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Towards the best Senate 

for KPU



How do you rate the KPU 

Senate?

A (first class)

B (very good)

C (OK)

D (failure)



University Governance 

and the Senate

I Introduction:

1. The importance and challenges of 

university governance

2. My background and experience 

with Senates



University Governance 

and the Senate

II. The key components of governance:

1. Board

2. Senate

3. Faculty Councils

4. Academic Departments

5. Faculty Association

6. Student Government

7. Alumni Association



University Governance 

and the Senate (2)

III. Manifest and latent roles of Senate

IV. The importance of institutional 

culture

V. Value-driven leadership and open 

management

VI. Conclusions: 10 steps to a 

successful Senate



I. INTRODUCTION

1. The importance and challenges of 

university governance

2. My background and experience 

with Senates 



The challenges of 

governing a university

“It does not know what it is doing.  Its goals 
are either vague or in dispute.  Its 
technology is familiar but not understood.  
Its major participants wander in and out of 
the organization.  These factors do not 
make a university a bad organization or a 
disorganized one; but they do make it a 
problem to describe, understand and 
lead”.

Cohen and March, 1986, p. 3”



Since 1986, the university has 

become even more complex

• From ivory tower to public institution

• From privileged few to the rights of many

• Many “new” stakeholders

• Students (and their parents)

• Tax payers and employers

• Alumni and major donors

• Governments at all levels (economic 
development)

• Organized labour

• Media



The Context: Academic Freedom 

and Institutional Autonomy

 The search for truth

 Preserving freedom to pursue 
knowledge openly and without 
political interference

 Preserving freedom of speech and 
association

 Protecting against political 
influence on certain kinds of 
decision (eg. admissions)



The Context: Academic Freedom 

and Institutional Autonomy

 Within the law and funding 

constraints from government, to 

ensure the ability of the institution to 

govern itself according to local 

needs 

 The university as an institution that 

not only serves society but can also 

be its primary critic



“The world is changing faster than 

the governance structure can 

accommodate” (AGB, 1997)

Growing too big and too fast

No longer serving just the elite

New issues and units (eg. Sexual 
harassment, IT)

 Fragmentation of knowledge

Pressures for job preparation

 The rise of consumerism 

Unionization – creeping legalism



Can traditional governance still 

handle the many new challenges?

 What are the implications of these 
changes for the respective roles of 
Board and Senate?

 What has been the impact of the 
rise of collective bargaining on the 
role and prominence of Senate?

 Are traditional academic models of 
governance obsolete?

 Do career program faculty view 
Senate as a questionable entity?



The Senate lies at the 

heart of these challenges



Bicameralism – the traditional 

model for balancing interests

 Bicameralism dates from the 1500’s

 Internal stakeholders (notably 

faculty)

 External stakeholders (government, 

students, parents, employers…)

 Internal represented by the Senate

 External represented by the Board



My Background

 35 years in senior academic 

administrative positions in 4 post-

secondary institutions in 3 provinces 

(Quebec, Alberta, Ontario)

 Attended close to 300 Senate 

meetings

 Chaired at least half of them

 Long-standing interest in university 

governance



My Background with 

Kwantlen

 Kwantlen:

2009 DQAB review panel 

confirming exempt status

2010 Board retreat on 

governance

2011 Board retreat re. 

presidential search



The testing of my devotion 

to Senate



Early in my Senate career



Near the end of my 

Senate career



Relevant publications



II.  THE KEY COMPONENTS 

OF GOVERNANCE

1. Board of Governors

2. Senate

3. Faculty Councils

4. Academic Departments

5. Faculty Association

6. Student Government

7. Alumni Association



The Board of Governors



The Role of the Board

 Accountability to the community

 Protection from direct government 

intervention (other than financial)

 Responsible for fiscal integrity and 

strategic directions of the institution

 Hires president and delegates to 

her/him responsibility for leadership 

and management of the institution



The Board: Authority and 

Responsibility

 Financial Sustainability

 Administrative Leadership and 

Control

 Mission and Mandate

 Strategic Priorities

 Accountability to Key Stakeholders

 Works in the bicameral model with 

Senate



The Senate



The Context for Senate

Ensuring key academic decisions are made 
by academics:

