice for governing bodies as described
by McKinnon for organizational benchmarking purposes to academic boards
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and senates more generally is essential (McKinnon, Walker, and Davis, 2000).
To increase and improve faculty involvement in governance requires, among
other things, distinguishing between the governance role and the responsibil-
ities of management in such a way as to overcome the debilitating ambigui-
ties and role tensions discussed earlier. Likewise, formal processes to induct
new members of the academic boards and senates into their duties and to sys-
tematically review and report publicly on their own efficiency and effective-
ness are essential.

The emergence of ad hoc or short cycle working groups operating outside
of the formal decision-making structures is a significant opportunity for insti-
tutions and faculty to utilize academic expertise and authority. These have
something of the “flying gang” or “emergency crew” characteristics that sort
out institutional derailments and policy bottlenecks. They usually come
together on the basis of an executive decision that a problem has to be resolved
quickly and effectively. The ad hoc groups tend to ignore established hierarchy
and to focus on getting together the best available minds to assess issues and
provide solutions. A clear understanding exists that once the job is done, they
stand aside and allow the formal system and processes to resume business as
usual. Ironically, ad hoc working groups in Australian universities are fre-
quently formed to reform governance from within.

This is not a matter of preference or a proposal for action. The growth of
ad hoc policy groups is a reality that has been largely overlooked in the analy-
sis of university governance and management. How they should work, and
under what conditions and the extent to which they can be the vehicle for
drawing on faculty expertise, is not yet clear. These adjuncts to governance
processes are a potentially significant opportunity to draw more widely from
the rich resource of the faculty knowledge base. However, finding a place for
academic expertise and authority in these increasingly fluid relationships will
depend in part on faculty letting go of conventional notions of shared gover-
nance—that is, the formal assembly. This leaves open the ways in which fac-
ulty can be engaged and rewarded for their participation in decision making.
It is unlikely to be advanced by the kind of redesign of academic boards and
senates that appears to be the first response to the difficulties of institutional
responsiveness.

CONCLUSION

With some prescience in relation to the resignation of Rory Hume from
UNSW, Chipman observed, “Ironically, there are signs today that we are
entering a period of greater, not lesser, intervention by governing bodies and
their chancellors in operational issues within universities, often at the behest
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of academic staff representatives” (in DEST, 2001, 344). In Chipman’s case,
the faculty made life difficult for him as vice chancellor of a regional univer-
sity by going directly to the chancellor and members of council to get what
they wanted when he as vice chancellor stood in their way. In Hume’s case at
UNSW faculty protested against council on his behalf. The crucial postscript
here is that an independent inquiry conducted in 2005 unambiguously vindi-
cated Hume’s actions and strongly criticized the council. It is not easy to be
creative in the face of the enormous pressures facing universities, especially for
vice chancellors. To take up a point well made by Marginson and Considine
(2000), it is disappointing, however, that universities in Australia and else-
where have not pioneered creative organizational structures, including
arrangements for governance, that do not simply mimic those of the corporate
world. Had they done so, the participation of faculty in governance may have
been less problematic than the current scenario. Taking account general faculty
predispositions toward creative entrepreneurialism in their work, and recog-
nizing their primary work motives, seems a good start to rethinking their role
in governance.
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7

Institutional Autonomy and 
State-Level Accountability

Loosely Coupled Governance and the Public Good 

Jay Dee

The dual demands of public accountability and institutional autonomy repre-
sent a critical challenge for public higher education governance. Observers
generally agree that institutions need some degree of autonomy from the
external environment in order to preserve academic freedom and promote
unfettered exploration of new domains of knowledge (MacTaggart, 1998;
Newman, 1987). External interests in accountability, however, have grown in
recent years, as state governments have become increasingly concerned about
holding the line on college costs. State leaders also have come to associate
higher education with economic competitiveness and hope to obtain a com-
petitive advantage when their higher education systems are able to produce a
highly trained workforce. As a result, higher education policy making is now
viewed as too important to be left solely to institutions (Alexander, 2000;
Salter and Tapper, 1994). State governments are now much more involved in
determining the priorities for public higher education and have introduced
new accountability measures to monitor public college and university per-
formance on a range of indicators.

The campus-state relationship can be characterized, at least in part, as a
tug-of-war between campus interests in institutional autonomy and state
policy makers’ concerns about accountability. In order to address this tension,
Hearn and Holdsworth (2002) suggested that “each state needs to establish a
point between the two extremes” (10) of complete autonomy and absolute
accountability. Higher education scholars have speculated as to where appro-
priate boundaries should be drawn between states and campuses. They have
addressed questions such as: When does an accountability request become an
unreasonable intrusion? (Newman, 1987); and When does institutional insis-
tence on autonomy reflect disengagement from the public good? (Braskamp
and Wergin, 1998). As McLendon (2003a) noted, “Because neither absolute
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autonomy of the campus from the state nor complete accountability of the
campus to the state is likely to be feasible, the vexing question confronting pol-
icymakers is where, precisely, the line should be drawn between campus and
state” (57).

The idea of drawing a line between the campus and the state reinforces
the notion that higher education institutions and external actors have separate
interests rather than a common interest in the public good. Moreover, delin-
eating a midpoint between accountability and autonomy suggests that these
concepts are opposing points on a single continuum. Any increment in addi-
tional accountability comes at the expense of institutional autonomy, and
efforts to protect institutional autonomy are viewed as attempts to circumvent
public accountability.

This chapter offers a different way to conceptualize campus-state rela-
tionships that have traditionally focused on separate interests and distinct
boundaries. I will explore how the dual demands of public accountability and
institutional autonomy can be addressed through a governance system that
builds connections between campuses and state governments. I will call upon
a frequently utilized organizational term, loose coupling, but employ it in a new
way to understand how campus leaders and state policy makers can work
together to develop shared commitments and build trust-based relationships
that maintain high levels of both public accountability and institutional auton-
omy to advance the public good.

Governance systems advance the public good when institutions are
engaged in a system of mutual obligation with the communities in which they
are embedded. The interests of the campus and those of the community
become so entwined that nearly every major institutional action also advances
a public purpose. Acting in the interest of the campus becomes synonymous
with acting in the interest of the community. State policy makers can promote
this form of governance when they extend their view of accountability beyond
merely ensuring that campuses meet performance benchmarks and begin to
work with campuses to develop shared commitments toward the public good.
These shared commitments transcend the narrow focus of outcome measures
and instead connect state and campus leaders on issues of civic engagement
and social responsibility. The focus shifts from compliance and measurement
to mutual obligations toward revitalizing neighborhoods, tackling health care
disparities, improving K–12 schools, and promoting the use of sustainable
resources, to name but a few examples.

Unfortunately, the predominant relationship between campuses and the
state is one of compliance-based accountability and insular autonomy (Alexan-
der, 2000; Braskamp and Wergin, 1998). The state ensures that funds are spent
appropriately and that performance benchmarks are met, and campuses seek
to protect themselves from outside interference. An emphasis on promoting
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the public good through accountability and autonomy does not permeate the
relationship between most states and campuses. In order to develop and sup-
port governance systems that promote the public good, state and campus lead-
ers need new frames of reference for understanding and enacting
accountability and autonomy.

PUBLIC ACCOUNTABILITY

Accountability refers to the responsibilities that institutions have to be answer-
able to external entities. Historically, higher education institutions were able to
address external accountability concerns by demonstrating their commitment
to self-regulation (McLendon, 2003a). Accreditation self-studies and volun-
tary coordination among institutions were viewed as sufficient mechanisms to
ensure high-quality, efficient education (Chambers, 1961). Strong norms of
professionalism and academic freedom provided a buffer from direct external
oversight into higher education. However, the creation of statewide coordinat-
ing boards, the development of performance measurements systems, and the
enactment of accountability regulations suggest that the era of self-regulation
has ended (Alexander, 2000).

Statewide coordinating boards collect data on institutional retention rates,
graduation rates, time to degree completion, faculty teaching loads, and job
placement rates (Hearn and Holdsworth, 2002). Public institutions also are
required to report data that demonstrate financial accountability and fiscal
health, including acquisition of grant funding, levels of private giving, and
return on endowment investments. State boards use these data to make aggre-
gate assessments of institutional performance, which may be linked to resource
allocation decisions (i.e., performance-based funding).

The shift to performance-based accountability can be attributed to state
policy makers’ concerns about institutional efficiency and effectiveness. “The
extraordinary interest in performance-based accountability in the United
States has emanated from a taxpayer backlash against increases in public col-
lege spending and widespread public concern for improving institutional pro-
ductivity” (Alexander, 2000, 421). Governors and state legislators have
responded to these concerns and have compelled public institutions to demon-
strate their effectiveness.

States have enacted policies and regulations that hold public institutions
accountable. State policies that ensure financial accountability include the use
of detailed line-item budgets and pre-audits for institutional expenditures
(McLendon, 2003a). Accountability for personnel decisions may be enforced
through standardization of personnel policies and mandated use of state clas-
sification systems. State governments retain the authority to set tuition rates at
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public institutions in order to ensure access and affordability (Hearn and
Holdsworth, 2002), and state coordinating boards retain the authority to
approve new academic degree programs in order to ensure efficient use of
resources.

The effects of state accountability policies permeate the entire institution
and extend to specific academic programs and individual faculty members.
Academic programs are subject to quality assurance mechanisms such as state-
mandated program reviews, and individual faculty members are increasingly
being held accountable for their productivity, especially for their interactions
with undergraduate students (Colbeck, 2002). Trends toward centralized coor-
dination, performance measurement, and increasing regulatory authority of
the state have raised concerns that extensive accountability expectations
threaten the autonomy of public higher education institutions.

INSTITUTIONAL AUTONOMY

Autonomy refers to the ability of an institution to determine its own behaviors
and to be free of bureaucratic regulations and restrictions. Berdahl (1971) dis-
tinguished between “substantive” and “procedural” autonomy. Substantive
autonomy refers to setting the programmatic mission and strategy of an insti-
tution. Procedural autonomy, in contrast, relates to control over the general
management of the institution, including budget decisions, personnel issues,
contracts for goods and services, and capital construction projects.

Historically, the rationale for institutional autonomy was framed in terms
of benefits to the institution. Institutional autonomy was viewed as necessary
to protect academic freedom from political intrusion (Newman, 1987). More
recently, higher education leaders have linked institutional autonomy to state
interests in economic competitiveness and human capital development
(McLendon, 2003b). Institutional leaders assert that they need management
flexibility in order to respond to a rapidly changing environment. They seek
deregulation in the administrative domain and greater flexibility to initiate
new academic programs (i.e., the ability to bypass statewide coordinating
board approval). Arguments linking institutional autonomy and economic
development suggest that the state has a compelling interest in providing
autonomy to higher education institutions, and that autonomy can actually
help public institutions become more accountable to state policy goals.

This realization has led to a counter-trend toward deregulation and devo-
lution of authority from the state to the campus. Current governance trends in
public higher education reflect state preferences for both centralization and
decentralization (Hearn and Holdsworth, 2002). In some domains, states are
enacting more extensive accountability requirements, especially in the areas of
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performance measurement, student learning outcomes, and faculty productiv-
ity. These accountability mechanisms centralize authority in the state coordi-
nating boards and state agencies that collect and monitor these data. Other
signs, however, point to increasing levels of institutional autonomy, especially
for procedural matters and for academic program creation. In these cases,
authority is decentralized to the campus level.

Simultaneous trends toward centralization and decentralization suggest
that state higher education systems operate in a paradoxical context where
campuses encounter policy environments that are both constraining and liber-
ating. This paradox, however, offers higher education leaders and state policy
makers an opportunity to construct new campus-state relationships that
strengthen both public accountability and institutional autonomy. Virginia’s
Higher Education Restructuring Act (2005), for example, enables public uni-
versities to apply for one of three levels of autonomy, each with increasing
levels of campus responsibility for capital building projects, procurement, per-
sonnel, and tuition and fees. In exchange, campuses agree to commit them-
selves to achieving state goals for access, affordability, and student retention;
the institution is obligated to develop stronger articulation agreements with
community colleges, stimulate economic development, attract externally
funded research, and meet financial and administrative management stan-
dards. This legislation was based on a proposal developed by three of the state’s
leading research universities, and the final bill attracted large majorities in both
houses of the legislature.

Legislation in Virginia and elsewhere shows that states and campuses can
seek new governance relationships that strengthen both accountability and
autonomy. These innovative relationships require new ways of thinking about
state policy making and institutional decision making. Accountability and
autonomy can no longer be conceptualized as competing values; instead, state
and campus leaders must negotiate the paradox of maintaining high levels of
both public accountability and institutional autonomy.

THE PARADOX OF ACCOUNTABILITY AND AUTONOMY

A conceptual understanding of paradox can yield new insights for policy
making in a changed governance environment. Paradox refers to a seemingly
contradictory opposition within a social system (Hatch, 1997). Oppositions
relevant to organizations as social systems include accountability and auton-
omy, centralization and decentralization, stability and change, and structure
and process, among others. The idea of paradox is central to several theoreti-
cal traditions. Marxist social scientists, for example, explain organizational
activity in terms of contradictions that are typically resolved in favor of
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managerial interests (Braverman, 1974; Burawoy, 1982). Paradox also is
addressed through structural-functionalist approaches to management that
attempt to resolve conflict and forge consensus (Galbraith, 1977). So-called
“win-win” approaches to negotiation, for example, attempt to resolve contra-
dictory views and eliminate paradox through the formation of consensus
(Fisher and Ury, 1981).

Dialectical perspectives, however, offer a different view that acknowledges
and seeks to preserve the interdependent relationship between oppositions
(Baxter and Montgomery, 1996; Benson, 1977; Czarniawska-Joerges, 1988). A
dialectical conceptualization suggests that organizations can maintain appar-
ent contradictions; for example, higher education institutions can be both
highly autonomous and highly accountable. This stands in stark contrast to
structural-functionalist approaches that seek to clarify or resolve contradic-
tions in favor of one opposition or the other. Instead, dialectical perspectives
suggest the desirability of preserving tensions between contrasts. (Table 7.1
compares functionalist and dialectical perspectives.) 

Dialectical conceptualizations of accountability and autonomy require
leaders to think in terms of “both-and” rather than “either-or” (Spender and
Kessler, 1995). “Either-or” thinking is associated with the functionalist desire
to resolve paradox. Campus leaders who think in terms of “either-or” view any
external accountability movement as an intrusive constraint on autonomy. And
state policy makers take an “either-or” perspective when they issue policy man-
dates for accountability without consulting the institutions being held
accountable. These actors conceptualize accountability and autonomy as
opposing points on a single continuum. Some locations along the continuum
endorse autonomy, others support greater accountability, but no point success-
fully integrates high levels of both. High levels of accountability are thought
to diminish autonomy and are perceived as a limitation on accountability.
Midpoints between absolute accountability and complete autonomy are seen
as opportunities for each “side” in the debate to push the position on the con-
tinuum closer to their side, some pushing for more accountability and others
striving for more autonomy (see Figure 7.1).

Instead, state and campus leaders can think in terms of “both-and.”
Campus leaders can seek to remain responsive to external accountability
expectations and preserve high levels of autonomy for institutions and the pro-
fessionals who work in them. Similarly, state policy makers can ensure that
public institutions remain accountable to policy priorities but also give the
institutions discretion to demonstrate accountability in ways that are consis-
tent with their unique campus missions. “Both-and” thinking necessitates a
shift from bipolar contradictions to two-variable matrices (Bobko, 1985).
Figure 7.2 represents a dialectical conceptualization where accountability and
autonomy are viewed as two separate continua.
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Researchers have begun to study the positive effects of dialectical tensions
on organizational decision making and performance (Brown and Eisenhardt,
1997). Organizational theorist Barbara Czarniawska-Joerges (1988) under-
lined the need for both autonomy and role-based accountability in organiza-
tions. Autonomy “offers organizations flexibility and creativity, which are
essential for adaptation to changing environments” (2). But change itself is
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FIGURE 7.1
Functionalist Conceptualizations of Accountability and Autonomy

Conceptualizations of account-
ability and autonomy

Accountability and autonomy
as oppositions; additional
increments of one variable
diminish the other 

Accountability and autonomy
as mutually supportive con-
structs; additional increments
of one variable may
strengthen the other

Campus-state relationships “Drawing a line” between
campus and state; maintain-
ing appropriate boundaries 

Building connections
between campuses and state
governments

Policy goal Finding a “midpoint”
between accountability and
autonomy

Maintaining high levels of
both accountability and
autonomy

Social cognitions of policy actors Social construction of sepa-
rate interests; “either-or”
thinking

Social construction of shared
commitments; “both-and”
thinking

TABLE 7.1.
Comparing Functionalist and Dialectical Perspectives

Functionalist Perspective Dialectical Perspective  

High accountability, low
autonomy

High autonomy, low
accountability

Mid-range levels of both
accountability and autonomy

Accountability                 Autonomy Accountability                 AutonomyAccountability                 Autonomy

FIGURE 7.2
Dialectical Conceptualization of Accountability and Autonomy

Low                                      High

Low                                      High

Accountability

Autonomy



predicated upon accountability and control structures that provide stability and
predictability. “Without control, the organization is invaded by chaos and
deadly entropy” (2–3), which eventually forestalls potential change efforts.
Organizational change depends upon “both-and” thinking; change requires
both flexible, autonomous work arrangements and clearly defined accountabil-
ity relationships among employees. These findings suggest the utility of main-
taining a dialectical tension between paradoxical elements in organizations
rather than resolving paradoxes in favor of one opposition or the other.

