Speaking Notes for the Saturday morning session (NAUBCS) Victoria, April 22-25, 2004
The following is the text that was used to accompany the slide presentation for the NAUBCS Conference.  The Conference theme was Autonomy and Accountability: Striking the Balance. Prompted by heightened concerns about government intervention under the banner of accountability, universities are increasingly concerned about the impact on institutional autonomy.  Day 1 of the Conference focused on setting the context and providing current views of ‘accountability’ and is summarized in Slides 3,4,5 and 6. Day 2 focused on Developing an Accountability Framework: Key Considerations – the subject of the accompanying slide presentation.

The key message was twofold: 

1. The most effective buffer against government intervention and the potential erosion of institutional autonomy is an effective governing board. 
2. An effective Board needs to ensure that the institution has a ‘plan’, has established the appropriate mechanisms for monitoring the plan, AND has an understanding of the key policies/practices that actually affect the success of the plan.  
The following text and accompanying slide presentation was intended to set the stage for small group discussions about “what matters?”.

Slide 1

Good morning
Welcome to the Saturday morning session of the National Association of University Board Chairs & Secretaries annual conference. Last evening was fabulous – great entertainment, a wonderful umpteen course meal and great company.  It is a pleasure to be here and I’d like to thank “NAUBCS” for the opportunity to be here and join in this discussion of Autonomy and Accountability: Striking the Balance. 

Today we are going to talk about Accountability Frameworks.  But before we delve into the mystery, magic and enchantment of Accountability Frameworks, I have a confession to make… I’m a consultant.  
The interesting thing about the consulting profession is that it ranks right alongside used car salesmen and politicians, near the bottom on the trustworthiness scale. And, not surprisingly, as a consultant one has to have a rather ‘thick skin’. In fact, if you “google” consultant jokes you’ll discover 133,000 possible sites dedicated to making fun of consultants.  If you google politician jokes you’ll find over 70,000 sites. Of course to put this in perspective, if you “google” lawyer jokes there are 879,000 sites.
Consultants and the Oldest Profession 

(please see SnowdonandAssociates.ca, “humour”)
At the risk of leading you into chaos today, we turn now to Universities and accountability, or more precisely, Developing an Accountability Framework: Key Considerations.
There are some who say that “accountability” is far removed from the day to day life of the university.   The late Clark Kerr, Chancellor of Berkeley and then of the entire University of California and, later in his career, Chairman of the Carnegie Commission on Higher Education, often referred to three major administrative problems on university campuses: “sex for the students; athletics for the alumni; and parking for the faculty.” No mention of accountability.  Yet, Kerr – one of the founders of the modern public university - faced his own “accountability” when after clashing over the rights of student protesters’ with Governor Ronald Reagan in 1967 he was fired by the University of California Board of Regents.  His farewell quip—"I left the presidency just as I entered it—fired with enthusiasm" lives on to this day. 
The reference to Clark Kerr – and to the intervention of the state – is a reminder, of course, that the “state” has a vested interest in the well-being and success of public universities – whether in Canada, the United States or other countries around the world.  Moreover, because of legislative authority AND control of the public purse, provincial governments, in Canada, are very much a part of higher education developments – good and bad.  Yet, there is a significant amount of evidence that suggests governments in 
Canada – at least until more recent times – actually exercise considerably LESS control and authority on higher education than governments in other countries.  As noted in yesterday’s session, both Glen Jones and David Turpin referenced studies that illustrated the point.  To add to the evidence, a 1997 report by the Commonwealth Higher Education Management Service entitled Measuring the Grip of the State
 suggested that in terms of institutional autonomy and academic freedom, the “grip” in Canada was actually quite relaxed when compared with other Commonwealth countries. We want to keep it that way!
The survey results did reflect, however, some disquiet about “calls for changes and greater accountability”.
  It is clear, as we have heard at this conference, “accountability” is the now the watchword and there are growing concerns about the erosion of institutional autonomy as government(s), in particular, attempt to impose accountability frameworks that may (or may not) ‘fit’ academe. 
Interestingly enough, that “erosion of institutional autonomy” may be caused by more than government intervention. David Kirp in a recent book entitled Shakespeare, Einstein and the Bottom Line, suggests that as public universities continue their pursuit of the almighty dollar by embracing the practices of the marketplace and focusing on the “private good” they run the risk of losing their claim to government subsidies for the “public good”. At the same time, they may also “give up” autonomy to the realities of the ‘market’. That is, the ‘market’ can have a major steering effect of its own. As Canadian universities increasingly find themselves ‘in the market’ – through tuition policies, contract research, and intellectual property polices – a different kind of accountability is emerging with it own set of challenges.
However, for today, there are three main items I would like to cover. 