 Admissions

 Credentials (degrees, diplomas)

 Curricula

 Teaching and Learning

Disagreements among university leaders as 
to the importance of Senate

Tendency for administrators to attribute 
more authority to Senate than do faculty 
members



Increasing recognition of 

Joint Responsibilities

Many critical areas of decision-making 

require an interdependence of Board and 

Senate.  eg:

 Opening or Closing an Academic 

Program

 Implications of admissions criteria for 

enrolment levels (and therefore funding)

 Impact of physical plant on academic 

operations

 Strategic Academic Planning (and 

related financial implications)



Senate Committees

 Broadly consultative

 Broad participation

 Do detailed work to ensure items are well 

presented for decision-making at Senate

 Identify significant alternatives so that 

Senate is more than a rubber stamp

 Appropriate balance between healthy 

debate at Senate and relying on 

background work of committees



Conduct of Senate

 Chaired by President

 Strong secretariat (unsung heroes)

 Orientation for new members

 General understanding of Robert’s 

Rules

 Appropriate committees, well 

prepared Senate submissions

 Written Reports from Administrators



Senate Executive 

Committee

 Effective planning and agenda setting, 
not just for a given meeting but for the 
year

 Ensuring items are ready for Senate 
consideration

 Ensuring appropriate consultation

 Ensuring consideration of all implications, 
including financial

 Helps respect faculty workloads by 
ensuring effective and efficient committee 
and Senate processes and structures



The Faculty Council



The Leadership Role of the 

Dean

 The ultimate tightrope role

 Advocate for the faculty to the 

administration

 Advocate for the administration to the 

faculty

 Ensures needs and aspirations of the 

faculty are developed and well 

understood by all, that they reinforce and 

advance the overall strategic directions 

of the university



The Academic 

Department



The Leadership Role of the 

Departmental Chair

 Ensures effective academic 

planning within the department

 Early identifier of issues and 

concerns

 Represents departmental concerns 

at the Faculty level

 Ensures that the Dean is well 

informed as to the role and 

performance of the department



The Faculty Association





Role Differentiation: Faculty 

Association and Senate

COMMONALITIES BETWEEN SENATE AND FACULTY 

ASSOCIATION:

• Embedding commitments to academic freedom 

in collective agreements

• Formalizing standards and procedures for 

promotion and tenure

• Promoting and protecting the role of faculty in 

academic decision-making



Role Differentiation: Faculty 

Association and Senate

AREAS OF POTENTIAL CONFLICT:

• Collegial governance versus collective 

bargaining (negotiating culture) – a consensus 

model vs. a conflict model

• University-wide interests versus vested faculty 

interests

• Broad range of stakeholders versus singular group 

of stakeholders



The Alumni Association



The Alumni Association

 Represents your history and traditions

 Key component of institutional culture

 Influential group of advocates for KPU

 Perspective of hindsight and experience 

re. a KPU education – its strengths and 

weaknesses

 Mentors for students

 Legitimate vested interest group



Accountabilities as a 

Board or Senate member

 Yes, be certain to represent and 

communicate regularly with the 

constituency that elected you

 But also recognize that your ultimate role 

is to represent what you believe to be the 

best long-term interests of the institution

 Your accountability to your constituency 

will come primarily at re-election time

 Implication of striving for a consensus on 

major academic issues



Potential conflicts of interest –

how do you handle these?

 Students voting on tuition fee levels

 Anyone voting on collective 

agreements that affect her or him 

directly

 Program closures or reductions that 

affect an individual directly



III. MANIFEST AND LATENT 

ROLES OF SENATE



Manifest Functions of 

Senate (Birnbaum)

 Bureaucracy – part of a system of rational 

decision-making

 Political System – forum for articulation of 

interests and the setting in which 

decisions on institutional policies and 

goals are reached through compromise, 

negotiation, and the formation of 

coalitions



Why, then, do Senates 

persist?