The maintenance of both accountability and autonomy may produce
mutually reinforcing effects where high levels of one variable sustain high
levels of the other variable. For example, when higher education institutions
demonstrate public accountability, they may inoculate themselves against
future external intrusions that diminish autonomy. Demonstrations of
accountability to state policy priorities may strengthen policy makers’ com-
mitment to institutional autonomy. Similarly, states that provide high levels of
autonomy to their higher education institutions may reap benefits in terms of
innovative academic programs, research agendas, and public service initiatives
that address state needs.

Conversely, high levels of institutional autonomy may not be sustainable
when institutions neglect external accountability expectations. And states may
not be optimizing their higher education systems when institutions are ham-
strung by regulations and approval procedures that dampen creativity and dis-
courage innovation. If maintaining an accountability/autonomy paradox is a
major objective of educational leadership, then state and campus leaders need
a set of understandings and concepts appropriate for addressing this challenge.
Karl Weick (1976) was one of the first scholars to explore the accountabil-
ity/autonomy dialectic in educational organizations. He introduced loose cou-
pling as a metaphor for understanding how organizations, departments,
people, and events can be responsive to each other (accountable) yet retain
their separateness (autonomy).

LOOSE COUPLING

Loose coupling may be one of the most widely utilized organizational con-
cepts in the higher education vernacular. It has been used most frequently to
analyze the internal workings of colleges and universities (Birnbaum, 1988).
However, Orton and Weick (1990) explained that the theory has been under-
utilized in the study of organization-environment interactions, such as those
between public campuses and state governments. Higher education scholars
have not yet explored the potential of this theory to illuminate issues that per-
tain to campus-state relationships, but loose coupling is well suited to inform
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understandings of public accountability and institutional autonomy. Loose
coupling theory seeks to explain organizational social structure through an
analysis of systematic patterns of interaction among organizational elements
(Beekun and Glick, 2001). Coupling is defined “in terms of systematic pat-
terns of relationships among organizational elements located within multiple
domains and spanning theoretically relevant dimensions” (Beekun and Ginn,
1993, 1297). Coupling elements are any things that may be linked together.
Orton and Weick (1990) identified eight coupling elements: “among individ-
uals, among subunits, among organizations, between hierarchical levels,
between organizations and environments, among ideas, between activities, and
between intentions and actions” (208). The campus-state relationship is one
example of coupling between organizations and environments. The coupling
domain identifies the content area of the relationship between the coupling
elements. An organization and its external environment may be coupled in the
resource exchange domain (e.g., state appropriations to higher education), the
information domain (e.g., sharing retention and graduation rate data), and the
policy domain (e.g., state regulations). Finally, coupling dimensions refer to the
quality of the relationship among coupling elements. Relevant coupling
dimensions include responsiveness (i.e., accountability to other coupling ele-
ments) and distinctiveness (i.e., autonomy from other coupling elements).

A loosely coupled system is characterized by coupling elements that are
both responsive and distinctive. A loosely coupled organization responds to
the environment with which it is coupled, but it does so in a way that retains
the distinctiveness (autonomy) of the focal organization (Orton and Weick,
1990). Consider, for example, the relationship between a public higher educa-
tion institution and a statewide coordinating board. In a loosely coupled rela-
tionship, the institution demonstrates responsiveness (accountability) to policy
priorities determined by the board, but the institution is allowed to chart its
own course of action and remain autonomous from the board. The coordinat-
ing board provides autonomy to the institution, but it does not yield its posi-
tion as an independent intermediary between the institution and state
government. In other words, the coordinating board does not abdicate its
responsibility to hold public institutions accountable, but it gives discretion to
institutions for deciding how to be accountable to state expectations. The
accountability goals are specified by the board, but the means to achieve them
are determined by the individual campuses.

Loose coupling preserves the paradoxical tension between accountability
and autonomy. In contrast, tight coupling resolves the paradox in favor of
accountability. A tightly coupled system is characterized by responsiveness
without distinctiveness. In a tightly coupled relationship, an institution may be
subject to prescriptive regulatory demands and have little discretion in deter-
mining its own strategy and programmatic goals. Decoupling resolves the

Jay Dee 141



paradox in favor of autonomy. Institutions avoid inspection and evaluation by
external actors. The role of the state, in this instance, is that of “resource
provider” rather than “regulator” (tight coupling) or “coordinator” (loose cou-
pling). The state ensures that public institutions have adequate resources to
fulfill their mission, and then it steps back and allows the institutions to govern
themselves. Loose coupling makes it possible for colleges and universities to
develop flexible responses to a wide variety of accountability expectations. Dif-
ferent elements of the institution can specialize in responding to particular
segments of the external environment (Weick, 1976). In contrast, tight cou-
pling between a college and its external environment may cause the institution
to “freeze” internally (Birnbaum, 1988). As Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) noted,
when “everything is connected to everything else, it is difficult to change any-
thing” (69). Loose coupling, therefore, should not be viewed as an organiza-
tional deficiency in need of repair. Instead, it is an adaptive social structure that
facilitates accountability to the external environment, and preserves the orga-
nization’s autonomy from the environment.

LOOSE COUPLING AS A DIALECTICAL PERSPECTIVE

Loose coupling is intended to be conceptualized dialectically. In other words,
it embodies the maintenance of a tension between responsiveness and auton-
omy. Too often, according to Orton and Weick (1990), scholars interpret
loose coupling as “the endpoint of a scale that extends from tightly coupled
to loosely coupled. Tightly coupled systems are portrayed as having respon-
sive components that do not act independently, whereas loosely coupled sys-
tems are portrayed as having independent components that do not act
responsively” (205).

These interpretations conflate loose coupling and decoupling. As Orton
and Weick (1990) argued, “When loose coupling is portrayed as decoupling,
the diminished emphasis on connectedness, responsiveness, and interdepend-
ence dissolves the dialectic” (207). Scholars may arrive at inappropriate con-
clusions when the dialectical conceptualization of loose coupling is dissolved.
Lutz (1982), for example, criticized loosely coupled colleges and universities
for their lack of accountability and lack of attention to overall mission. He
argued in favor of tighter coupling for higher education governance: “If cou-
pling were tighter, control, communication, participation, and prediction
would be improved and goals better achieved” (667). Similarly, Balderston
(1995) maintained that loose coupling is likely to fail in times of rapid change
due to lack of institutional responsiveness to the external environment. These
uses of loose coupling, however, stray from Weick’s intended conceptualization
of a dialectical relationship between accountability and autonomy. The key for
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organizational leaders is to maintain the dialectic of loose coupling by devel-
oping governance systems that are both responsive and autonomous.

LOOSE COUPLING AND PUBLIC HIGHER
EDUCATION GOVERNANCE

Historical trends in higher education governance can be traced through an
analysis of campus-state couplings. Relationships were largely decoupled
during the early years of public higher education in the United States.The mid-
1800s were characterized by a trend toward granting constitutional autonomy
to flagship universities. Gradually, however, institutions ceded their constitu-
tional autonomy in exchange for increased funding from the state. Beginning in
the 1910s, loose coupling emerged between higher education institutions and
newly formed regional accreditation associations that sought to ensure mini-
mum levels of quality and to facilitate institutional improvement (Bogue and
Saunders, 1992). Institutions were accountable to accreditation guidelines
established by the regional associations, but the autonomy of institutions was
preserved by linking accreditation review to a self-study process whereby insti-
tutions are evaluated in terms of self-determined goals and objectives. This
system of accreditation is unique to the United States; elsewhere, national min-
istries of education determine institutional effectiveness criteria and conduct
quality evaluations of their higher education institutions. The campus-state
relationship is more tightly coupled in these nations. It is important to recog-
nize that the U.S. system of accreditation is loosely coupled to the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education (DOE), which certifies the regional associations and
communicates expectations for institutional quality reviews. For example, based
on DOE directives, regional associations are now much more insistent that
institutions assess student learning outcomes (Lubinescu, Ratcliff, and Gaffney,
2001). The DOE did not specify how the regional associations were to hold
institutions accountable for student learning outcomes; instead, it allowed the
associations to determine their own accountability mechanisms.

Higher education observers have noted the potential of accreditation to
facilitate institutional improvement and establish or renew commitments to
the institution’s mission (Martin, Manning, and Ramaley, 2001). From the
perspective of state governments, however, the system of accreditation is
decoupled from the state. Regional associations accredit institutions across
several states and are not particularly sensitive to policy priorities of individual
states. Therefore, states have developed other mechanisms to ensure account-
ability to their interests.

The 1950s through the 1970s were characterized as a period of “wide-
spread growth in state intervention and a concomitant decrease in the

Jay Dee 143



autonomy of colleges and universities” (McLendon, 2003a, 67). The growing
size and complexity of public higher education invited greater oversight from
state authorities. Massification of enrollments reflected state interests in build-
ing human capital and enhancing economic competitiveness. Two additional
trends contributed to tighter couplings between states and public campuses:
(1) the expanding capacity of state executive and legislative branches to over-
see and regulate public-sector institutions, and (2) the proliferation and
strengthening of statewide coordinating boards.

Tight coupling remains a prominent trend in higher education gover-
nance. Performance-based funding, for example, seeks to link state appropria-
tions to institutional performance on indicators determined by the state. But
as the decentralization and deregulation efforts of the 1980s and 1990s indi-
cate, the prevailing policy trend is toward both centralization and decentral-
ization (Hearn and Holdsworth, 2002). Therefore, states and campuses need
to develop relationships that ensure both institutional flexibility and respon-
siveness to public needs.

Dill (2001) was one of the first to underline an agenda for public higher
education governance that strengthens both institutional autonomy and public
accountability. Consistent with Berdahl (1971) and others (Francis and
Hampton, 1999; Richardson, Bracco, Callan, and Finney, 1999), Dill advanced
ideas for deregulation and procedural autonomy. He encouraged states to pro-
vide lump-sum (rather than line-item) appropriations and to give institutions
autonomy to control purchasing and contracts, set and retain tuition, develop
personnel policies, and initiate facility construction projects. But Dill also rec-
ognized that new accountability mechanisms are necessary: “The early lessons
on deregulation in higher education reflect the experience in commercial mar-
kets such as the aviation industry. That is, government deregulation along one
dimension may require a need to regulate more stringently along another
dimension” (Dill, 2001, 29). Dill offered a series of performance-based mech-
anisms that states can use to ensure that institutions address the public good.
The combination of deregulation, devolution of authority, and performance-
based assessment contributes to a loosely coupled governance system where
public institutions retain autonomy, yet states ensure that policy priorities are
addressed. The next section of this chapter extends Dill’s analysis and offers
additional recommendations for maintaining high levels of both public
accountability and institutional autonomy.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR LOOSELY COUPLED GOVERNANCE

Dill’s (2001) analysis was not explicitly framed in the context of loose coupling
theory, yet it is evident that his recommendations call for both expanding the
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domain of institutional autonomy and making sure that institutions are sub-
ject to a range of new accountability mechanisms. The aggregate result of these
recommendations is a loosely coupled relationship between the campus and
the state. Dill focused on procedural autonomy and performance measure-
ment. The following recommendations build upon and extend this framework
to include loosely coupled relationships with statewide coordinating boards
and state legislatures.

Policy Inducements Rather Than Policy Mandates

Mandates are policies handed down by state governments and statewide coor-
dinating boards that prescribe certain behaviors that the focal organization
must enact. “Typically, mandates are designed and implemented without input
from higher education leaders” (Hearn and Holdsworth, 2002, 12). Policy
mandates produce tight coupling between organizational behaviors and state
priorities. Policy inducements, on the other hand, provide incentives for insti-
tutions to craft their own unique responses to state expectations. Inducements
“shift much of the burden of proving satisfactory performance from the state
to the institutions” (Colbeck, 2002, 5).

Policy inducements reflect a loosely coupled relationship between higher
education institutions and the state. In order to receive incentive rewards,
institutions need to be responsive to state priorities, but the institutions retain
significant latitude regarding how they choose to respond. Incentive-based
policies enable institutions to craft flexible responses that are more likely to
address both state priorities and unique campus needs. Hearn and
Holdsworth (2002) argued that inducements are likely to be more effective
than mandates in terms of improving student learning outcomes. “Mandated
and generalized program review policies across a state’s higher education
enterprise may not positively influence student learning as much as incentive-
based policy instruments that allow for institutional flexibility in implemen-
tation” (30). Incentive-based policies may strengthen institutional autonomy
and enable colleges and universities to become more accountable to the needs
of their students.

Customized Performance Measurement 
Rather Than One Size Fits All

One of the major areas of contention regarding statewide performance meas-
urement systems is that the indicators do not reflect the unique missions and
cultures of the diverse public institutions within a particular state (Barak and
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Kniker, 2002). Accountability policies are more likely to improve institutional
performance when they are sensitive to local contexts and allow for the cre-
ation of indicators that will uniquely fit the institution’s mission ( Jones and
Ewell, 1993).

Loosely coupled performance measurement systems enable colleges and
universities to customize the set of indicators that will be used to evaluate
institutional performance. In order to maintain responsiveness to the state,
however, these indicators need to be aligned with state priorities. Martinez
(2002) described how the state of South Dakota developed a performance-
based funding system that was guided by five state priorities (access, eco-
nomic development, academic improvement, collaboration, and enhancing
non state revenues) but allowed each institution to establish its own targets
for each of the five areas. This system ensured both accountability to state pri-
orities and institutional autonomy in determining operational goals and indi-
cators of success.

Capacity-Building Audits Rather Than Competitive Rankings

Statewide coordinating boards were established to minimize competition
among public institutions and across sectors of higher education. However,
when performance measurement systems are used to compare or rank institu-
tions across a public higher education system, institutions are pitted against
each other (Alexander, 2000). The stakes may be especially high where per-
formance measures are linked to state appropriations. Marginal institutions
may be at a competitive disadvantage in securing needed resources. The net
effect of such policies may be one “of punishing students at universities with
ineffective administrations” (Dill, 2001, 30).

As an alternative, Dill (2001) recommended the use of capacity-building
audits that focus on institutional improvement and the sharing of best prac-
tices. The role of the statewide board, in this scenario, is to facilitate the devel-
opment and training of a network of “academic auditors” within each
institution. Faculty members and administrators are given opportunities to
learn best practices for assessment and quality assurance and then are charged
with the task of enacting and monitoring an agenda for organizational
improvement. Institutions that attain high levels of quality assurance capacity
(i.e., have an extensive network of trained academic auditors) are able to sus-
tain high levels of accountability without extensive oversight from external
authorities. The result is higher-level performance at less expense to both
external authorities and the organization being overseen. Capacity-building
audits ensure a loosely coupled relationship between campuses and state gov-
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ernments. Campus leaders are empowered to define institutional problems and
craft solutions that uniquely fit their institutional context. State policy makers
also gain assurances that the audit process will yield institutional accountabil-
ity to state interests in institutional improvement.

Campus-Based Assessment Rather Than Mandated Measures

Institutions have developed extensive systems of student outcomes assessment
that measure cognitive and noncognitive gains achieved in college. These sys-
tems were developed in response to policy makers’ concerns about the quality
and cost of undergraduate education. Regional accreditation associations and
statewide coordinating boards now expect public institutions to engage in the
ongoing assessment of student outcomes. These associations and boards, for
the most part, allow institutions to select their own measures of learning out-
comes. Increasingly, however, there are pressures for standardization across
public higher education systems, especially for placement testing, which may
require uniformity for purposes of facilitating transfer across sectors and
among institutions ( Jones and Ewell, 1993).

