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This paper is part of a project in which we are examining the effects of changes in governance of higher education institutions on policies and practices relating to teaching. 

Many academics, particularly those who work in more traditional universities, argue that they teach and do research in a collegial environment and that the governance of their institutions is essentially collegial. On the other hand, government reports [eg Hoare] on higher education frequently point out that university collegial procedures are inefficient, slow and incapable of enabling institutions to adapt to a rapidly changing environment. In the United Kingdom and Australia collegial structures are declining rapidly in favour of those which favour efficiency and speedy adaptation to new situations.

What is the situation in Ireland? Is collegiality a zombie - a walking corpse – whose appearance of life is simply an illusion?

Bess (1992) suggests several meanings of collegiality. ‘Cultural collegiality’ is a system of shared values and beliefs including the right of participation in institutional governance and trust in the long term beneficence of the institution itself. ‘Structural collegiality’ implies participatory decision making with and between organisational units. It should not, however, be confused with Athenian democracy where all citizens had the right to vote on all matters affecting the city state. Collegial institutions have always delegated authority to individuals with recognised expertise, regardless of their formal rank. Thus, Deans of Faculties could be ‘mere’ Senior Lecturers with an aptitude for administration.

‘Behavioural collegiality’ exists where staff behaviour is directed towards institutionally valued ends. These people are known as ‘good College men’ and rewarded appropriately with Fellowships or good accommodation etc.

Our approach to answering our basic question was to consider some plausible factors which enabled collegiality to flourish and then to consider whether those factors were still applicable in the early 21st century. We are, however, under no illusion that there ever was a Golden Age of collegiality in any of its forms.

Factors which enabled  collegiality

1. Academic staff and students shared a homogeneous background. Until relatively recently, staff and students were drawn from the upper and upper middle social classes. They therefore tended to have many beliefs and values in common. This did not mean, for example, that there were no academic disputes about, say, purchasing policies for the College cellar, but there was genuine and general agreement that such policies were important. 
It is manifestly obvious that today, both staff and students are drawn from a wide range of social, economic, educational and ethnic backgrounds. Even the provision of car parking on campus is not of universal concern.

2. Academic staff at least had a shared vision of the educated ‘man’ and of the purpose of a university (and to a lesser extent, the purpose of other higher education institutions as they came into existence). The major purpose of a university was to produce the educated man. Other purposes, such as the economic well-being of the state were generally un-stated or were an accidental bye-product of the major purpose. (Thus for example, graduates trained primarily in the classics and Mathematics became the administrators of the British empire with undoubted benefits to the state.)

What of today? We do not need C.P. Snow (1993) or Tom Becher (1989) to tell us that there is little agreement either about the ideal attributes of a graduate or of the purposes of an institution of Higher Education. Simply read the recent OECD Review of Higher Education in Ireland (2004) and compare its chapter ‘The role [sic] of tertiary education in Ireland’ with the objects of a university as set out in the Act of 1977.

3. Universities and other higher education institutions were quite small and for decades at a time enjoyed a stable internal environment, operating more or less effectively under statutes that dated in some cases to the Middle Ages. Most staff and students lived in College accommodation. Again, this factor did not prevent disputes, but participation in decision making was possible to all who wanted it and communal living imposed its own discipline. Religious conformity would have been another unifying force within colleges.

Today, of course, all academics are familiar with restructuring programmes with change a constant. Under these circumstances, disciplinary and personal interests tend to override institutional collegial behaviour as staff and departments strive to keep their place in the Sun. Few academics live on campus and for most, their personal lives are directed towards family and other external interests.

4. Generally, governments’ relationships with universities were benign and non-interventionist leaving considerable academic control over governance and administration. Commissions investigating universities such as the one conducted in Britain in the mid-nineteenth century caused much anxiety (and academic obfuscation) at the time. But such commissions were extremely rare and, until relatively recently, governments have been most unwilling to interfere with the governance of universities unless provoked by long-running scandal or instances where statutes had become so out of date as to be unworkable, even by the lax standards of the period. It was, therefore, in the interests of academic staff to ensure that such lapses did not occur or be seen to occur. In general, academic disputes over governance and administration tended to be petty and did not spill over into the outside world to any significant extent. 

Whether governments are still benign towards institutions of higher education may be a matter for debate, but there can be no doubt that they are increasingly interventionist, not least through the medium of ‘independent’ reviews. UK and Australian academics have become accustomed to regular reviews (Dearing, 1997,  Hoare, 1996, West, 1998) and changes of policy as new Ministers of Education seek to make their mark. 

Ireland has recently undergone an OECD Review of Higher Education which recommends inter alia undermining institutional autonomy via strategic funding and replacing current governing bodies with ones in which non-academics will be in the majority. If implemented, these measures would weaken the capacity for academics to participate in both government and administration of their institutions.


5. Collegial forms of governance exhibited few formal chains of command.

Vice-Chancellors, Presidents and Provosts, while enjoying very high status, were not always able to exert formal authority as there were few, if any, academic staff who reported to them. Indeed, the very notion of ‘reporting to’ was foreign and Heads of Department and Deans, where they existed, refused to accept (and still do to some extent) that they might be ‘managers’ in the sense understood by the world of business.
Because the institutions were small, it was not necessary to employ large numbers of non-academic administrators. Even the post of Librarian was a part time job in many universities until quite recently.