Slide 2

So let’s begin by recapping some of the key ideas/messages from yesterday.

Slides 3,4,5 & 6.
The role of Boards in accountability is extraordinarily crucial. As noted by experts in the field

Slide 7
“Boards provide a means for external society to exert some influence over the university but in a way that respects the peculiar conventions, norms, and values of the academy.
… the institutional governing board may play a crucial role in fostering public confidence in the operation of universities.”
To underscore the importance of the Boards, yesterday both Glen Jones and Maureen Reid spoke to the important role of Boards in addressing the challenges presented by calls for greater accountability.  The most effective buffer against government intervention and the potential erosion of institutional autonomy is an effective governing board. 
So with those lessons and insights in mind, let’s move to developing an Accountability Framework and key considerations. 
Slide 8
Before moving to Accountability frameworks, there are two issues

we need to keep in mind:
1. The current funding situation; and

2. Projected enrolment demand.
Slide 9
Canadian university education is a huge industry with governments as major players.  Despite significant increases in tuition, private giving, and other revenue generating strategies, governments remain, by far, the largest “funder” – representing over 55% of total funding in 2001/02. 
As we look down the road one can see significant increase in enrolment demand. In a recent Statistics Canada survey over 93% of Canadian parents with children ranging from newborns to 18 year-olds, indicated their hope that their children would attend a post-secondary institution and over 70% would like to see their children attend university. 
(Survey of Approaches to Educational Planning, 2002)
Slide 10
The significant growth in enrolment from the “echo boom” – the children of the baby-boom - promises to continue to provide strong enrolment demand for years to come – and increasing demands on the public purse. There is significant regional variation in the ‘echo boom’ demographic with B.C., Alberta and Ontario experiencing significant growth while many other provinces will see little change or, in the case of Newfoundland, a major decrease. Even in provinces where there is little growth in the 18-24 year old age group, one can still project increases in demand for university education due to increases in participation rates. 
Increasingly, university education is “mass education” – and, as such, because it is affecting an increasing proportion of the ‘public’, government has a real interest in the sector – an interest that translates into greater accountability. 
Slide 11

The interest in accountability has evolved over the past 15 years or so and is unlikely to go away.  While this slide focuses on the chronology in Ontario, it could be replicated across the country. 
“Performance contracts”, “performance funding”, and “enrolment target agreements” are becoming part of the higher education lexicon.  Government’s have moved and/or are moving to a more structured approach and hence we now see proposals for Accountability Frameworks – often with the encouragement and under the auspices of Provincial Auditors.

Slide 12

Those frameworks have a few key principles or what was referred to in the Ontario Financial Review Commission Report as the “basic building blocks of accountability”. 
· Proper legal status, strong governance, well-articulated mission and vision, and effective management;

· Well-defined relationships with all stakeholders including funders, service users, staff and ministry;

· Commitment to proper business planning, performance evaluation and continuous improvement; and

· A culture of openly and actively sharing financial and performance information with all communities that have an interest in the organization.


It is very difficult to argue against those “basic building blocks of accountability”; In fact, at one level, they seem perfectly sensible!
Slide 13
The Council of Ontario Universities has decided to take a more proactive approach – having fought rearguard skirmishes for the past 15 years – and is proposing an accountability framework of its own – modeled after the work of Ontario Financial Review Commission.