Where uniformity is important, states may choose to mandate the type of
assessment tests used by all public institutions (Mills, 1998), however, these
institutions may resist such efforts and retain locally developed assessments
that duplicate the functions of the mandated tests. This is neither efficient nor
effective in terms of the state interest in uniformity across higher education
sectors. Instead, states can allow the public institutions themselves to decide
collectively which assessments need to be uniform and where locally developed
tests can be retained. These decisions can be charged to a statewide assessment
council or systemwide governance body composed of campus representatives.
For example, the Faculty Senate of the State University of New York, a sixty-
four–campus system, developed a campus-based assessment system that pro-
vided flexibility in the selection of assessment measures. Senate representatives
decided that only three of the twelve general education learning areas (math-
ematics, basic communication, and critical thinking) would be assessed using
externally referenced, standardized measures. But each campus was able to
retain its existing assessment plan, and institutions had the authority to select
or develop their own measures of student learning for the remaining nine
learning areas (State University of New York, 2004). Campus-based assess-
ment preserves loose coupling by delegating measurement decisions to the
institutional level. Institutions retain the authority to create their own assess-
ment plans, as long as the plans remain accountable to state interests in the
efficient and effective delivery of undergraduate education.
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Autonomy for Academic Program Creation Rather Than 
Centralized Approval Processes

In the interest of financial accountability to taxpayers, state governments have
attempted to limit program duplication within public higher education sys-
tems. Proposals for new academic programs and degrees are often subject to
review by state coordinating boards. Dill (2001), however, argued that “pro-
gram review procedures in the United States and other countries are becom-
ing overwhelmed, and universities are complaining about their inability to
respond quickly to public needs for innovative programs” (24). In this instance,
accountability mechanisms may actually make institutions less responsive to
public needs. (See Table 7.2.)

Loosely coupled program approval processes are needed to ensure both
financial accountability and institutional autonomy to develop new degree
programs. States legislatures can delegate to public institutions the power to
create new degree programs in areas designated “high need” or “state priority.”
States may identify significant labor market needs in areas such as allied
health, high technology, or K–12 science and math education. Institutions
would have the autonomy to create new degree programs in these priority
areas but would still be subject to state-level reviews for new programs in non-
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Policy inducements Not prescriptive; allows insti-
tutional flexibility for imple-
mentation

Incentives contingent on
responsiveness to state 
priorities

TABLE 7.2.
Recommendations for Loosely Coupled Governance Systems

Structures and Policies Autonomy Accountability

Customized performance
measurement 

Institutions select indicators
and measures of effectiveness 

Indicators must be aligned
with state priorities

Autonomy for academic pro-
gram creation

Institutions have the flexibil-
ity to quickly create new aca-
demic programs

Flexibility is provided in
areas designated “high need”
by state government

Campus-based assessment Measurement decisions dele-
gated to the campus level

Assessment plans must be
responsive to state interests
in improving undergraduate
education

Capacity-building audits Campus leaders are empow-
ered to enact and monitor an
agenda for improvement 

Accountability becomes an
explicit role for campus 
leaders; no need for costly
oversight from external
authorities 



priority areas. In this way, institutions are unburdened from state-level over-
sight but remain accountable to state policy priorities.

Summary of Governance Recommendations

Loosely coupled governance systems employ structures and policies that foster
high levels of both public accountability and institutional autonomy. This sec-
tion of the chapter identified five structures and policies that reflect a loosely
coupled relationship between state governments and public campuses (sum-
marized in Table 7.2). Formal structures and policies are important because
they affirm and legitimize the loosely coupled relationship between states and
campuses. But they do not explain how loosely coupled governance systems are
created and sustained. The next section of this chapter explains how loosely
coupled systems originate, and how campus leaders and state policy makers
can maintain these systems once they have been established.

CREATING AND SUSTAINING A LOOSELY COUPLED
GOVERNANCE SYSTEM

Couplings are produced and reproduced through social cognitions and
thought patterns that reflect collectively shaped images of the relationship
between coupling elements (Spender and Grinyer, 1995; Weick, 1988). Over
time, coupling elements converge on a particular image for the relationship.
Tight couplings are produced by images that depict separate interests; in this
instance, thought patterns reinforce notions of dominance by one party and
compliance for the other. Loose couplings are constructed through images that
depict shared commitments.

Shared Commitments

Shared commitments are conscious, intentional, public statements that reveal
mutually agreed upon motivations and justifications for action (Staw, 1980).
Public statements of shared commitment enable organizational members and
external constituents to transcend mere shared perceptions and values and
enter into a community of practice that sustains purposive action. Shared com-
mitments are oriented toward action and have a self-sustaining capacity once
they have been initiated. In other words, once a shared commitment has been
articulated publicly, it becomes much more difficult to dissolve, because both
parties have a stake in its continuation (Weick, 1988).
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Spender and Grinyer (1995) claimed that shared values alone are insuffi-
cient to initiate and sustain loose coupling. Instead, shared commitments
toward institutional improvement are needed to alleviate tendencies to revert
to tighter coupling (i.e., enforce accountability through compliance) or drift
toward decoupling (i.e., autonomy without concern for accountability). In
higher education governance systems, shared commitments provide a common
framework for addressing expectations for public accountability and institu-
tional autonomy. Shared commitments ensure that the autonomous behaviors
of institutions are reconciled with systemic interdependences and collective
goals rather than idiosyncratic preferences. Institutions engage in autonomous
behaviors, but their behaviors are guided by commitments shared between the
state and the campuses. Formalized mechanisms for tight coupling between
the campus and state are unnecessary when institutional activities originate
from an a priori framework of collective understanding.

Shared commitments are critical prerequisites for loosely coupled gover-
nance. Policy reforms that seek loose coupling may be ineffective if states and
campuses do not share commitments toward institutional improvement. Policy
incentives, customized performance measurement systems, and capacity-
building audits are unlikely to effect changes in institutional behavior if states
and campuses have not articulated a common vision for the future. Campus-
based assessment systems and degree approval processes are unlikely to address
state needs when institutions and state actors have differing conceptualizations
of policy priorities. Shared commitments provide the foundation for a loosely
coupled relationship built on publicly expressed visions for future courses of
action. Once shared commitments are in place, the level and quality of trust
among system actors may determine whether shared commitments and loose
coupling can be sustained.

Trust

The conceptual literature on trust is extensive, and this chapter examines trust
only as it relates to loose coupling. (For a more comprehensive treatment, see
Hardin [2002] and Seligman [1997]. William Tierney expands on the notion
of trust in chapter 9.) Trust is a vital form of social capital in social systems
(Coleman, 1990; Putnam, 1993) and can be defined as “a psychological state
comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based upon positive expecta-
tions of the intentions or behavior of another” (Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, and
Camerer, 1998, 395).

Loose coupling depends on positive expectations that both parties will
uphold their shared commitments. Loose coupling also requires trust-based
assurances that institutions will be granted behavioral latitude, and that direct
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oversight will be minimal. In a loosely coupled system, state governments trust
that institutions will act in accordance with the public good, and institutions
trust that their autonomy will not be infringed upon by external intrusion.
Under conditions of trust, norms of secrecy are displaced by public self-dis-
closure, and preferences for direct oversight and compliance are replaced with
trust-based relationships that preserve institutional autonomy. Trust-based
relationships obviate the need for extensive oversight and ease concerns
regarding the potential for intrusions into internal institutional affairs.

It is important to acknowledge, however, that the parties in these trust-
based relationships are differentiated by asymmetric information (Barber,
1983). Administrators and faculty leaders know more about the higher educa-
tion enterprise than do external actors. The wider external community relies
on assurances that colleges will perform as expected and provide needed serv-
ices. External perceptions of consistency in the words and actions of successive
institutional administrations may strengthen such assurances over the long
term (Henkin, Singleton, Holman, and Dee, 2003). State policy makers gain
confidence in institutional leadership and trust that institutions are capable of
advancing the public good. On the other hand, institutions lose public trust
when “members of the public and stakeholder groups believe the organization
neither intends to take their interests into account, nor would it have the com-
petence/capability to act effectively even if it tried to do so” (La Porte and
Metlay, 1996, 342). Violations of trust jeopardize loose coupling and may por-
tend state-level responses that constrain institutional autonomy.

CONCLUSION

As Alexander (2000) noted, “Controversies over institutional autonomy and
government control are as ancient as universities themselves” (413–14). In
recent years, dual demands for accountability and autonomy have produced
simultaneous trends toward centralization and decentralization in the campus-
state relationship. Campus leaders and state policy makers are challenged by
seemingly paradoxical demands for compliance to the state and flexibility from
the state.

This chapter explored how the paradoxical demands of accountability and
autonomy can be addressed through a governance system that strengthens
connections between campuses and state governments. I employed a fre-
quently utilized organizational concept, loose coupling, in a different way to
delineate a framework for campus-state governance relationships. In a loosely
coupled governance system, campus leaders and state policy makers engage in
“both-and” thinking, where accountability and autonomy are viewed as mutu-
ally reinforcing constructs that advance the interests of both institutions and
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the publics they serve. I recommended five structures and policies that support
loose coupling between state governments and public colleges and universities.
These structures and policies ensure that campuses remain accountable to state
priorities but also provide significant discretion to institutions for designing
the means to achieve these goals and for selecting measures of success that per-
tain to unique campus missions.

Structures and policies are necessary but not sufficient conditions for
establishing and maintaining loosely coupled governance systems. Loosely
coupled campus-state relationships are created and sustained through trust
and a shared commitment to the public good. These shared commitments
transcend the traditional focus on measuring institutional outcomes and
instead unite campus and state leaders on an agenda for civic engagement.
When notions of the public good permeate the campus-state relationship,
accountability is not simply an aggregate of benchmarks; the public good also
entails a focus on social responsibility. And institutional autonomy is not
viewed simply in terms of a need to ensure academic freedom—it also involves
operating as a partner with the community within which the institution is
embedded and with which it has mutual obligations toward the betterment of
society.

Loosely coupled governance systems serve the public good by producing
benefits that extend beyond the institutions and state governments that par-
ticipate in them. Society at large benefits when institutions use their autonomy
to respond to state policy priorities, and the public good is advanced when
state governments ensure accountability through flexible mechanisms that pre-
serve local autonomy. Loose coupling enhances the likelihood that campus
leaders and state policy makers will work together to fulfill their mutual obli-
gations to the external constituencies that support and depend upon them.
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8

Governance in a Time of Transition

Judith A. Ramaley

It is interesting to trace the conversation about the challenges facing higher
education across the decades. Over ten years ago, Paul Ylvisaker made the case
that “each decade of [the twentieth century] has seen the pace of change
speeding up” (Ingram and Associates, 1993, 226). Ylvisaker explains:

The most problematic aspects of this change are the causes and con-
sequences of increasing diversity, the onrush of pluralism in every
aspect of life and quadrant of the globe. Spirits and voices so long
held quiescent by traditional constraints have shaken loose and been
given expression and power by today’s electronic and photonic mag-
nifications of the printing press. . . . One can therefore expect leader-
ship and decision making to become ever more precarious and
diffuse. (226)

Ylvisaker continued: “Communications technology and global migration
have made all sorts of boundaries permeable and in many ways obsolescent.
The boundaries of the campus are no exception. No longer a walled city, the
academy is more liquid than fixed” (Ingram and Associates, 1993, 227). Is it
any wonder that public and private interests are also becoming blurred?

CHALLENGES FACING HIGHER EDUCATION

The list of things that disrupt the old models of governance—institutional
purposes, societal roles, and the very nature and intentions of the classic func-
tions of research, teaching, and service—is remarkably similar from one docu-
ment to another. It usually includes “economic, political, technological, and
demographic changes of enormous magnitude” (Bracco, Richardson, Callan,
and Finney, 1999, 23). Often the expectations and pressures are contradictory.
Institutions and their boards find themselves caught between competing
demands. Down one path reside the ambitions and interests of institutions and
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their faculty, and down the other is “the financial, strategic and public-policy
demands of their state” (Association of Governing Boards [AGB], 1998, 16).

Societal demands have broadened the role of academic institutions to
include a multitude of requirements. These demands have confused and
blurred our expectations about what we want from higher education: (1) a
means to the preparation of leaders for society; (2) a vehicle for the advance-
ment of opportunity in a democratic society; (3) a focus for the conduct of
research and advancement of knowledge; (4) a way to contribute to economic
development and job creation; and (5) a partner in community development.

Confounding this complexity are larger societal patterns that are reshap-
ing both the nature and the operating context of higher education. To cite
Bracco and others (1999, 23):

Demand for access to higher education from an increasingly diverse
student clientele continues to increase as changes in the economy
demand greater skills. Technological developments have created
entirely new mechanisms for the delivery of education and have
introduced new providers into the market. Global competition
threatens historical patterns of economic activity.

As campuses are expected to “serve business and industry, provide inven-
tions that will fuel the economy, improve their communities, and promote
democratic values for a diverse society” (Kezar, 2001), they must deal with
growing enrollments, a declining base of public support, a growing regulatory
overburden, and erosion in public confidence. What is to be done? 

GOVERNANCE TODAY

“Can state higher education systems designed to manage enrollment growth
under conditions of expanding prosperity meet these and other challenges of a
new century?” (Bracco et al., 1999, 23). Recent articles on higher education
have considered this question, especially in the face of growing public demands
for accountability and criticisms that higher education is failing to respond to
changing environments and societal expectations (Eckel, 2000). In many
instances, the pressures on governance are severe, splitting the debate into an
argument between two different cultures—a corporate and political model
represented by the governing board that embraces competition, strategy, and a
focus on measurable outcomes, and an academic culture, represented by the
campus community, that believes in “independence, reflection, and process”
(Ferren, Kennan, and Lerch, 2001, 9).
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The resulting struggle for a sense of shared purpose and community is
made more difficult by the lack of time, a shortage of experience in building
effective working relationships, and a tenuous connection between the
campus community and the governing board. A sense of shared purpose
would offer a first step toward a new conception of shared governance as well
as new ways to respond to changing societal expectations during a period of
growing complexity and limited financial support (Ferren et al., 2001). As
several observers have put it, the members of the campus community are
increasingly fragmented and isolated from each other as well as distanced
from their own administrators (Martin, Manning, and Ramaley, 2001)—not
to mention the members of their governing board. This fragmentation has a
decided impact on the quality of decision making, the timeliness of evalua-
tions, and the health of the consultative and participatory processes that
ensure effective governance.

If we turn to the theoretical literature on governance, we find little to
guide us as we seek to identify ways to infuse energy, purpose, and capacity
into our governance structures and processes. As Kezar and Eckel (2004)
pointed out: “Previous scholarship focused almost exclusively on structural
theories and to a lesser extent on political theories and provided little explana-
tion of, or few ideas for, improving governance” (373).

When solutions to the challenges of governance are, in fact, put forward,
they sound easy in principle. In practice, they are very hard to implement. As
Mary Burgan, former general secretary of the American Association of Uni-
versity Professors, once noted, “Shared governance is better honored in words
than in deeds” (“A question,” 1999). To make her point, Burgan quoted G. K.
Chesterton on the subject of Christianity: “It has not been tried and found
wanting; it has been found difficult and not tried.” Her prescription for shared
governance and the blending of reflection and action required in a rapidly
moving society was to “work harder to mend—not end—our commitment to
information, consultation, and deliberation. This means that all parties must
be open to surprising conclusions, to good faith deliberations, and risk-taking
during crisis times” (28). This simple, yet profound, solution places very real
obligations on all participants to provide accurate, timely information. We also
must take seriously an obligation to remain up-to-date and ready to explore
options quickly when needed, to take one another seriously, to consult before
it is too late and before options have been closed down, and to listen for the
value in one another’s perspectives.

As patterns of trust and consultation continue to break down, the roles of
governing boards, especially boards that oversee multi-campus institutions or
state systems, continue to expand. The result is the creation of ever-widening
gaps between the preoccupations of governing boards and the interests of the
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campus community they serve. Based on work by Bruce Johnstone, Fretwell
(2001) described an impressive and a frightening catalog of major decision-
making areas for which governing boards now are held accountable. The list is
daunting and includes the following:

• To determine, reaffirm, and occasionally alter the missions of the
system and its constituent campuses.

• To appoint, nurture, evaluate, and, if necessary, remove the chief
executive officer from the system and from the constituent cam-
puses or institutions.

• To advocate to the legislature, governor, and other key opinion
leaders and patrons the needs of the system.

• To advocate to the constituent campuses the needs of the state.
• To allocate missions and operating and capital resources to the

respective constituent institutions.
• To provide a liaison between the executive and legislative officers

of state government and the member campuses.
• To mediate disputes over programs and missions among con-

stituent institutions.
• To foster cooperation among campuses, which can cut both costs

and enlarge options for students.
• To audit and otherwise assess the stewardship of resources,

including the assessment of academic programs.

