
Know your place:  
who, what, where? 

Sophie Lewis1,2 

1 Fenner School of Environment and Society, 
Australian National University, Australia 

  
2 Australian Research Council Centre of 
Excellence for Climate System Science 



Background 

•  You attended a university and that means that you are qualified to 
work in a university.  

•  Most students and early career academics are not provided with any 
context for the industry they work in.  

 
•  If you want to get something done, or understand why a particular 

decision affecting you has been made, it helps to understand how 
you, your university and industry works. 

•  But…. there are very few development programs available for 
training future leaders in a rapidly changing industry.  

 
 



Background 
•  Over the last year, I completed the University of Melbourne LH 

Martin Institute’s Emerging Leaders and Managers Program. It aims 
to provide:  
–  An insight into the different roles and styles of leaders and 

managers  

–  An understanding of institutional challenges  

–  An understanding of higher education landscape in Australia and 
the global contexts 

–  An understanding of the internal and external drivers influencing 
the sector 

•  This series of 3 seminars will share some things I learned along the 
way 

 



Knowing your institution 



Background 
 
•  Most of us work with supervisors, in small groups based in Centre or 

Departments, interacting just with collaborators and a few 
administrators   

•  But universities are amongst the most complex and difficult to 
understand of any organisation in modern society. How are 
decisions made and how do you fit into these complex structures?  

•  In this second seminar we will talk through the modern university, its 
goals and governance and how we fit in.  

•  To end the second seminar, we will explore our own university's 
structure.  



What is a university?  

Thinking in terms of your own experiences of study and 
work, what do you think defines a university?  
 



What is a university?  

•  To be an Australian university, a higher education provider must be 
active in research across at least three broad fields of study: 
disciplines such as health, engineering, education, or science  

•  Australian universities automatically acquire the right to accredit 
their own courses. 

 
•  One reason universities are sensitive about self-accreditation is that 

they see themselves as self-governing communities. 

•  Universities must meet a range of criteria, including the Australian 
Qualifications Framework enforced by the regulator TEQSA  



What is a university for?  

Thinking in terms of your own experiences of study and 
work, what do you think the purpose of a university is? 
 
Training? Accreditation? Research? Profit?    
 



What is a university for?  

Universities have multiple missions: 

•  Social responsibilities 
-  Universities are expected to contribute to social good through their 

ability to create and disseminate new knowledge, influence social 
mobility and contribute and engage with society  

•  Big business: 
-  Australia has 39 full universities, and over 130 other higher 

education providers. Their revenues exceed $24 billion per year, 
almost 2 per cent of Australia’s GDP.  

 



What is a university for?  

Universities have multiple missions: 

•  Teaching and accreditation  
-  Universities are expected to accredit doctors, nurses, lawyers etc. 
-  Australia is aiming for graduate output of 40% of 25-34 year olds by 

2025 

•  Research 
-  Universities have a particular role in research, performing the 

majority of basic research and providing a broad base expertise 
over multiple disciplines.  

  
Norton, 2013 



What is a university for?  

Thinking in terms of your own work, how do you 
contribute to your university and its multiple missions?   



How is a university regulated?  

-  Policymaking for higher education is increasingly centralised with 
the federal government.  

-  The 2008 Review of the Australian Higher Education (Bradley 
Review) recommended an independent national regulatory body 
be responsible for regulating all types of tertiary education.  

-  The Tertiary Education Quality Standards Agency (TEQSA) is an 
independent statutory authority established in 2011  

-  TEQSA regulates and assures the quality of Australia’s large, 
diverse and complex higher education sector.   



How is a university governed?  

Who do you think is in charge at your university? 
 
The Chancellor? Council? Vice-Chancellor? Executive?   



•  All Australian universities have a governing body (council, senate or 
board of governors).   

•  This is the ultimate locus of authority and responsibility for 
academic, financial and property matters  

•  The Chancellor normal chairs the governing body  
•  The Chief Executive of the institution is the Vice Chancellor 

(responsible for day to day management of the university)  
 

How is a university governed? 