Will it be enough?  The jury is out.  Many universities have some, if not all, of the ‘building blocks’ in place right now, and some have had them in place for a decade. That has not stopped government from calling for more accountability, introducing funding mechanisms and various legislation to exert greater control over universities and other parts of what is sometimes referred to as the Broader Public Sector. Universities will not be exempt from government’s drive for greater accountability.  Yesterday, Don Avison spoke about the “cult of accountability” and that phrase captures the concern very well.
Increasingly Provincial Auditor mandates will be expanded to cover - and in some provinces already cover – what are sometimes referred to as “transfer payment agencies” – universities, colleges, hospitals and municipalities.  Moreover, as the role of Provincial Auditor expands to “value-for-money” it will be his/her JOB to find ways to “improve” accountability in the Broader Public Sector and by association – universities. 
Government isn’t the only one interested in “accountability”. As higher education has expanded it has attracted the interest of others.  Maclean’s, for example, tapped into the interest in ‘rankings’ and accountability to produce an annual universities’ issue and a companion Guide to Canadian Universities.  In the absence of a cross Canada compendium of institutional data that would allow easy comparisons, Maclean’s adopted the U.S. News & World approach and developed its own (with the help of some universities). Regardless of what one thinks of the Maclean’s initiatives they attract interest and, in the absence of a robust university accountability framework in the early 1990’s, Maclean’s filled, and still fills, a void.  

Slides 14 & 15

Professors
 at Wilfrid Laurier University have capitalized on interest in accountability and produced their own “ranking” called the Modified Accountability Disclosure Index. Based on an initiative in New Zealand, the MADI is now having some impact on the disclosure practices of universities.  However, the MADI does not provide an assessment of the information that is being provided, it really just focuses on the quantity of the information that is readily available.  Nevertheless, it has attracted interest from the press and many universities have responded accordingly.
Between government interest and pressure, and the heightened interest of the press and (one assumes the public), universities have responded and developed their own approaches to improving and demonstrating their own accountability. 

At some universities that framework is already in place – as we saw yesterday in David Turpin’s presentation.  And there are other examples across the country of very good institutional accountability frameworks. At others there is still some room to go. A simple test is to visit university websites. Is it immediately obvious that “accountability” is on the “radar screen”? Can you, within a few key strokes, get to some kind of accountability framework? Is it easy to find reference to Boards and the governing structure?  Is there a Strategic Plan? With goals? With measures? 

The establishment of an Accountability Framework similar to the one outlined earlier is something every institution should have. An accountability framework can be seen as a launchpad for the university to “tell its story”, and from that perspective alone the “framework” can be a very useful tool. The key components of that framework focus on three key questions. 

Slide 16
Whether the existence of those “frameworks” will actually improve accountability is another matter.  And whether such a framework will help with the work of Boards and Board secretariats is yet another matter.  And it is to those particular topics that I wish to turn to now.

As I noted earlier, the best buffer against government intervention is an effective Board with an effective accountability framework of its own.  
And the emphasis is on the word “effective”.  Having the “building blocks” of accountability are important; but they are only the “building blocks”. An institution can have a Vision, a Mission, a Plan, performance indicators, financial statements, and publish annual reports, and while having met the legislated requirements, may be a long way from an effective accountability framework.  Individual Boards, with the help of their secretariats, must work to ensure that accountability extends beyond the mere existence of Mission statements and the Strategic Plan into the major factors that influence operational plans. The main instruments for that are:

· resource allocation practices/policies, 
· human resource policies regarding appointment, promotion and compensation, 
· enrolment management policies that affect recruitment, admission and retention,

· capital; and 
· financial policies. 

Let me be clear.  I am not suggesting that Boards implement policy - that is the job of management. Nor am I suggesting that Boards necessarily take the lead in developing such policies. But what I am suggesting is that to make an accountability framework “real”, to make it work, it is imperative that the key policies align with institutional missions and goals.  The Board has a responsibility to ensure that that those key policies and changes to those policies align with institutional goals. And the Boards are in the position of being removed from the day to day operations so that they CAN bring some thought to bear on those key issues. In fact, in my view, this is the essence of an effective accountability framework and the role of the Board. 
If key policies in the preceding categories are, in fact, the main “instruments” of achieving institutional goals, what are the key questions Boards should be asking to determine “What matters?” As you think about resource allocation policies, for example, or enrolment management policies, what is important?  
For the next 30 minutes or so, I would like you to discuss “what matters”? Based on your own institution - What are those key policy questions? Then winnow it down to several key questions the Board needs to be asking.
A consultant is ... someone who takes the watch off your wrist and tells you the time. 
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