A more collegial form of governance calls for us to be a true community
of learners, where governance becomes a model for public problem solving
rather than primarily political negotiation (Rich and Prewitt, 2001). Such a
model requires new patterns of interaction and a new discipline of discourse.
All disciplines have a set of defining principles. This set of principles defines a
culture of evidence and inquiry, but each field or discipline interprets these in
specific ways. A discipline is bound by several factors, including the questions
asked, the way research is designed, the way scholarly work is carried out, the
interpretation and generalization of results, and the language used to discuss
the work.

The discipline of good decision making bears a close resemblance to the
expectations of any academic discipline. Governance crosses all disciplines and
is thus inherently interdisciplinary. The participants tend not to respect or
understand the perspectives of other disciplines, especially when expertise
develops from work outside of the academy (e.g., corporate or political expe-
rience) or from experience in academic management or leadership. Good gov-
ernance resembles good interdisciplinary scholarship that is directed at
pressing and practical problems, while drawing its strength and inspiration
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from the values of the academy. It is, in short, as I shall soon define, work in
Pasteur’s Quadrant.

Effective shared governance that involves governing boards, senior admin-
istration, faculty, staff, students, alumni, and community leaders is rooted in
practical outcomes, both in its inspiration and application. The pattern is clear.
Participants in shared governance (1) seek to coordinate progress in basic
knowledge with multiple forms of empirical inquiry, interventions, and the
wisdom of experience (2) conducted by a multidisciplinary professional com-
munity of people who have experience and expertise in different parts of the
enterprise (3) in order to develop an approach that would coordinate the
resources of research, development, and experience (4) to build up a systematic
base of knowledge generated by a research infrastructure that has the capacity
to do this kind of engaged work that (5) leads to better and more informed
choices on behalf of a campus community and its constituents (Ball, 2003).

It is not surprising that governing boards and shared governance fall short
of these expectations. As Lovett (2003, 21) pointed out in her observations
about what happens during meetings of system governing boards: “Except for
the obligatory references to ‘our underfunded system of higher education,’ the
state’s fiscal crisis, and the low graduation rates on some campuses, reality did
not intrude into this tableau of cheerfulness, civility, and complacency.” No
wonder boards tend to seek civility when the top public policy issues are so
formidable (AGB, 2003), for example, homeland security, affirmative action,
the deteriorating economic and fiscal environment, surging numbers of diverse
students, rapid tuition increases, the federal policy environment (reauthoriza-
tion of the Higher Education Act), federal tax policy, assessment and account-
ability, scientific research policy and controversies, such as protection of human
subjects and stem cell research, and intercollegiate athletics. None of these
topics lend themselves to easy solutions. All would benefit from new
approaches to consultative decision making and problem solving between the
governing board and campus and community members.

RETHINKING THE UNIVERSITY

The answer to the dilemma of shared governance, while complex and, as yet,
unclear, must include a change in how institutions interpret their missions.
We must seek to reconcile competing interests on campus, across institutions
within systems, and within the broader community. We must, in fact,
become engaged with society in new ways—through the design and goals of
the curriculum, through institutional relationships with the community, and,
where appropriate, through the scholarly interests and pursuits of faculty and
students.

Judith A. Ramaley 161



There are a number of reasons to invent new approaches to our institu-
tional models and to rethink how we approach the classic functions of
research, teaching, and service (Ramaley, 2001.) By doing so, we can integrate
a number of related, but often distinctive, aspirations and goals espoused by
higher education or advanced on behalf of higher education by its many con-
stituencies. It is not necessary for our systems of governance to carry the whole
burden for adapting to changing economic and social conditions, but the
impetus must be articulated there. Full support and encouragement must be
offered to those who pursue new forms of research and teaching. We can
respond to societal demands in an effective and affordable manner by rethink-
ing how aspects of scholarship can be brought together in such a way as to link
the institution more meaningfully to the larger community.

In doing so, we can address a number of otherwise conflicting demands in
an integrated manner (Ramaley, 2001), including preparing students to be
good citizens by providing them ways to help the institution itself be a good
citizen; fostering and renewing bonds of trust in the community, that is, “social
capital”; using the neutrality of the campus to provide a common ground
where differences of opinion and advocacy for particular points of view can be
addressed in an open and a constructive way and where people with similar
goals can come together and create ways to work together; enhancing the
employability of graduates by providing opportunities to build a strong resume
and to explore career goals; promoting learning both for students and for com-
munity members; creating capacity in the community to work on complex
societal problems; designing a more effective way for the campus to contribute
to economic and community development; building support for public invest-
ment in higher education, both to provide access and opportunity for students
of all backgrounds to pursue an education and to generate knowledge that will
address critical societal needs; and accomplishing a campus mission of service.

Is there a way to bring together these many goals? Many have tried over
the years to understand and then reinterpret the conception of a university to
shape campuses to both public and private ends and to broaden the working
definition of what constitutes scholarship so that both advancement of theo-
retical knowledge and investigations that address practical problems will be
supported and encouraged. The concept of the “engaged university” captures
this integration in very concrete terms. Within an engaged institution, as we
shall see, the classic traditions of research, teaching, and service will be
changed, with significant implications for faculty scholarship, the design and
intentions of the curriculum, and the mechanisms by which knowledge is gen-
erated, interpreted, and used. To get to that idea, we need first to explore some
of the earlier ideas about what a university should be.
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CONCEPTIONS OF THE UNIVERSITY AND ITS PURPOSES:
DISENGAGED OR ENGAGED?

In his The Uses of the University, Clark Kerr (2001) traces the more recent
debates about the purpose of the university and concludes with his interpreta-
tion of the contemporary American university, which he dubs the “multiver-
sity.” After dwelling a bit on the medieval origins of our current academy, he
explored “the academic cloister of Cardinal Newman” and the “research organ-
ism” of Abraham Flexner (1), which together represent the two ideal, Platonic
types from which our contemporary interpretations of the university derive.
What are these forebears of our modern institution?

Cardinal Newman derived his vision from the Platonic ideal. He insisted
on “the cultivation of the intellect, as an end which may reasonably be pursued
for its own sake. Truth of whatever kind is the proper object of the intellect”
(1960, 114). As he explained, “A university may be considered with reference
either to its Students or its Studies” (74). If the purpose of education is to cul-
tivate the intellect, what is the purpose of Studies, or as we might say today,
the disciplines? For Cardinal Newman, all branches of knowledge are con-
nected together and “complete, correct, balance each other” (75). He argued
that the university was the “high protecting power of all knowledge and sci-
ence, of fact and principle, of inquiry and discovery, of experimentation and
speculation; it maps out the terrain of the intellect” (quoted in Kerr, 2001, 2).
As far as he was concerned, useful knowledge was trash and had no place in
the academy. The special purview of the university was to raise the intellectual
tone of society, cultivate the public mind, and give “enlargement and sobriety
to the ideas of the age” (Kerr, 2001, 3).

Knowledge for its own sake and the concept of education as a means to
enrich and improve the public mind were soon eclipsed by the concept of the
research university where, as Kerr noted, “Science was beginning to take the
place of moral philosophy, research the place of teaching” (2001, 3). The
modern university, as envisioned by Abraham Flexner in 1930, was an entity
“not outside, but inside the general social fabric of a given era. . . . It is not
something apart, something historic, something that yields as little as possible
to forces and influences that are more or less new. It is on the contrary…an
expression of the age, as well as an influence operating upon both present and
future” (quoted in Kerr, 2001, 3).

Yet, even as Flexner wrote, the “modern university” he described was being
replaced by a uniquely American form that Kerr called the multiversity. As
Kerr wrote about the multiversity, other institutional types were appearing and
growing to maturity (e.g., the community college, the regional comprehensive
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university). The hegemony of research as the ideal form and function of a uni-
versity would soon be solidified as the federal government called upon univer-
sity researchers to conduct studies that would contribute to the war effort
during World War II. Soon after the war, Vannevar Bush (1980) presented to
President Truman a prospectus for a continued investment in scientific
research that was already widely believed to be “absolutely essential to national
security” (17). As he explained, “The bitter and dangerous battle against the
U-boat was a battle of scientific techniques—and our margin of success was
dangerously small” (17). Beyond the demands of national security, there also
was the connection between science and labor; work created by the technology
arises from scientific discovery.

For Bush, “Basic research is performed without thought of practical ends
. . . it results in general knowledge and an understanding of nature and its laws”
(18). Basic science was to be conducted in universities and research institutes
where “scientists may work in an atmosphere which is relatively free from the
adverse pressure of convention, prejudice or commercial necessity” (19). Gov-
ernment laboratories and private industry would translate this work into
something practical. Bush saw the conversion of basic research into practical
use as a linear process. In his model, research was kept relatively separate from
teaching. The university was still viewed as an ivory tower whose function was
to look out upon society and elevate its taste and values through the genera-
tion of basic research.

SCHOLARSHIP: DISENGAGED OR ENGAGED?

The concept of engagement entered the higher education vocabulary in the
mid-1990s. The engaged institution takes many forms—ranging from state
and land-grant universities to regional comprehensive institutions, urban uni-
versities, community colleges, and liberal arts colleges. Institutions that
embrace engagement are committed to direct interaction with external con-
stituencies and communities through the mutually beneficial exchange of ideas
and the exploration of common interests. The collaborative application of
knowledge, expertise, resources, and information addresses community prob-
lems in ways that enrich the experience of students while opening an avenue
for scholarly inquiry by both faculty and students. These interactions expand
the learning and discovery functions of the academic institution while also
enhancing community capacity. The work of the engaged institution is respon-
sive to (and respectful of ) community-identified needs, opportunities, and
goals in ways that are appropriate to the mission and academic strengths of the
campus (Holland, 2001). It is a means to contribute to the public good.
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It is possible that a concern for the public good will become the pathway
to a fresh interpretation of the role of higher education in the twenty-first cen-
tury. It also may serve as a starting point for thinking differently about the
meaning of faculty work. Most important for this context, a concern for the
public good and the practice of engagement may find expression in the com-
position and membership of governing boards, their committee structure, their
policy agenda, and their interactions with the campus community and citi-
zenry at large.

Engagement encourages a rethinking of the core of the academy—
namely, the nature of scholarship itself and our expectations for the under-
graduate experience. The goal of engaged scholarship is not to define and serve
the public good directly on behalf of society but to create conditions for the
public good to be interpreted and pursued in a collaborative mode with the
community. In contemporary society, the exercise of citizenship requires con-
stant learning and the thoughtful and ethical application of knowledge. By
including its students in engaged scholarship, an institution introduces basic
concepts and, at the same time, offers a chance to explore the application and
consequences of ideas in the company of mature scholars and practitioners
who live and work in the community.

Ernest Boyer’s (1990) early formulation of scholarship attempted to
match the faculty reward system more closely with the full range of academic
functions and to broaden the concept of scholarly work, encompassing inno-
vative approaches to teaching and service. The element of scholarship that he
called the scholarship of application explores the idea that basic research, called
the scholarship of discovery in Boyer’s model, is not the most legitimate, or even
the only legitimate, form of scholarly contributions. Boyer poses three ques-
tions that can guide one’s thinking today.

1. How can knowledge be responsibly applied to consequential
problems?

2. How can knowledge be helpful to individuals as well as institu-
tions?

3. Can social problems themselves define an agenda for scholarly
investigation?

Deborah Witte’s Higher Education Exchange (2004) examined ten years’
worth of articles on public scholarship. In her preface, she pointed out that in
each article, authors described their experiments with “a different way of relat-
ing to the community—both the university community and the community of
citizens beyond the campus” (Witte, 2004, 1). Originated before the terms
“engaged campus” or “scholarship of engagement” entered our vocabulary, the
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Higher Education Exchange helped advance these ideas and served as a forum
for examining the definitions of engagement and public scholarship.

We are still arguing about public scholarship and engagement and have
yet to agree on whether these are legitimate scholarly activities. David Brown
(2004), editor of the Higher Education Exchange, spoke to Robert Kingston,
editor of the Kettering Review, and Peter Levine, a research scholar at the Uni-
versity of Maryland’s Institute for Philosophy and Public Life. The interview
touched on all three of Boyer’s questions about the scholarship of application.
Kingston argues that researchers become public scholars “on the occasions and
to the degree that [they] use their professional way of thinking and body of
knowledge in a manner that is directly helpful to fellow citizens who are con-
fronting (with the scholar) a societal problem that affects them all, although
not all in the same way” (Brown, 2004, 17). This is Boyer’s first question, the
responsible application of knowledge. Kingston excludes the design of a spe-
cific, functional solution to a problem (Boyer’s third question).

Levine, in contrast, thinks about public scholarship and the role of the
public intellectual in three ways, touching on all of Boyer’s questions. He dis-
cusses community-based research that “involves a genuine collaboration
between professional scholars and a concrete collection of other people”
(Brown, 2004, 18). He also includes direct involvement in social movements
and public advocacy and “research about social issues, communities, or institu-
tions” (ibid., 18–19). In all of these instances, what makes the work public is
“the presence of a real dialog between the scholar and those studied” (ibid., 19)
and, in many cases, a real collaboration with members of the community.

So what does this have to do with governance? In his Afterword to the
commemorative edition of the Higher Education Exchange, David Mathews
(2004) reflected upon the institutional engagement model and its implications
for faculty work and the student experience. In passing, he pauses to comment
upon the role of trustees and governance in promoting engagement and the
public good. In the past ten years, only one article in the Higher Education
Exchange examined the civic responsibilities of governing boards or campus
governance. In an interview with David Brown in 2001, William C. Hubbard
talked about drawing his fellow trustees into a conversation about the rela-
tionship of the campus to a democratic public. Such discussions are rare, usu-
ally sidelined by more urgent matters of finance, fund-raising, and
management challenges.

After reflecting on the sparse literature regarding the duties of trustees to
engage the public and to direct attention to issues of the public good and the
importance of social responsibility, Mathews (2004) made the case that
trustees “are in a position to create more opportunities for their institutions to
engage the citizenry at large—those citizens who aren’t part of the profes-
sional constituencies, alumni organizations, and groups of financial support-
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ers that colleges and universities see every day” (86). He goes on to say that
he thinks it would be helpful to begin discussing new governance structures
that could link the academy and the public more closely. What grand idea
could guide us in thinking about this linkage? One answer is to explore the
intellectual space where theory and practice, basic research and use-inspired
research, and campus and community can come together—Pasteur’s Quad-
rant (Stokes, 1997).

A NEW INTELLECTUAL SPACE: PASTEUR’S QUADRANT

Roger Geiger (1993) has pointed out that we academics tend to picture our-
selves as “communities of scholars, free and ordered spaces, dedicated to the
unfettered pursuit of teaching and learning.” In these intellectual spheres, we
produce increasingly specialized knowledge, not “wisdom, sagacity, or liberal
learning” (335). We do not forge a meaningful link between learning and life.
Yet some of our forebearers had a very different concept of knowledge and the
role of learning in forming and preserving our way of life. For many early edu-
cators, theory and utility could be combined to create an appropriate education
for our young people. The Reverend Daniel Clark Sanders, the first president
of the University of Vermont, wrote about the purposes of a collegiate educa-
tion (quoted in Daniels, 1991, 94): “It teaches the young where are the sources
of knowledge, the means by which it is attained, where truth may be found
without error, and where wisdom has chosen her place of residence. To become
a real scholar is to be a student for life.”

How might scholarship change in order to link theory and utility? It has
been customary to distinguish basic from applied research and research from
education. By keeping these vital functions apart, we limit the productive rela-
tionship between basic research and technological innovation. Donald Stokes
articulated the concept that brings these elements together in his book Pas-
teur’s Quadrant (1997). Stokes sought a “more realistic view of the relationship
between basic research and technology policies” (2) and hence between private
interests (those of the researcher) and the public good (the advancement of
technology and its effects on society and the economy).

According to Stokes, we must connect the goals of science (to develop
theory and advance understanding) and technology (to solve practical prob-
lems and develop new useful products). To pave the way toward this kind of
integration, Stokes developed the concept of intellectual spaces that he calls
“quadrants,” defined by the balance of theory and practical use pursued. No
one wants to be in the quadrant framed by low theoretical or practical inter-
est; we trust that few projects reside there. Thomas Alva Edison’s work would
nicely describe the space framed by high interest in use and low interest in
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advancing understanding. He was “the applied investigator wholly uninter-
ested in the deeper scientific implication of his discoveries.” As Stokes
explains, “Edison gave five years to creating his utility empire, but no time at
all to the basic physical phenomena underlying his emerging technology” (24).