While Heads of Department might still not accept that they are ‘managers’ and insist that their reporting lines are to committees of peers, the reality is otherwise, de facto if not yet de jure. To date, the impetus for change has been legislation such as that relating to Health and Safety, Discrimination and Freedom of Information, all of which place accountability firmly in the hands of managers and which cannot be avoided by claims of collegial responsibility. Enforceable performance management agreements between institutions and unions may have an even greater effect as formal lines become drawn between ‘reviewers’ and ‘reviewees’.

It is not necessary to demonstrate the rise of an administrative class in Higher Education institutions – the numbers employed speak for themselves. Only the most sentimentally conservative would argue that academics should today carry out the duties of  members of Staff and Finance Offices or should control and administer building maintenance, cleaning, security and so on. Nevertheless, the existence of professional administrators does imply less autonomy for academic staff and less scope for collegial participation in governance and administration.
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     Collegiality 2004-

The Idea of a Higher Education Institution

It may well be that institutions of Higher Education (universities in particular) are changing in fundamental ways which will render obsolete the very notion of collegiality. The Universities Act (1997) set out the roles of a university in classical liberal terms. By 2004, however, the OECD Review (while noting the provisions of the Act) set out the purposes of universities as being essentially instrumental. That is, universities exist to serve the socio-economic needs of the state (and by implication, business and industry). This purpose is much closer to that laid down in the (RTC Act, 1992). The Review states specifically that the formal roles of universities be brought closer to those of Institutes of Technology.

Marginson and Considine (2000) label the kind of institution envisaged by the Review as the ‘enterprise university’. Some major differences with the liberal version are summarised in the following table.

	The Liberal University
	The Enterprise University

	Education exists for its own sake and for the benefit of individuals and society
	Education exists to serve the economic interests of the state and of business and industry

	Research is the advancement of knowledge


	Research is a source of funding and of prestige and is conducted as a business

	Critiques society
	Serves the state


The liberal university in its idealised form fosters academic autonomy in teaching and research. Commonly, the university is defined as a community of scholars (including students) who are required to pursue truth for its own sake. Academic freedom, while not being a licence to teach badly or conduct unethical research, enables scholars to pursue truth in their own way.

The enterprise university demands of its academic employees conformity to the specific strategic directions required by government. As governments and their short term strategic and funding policies change, the universities and their employees are expected to respond rapidly, even to the point of abolishing long term programmes or even whole departments if they are deemed by the governing body of non-expert ‘stakeholders’ to be of low strategic priority (OECD, 2004). Under these circumstances, strong management of the non-collegial variety is seen to be – and probably is -  essential.

Is Collegiality a zombie?

In Australia, except perhaps in the most traditional universities (Sydney and Adelaide), 20 years of battering and reduced funding by governments of both major persuasions has virtually killed off cultural and structural collegiality and ‘good college men and women’ who put the institution first are a diminishing minority. In that country, again with the two possible exceptions, collegiality, for all practical purposes is dead.
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          Australian academics at work

In Ireland, our major experience has been with Trinity College Dublin and we leave it to our readers to judge whether the following remarks apply to their own institutions. At Trinity, ‘collegiality’ still has strong rhetorical force and is cited as a major distinguishing feature of the College. We would agree that, at least among the longer serving staff both academic and non-academic, there is a set of shared values and trust in the beneficence of the system. Most committees operate by consensus and most staff appear happy to accept the resulting decisions. Good College men and women continue to accept onerous positions of responsibility while maintaining their teaching and research roles. Line management is weak and senior administrative staff report to committees rather than individuals.

Swingeing financial cuts beginning in 2003 have forced the College to consider a radical restructuring which will undoubtedly place strains on collegial relationships across the institution. These strains will expose real differences in understanding of the fundamental purposes of the College, hitherto concealed by collegial rhetoric. Assuming (and it is a major assumption) that most of the OECD recommendations will be implemented, it is hard to envisage that structural collegiality will survive in its current form, as hard decisions will have to be made much more rapidly than is currently the case.

At Trinity College then, collegiality is alive but not well and the prognosis is not very encouraging.

Can and should collegiality survive?

It must be faced that, during periods of rapid imposed change, collegial structures of the traditional kind are inefficient. It simply takes too long for decisions to percolate upwards while achieving consensus at all levels. Given the need for institutions to rely increasingly on strategic and private funding – each with strings attached – collegial behaviours at the institutional level are more and more likely to be replaced by self-interest at the personal and departmental levels.

Replacement of collegial structures with enlightened despotism is one solution to many of the problems confronting institutions and it must be admitted that many of the more successful UK and Australian universities and colleges have followed this route. The cost of this choice, however, is loss of ownership of teaching and research, loss of any sense of community and loss of academic autonomy at all levels. These are no small losses and they will ultimately impact on the quality of learning.

Are there any alternatives? At bottom, we are pessimistic about the survivability of traditional collegiality but, perhaps perversely, we believe it can survive, albeit in modified form. Replacing consensus with democratic voting and modern meeting procedures would go some way to improving efficiency and effectiveness as would reducing the extraordinary number committees which currently exist. It may be necessary to admit a new class of full-time career academic manager/administrators or at least reward adequately those who take on these roles temporarily. These academics will need to be supported by senior administrative staff thus freeing them to provide academic leadership.

Less tangibly, retaining some form of worthwhile collegiality will require individual selflessness and courage together with a renewed consensus about institutional purpose.

And strong leadership. But that is another story.
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