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The issue of good governance in the higher education sector is critical to operating a quality 

institution – whether it be public or private. There has, over a period of time, emerged a 

confusion between ‘good governance’ and ‘bureaucracy’ – they are not the same thing, 

though often confused. 

The key elements of good governance are best captured in the following 12 principles - 

 

Clear purpose, mission and strategy 

The governing body should set and monitor the institution’s mission, strategic direction, 

values, risk appetite and long-term sustainability. This does not mean becoming operational 

– it is about oversight and support. The best Boards (corporate/academic) I have seen in 

action are those that are encouraging and supportive – and usually achieve the best 

outcomes. 

 

Effective governing body oversight 

Council, board or equivalent governing bodies should provide independent, informed and 

accountable oversight of academic, financial, operational and reputational matters. This is 

best achieved with a dedicated Academic Board, an informed and current Finance 

Committee, and a well balance Risk Committee. These three elements working together can 

achieve considerably good outcomes. Corporate Boards are not operational. 



 

Academic governance and quality assurance 

Strong systems should ensure academic integrity, course quality, assessment standards, 

research ethics, student outcomes and continuous improvement. The key responsibilities of 

an Academic Board are usually - Learning and teaching; Academic staff; Courses; Academic 

policies; Monitoring and review; Integrity of qualifications; and Evidence-based advice and 

reporting. Academic Boars should not be operational. 

 

Regulatory compliance 

Providers must meet higher education standards, accreditation requirements, legislative 

obligations, privacy duties, workplace obligations and reporting requirements. These 

requirements are clearly spelt out in the Higher Education Standards Framework (Threshold 

Standards) and the National Code of Practice for providers of education and training to 

overseas students. 

 

Risk management and internal controls 

Good governance requires systematic identification, assessment and mitigation of risks, 

including financial, academic, cyber, safety, reputational and compliance risks. An informed 

(and appropriate) Risk Committee (usually a standing committee of the Board of Directors) is 

invaluable. 

 

Financial stewardship and sustainability 

The provider should maintain sound budgeting, financial controls, audit processes, resource 

allocation and long-term viability. A Finance Committee (usually a standing committee of the 

Board of Directors) is also invaluable. 

 

Transparency and accountability 

Decision-making should be properly documented, evidence-based and open to appropriate 

scrutiny, with clear delegation, reporting and performance monitoring. Communication to ALL 

should be mandated and this can be done through daily, weekly and monthly updates – as 

best practice. 

 

Student-centred decision-making 

Governance should protect student interests, support access and equity, monitor student 

experience and outcomes, and ensure effective complaints and appeals processes. Student 

satisfaction can be measured regularly using Student Feedback on Units (SFUs) and 

consideration should be given to qualitative feedback received in the process. 

 

 



Integrity, ethics and conflict management 

Providers need codes of conduct, conflict-of-interest processes, whistleblower protections, 

academic integrity systems and ethical leadership. This should be reflected in current 

policies and processes. 

 

Capable leadership and defined roles 

Responsibilities between the governing body, executive leadership, academic boards, 

committees and management should be clearly defined and regularly reviewed. Experienced 

senior leadership is paramount. 

 

Stakeholder engagement 

Good governance includes meaningful engagement with students, staff, industry, regulators, 

professional bodies, alumni and community partners. Staff surveys are a very useful way of 

gauging the health of the organisation. 

 

Culture of continuous improvement 

Providers should regularly review governance effectiveness, benchmark performance, learn 

from feedback, and improve policies, systems and outcomes. 

 

 

Good governance in higher education balances academic quality, institutional autonomy, 

regulatory compliance, financial sustainability, ethical conduct and student interests. It is by 

no means a simple task – and should not be confused with operational matters. It is more 

about oversight and support. 

 

Also worth reading – 

An approach to corporate governance self-assurance (2025) -

6113ad_5ab4136aafbe4afcb7f95cd32ebaaaf9.pdf 

An approach to academic governance self-assurance (2025) - 

6113ad_427070e6ddec4f58bd57dd7cfe3daa61.pdf 

Good governance is about leadership not management (2025) - 

6113ad_4a2ffc930bcf4f8c81f115677e00326a.pdf 

Understanding self-assurance at an organisational level (2025) - 

6113ad_77fe58912c6a4a7ab91de7696116a391.pdf 

Reviewing governance at Higher Education Institutes (2025) - 

6113ad_58310dddfff046cf8bb6b6a683ff7a25.pdf 

 

https://www.musicum20.com/_files/ugd/6113ad_5ab4136aafbe4afcb7f95cd32ebaaaf9.pdf
https://www.musicum20.com/_files/ugd/6113ad_427070e6ddec4f58bd57dd7cfe3daa61.pdf
https://www.musicum20.com/_files/ugd/6113ad_4a2ffc930bcf4f8c81f115677e00326a.pdf
https://www.musicum20.com/_files/ugd/6113ad_77fe58912c6a4a7ab91de7696116a391.pdf
https://www.musicum20.com/_files/ugd/6113ad_58310dddfff046cf8bb6b6a683ff7a25.pdf
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