Niels Bohr represents the classic researcher engaged in a search for pure
understanding as he explored the structure of the atom. Occupying the fourth
quadrant is Louis Pasteur, who had a strong commitment to understanding
the underlying microbiological processes that he had discovered and, simulta-
neously, a motivation to use that knowledge to understand and control food
spoilage and microbial-based disease. He occupies his own intellectual space
where basic research is inspired by considerations of its potential use and
where research advances both theoretical (basic) knowledge and applied (prac-
tical) knowledge. Here we have Pasteur’s Quadrant. It has been my goal over
the years to encourage more work in this quadrant, while never losing sight of
the value and importance of basic research and knowledge for its own sake.

The concept of engagement is guided by the growing integration of
research and education, the development of research models that bring
together theory and practice, new forms of curricular design and expectations
about the goals and outcomes of an undergraduate education and advanced
study, and the movement from the classic concepts of research, teaching, and
service to a new approach best defined as discovery and learning in an
engaged mode. These factors will change the “terms of engagement” and
slowly merge public good, private gain, and the self-interests of higher edu-
cation institutions.

The convergence of these elements can be examined by studying the
implications of Pasteur’s Quadrant. In Pasteur’s Quadrant, the goals of discov-
ery come together with technology. In this quadrant, private gain and public
good coexist. While Stokes developed his quadrant model to map a new path
from basic research to innovation, the ideas apply equally well to curriculum,
governance, and institutions as a whole. It is time to examine how governing
boards can seek first to understand the evolving nature of the public university
in its various forms (state and land-grant university, comprehensive regional
institution, urban/metropolitan university, community college) and then
undertake their responsibility to interpret the institution, or system of institu-
tions, its mission, and its societal value to a broader audience while encourag-
ing the institutions for which they bear responsibility to interpret research and
teaching in engaged modes.

One theme here, drawn from the concept of Pasteur’s Quadrant, is that
the relationship between classic research and its applications in both the cur-
riculum and in the development of new technologies is not always linear or
derivative. In fact, it may rarely be sequential or linear as Vannevar Bush
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(1980) purported. It is both possible and often desirable to advance knowledge
while advancing educational and societal goals.

The Stokes model is a conceptual one and is not based on any close study
of the actual nature of scientific experimentation. Closer observation of the
actual practices of scientists would be required to confirm whether the theo-
retical categories that Stokes developed actually capture the major forms of
scholarship. As a framework for reconciling the apparent tensions between
public good and private gain, the model is helpful. My basic premise is that we
can contribute to the public good as a natural consequence of work valued by
both faculty and students. But research and education must be conducted
within institutions that have embraced the habits of engagement. It also is
necessary that faculty, governing boards, and administrators care about the
educational and societal implications of their work and involve students in
work that explores all facets of genuine scholarship. In the course of their
undergraduate experience, all students should pursue discovery, integration,
interpretation, and application of knowledge to real-world problems. If possi-
ble, some of this work should take place in modes common to Pasteur’s Quad-
rant, so they can acquire habits of lifelong learning now essential for the
exercise of good citizenship as well as advancement in the workplace.

THE ROLE OF THE GOVERNING BOARD IN CIVIC
ENGAGEMENT: THE EXAMPLE OF PROJECT PERICLES

Concurrent to public disinvestment in higher education, higher education
institutions have been introducing models of both education and research that
increasingly comingle public and private benefits. Many institutions are qui-
etly seeking to earn public support in new ways. In the past several years, the
importance of incorporating civic responsibility into both institutional mis-
sions and the curriculum acquired much higher visibility. It is difficult to keep
up with the articles and books being written about civic responsibility, public
scholarship, service learning, and community-based learning. Many colleges
and universities are now experimenting with a variety of approaches to learn-
ing communities, service learning, community-university partnerships, collab-
orative research models, outreach, and engagement that bring together
students, faculty, and community participants so that they may work on issues
that will affect the quality of life in communities and create opportunities for
others. These interactions create the capacity to recognize and contribute to
the public good. As students engage in service-learning activities, for example,
they also are addressing issues of concern to the broader community. Students
may frequently produce products such as studies, reports, and advice that help
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a community manage its most pressing problems. Who benefits in such a
model? Clearly everyone does. It is becoming increasingly difficult to untan-
gle the public good from private benefit.

Project Pericles, conceived by Eugene Lang, the founder of the I Have a
Dream project, offers one model of how governing boards can incorporate a
concern for the public good into their structure and agenda. Although the cur-
rent membership is drawn from a small segment of the higher education com-
munity, Project Pericles offers one way for a governing board to play a
meaningful role in linking campus and community. The board’s goal is to give
attention to public engagement and scholarship while simultaneously reflect-
ing this priority in its structure and priorities. Colleges and universities that
sign on to the Pericles project commit themselves to a promotion of civic
learning experiences as a regular part of their mission. They seek to instill in
their students “an abiding and active sense of social responsibility and civic
concern, and the conviction that the processes and institutions of our society
offer a person an opportunity to contribute meaningfully to a better world”
(Lang, personal communication, February 9, 2004). To become a “Periclean,”
an institution must meet the following criteria:

• Each Periclean, by a formal resolution of its board of trustees,
must make a commitment to the objectives associated with Pro-
ject Pericles.

• The trustees must establish and provide for maintaining a dis-
crete, standing, multi-constituency committee of the board to
oversee the implementation of the Periclean commitment.

• Each Periclean creates, develops, administers, and evaluates a
comprehensive and an ongoing program for planning, guiding,
and implementing its Periclean commitments as a recognized part
of its educational mission.

• The program provides opportunities for involving all of its con-
stituencies—trustees, president, administrators, faculty, staff, stu-
dents, and alumni—as well as the community.

In other words, Project Pericles is one answer to the question posed by
David Mathews (2004) when he wrote about the importance of looking for
“new governance structures that could link the public and the academy more
closely” (86). Macalester College, a Periclean institution, offers an interesting
institutional interpretation of the goals of the project through its Web site,
where one can find a paper by Andrew A. Latham, associate professor of polit-
ical science, associate director of the center for scholarship and teaching, and
co-director of Project Pericles. In his paper (2003), Professor Latham provides
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an introduction to the concepts of civic engagement and describes some of the
work at Macalester College that supports “civically engaged scholarly work”
(2). The Macalester model offers an interesting window into the ways that
governing boards and the broader campus community can promote engage-
ment and the work of Pasteur’s Quadrant. In Macalester’s conception, as artic-
ulated by Latham, engaged/public scholarship has several defining features, all
of which are compatible with the notion of the integration of theoretical and
use-inspired inquiry:

• Public scholarship addresses issues of pressing or persistent con-
cern to the local and global communities in which we live.

• It provides citizens and civic leaders with the dependable knowl-
edge necessary for reaching responsible public judgments and
decisions.

• It enriches public discourse on controversial issues.
• Such scholarship is directly responsive to important public con-

cerns, and/or it enlivens democratic debate and deliberation.

LIFELONG LEARNING: BEING A GOOD CITIZEN
MEANS BECOMING A STUDENT FOR LIFE

As the information age continues to develop, the role of higher education
extends further into adult life. This often is not reflected on the docket of the
governing board or in its committee structure. It also does not usually appear
in the form of interactions and consultations that the governing board has with
its many constituencies. Until recently, lifelong learning was thought of as
“continuing education” and was the purview of continuing education divisions
and professional societies. In a survey conducted for the Kellogg Commission
(1999), 91 percent of respondents agreed that “lifelong learning” is defined as
“the process of intellectual and professional renewal that leads to both personal
enrichment and occupational growth” (10). This definition has some signifi-
cant limitations, because it fails to draw the educational needs of adults into
the heart of the academic programs of an institution or onto the agenda of the
governing board.

First, the term renewal fails to take into account the growing need for the
continuous creation, acquisition and application of knowledge, and the pat-
terns of learning associated with “reflective practitioners.” In addition, the term
personal enrichment overlooks the importance of lifelong learning for fostering
both effective citizenship and community development. Third, the definition
focuses exclusively on individuals and fails to take into account the building of
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intellectual and problem-solving capacities of groups of people in neighbor-
hoods, communities, and organizations. Perhaps most important, the defini-
tion fails to address the importance of applying skills and knowledge to solve
new kinds of problems that often are disputed and poorly defined.

Continuing education divisions still offer valuable programming for pro-
fessionals, and, no doubt, will continue to do so, but it is now becoming clear
that lifelong learning is an essential condition for sustaining our democratic way
of life as well as for solving practical problems while contributing to our fund
of knowledge and theory at the same time—the defining qualities of Pasteur’s
Quadrant. We need to capture the importance of an enlightened and a capable
citizenry to the democratic way of life and the maintenance of our sense of
community through the generation of greater social and human capital.

The entire university community must accept the challenges of this kind of
learning. The changing societal conditions that will reshape our approach to
lifelong learning and the role that universities will play in the generation of
community capacity as well as the promotion of personal and occupational
enrichment are complex. We must consider a number of issues that are only
now beginning to enter our thinking or even our sense of responsibilities as
scholars and educators. A learning organization has many features that require
a new approach to both shared and individual lifelong learning. According to
David Garvin (2000), “a learning organization is an organization skilled at cre-
ating, acquiring, interpreting, retaining, and transferring knowledge; and at pur-
posefully modifying its behavior based on new knowledge and insights” (11).

Among the societal functions that now require the formation of commu-
nities of learning or learning organizations are: (1) the changing role of learn-
ing within larger organizations as a mechanism for better product quality and
customer service; (2) the movement toward community-based decision
making in school systems, health care delivery, social service delivery, and eco-
nomic and community development, and the need to provide support for the
continuous learning that community decision-making groups must undertake
if they are to make wise choices; (3) the expansion of integrative models that
blend both pre-service and in-service training (i.e., professional development)
as well as community-based research in settings such as school systems, social
service agencies, and health care environments; and (4) new options for under-
taking college-level work in alternative settings, such as high schools, and new
forms of educational articulation that provide better access and opportunity for
additional education involving more complex pathways and more effective
educational and career planning.

All of these models represent examples of collaborative learning within
groups and organizations. Most begin to blur the edges of our traditional cat-
egories of teaching, research, and service and represent variations of “engage-
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ment” in which knowledge is generated, applied, and interpreted in a collabo-
rative mode. Learning is becoming a more complex concept that includes all
aspects of scholarly work (discovery, integration, interpretation, and applica-
tion) conducted by different groups of people in a variety of settings. It is no
longer simply the effective absorption of knowledge transmitted by an expert.
Many of these approaches depend upon inter-institutional alliances as well as
institutional support structures that must be designed and used effectively to
blend discovery, learning, and innovation in new and productive ways.

In this conception, lifelong learning must be both an avenue for sustain-
ing individual skills and competence as well as the shared competencies of
groups and organizations. In addition, lifelong learning will increasingly
include a component of discovery and application rather than the absorption
of knowledge recently generated by others. It will mean an integration of
research and continuing professional development that advances theoretical
knowledge while addressing practical problems and advancing the skill and
knowledge of all of the participants.

DEFINING CHARACTERISTICS OF A TWENTY-FIRST
CENTURY UNIVERSITY: SCHOLARSHIP DIRECTED

TOWARD THE PUBLIC GOOD

What kind of college or university can provide a supportive environment for
engaged scholarship and the formation of learning communities? What might
be the features of such an entity? In outline, here is one model to consider. The
assumption underlying this description is that any engaged institution will be
closely linked to other educational and societal institutions in order to create
the context and capacity for engaged research and education.

•  The primary purposes of twenty-first century engaged higher education
institutions are to conduct research on important problems, ideas, and ques-
tions; to promote the application of current knowledge to societal problems;
and to prepare students to address these issues through a curriculum that
emphasizes scholarly work in both the liberal arts and in the professions,
where learning is advanced in a mode that encourages civic commitments and
social responsibility.

•  Scholarly work consists of discovery, integration of new knowledge into
an existing discipline or body of knowledge, interpretation to a variety of audi-
ences, and application of knowledge to a variety of contemporary questions. In
an engaged institution, all faculty, staff, and students can and should engage in
scholarly work, either to address societal concerns, to strengthen the educa-
tional environment, or to promote effective use of campus resources.
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•  Faculty, staff, and students will participate in diverse forms of scholarly
work at different times in their careers. No single profile can properly accom-
modate disciplinary differences and individual interests effectively.

•  The classic tripartite mission of research, instruction, and service must
support a full range of inquiry and application both within the curriculum and
research environments created by the institution and in field, community, and
other applied settings. Campuses cannot and must not be insular. Scholarly
work that involves instruction and research combined with service must be
valued, rigorously reviewed, and effectively rewarded.

•  Although many institutions are oriented to address directly the social
and economic problems of our society, the engaged institution is distinguished
by the comprehensiveness of its academic mission, its range of graduate and
undergraduate programs, the effective integration of scholarship and service
within both the curriculum and the research mission, and the integral involve-
ment of students in the generation and application of knowledge.

•  Success in the college or university of the future will be defined by the
rigor of scholarly work; the quality of the educational experience of under-
graduate, graduate, and professional students; the effectiveness of the partner-
ships that link the university with the community; and the impact of the
institution on the quality of life of citizens of the state, the nation, and the
world.

CONCLUSION

The challenge of engagement is really to bring together life and work—in the
lives of our students and faculty, in the collective work of our institutions, and
in our working relationships with the broader community. All of our discus-
sions about the conditions required for engagement and the role of governing
boards in creating these conditions have at their heart the problem of achiev-
ing coherence and integrity to allow personal meaning and intellectual work to
come together: for us, for our disciplines, for our departments, and for our
institutions. True engagement offers the opportunity to experience learning in
the company of others in a situation where learning has consequences and
where individuals are respected and given voice. It is in this process of mutual
inquiry where contributions can be made to the public good while at the same
time advancing the personal and private interests of the participants. It is this
blending of the personal and the public that will help us resolve the tensions
that now exist between the expectations of society and its elected representa-
tives, on the one hand, and the higher education community, on the other,
about the appropriate roles and responsibilities of higher education in con-
temporary society.
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In an engaged institution, an ideal education lies between the two poles of
experience and purpose, thought and action, and self-realization and social
responsibility. An education is meaningful when it liberates the spirit and feeds
the soul and at the same time prepares us to make good decisions, contribute
to public life, and live as responsible citizens of our democracy. To foster a soci-
ety in which learning has consequences, our colleges and universities must
direct themselves to bringing together public purposes and private benefits.
The public good and private benefit cannot and must not remain competing
alternatives. The basic premise of this chapter is that individual aspirations and
personal goals can be most productively advanced when research and educa-
tion are inspired by both a thirst for knowledge and a desire for practical out-
comes. It is the responsibility of the governing board to reflect upon the
convergence of public and private interests and to represent these interests in
its membership, its committee structure, and its policy agenda. The governing
board must pay attention to the issue of public scholarship and help the insti-
tution(s) for which it exercises the duty of stewardship and care to explore the
implications and challenges of life in Pasteur’s Quadrant.
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Trust and Academic Governance

A Conceptual Framework 

William G. Tierney

In the last decade, students of organizational behavior have developed a theo-
retical interest in trust, motivated in part by a desire to understand how to
bring about cooperative behavior (Kramer and Tyler, 1996). Lack of trust, or
distrust, generates one set of conditions for civic engagement. Trust and trust-
worthiness generate another. What are the conditions for change when trust
exists? How does trust come about? Who is able to engender trust? Scholars
have asked such questions in order to consider how to improve organizational
effectiveness. Whereas some have pointed out how power, authority, or con-
tractual arrangements might bring about desired goals, others have asked what
part trust plays in sustaining cooperation and, in turn, enhancing organiza-
tional effectiveness (Gambetta, 1988; Luhmann, 1988; Tyler and Degoey,
1995).

In what follows, I examine the faculty’s role in governance at one institu-
tion, offering a provisional schema for how to think about trust in academic
organizations. I begin with an overview of two contrasting frameworks that
may be used to analyze trust. I suggest that a cultural framework offers more
useful possibilities for understanding organizational trust than does a rational
choice framework. I focus on two key concepts that utilize a cultural frame-
work for examining organizational life. I then offer one portrait of trust based
on research that I have done over the last two years. My purpose here is not to
provide a replicable conceptual framework for trust, since the idea is far too
untested to make such a claim. Rather, I offer the schema as a trial of some
ideas in order to expand research into relatively new terrain, and, of conse-
quence, to improve academic organizations.
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TRUST IN ACADEMIC LIFE: RATIONAL CHOICE
AND CULTURAL FRAMEWORKS

Although the concept of organizational trust is related in various ways to
interpersonal and societal trust, I concentrate here on the conditions for creat-
ing trust in an academic organization. In the end, psychological or normative
accounts of how an individual creates trust in his or her life differ considerably
from an organization’s constituents’ ability to create the conditions for trust.
Similarly, a citizen’s trust in government differs from an individual’s trust in his
or her organization. My focus here is on trust within organizations.