•  The time of invisible boards and Chancellors serving only 
ceremonial functions has long past  

•  In 2003 the Commonwealth introduced a statement of National 
Governance Protocols for Higher Education, universities have to 
comply to secure Commonwealth funds.   

•  Councils must make available a program of induction and 
professional development for its members, must not exceed 22 
members  

•  TEQSA stipulate that corporate and academic governance structure 
must be separate, with precise delineation of lines or authority  

•  Further guideline on governance were published in 2014 by the 
National Audit 

How is a university governed?  



How is a university governed? 

   
COLLEGE OF MEDICINE 

BIOLOGY & 
ENVIRONMENT 

 

EARLY CAREER ACADEMIC DEVELOPMENT COMMITTEE   CMBE 

 

Purpose:) If you want to get something done, or understand why a particular 
decision affecting you has been made, you need to understand how your 
Institution works, and who to consult.  This workshop aims to provide 
ECAs with an overview of the University’s administrative structure, and the 
lines of responsibility of key members of the leadership team. 

  Members of the University’s Executive, Office of the Vice Chancellor, 
and CMBE’s leadership team will join together at this workshop to provide 
you with an overview of their areas of responsibility, and will answer your 
questions about how it works and who is responsible for what? 
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You are here! 

•  One unique area of interplay of governance and power in Australia 
is between  the senior academic body and the governing body.   



How is a university governed?  

Are you aware of the precise role that Council (or 
Senate) plays in your institution? 
Does your institution an academic board that you are 
aware of? 
Have you met your Dean/ Executive? 
 



•  are subject to government regulation and market forces  
•  are used as a public policy tool by governments wishing to address 

social, political and cultural agendas  
•  have distributed power structures and authority  
•  hold a strong tradition of consensus decision-making  
•  have a values driven workforce  
•  consist of distinct subcultures   
•  have a tradition of long-tenure employees  
•  have staff that are personally and intensively engaged with their 

work  
•  suffer from goal ambiguity   
 

What makes universities different? 



How do I fit in?  

Where are you located in your university? 
 
What do you bring/contribute?  
 



How do I fit in?  
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How do I fit in?  

We are all valuable!  
 
•  $$  

–  In 2009, the export value of international education was $18.6 
billion, now Australia third largest export industry 

–  competitive project grants  
–  performance based block grants  
–   non-performance based research funding  

•  Research output 
•  Career development 

–  HDR supervision and ECR mentoring is a key requirement for 
promotion, retention and competitive grant success 

 



How do I fit in?  

•  Do you have an issue that bugs you? A suggestion 
for the university? A member of senior staff you 
admire?  

•  Take 5 minutes to draft a mock email getting in touch 
with your Head of School, Dean or member of the 
Executive to organise a meeting to chat 



What do I need to know?  

•  Australian higher education is a rapidly changing industry, which has 
had widespread impacts 

•  Job satisfaction has decreased:  
–  Academics employed at Go8 universities report significantly 

lower levels of job satisfaction than other universities 
–  late career stage academics were significantly more satisfied 

than mid career and early career academics 
–  One 2005 study found that the majority of academics were at 

risk of psychological illness due to stress 
    Bentley, 2013  

 



Summary 

•  Universities are complex beasts with lots of moving parts 
  
•  Decisions come from many locations with many influences but can 

affect you 
–  e.g. The Watt Review will change the way that HDR training takes place, with 

greater flexibilty on length and amount of PhD funding, and can include industry/
business placements 

 

•  All institutions are different, with different structures and processes.  

•  You are an important contributor to your university.  

 



Next Steps 

•  Look at your universities structure/ organisational 
chart 

•  Find out who sits on your university council/senate. 

•  Organise that meeting with someone at your 
institution 

•  You work for your university and your executive work 
for you 



An organisational chart  

ECR Vice-Chancellor 



 
sophie.lewis@anu.edu.au 
 
www.sophieclewis.com 
 
@aviandelights 

Questions?  