Birnbaum concluded  from studies of a 

number of US universities that Senates were 

seldom effective in either of these manifest 

functions. 

This led him to ask why Senates persisted.

He concluded that it was because of a 

number of significant latent functions of 

Senates



Latent Roles of Senate 

(Birnbaum)

 Senate as symbol

 Status provider

 Garbage can

 Attention cue to emerging issues

 Personnel screening device

 Organizational conservator

 Ritual and Pastime

 Scapegoat



But no excuse to give up 

on manifest roles!

Latent roles important but we want 

Senates that are really effective in 

university governance and not just 

playing  useful secondary roles.



IV.  THE IMPORTANCE OF 

INSTITUTIONAL CULTURE



The Importance of 

Institutional Culture



The Six Cultures of the 

Academy

1. Collegial

2. Managerial

3. Developmental

4. Advocacy (Negotiating)

5. Virtual

6. Tangible



KPU’s evolving culture

 How is it changing?

 Are there significant differences between new 

and long-established faculty and staff in terms of 

the Kwantlen they believe in and support?

 Concordia example (Sir George and Loyola)

 Unique opportunity, advantage over older and 

more established universities

 Potential contradictions between search for a 
unique Kwantlen culture and a longing for more 

familiar traditional structures and processes



V. SOME KEY ISSUES OF 

UNIVERSITY GOVERNANCE

1. Academic freedom

2. Academic standards

3. Institutional autonomy and 

government intervention

4. Quality of the undergraduate 

student experience

5. Education for employment and for 

its intrinsic value



1.Academic freedom

At the heart of what a university is…

 Honorary degree to Morganthaler (UWO)

 Cancelling Netanjahu’s speech 

(Concordia)

 Philippe Rushton research (UWO)

 Kuyek-Sopko convocation (Laurentian)

 Nancy D’Olivieri (U of T)



2.  Academic standards

 Grade inflation

 Students’ sense of entitlement

 Especially pressures for high grades

 Cheating and plagiarism

 Academic Integrity



3. Institutional autonomy and 

government Intervention

Increase in government scrutiny and 

accountability mechanisms

• B.C. mandate letters, Ontario SMAs

• Annual and special grants

• Regulation of tuition fees

• Representations from 

administration, faculty, students…



4. Quality of  undergraduate 

student experience  

 Who should and who does teach 

first year courses

 Class sizes

 Faculty evaluation

 Educational technology

 Curricula



5.  Education for employment 

and for its intrinsic value

 Ensuring an education, not just training

 Relationships with employers

 Co-op and related programs

 Success rates in employment and 

graduate school

 Advisory groups

 Curricula that meet professional 

requirements but also ensure learning 

how to learn, taking responsibility for own 

learning



VI.  CONCLUSIONS

1. Value-driven leadership and open 

management

2. Some key questions to consider

3. Senate is succeeding when…

4. Senate is failing when…

5. 10 Steps to a successful Senate



Value-driven leadership and  

open management

 Value-driven leadership

 Supremacy of academic freedom

 Encouragement of debate and dissent

 Love of curiosity and thirst for knowledge

 Development of independent and inter-

dependent learners

 Collegial form of governance that fosters 

the institution as a “learning organization”



Value-driven leadership and 

open management

 The key to any system of effective 
governance is trust among the key 
players

 Hence,  academic governance is an art 
form, one requiring significant political 
savvy

 Ultimate challenge is to develop a 
campus climate that encourages debate 
and dissent but puts long-term 
institutional interests first

 Open Management – transparency in 
processes and decision-making



Some Key Questions to 

Consider…

 Does the President treat the Senate with interest 

and respect?

 Do faculty opinion leaders get elected to Senate 

regularly?

 Are students fully engaged and effective at 

Senate?  Does the institution assist them in this 

role?

 Does the Board understand and support the role 

and authority of the Senate?

 Does the institution practise open management?