Trust within a rational choice framework: A great deal of research on trust
has utilized a rational choice perspective. The unit of analysis is the individual
who exists within a social structure. Rational choice theorists assert that trust
is an individual’s subjective assumption about what is going to happen
(Hardin, 1993; Morse, 1999; Dunn, 1988). The trusted have incentives to ful-
fill the trust, and the trusters have information and knowledge that enable
them to trust. Thus by a series of complex rational expectations, individuals
come to trust others.

James Coleman, a leading proponent of rational choice theory, has
described the commonsensical idea that “social interdependence and systemic
functioning arise from the fact that actors have interests in events that are fully
or partially under the control of others” (1990, 300). Continuing from this
observation, he argued that the actors are necessarily engaged in an exchange
relationship that encourages trust to develop because it is in the interest of
both parties. While his assessment of the nature of social relations goes well
beyond the idea that society consists of a set of individuals acting independ-
ently from one another, Coleman and other rational choice theorists (Putnam,
1995) assumed that conditions for trusting relationships can be replicated,
irrespective of the context and the individual.

Trust is a two-party relationship in which an individual commits to an
exchange before knowing whether the other individual will reciprocate. The
focus of the exchange occurs within a structure of relationships where the
motives for trust are instrumental. The researcher investigates the incentives
involved in getting the trusted to do what is obligated, and the knowledge
needed by the truster to trust. Social obligations, expectations, norms, and
sanctions are primary arrangements used to build trust. When trust is absent,
or does not develop, it is primarily because of the pathologies of the individu-
als involved in the interactions. When trust exists, it is because the individuals
have utilized the structures in a manner that fosters trusting relationships.

The concern with rational choice when one thinks of colleges or univer-
sities pertains as much to ideological notions of the world as to an individual’s
ability to create change in his or her life and work within an organization. That
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is, rational choice theorists hold an implicit assumption that a structure exists,
but an explicit analysis that an overriding ideological view of the world is
framed within that structure is absent. One understands how different phe-
nomena function by analyzing the social networks of individuals within these
structures. Those who are unsuccessful can change by altering their view of the
world and trying to fit within the overarching structure. Structures from this
perspective are neutral and not powerful forces that reinforce ideological
hegemony. Trust comes about when individuals hold views of the world that
are in sync with the structures in which they reside.

Trust within a cultural framework: An alternative view is to conceive of
organizations as social structures that individuals construct and reconstruct. A
cultural view of the organization forces an analysis not only of structures but
also of the social contexts and histories in which these structures are embed-
ded. Trust gets contextualized and understood not only from an individualis-
tic standpoint but also from a vantage point that seeks to interpret how actors
define the individual and how that individual acts and reacts within the
organization (Seligman, 1997). From this perspective, one seeks to under-
stand the social bonds and shared identities that enable trust to occur. The
focus is on the internal dynamics within the organization as well as on the
social forces that help shape the organization. Feelings of a shared identity
and interpersonal connections need not be shaped to an impersonal and
impervious structure but instead have broad leeway for interpretation and
reinterpretation, as individuals enter and exit the organization, relating to it
differently over time.

In this framework, rather than pawns within a rigid structure, individuals
become social decision makers. Whereas a rational choice framework seeks to
understand how individuals might align themselves to the structure, a cultural
view enables the researcher to see the organization in much more fluid terms.
Organizations simply do not bend one way or another but have ideological
parameters framed in part by the larger social structure. The challenge for the
researcher, then, is not figuring out how to align individuals with predeter-
mined social structures but instead figuring out how relationships that build
commonalities across differences might be developed, promoting agency
within individuals.

In order to elaborate on how trust operates within a cultural framework I
turn now to two key components that help frame how trust becomes under-
stood in an organization. The first component pertains to how an organiza-
tion’s members come to hold shared experiences. How a culture’s participants
make meaning is an important part of whether trust is pervasive, fleeting, or
absent. The second component addresses how one learns about shared experi-
ences. The socializing experiences of new members as well as the reiterated
interactions and experiences that individuals have with one another lead to the
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kinds of epiphenomenal interpretations of organizational life that enable trust
to occur.

Trust as shared experience: Trust does not come about without a framework
and language for common understanding. As Russell Hardin noted, “When I
trust you in the sense that your interests encapsulate mine in at least the matter
with respect to which I trust you, we can, naturally, be said to share interests
to some extent” (2002, 144). One way to share interests is by common inter-
pretation. Two parties view events similarly when they have a mutual interest
in attaining the same goal and see the path to that goal in a similar manner.
Trust occurs when both parties share interests such that what is good for one
party is also good for the other. Such a view is context specific; one party trusts
the other on a specific issue, but both parties may not have developed a gen-
eralized trust.

Common interpretations, however, can never be assumed. Individuals
arrive to an organization with their own unique histories and ways of viewing
events. For example, if a college president concludes that his or her institution
is in fiscal jeopardy, it does not mean that the faculty will come to the same
conclusion. A rational choice perspective, however, assumes otherwise, arguing
that when two people are faced with a choice and share the same information
and the same values, they must rationally make the same decision.

Proponents of a cultural framework disagree. A cultural view acknowl-
edges that perfect information does not exist, and that many viewpoints exist
about a particular issue (Tierney, 1988). The challenge for the organizational
leader turns less on collecting and disseminating perfect data so that everyone
will view the information in a similar manner and more on how to build an
organizational culture that incorporates multiple viewpoints and calls upon
cultural symbols, rituals, and communicative processes to highlight organiza-
tional goals and overriding ideologies. From this perspective, trust develops
through the ability of individuals to communicate cultural meanings rather
than rational facts.

The adult learns to trust as a means of cooperation. Russell Hardin spoke
of “encapsulated trust” (2002). Individuals trust one another because it is in
their mutual interest to take each other’s involvement in the same matter seri-
ously. Such a view incorporates parts of a rational view but, ultimately, it is
inherently subjective. That is, encapsulated trust assumes that individuals
make rational choices about trust, and in part, those choices are framed by the
psychological backgrounds of the parties. However, the focus of encapsulated
trust is not only on future expectations of what will occur but also on past
interactions and interpretations. In an organization, encapsulated trust takes
place when an individual enters into a trusting relationship because of his or
her particular view of the organizational world, a view framed in part by the
culture of the organization. The mores of the organization, the symbolic and
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communicative processes that exist, and a host of cultural artifacts enter into
how cooperation is likely to occur.

Although there are plenty of stories of office rivalries, demagogic man-
agers, and petty intrigue, a significant body of research highlights the impor-
tance of cooperation in organizations. This line of research views individuals
as decision makers and active agents who are likely to perform better in an
environment that exists through reciprocal obligations rather than individual-
ized desires and wants. The research moves, then, from atomistic analyses that
center on an individual’s rational choices within predetermined structures
toward an understanding of how social connections within an organization are
developed, maintained, and enhanced. Other than highly contractual arrange-
ments where all parties are clear about how each is to respond to different sit-
uations, what kind of relationships might engender trust? 

Academic organizations exemplify the kind of cultural entities where trust
has the potential to flourish. A great many people stay in the academy for a
significant length of time, and they generally interact with one another
because they desire to rather than because of a command. Long-term working
relationships are most successful when they embody encapsulated trust. The
social context of the college or university has relied more on a sense of colle-
giality than a legalistic contract. In this light, trust is an orientation toward the
organization and toward one another that cannot be precisely or neatly sum-
marized as “rational.” One has faith that because one works in the organiza-
tion, and because the participants in the organization have a particular history
with one another, the organization will respond in ways that reinforce trust.

Trust as learned experience: One can neither command nor coerce an indi-
vidual to trust. Although an individual may do what a superior wants because
the latter has power over or has coerced the individual, trust will not be part of
the interaction (Luhmann, 1980). A professor may demand certain behaviors
from students because of the role that each inhabits. Similarly, if individuals in
an organization constantly receive messages that command them to act in one
way or another, they may do what they are told. But trust has nothing to do
with these interactions. For there to be a trusting relationship it is necessary to
believe that the relationship one has with the other individual is useful; the
truster also must have confidence in the other individual. While an element of
risk is always involved, because one can never be certain that the trusted party
will do what is expected, the interactions always occur within the ongoing
social contexts of the organizational actors. Trust is learned.

At the most elemental level, an infant learns to trust a parent. The infant
is helpless and hopefully learns through repeated actions to trust the parent.
When an infant cries and the parent picks him or her up, this is not solely a
functional act. The infant learns that he or she matters to the parent. The
parent is trustworthy. To be sure, there are numerous examples in which an
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infant does not learn such a lesson, and some will suggest that trust is instead
“imprinted” on an infant. But from a cultural perspective, the infant-parent
connection is perhaps the clearest example of trust as learned experience.

Trust, then, is enwrapped in cultural contexts. At the organizational level,
the assumption that trust is learned behavior suggests that of necessity one
investigate the socializing mechanisms and processes that induct the individ-
ual into the culture. Academic life is imbued with socializing experiences. Ini-
tiates learn a great deal about academe as soon as, if not before, they become
recruits; that is, in graduate school. Institutional pecking orders, the impor-
tance of research, how one works with one’s colleagues, and what is and is not
important are all lessons that individuals learn en route to the PhD. Although
these lessons are frequently implicit rather than explicit, one should not over-
look their symbolic importance. Similarly, when one arrives on campus as a
new assistant professor, the diverse experiences that occur make an inevitable
imprint about the organizational culture. How an individual achieves tenure,
what one has to do to achieve it, and the inevitable aspects surrounding
departmental politics will all teach lessons to the initiate.

Because individuals will interpret events differently, my point here is not
to suggest that socialization is a lockstep process that moves individuals
through academic life as if they are on a production line in a factory. Indeed,
one’s past experiences and the different ways organizations treat individuals
both lead to differential interpretations. A new assistant professor whose par-
ents were faculty will arrive at the institution with a different set of assump-
tions than someone who is the first in the family to attend college. In an
engineering department, the same kind of tenure process may be assumed for
everyone, but that process may be experienced differently depending on one’s
gender. A woman who is the only female in the department may have very dif-
ferent interpretations about what one needs to do to achieve tenure compared
to a man, who might not feel at all out of place.

Thus an individual’s experiences and an organization’s socializing
processes have a significant impact on what one learns about trust. The culture
of the organization provides a variety of symbolic processes to teach individu-
als about trust. An individual receives one message when at the start of the
school year a college president says that teaching is important, for example,
and another message when a colleague is denied tenure because of a lack of
research. In contrast, consider a university in which the message from the
provost is that individuals should take intellectual risks, and the faculty are fre-
quently rewarded when they take such risks. In the former example, individu-
als learn not to trust what the president says, and in the latter, they learn to
trust what emanates from the provost. Learning is rarely a singular event but
is rather ongoing and multidimensional.
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METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

To provide a sense of these admittedly abstract terms, I turn here to a case
study that highlights how trust operates at one institution, with particular
regard to faculty involvement in governance. The data were collected by a case
study in which thirty-one individuals were interviewed during one academic
year; these individuals were asked about their perceptions of the role of the
faculty in the governance of the university. Follow-up interviews took place
via the Internet and the phone. The point here, of course, is not to suggest
that trust operates in this manner in all locations but instead to offer an indi-
vidual case study in order to be able to advance the notion of trust in academic
organizations.

I utilized a qualitative research design in order to give voice to different
constituencies and actions. As with any qualitative study, numerous method-
ological possibilities exist. I could have conducted a life history, multiple inter-
views of one group (e.g., faculty) across numerous campuses, portraiture,
cultural biography, and the like. I chose a case study based on the points raised
in the previous section. My intent was to understand the cultural dynamics
within an organization. The intense focus on one individual or snapshots of
numerous individuals irrespective of site would not have been able to generate
contextual data that enabled the ability to understand how members learned
to trust (or not). Thus I utilized a case study.

A case study approach is a useful method for this investigation, given that
significant contextual relevance can be created (Bogdan and Biklen, 1998). To
be sure, as Clark has noted, “No one method of social inquiry is ideal. The
approach of open-ended field interviewing on which I rely is deficient in its
inability to demonstrate representativeness and in its loose control of bias in
deciding what will be reported. But it is better to suffer the slings of such selec-
tion than the sorrows of superficial responses than inhere when respondents
answer mail questionnaires by simply checking boxes or circling numbers
opposite prepared answers unable to explain what they individually mean”
(Clark, 1987, xxvi).

Accordingly, some may think that the particular has been emphasized at
the expense of generalizing the findings. However, as noted at the outset of the
chapter, I am not trying to generalize. Scholars in this area first need to come
to terms with the parameters of organizational trust and then eventually move
on to testing different hypotheses.

I identified interviewees with the initial help of a contact person and
according to criteria I had set, such as the informant’s role in governance. Once
on campus, interviewees also suggested additional persons with whom I
should speak. To the extent possible, I sought a diverse sample rather than
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trying to get everyone with a similar viewpoint. For example, I sought indi-
viduals who had been at the institution for many years, those who were new-
comers, and faculty from multiple disciplines in order to gain diverse
perspectives on governance. To enhance trustworthiness, I also conducted
hour-long interviews with campus members who represented a cross-section
of perspectives and vantage points on governance (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992).
Some individuals were supporters of the governance process, and others inter-
preted governance from a different perspective. Although individuals were free
to decline to be interviewed, everyone agreed to speak to me. Interviewees
included the president, provost, leaders of the faculty senate, deans, junior and
senior faculty, and faculty from the humanities, social sciences, and profes-
sional schools. I also made sure to interview a mix of male and female faculty.
In addition to interviews, I collected and reviewed campus documents, includ-
ing faculty handbooks, presidential speeches, strategic plans, and minutes from
meetings in which decision making took place.

Insofar as the framework is trying to understand the perspectives and
interpretations of individuals within an organization’s culture, I utilized an
interpretive perspective; intentions, circumstances, and actions were carefully
considered and filled with multiple meanings (Denzin, 1989). I did not assume
that the organization’s “reality” awaited me to find and discover it. Instead, I
worked from a constructionist perspective that sought to understand how the
participants made sense of that reality. This perspective is not predictive; it
seeks to make sense out of social interaction within a particular context. My
purpose in developing a diverse sample was to ensure that I had as complete
an interpretation of events and activities as possible rather than only one inter-
pretation. I analyzed and coded the data using a grounded theory method that
sought to develop themes inductively through a constant comparison of data
(Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Interviews were transcribed by three methods:
taping, taking notes, and, on a few occasions, simply listening and writing up
a short summary immediately afterwards. Different methods of transcription
bring forth different kinds of data, which is an additional way to check one’s
findings. I triangulated data through interviews, document analysis, focus
groups, and secondary follow-up interviews. I utilized a pseudonym to disguise
the institution and to provide generic identifiers (e.g., “a senior professor”) to
mask the identities of the interviewees.

PRAIRIE HOME COMPANION UNIVERSITY

Prairie Home Companion University (PHCU) is a large public institution
with a history of successful shared governance. The institution has been in
existence for over a century, and faculty have been centrally involved in gover-
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nance from its inception. The main organ of governance is the faculty senate
and an executive council. In addition, a shared congress includes staff and stu-
dents. Senior administrators serve on the academic senate, and the faculty and
administration have a tradition of working together to solve problems. The
senate and its executive committee are well funded and staffed with a suite of
offices and five full-time employees; more importantly, the culture of the uni-
versity both expects and rewards faculty involvement in governance.

When asked what advice faculty would give to a new president, a consis-
tent theme emerged. “He has to get to know the faculty; don’t go around us,”
said one. Another added, “We would never hire someone who was uncom-
fortable with the tradition around here of consultation.” A third said, “He had
better take governance seriously. Someone from a radically different kind of
place would have a pretty steep learning curve.” A fourth added, “Embrace the
governance structure. It’s the way we do things.” A final person said, “See the
faculty as an ally. I know that’s not the way it is at other places, but here we all
see the need to get along and work with one another.”

Similar kinds of comments occurred when individuals spoke about faculty
involvement at PHCU: “We expect leadership from the faculty. You have
tenure, so use it.” A second person contrasted his experience at PHCU with
other institutions: “We have a stronger governance system here than at other
places. Faculty expect to be consulted, and by and large, we are.” “Don’t get the
wrong impression,” said another. “This is not a democracy without flaws. Fac-
ulty have their typical turf battles, and we avoid difficult decisions. Faculty still
make the process slower than it should be. But if you’re interested in faculty
engagement, I’d say for the kind of institution this is we are aware of what’s
going on.” A fourth person concurred: “Faculty are never satisfied. They will
always say they want more consultation, but when I look at other places, this
place is far better than most, and it functions pretty well.” In an interview with
two individuals, one said, “Some issues are perennial, and you wonder why we
keep repeating ourselves.” The other summarized, “But it goes to the heart of
involvement. Faculty feel they can speak up on anything, and they do.”

Individuals also felt included in decisions at their school and department
levels. “I’m not sure if it comes from the top or the bottom, but people’s voices
are heard here,” said one. “Department meetings are, on the whole, collegial,
and if a dean ignored us, he’d be in trouble.” Another added, “At my previous
university, department meetings were a joke. They were never held, and if they
were, no one went. Here they’re important.” A dean noted, “When I came here
I learned pretty darn quick to involve the faculty. Part of it is being a public.
Also where we’re located. People expect discussion and debate.”

Communication appeared to play a role in faculty engagement. “This is a
big institution with a small college feel to it,” said one person. Another
remarked, “I suppose, no, I know, people who can ignore governance here and

William G. Tierney 187



get lost in their labs and research. But the tilt is toward involvement rather
than away from it. When you hear what’s going on, you’re supposed to be an
active listener, rather than passive.” When asked how he finds out about what’s
going on at the institution, a third suggested, “I guess I find out in lots of ways.
E-mail. Newspapers. Reports. Word of mouth. It’s sort of like the sports page.
You can ignore it, but usually from osmosis you just know.” A leader in the
senate explained, “We work at trying to communicate, to let the faculty know
what’s going on. It’s hard with so much competing for faculty attention, but
it’s imperative.”

One example of faculty engagement pertained to a search for a new pres-
ident. When the current president took a job at another institution, the
PHCU Board of Trustees created a search committee that contained relatively
few faculty. “They made a mistake,” commented one person. “It creates bad
faith. There are fewer faculty on this search than the last one.” Another person
explained, “It was a misstep on their part, but off the record I’ve heard from
the chair and understand why it was done. They’ll still take our voice into
account.” A third person concurred, noting, “There is a growing consensus
amongst the faculty about who we want, and we have been quietly writing let-
ters to the search committee. Senior faculty and university professors also have
written. I don’t know what the outcome will be, but I’m sure we’ll be listened
to.” A fourth person added, “The board knows to avoid conflict, so I’m not sure
why they created a committee with so few faculty, but we also have used infor-
mal channels, and I’d be surprised if they chose someone out of step with the
faculty.”

Three interesting points arise in the responses to the presidential search
committee. First, although the interviewees viewed the structure of the search
committee as important, they also were not overly concerned that the structure
did not meet their expectations. Rather, the culture of the organization is what
mattered. The means of communication and the shared belief that they would
be heard enabled the faculty to focus on whom they should hire as president
rather than on the structure utilized to make that decision. Second, not all
voices are equal. University professors (campus-wide, endowed chairs with
tenure) play an important role in the organization. When they express an
opinion, the expectation is not that what they say will be agreed to, but that
they, as faculty, will be heard. Third, a presidential search is an unusual case. A
college president is ordinarily a key actor in creating and maintaining (or
destroying) the conditions for trust. Here, then, we have an example in which
the culture has created trust through shared and learned experiences, so that
even when the president is not involved, trust thrives.

This example also demonstrates the importance placed on socialization.
Indeed, one key concern of the faculty is that individuals new to the organiza-
tion have different expectations and obligations. One person stated, “I suppose
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it’s common everywhere, but the younger ones seem less involved; they want
to focus more on their research or have national ambitions.” A second
observed, “There’s increasing pressure to increase our research standing, and
you can’t do everything. It takes away from service. It’s not a crisis, because
there are still many of us involved, but I wonder if that will change.” A third
continued, “When crises erupt, people come out of the woodwork, but in the
meantime everyone goes about their business. I’m not sure, though, if we’re in
a new ball game. Everyone seems so busy, and governance takes so much time.
We should streamline the process.” A department chair commented, “If I were
to make a prediction I’d say that faculty will still be involved in ten years at the
department level, but less so at the university level. It’s not that they’re unin-
terested in university politics. It’s that there’s no time, so you make choices.”
Another interviewee agreed, saying, “I think there has been an erosion of fac-
ulty governance. It’s nothing overt, or a power grab, it’s just the times.”

Although senior faculty felt that early career faculty seemed disengaged,
assistant professors and new faculty had a different opinion. “The message is
pretty clear here,” said one assistant professor. “Sure, it’s like all research uni-
versities; you’ve got to do research to survive. But people expect you to inter-
act. My friend at [X University] says he doesn’t even know if his place has a
senate. I do.” Another person added, “I came here because of my department.
If it hadn’t been a good group of scholars, I never would have come. But I was
surprised at what they expect of us. The department has meetings, and you’re
supposed to show up!” An assistant professor in her third year pointed out,
“People tell me what I need to hear: to do research, to go to conferences. But
I also know there’s a sense that when I get tenure I’ll be expected to contribute
more toward service, and that’s fine with me. I just first need to get tenure.”

The nature of socialization at PHCU is primarily implicit and informal.
Individuals do not go through training, and there is no manual for what is
expected of a faculty member. However, numerous lessons are implied and
internalized. As one individual commented, “It’s quite natural for faculty to
work in administration for a spell. There’s a lot of coming and going from one
to the other.” The individual went on to explain that such interaction was
common and that it contributed to trust between faculty and administration.
Another individual concurred: “I was in the administration once before, and
then I went back to the faculty, and now I’m back again. It gives me a useful
perspective.” Again, such back-and-forth movement between the administra-
tion and faculty not only provides individuals with useful perspectives but also
shared experiences that enable trust to develop.

A related example pertains to faculty appointments. The pervasive
assumption at PHCU is that virtually all committees on which faculty serve
will be vetted by a senate committee. “Shadow committees, or kitchen cabinets
that have formal power, won’t fly around here very well,” explained one person.
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“If a president just appointed individuals to important committees without the
senate’s input, that would be seen as a real problem. It’s just not done.”
Another commented, “We expect leadership from the faculty. For a president
to handpick people for an important committee would be a sign that he does-
n’t understand our culture.”

Additional examples pertained to construction projects and athletics. “I
guess we feel like this is our place, or that we at least have a say in how things
are supposed to be around here,” reflected one person. “We expect to have
input when something goes up.” Another said, “I don’t care, frankly, about
some building somewhere on campus, but I’m glad we’ve got a process for
review, because I know some people do care. This isn’t a monarchy.” A third
person lamented, “College athletics is a problem, that’s for sure. The faculty
can never have enough oversight of it. Problems are always going to arise, but
I think the administration protects themselves and the university when they
bring us in. There can’t be much, ‘I told you so,’ because we’re involved.”
Another person added, “A few years back, we had a problem. Then they
brought in the faculty, sort of after the fact . . . I don’t think you can lay it on
the president’s doorstep though. The faculty should have been involved, had
oversight, from the get-go. If there’s a silver lining, it’s that we assume we’re
supposed to be in the mix.”

The point here is not that everyone sees the organizational world simi-
larly, or that PHCU is an academic utopia, where everyone trusts one another.
However, the comments reflect common perceptions about the nature of fac-
ulty governance. Indeed, when queried about what an indicator of effective
governance might be, one respondent said that “the administration [should be]
managing in a way that reflects academic values.” Another person noted, “The
extent to which academic community is strengthened would be an indication
[of effective governance].” A third stated, “These are all indirect effects—fac-
ulty involvement, the way people are socialized, the way they see their role
here—but I think that most of us believe that when faculty are engaged with
the goings-on around campus, that the place is just more effective in fulfilling
its mission.”

“This place is overgoverned,” complained one person. A second asked,
“On what campus is there too little governance, too few committees?” She
continued, “We need to streamline things here, but because we are inefficient
does not mean we are ineffective.” A third noted, “Governance today is often
silly. The issues are so complex, and we don’t have the time to attend to them,
so we may take a quick pass at something and then defer to the administra-
tion, but there’s been an erosion of faculty involvement. It’s not at the break-
ing point, I don’t know when that is, but we’re heading down that
road—everybody is.” Another person noted, “Governance is ailing here. Dis-
cussions aren’t as robust as they used to be. I think people were exhausted by
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the fight we had with the board a few years ago. That left a mark, because it
was a time in the history, at least in the time I’ve been here, where you really
felt that they were out to screw you. We won. But it left a bad taste. It violated
the culture.” Another respondent summarized these issues, saying, “It all
comes down to time. Maybe the people who trained me felt like I do now, but
I don’t think so. I find myself in a race, and governance isn’t a good use of my
time if I am to accomplish what they want me to do—to get grants, publish,
move the university in a position of prominence.”

Indeed, how one defined effective governance had more to do with cul-
tural markers pertaining to the nature of faculty-administrative relations than
it did with typical “bottom-line” indicators that one might find in a business.
“Do the faculty trust the administration, or is the administration arbitrary in
their decision making?” asked one individual. Conversely, a senior administra-
tor noted, “I have to be sure I can speak confidentially to the executive com-
mittee and its chair. Sunshine and open meetings are fine, but I have to be able
to be frank. It’s a marker of effectiveness, because it says we can get things
done because we trust one another.” A third person stated, “The administra-
tion needs to be open to conversation and discussion of major policies, and
they have to respect faculty governance.” Another person added: “I like bench-
marking and comparative indicators. How are our graduation rates? How do
we measure up? But those are less important than the nature of relations that
have been built up between the administration and the faculty.” Again, one
respondent summarized the situation, saying:

I know if I just say we [the faculty] have to be perceived as a stake-
holder that it’s not enough. Simply being invited to the table doesn’t
mean governance is effective, but think of it as an entry card. You
can’t be effective where there’s no communication and everybody is
watching out for their back. I’ve worked at a place where everyone
distrusts one another, and it’s not good.

When I asked individuals about the future, I was less interested in
whether their predictions would turn out to be true than on what their view of
the future suggested about their present perceptions. Although many of the
previous comments forecast a troubled future, they also highlighted a culture
in which the faculty are engaged citizens of the university. “We will be more
managerial in five years,” commented one person. “The kind of ‘Mr. Chips’
world that has existed is probably a thing of the past.” Another said, “Collab-
orative relationships with the administration have to continue, but I don’t
know if they will.” A third added, “The apple cart could be overturned. I’m not
sure if that’s a bad thing, but I know that what we have now is working.” A
long-time member of the faculty said, “I hope we streamline things. Every
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twenty years or so we should abolish committees and think through what we
do. But I hope we maintain our core, the academic values, the belief in what
we’re doing and one another.” Explained another, “One thing that all these
committees have served to do, is to let us get to know one another. Otherwise
we’re just isolated within our departments and disciplines. University citizen-
ship helps us see the whole rather than the part. It won’t work if we lose that.”
Another added, “We have resisted the corporate model, even though our com-
mittees might seem bureaucratic. I’m not sure if that will remain. I’m not sure
if consultation and trusting one another will be what we’re about in the future.”

“I hope this isn’t going to be some ‘happy-faculty’ story,” summarized
another person in a focus group. “Our salaries are too low, the state underfunds
us, we have real problems to confront. It’s not like simply because people are
involved that everything works.” A colleague added, however, “He’s right. We
especially don’t get enough from the state. In the long run that’s going to do
us in, but if governance was a bust, then we’d have no chance. We’re at least
well organized, and everybody seems to be pulling together.” A third pointed
out, “Who isn’t short of money right now? The answer isn’t that someone’s
going to give us a pot of gold. At least I don’t think that will happen. The
answer is being able to sit down and plot out a direction—together. That’s the
good news in hard times.”

DISCUSSION

My focus here has been on trying to articulate an intellectual framework for
examining organizational trust from a cultural perspective. In doing so, the
framework differs from that expressed by proponents of rational choice.
Although the rational choice model has been helpful in analyzing how the
self-interest of individuals leads to decision making, it ignores the larger
social and cultural contexts in which interactions occur. Rational choice the-
orists begin their analysis with an eye toward replicability: What might be
learned from PHCU, they will ask, that will be replicable at other institu-
tions? Proponents of a cultural model begin with no such premise. Rational
choice theorists would have focused on the structure of individual relation-
ships within PHCU and assumed that trust came about through instrumen-
talities: one individual trusted another because the individuals were in a
reciprocal relationship. If trust failed, it was because of the pathologies of the
individual.

The PHCU is a useful portrait, however, because even though individu-
als bring their own backgrounds and history to the university, it is the culture
of the organization that creates trust. To be sure, individuals bring their own
interpretations to an organization’s culture, but they “read” the organization

192 TRUST AND ACADEMIC GOVERNANCE



through shared experiences that they learn over time. Trust, then, is a highly
contingent term rather than a static notion based on one-to-one structural
relationships. The challenge turns on understanding the conditions for the cre-
ation and maintenance of trust such that an organization’s actors have bonds
of affiliation and mutual obligations to one another and the institution.

For example, while the norm at PHCU that I employed as an exemplar
for trust and trustworthiness was to have the faculty shift back and forth
between administrative and faculty positions, I am not suggesting that all
institutions should have such a standard. Rather, the perception of such shifts
is what is of interest. Consider the following quotation from a faculty member
at a different institution:

A few years ago I took a turn as a dean. During the summer I packed
up my books in boxes and as I was taking them over to the adminis-
tration building, a professor who I know rather well bumped into me.
I thought he was going to help me with the boxes. Instead he told me,
“I just want you to know that as long as you’re in that building, you’re
one of them. I won’t be talking to you.” I thought he was kidding. You
know what? He wasn’t! He didn’t talk with me until I finished my
term and moved back to my faculty office. (Tierney, 1989, 118)

Clearly, at this institution, the perception of faculty movement into adminis-
tration is quite different than at PHCU. The point is not that faculty need to
avoid administrative life at one institution and undertake it at another. Instead,
the challenge is to understand how similar actions are interpreted in different
cultures, and to consider what one might do to improve the conditions for trust
and trustworthiness.

Further, I have purposefully confined this discussion to interactions that
take place within organizations. Trust is invariably quite different, depending
on the level of analysis. As I have noted, organizational trust may resemble the
trust an infant places in his or her parent, or a citizen places in his or her gov-
ernment, but in the end, both examples are different. Trust in organizations
involves an analysis of individual and group interactions as well as an under-
standing of the ties that bind people to one another. From this perspective,
trust is not an atomized gesture between one social actor and another, but
instead it is embedded in a network of social relations created within the orga-
nization’s culture.

Trust is particularly important in organizations where risk taking needs to
occur and where task requirements are not clearly delineated (Creed and
Miles, 1996; Luhmann, 1988; Meyerson, Weick, and Kramer, 1996). An
organization that does not need to innovate or succeeds by adherence to the
status quo may not depend as much on an environment of trust insofar as

William G. Tierney 193



expectations and outputs are clear and defined. Legalistic mechanisms or
contract-like arrangements also might substitute for trust in organizations
where an individual’s work requirements are clearly delineated and can be
articulated into codified tasks. Ultimately, any organization’s goal will be first
to define and then to accomplish the goals the participants have set for them-
selves. A key characteristic of effectiveness, of course, is to secure compliance
from the organization’s actors to accomplish what has been set. Although
compliance may occur in any number of ways—threats, coercion, incentives, or
contractual arrangements, to name a few—organizations that operate in
dynamic environments where risk is involved and participation is not manda-
tory are more likely to need to call upon trusting relationships. Voluntary
involvement in (and acceptance of ) decisions calls upon a different form of
engagement than in a hierarchical organization where participants follow
orders and undertake routinized tasks.

At postsecondary institutions, trust and trustworthiness are key variables
in achieving high performance. Colleges and universities in the twenty-first
century are in highly unstable environments that necessitate risk-taking
behavior. Academic organizations have tried to institute more managerial and
hierarchical mechanisms in response to the turbulent external environment
(Rhoades, 1998). However, colleges and universities continue to use decen-
tralized decision-making processes, in which power is diffuse and shared.
Although one may argue about the advantages and disadvantages of tenure,
one of its key attributes is the concept of shared governance. The result is that
the participants in colleges and universities will face change not through a
hierarchical chain of command but through a system that necessitates collab-
oration and cooperation. A level of trust is critical if individuals are going to
take risks and participate in shared decision making. A culture of obligation
and cooperation is fundamental. Bureaucratic structures that try to outline and
constrict individual behaviors are not useful, but trust also does not naturally
develop in an organization simply because a leader sees its utility. Instead, it
needs to be nurtured over time. The manner in which trust manifests itself will
be highly contingent upon the culture of the organization.