The Senate is succeeding 

when…

 Boundary issues between Senate and 

Board responsibility and authority are well 

defined and accepted by both bodies

 The President views it as his/her key 

advisor on academic direction & policy

 The most respected faculty and student 

opinion leaders compete for Senate 

places

 It is the key integrating force that brings 

everyone together in pride for Kwantlen



The Senate is succeeding 

when…

 There is an orientation program for new 

Senators and especially for student 

representatives

 The meetings deal with matters of real 

import and substance

 Dissent is encouraged and supported but 

every effort is made to find consensus

 Senators take heed of the broader 

university challenges and limitations in all 

of their discussions



The Senate is failing 

when…

 There is a common perception that 

it never does anything

 It is difficult to attract good people 

to run for it

 It is ignored and/or often overruled 

by the Board



The Senate is failing 

when…

 It is mainly a forum for complaints 

rather than for dealing openly and 

constructively with academic 

challenges

 Discussions about the Senate are 

cynical and derisive

 Senators are frustrated and 

negative most of the time



The Senate is important 

because…

 It represents the highest ideals of 

what a university is – academic 

freedom, the search for truth, the 

creation and sharing of knowledge 

and the development of 

independent and interdependent 

learners

 It ensures that academic issues are 

the domain of academics



The Senate is important 

because…

 It provides countless opportunities for 

faculty, staff and students to engage in 

the creation and development of a 

vibrant and important public institution of 

higher learning

 It helps build a spirit of cohesion and 

integrity that brings all the component 

programs, activities and people into a 

common culture of aspiration and 

achievement

 It is the epitome of lifelong learning



Ten Steps to a 

Successful Senate

1. Recognize that faculty and student input 
are central to the academic life and 
direction of any university

2. Take the time to identify and get broad 
support for the basic principles underscoring 
the division of responsibilities between the 
Board and Senate and between these 
bodies and the central administration*

* Glen A. Jones, “The Structure of University Governance in Canada” in 
Amaral, A., Jones, G. A., and Karset, B. 2002.  Governing Higher Education: 
National Perspectives on University Governance. Dordrecht: Kluwer 
Academic Publishers, 228-229.



Ten Steps to a

Successful Senate

3. Recognizing the importance of Senate 

to the long-term health of KPU, 

undertake a campaign to inform 

everyone in the institution about the role 

and importance of Senate

4. Keep all university processes open and 

transparent, especially strategic 

planning and budgeting



Ten Steps to a 

Successful Senate

5. In addition to its regular agenda, engage Senate 

in discussions and follow-up actions around the 
big questions on campus (at least one per 

meeting) eg.  

• measures of success for graduates

• core outcomes for all academic programs

• grade inflation and students’ sense of entitlement

• academic integrity, plagiarism, cheating...

• who is/should be teaching first-year classes

• balance between teaching and research



Ten Steps to a 

Successful Senate

6. Involve the Board and Senate in joint 

governance projects (eg. Clarifying exactly what 
is meant by “polytechnic” in the Kwantlen

context)...and include a social component

7. Don’t confuse consultation with “getting our own 

way” – ensure that relevant voices are heard but 

then decisions are made and accepted by all

8. Continue working to define a Senate that 

achieves the traditional manifest functions but in 
a way that is uniquely Kwantlen’s (ie. That reflects 

your values and your culture)



Ten Steps to a 

Successful Senate

9. Conduct an annual assessment of Senate that 

includes opportunities for members to assess their 
own performance as well (works for Board, too)

10. Recognize and celebrate that you have already 

achieved a great deal in the past four years (eg. 

Board/Senate Task Force on Bicameral 

Governance,  Standing Senate Committee on 

University Budget, this and other retreats) and set 

targets, goals and indicators for future 
improvements.



Common criticisms of 

Senates

 Endless process

 Too many committees

 Vocal dissent

 Frequent conflict

 Slow decision-making, missed opportunities

 Student participation

BUT...



If you remember that KPU is an 

educational institution…

…then many of these 

supposed weaknesses of 

Senate become strengths!



How to you rate the KPU 

Senate now?

A (first-class)

B (very good)

C (OK)

D (failure)



DO IT THE KWANTLEN WAY 

AND BE PROUD OF IT!!!



Stay in touch…

rpaul@uwindsor.ca

mailto:rpaul@uwindsor.ca