The PHCU is an example of an institution in which trust has been built
and maintained within the culture. As the comments cited earlier make clear,
PHCU is not an academic utopia where everyone sees things the same way.
However, countless examples exist at other colleges and universities where fac-
ulty feel as if they do not have adequate representation on one or another com-
mittee, and decisions are determined by bureaucratic appointments rather than
through substantive discussions. Similarly, the advice PHCU faculty provided
to a new president or new faculty revolved around issues of trust. Such com-
ments need to be taken as indicators of the shared interpretations of reality
that the faculty have rather than as static notions of advice that will be given

194 TRUST AND ACADEMIC GOVERNANCE



to all new presidents and all new faculty irrespective of institution or culture.
Individuals also worried that because of stronger socializing mechanisms by
discipline, new faculty would be less psychically engaged in the university than
before. Because of focus and tempo, individuals confessed to a concern that
faculty would not spend as much time on university governance. Although
these concerns are undoubtedly rooted in real-world dilemmas about what the
future may bring, the comments also highlight what the actors currently con-
sider important. Indeed, even their concept of effectiveness was wrapped in the
ability of individuals to trust one another.

The example of PHCU offers a glimpse into a culture in which trust is
learned and shared by the actors’ experiences with one another. The environ-
ment also helps structure responses of individuals within the culture, allowing
that the response to future challenges may differ from how the organization’s
participants currently respond. In this light, trust and trustworthiness are con-
ditioned by environmental and individualistic determinants, but the culture
that has been built over time through shared interpretations of reality also
helps condition those same environmental and individualistic variables.

As noted at the outset, my goal here has not been to provide a tested
model of trust and trustworthiness that might now be utilized in a decision-
making analysis of the many problems that institutions confront. Instead, I
have sketched what the cultural determinants of a trust-based model might
involve and then presented PHCUniversity as an example of an institution
where trust appears to be incorporated into the fabric of the institution. Trust
is a cultural construct that helps individuals interpret reality, and it shapes their
visions not only of how to respond but of what type of response they will
develop. Again, I am not suggesting that trust is a generic virtue that individ-
uals or organizations hold, as if some institutions are virtuous and others are
not. However, I am arguing that a culture where trust is embedded in the
organization’s fabric is likely to be better prepared for dealing with the myriad
problems that exist on the horizon than those institutions that reach for
bureaucratic and hierarchical solutions.

Although many areas remain for further research, perhaps one of the most
pressing questions is how to best develop high-quality conditions in an envi-
ronment where trust exists. The argument has been that trust enables risk-
taking behavior and foments action in organizations that lack clearly
delineated lines of authority. What has not been determined in the context of
normative, social institutions is whether risk taking leads to excellence. Obvi-
ously, institutional survival ought not be an adequate standard for whether
trust is a key organizational component; colleges and universities should focus
on excellence, not merely survival. Trust and trustworthiness, then, are neces-
sary but not sufficient criteria for effective academic governance in the twenty-
first century.
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10

Defining Governance for 
Public Higher Education 

in the Twenty-First Century 

Karri Holley

The American public university has long been a remarkably adaptive social
institution. As the authors in this volume have discussed, the growth and
development of public higher education are intertwined with innumerable sig-
nificant national events over the last century. Public universities assisted mil-
lions of returning veterans in receiving a college education due to the GI Bill.
Scientists trained at the nation’s public universities have contributed to impor-
tant advances in medicine and health. Such institutions have “grown up with
the nation . . . [the public university] has transformed the very society it serves”
(Duderstadt and Womack, 2003, 9). Yet the rapid and conflicting demands of
the twenty-first century raise questions regarding the ability of colleges and
universities to maintain their internal focus on education, research, and knowl-
edge production while responding to external demands for accountability and
social engagement. James Duderstadt, former president of the University of
Michigan, has noted, “A fundamental issue [is] whether the university, as we
know it in the last years of the twentieth century, [is] prepared to educate cit-
izens, to serve the society of an unimaginable future” (2000, 11).

The implications of this unimaginable future encourage us to redefine our
understanding of higher education as well as the role of the state, the need for
social resources, and the significance of the public good. In particular, the
implications also challenge the fundamental components of the modern public
university, such as tenure and academic freedom, the liberal arts education, and
institutional governance. Indeed, the definition of such terms is not singular or
undisputed. Much of the debate over the future of higher education in the new
century rests on the competing and often conflicting interpretations of what
colleges and universities are—or what they should be.

The preceding chapters represent authors with an expertise in the theory
and practice of higher education. By assembling their chapters in a single text,
the goal was to bridge the often artificial dichotomy between research and
practice and to provide multiple perspectives for grappling with the concepts
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of institutional governance and the public good. The focus has been on public
universities, which are related to the public good in a way that other types of
institutions are arguably not. If higher education is conceptualized as a public
good, then what are the implications for governance in a rapidly changing
new century? How can the process of governance enable colleges and univer-
sities to be more responsive to the multiple needs of the public? My purpose
in this chapter is to provide the reader with a brief summary of the viewpoints
presented by the preceding authors and to offer implications for the chal-
lenges facing higher education. In doing so, I focus on the contested inter-
pretations of the “university” and the “public good.” I also explore the need to
clearly define expectations of public colleges and universities in the twenty-
first century.

GOVERNANCE, THE PUBLIC GOOD, AND HIGHER EDUCATION

If higher education is a public good, then the changes in recent decades
regarding the role of the state and the provision of social resources alter the
underlying assumptions in terms of public higher education. The challenges
that exist require colleges and universities to (1) respond creatively and deci-
sively to declining social resources, increasing social demands, and conflicting
expectations, while (2) simultaneously retaining elements of the core values of
higher education. Change and continuity are inherently conflicting modes of
behavior for organizations. Institutional change implies a change in institu-
tional processes, such as governance, which the preceding chapters set out to
consider.

Contested Interpretations

When we speak of governance in higher education, we refer to a process that
takes place on many interrelated levels. The previous chapters explored various
aspects of this process—from the analysis by Craig McInnis (chapter 6) of fac-
ulty involvement in university governance, framed by the context of rapid
social change, to Jane Wellman’s (chapter 3) discussion of state governance
structures in light of political and economic pressures. Just as the university is
inherently a part of its local, regional, and global community, so do its gover-
nance processes span the width of these components. Decisions that are made
at the institutional level involving faculty, administrators, and trustees will
affect the relationship between the institution and the state. The understand-
ing of public higher education “governance” cannot be encapsulated as a single
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process but rather one that is constructed and shaped by multiple social, eco-
nomic, and political influences.

The concept of the public good, as Brian Pusser outlined in chapter 1, has
long been inherently ambiguous and evolving. The public good is often
defined according to an individual perspective, although it ultimately refers to
a collective good. In the end, the concept of the public good speaks to a sym-
biotic relationship between the institution and society. The dualistic nature of
this relationship, as Pusser further noted, results in endless debate regarding
such topics as access, accountability, institutional autonomy, and funding. One
feature of a symbiotic relationship is that each component requires the other
in order to ensure survival. The questions raised in this volume only reinforce
this interdependency in terms of the debate regarding higher education’s role
in serving the public good. What social needs does the institution fulfill? Per-
haps more significantly, what social needs should the institution fulfill, and how
do we ensure that it is capable of doing so? Conversely—and just as signifi-
cantly—what public resources should be made available to the institution in
order to meet those social needs?

In the Introduction, William Tierney underscored this complex interde-
pendence by noting that the public good rests on a shared commitment
between higher education and society. This relationship is unique; corpora-
tions and other businesses do not exist because of a shared commitment with
the public. In higher education and society, each component relies on the other
to fulfill a social contract. Herein lies the conflict that the authors have
explored. Education, specifically at public universities, exists because of the
obligation to serve public needs and to provide a place for the growth of
knowledge. It is difficult to arrive at a broad, shared consensus regarding the
relationship of higher education to the needs of the public, and even more dif-
ficult to outline a linear framework of how higher education governance can
work to fulfill institutional and public needs.

Add to this dynamic the forces of privatization and politicization. Karen
Whitney, in chapter 2, illustrated how privatization has occurred as a gradual
process that has altered the pattern of state funding and support for higher
education over several decades. Influences such as privatization, noted Burgan,
“have intensified issues of governance by inserting nonacademic interests into
the heart of education, adding layers of external complexity to institutions, and
intensifying the stakes involved in devising new ways of handling them”
(Burgan, 2004, vii).

This conflict calls into question the purpose of governance, its relationship
to the institutional mission, and the methods by which successful governance
can be achieved. As Jane Wellman noted in chapter 3, public university gover-
nance within the institution, the system, and the state serves several key
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functions. First, governance protects the autonomy of the institution by serving
as a buffer against external interference in the academic process. In addition,
governance enables institutional stability and includes multiple stakeholders—
such as the faculty, the administration, and the public—in decision making.
Finally, state governance allows for the efficient and fair allocation of public
resources to meet social needs; the board of trustees is one mechanism for hold-
ing the institution accountable for the use of public resources.

The goal of governance, then, is to ensure the accountability and integrity
of the institution. But how these goals should be achieved is a question that
elicits multiple responses. Although the purpose of governance may be well
defined, the practice of governance is not. Colleges and universities are insep-
arable from their social context and cultural environment. In chapter 4, Ken-
neth Mortimer and Colleen O’Brien Sathre illustrated how complex and
contested the practice of governance can be when the institution must respond
to social, political, and market influences. Even as the institution attempted to
come to a decision that furthered its ability to respond to social needs, a con-
sensus could not be reached on the most responsive means to do so.

From multiple perspectives, then, issues such as institutional mission and
academic policies can be deeply decisive. Some stakeholders were dissatisfied
with decisions made at Glenhaven University, the site of Mortimer’s and
O’Brien Sathre’s case study. Yet this case study also is a reminder of the value
of institutional process. “In higher education, process is substance,” concluded
Birnbaum (1988, 223, emphasis added); colleges and universities are well
served to retain and encourage the integrity of the governance process.

Defining Expectations

One cannot regard all public colleges and universities as sharing the same goals,
finances, relations to the state, or governance structures. Each institution has
evolved from a unique history, purpose, and tradition. Jane Wellman provided
a comparative outline of state governance structures and the relationships of
institutions to the state in chapter 3; her framework illustrates the rich diversity
of public higher education in this country and the difficulty in defining expec-
tations for public universities in terms of fulfilling the public good. “With
renewed interest in defining and pursuing a public agenda for higher education
which transcends institutional advancement,” noted MacTaggart (2004), “[we]
should focus on what governance structures best support the pursuit of funda-
mental public needs” (129). Focusing on a single goal—supporting fundamen-
tal public needs—is one means of coping with the ambiguous expectations that
exist in the relationship between universities and the state.
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In chapter 5, David Longanecker detailed the multiple masters that
boards of trustees are required to serve, and the ongoing dilemma that has
resulted; the expectations of these different masters for the trustees, governing
boards, and the university are not always clear and are sometimes conflicting.
These competing interests, particularly in an era of constrained resources, are
difficult to reconcile. How can boards of trustees fulfill their duty to ensure
that the public trust in the institution is maintained, and that the university
adequately fulfills its responsibilities, when expectations are unclear and incon-
sistent? Judith Ramaley continued this discussion in chapter 8 as she outlined
the need for the university to redefine its mission and its relationship to the
public in light of increasing demands on higher education. Ultimately, Rama-
ley noted, colleges and universities must change their position from an insti-
tution that serves the public good on behalf of society to one that serves the
public good in collaboration with an involved community. This change encour-
ages the development of the public good while simultaneously advancing pri-
vate and public interests within the institution. Creating a new intellectual
space to serve the public good requires a change in governance that supports
engaged scholarship and the support of a learning community.

As we have read throughout this text, successful governance in higher
education relies on well-defined expectations and the allocation and manage-
ment of resources to respond to those expectations. Asking questions, propos-
ing strategies, and exploring options are inherent tactics to achieve these goals.
This perspective “must recognize the potential need for extensive change in the
academic structure and function and even in the nature of academic work”
(Peterson and Dill, 1997, 3). Jay Dee explored the implications of a loosely
coupled relationship in chapter 7 as an alternative framework to define and
understand these expectations. He argued that to fulfill the dual demands of
public accountability and institutional autonomy, we must rethink the gover-
nance relationship between the institution and the state.

In a loosely coupled definition, accountability and autonomy are respon-
sive events, but each retains its individual identity and significance to the
organization. An advantage of loose coupling is that it “allows some portions
of an organization to persist . . . [and] lowers the probability that the organi-
zation will have to—or be able to—respond to each little change in the envi-
ronment” (Weick, 1976). The structuring of relationships in the governance
process is significant, including internal structures between the faculty, admin-
istration, and trustees and external relationships between the institution and
the state. Craig McInnis provided examples from higher education in Aus-
tralia in chapter 6 to illustrate that the way in which governance is structured
affects how responsive the institution can be to social and political realities.
While McInnis specifically focused on how faculty can be more effectively
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involved in the governance structure, he argued that governance should be an
active process in terms of stakeholder engagement.

While the authors may disagree on the details of institutional change—
Longanecker may find that the tendency for trustees to focus on the broad
needs of the public results in mission creep, while Ramaley may suggest that
the inherent role of the trustees is to be responsive to the public good—such
distinctions matter very little in the context of contemporary social, political,
and economic demands on higher education. The demands require a response.
William Tierney’s discussion of trust in chapter 9 outlined the requirements
for a successful response. Even if the relationship between autonomy and
accountability is reconceptualized, for example, progressive change between
the multiple stakeholders and an effective organizational response is only
enabled through a healthy and an engaged organizational culture. Tierney
underscored the need for trust in coping with turbulent change and ill-defined
expectations: trust within the academy as well as between the academy and its
many external constituents. Fostering trust within an academic organization
requires outlining a common framework and shared language for the goals of
higher education.

Trust has historically existed as an integral factor in the relationship
between colleges and universities and the state—the state provided the
resources needed for operation, and the faculty, administration, and selected
laypersons organized these resources in ways specific to the institution and
beneficial to the larger society. Yet this relationship has changed in the new
century, and while the means to manage institutions may be unclear, the need
for trust to exist between all parties is still essential. Defining expectations is
impossible without the trust that all parties will fulfill their obligatory roles.
Trust is a prerequisite for risk taking and change.

IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE GOVERNANCE CHALLENGES

Neil Hamilton has argued, “The university serving its mission of seeking, dis-
covering, and disseminating knowledge is one of humankind’s greatest
achievements” (1999, 30). He further noted, “This mission can only be
achieved through the joint effort of governing boards, administrators, and the
academic profession. All three groups are in positions of public trust to work
cooperatively to achieve this mission” (30). It should be the focus of those
engaged in the theory and practice of higher education to facilitate the mutual
commitment needed to fulfill the public trust. In the Introduction, William
Tierney outlined the challenge presented to the authors: What is the role of
the twenty-first-century public university, and how is the changing definition
of the public good related to that role? The concept of the public good is not
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one that those in the university can dismiss or minimize as the situation
demands. Instead, the public good is an ideology that underscores the behav-
ior of a public institution and the processes by which the institution operates.
Fulfilling the public good requires understanding this ideology and recogniz-
ing the shared commitment and dependent relationship between the univer-
sity and the public.

Organizational change is not a process that occurs by chance. Higher edu-
cation scholars have considered how organizational change generally occurs,
and how it ideally should occur in colleges and universities (see, e.g., Birn-
baum, 1988; Clark, 1998, 2004). The preceding chapters have placed the need
for organizational change against the pervasive backdrop of the relationship
between higher education and the public. The discussion regarding organiza-
tional change would only be furthered by an explicit focus on the shared com-
mitment between the two—what does the relationship mean in a time of
declining resources and demands for accountability? How might we under-
stand the concept of the public good beyond social resources, which are made
available to institutions in terms of fiscal support? How might we reconceptu-
alize public good as not simply financial dependence but as a guiding cultural
ideology? Colleges and universities may choose to respond to challenges facing
governance and their relationship to the public good in a variety of ways. At a
minimum, times of change call for some measured responses. Perhaps, looking
back on this era decades from now, we will see these responses and be able to
assess the results as well as relate them to the unique history, tradition, and cul-
ture of each institution.

The long-term goal of governance for public universities in the interest of
furthering the public good is to ensure institutional welfare while also recog-
nizing and advancing social interests. The complexity of demands placed on
the university requires an assessment of the processes that may have served the
institution quite well in the past. To expect universities to respond to these
demands by maintaining the status quo or to overthrow the traditional com-
mitments that public institutions share with the citizenry is unrealistic. The
challenge, then, is to maintain public spaces for shared scholarship and the
exchange of ideas while transforming governance to enable innovative institu-
tional responses to complex social challenges.
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