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Figure 17  Specific leadership learning preferences by role
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Consistent with the quantitative results, the open-ended responses reveal that leaders are very 

clear about what features they like and do not like in professional learning for leadership. Table 21 

summarises the key trends in these comments.

Table 21  Qualitative data on leadership development preferences

Critical features of effective leadership 
development programs

Critical features of unsatisfactory effective 
leadership development programs

Learning by doing❚❚

Learning from experiences❚❚

Learning through mentoring❚❚

Too generic❚❚

Ill-timed for one’s particular leadership issue❚❚

Routine❚❚

Un-related to the work of a particular leadership role❚❚

Delivered by people with no understanding of the ❚❚

higher education system
Focused on the ‘what’ but not the ‘how’ of leadership-❚❚

theoretical at the expense of practical application

Comparison with other studies of academic leaders’ learning 
preferences

The study’s findings on learning leadership in universities generally align with those from a range of 

parallel investigations.

In terms of preferred learning methods they align, for example, with recent work by the UK 

Leadership Foundation for Higher Education (2006) on effective approaches:

i.	 Action and reflection;

ii.	 Observation and analysis;

iii.	 Engaging with networks;

iv.	 Filling in specific ‘skills’ gaps;

v.	 Thinking ‘outside the box’ (cross sector and international);

vi.	 Being offered both challenge and support;

vii.	 Undertaking challenging assignments and projects;

viii.	 Finding ‘space’ to reflect.

In terms of focus they align generally with the LFHE (2006) findings on the key development 

priorities for UK academic leaders:
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i.	 Succession planning-selecting and nurturing leadership talent;

ii.	 Market positioning;

iii.	 Coping with change;

iv.	 Developing productive teams;

v.	 Leadership collaborations, partnerships and alliances;

vi.	 Middle management development;

vii.	 Managing the evolving governance context;

viii.	 Leading research and teaching;

ix.	 Managing diversity.

These UK findings are similar to those emerging from research by Higher Education South Africa 

with 100 leaders in 21 universities on their development needs (top 10 in rank order):

i.	 Strategic and operational planning;

ii.	 Leadership skills;

iii.	 Quality management;

iv.	 Performance management;

v.	 Team management;

vi.	 Finance management;

vii.	 Managing change;

viii.	 People management;

ix.	 Conflict management;

x.	 Project skills.

There is also some alignment with the research of Aziz et al. (2005) on the specific training needs for 

Department Chairs in US universities, where the top priorities were (in rank order, highest first): 

i.	 Ability to deal with and provide feedback for unsatisfactory faculty;

ii.	 Knowledge of internal and external sources of funds and associated policies & 
procedures;

iii.	 Skill in reducing, resolving, and preventing conflict among faculty members, including 
management of areas like sexual harassment;

iv.	 Skill in adopting different leadership styles to fit varying situations.
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Implications and recommendations

This study suggests that leaders are seeking opportunities to learn from others and share 
experiences in informal rather than formal ways.

(National workshop participant)

Empirical evidence implies that it is the manner in which management and leadership 
development is implemented that is most important, with the greatest effect when it is integrated 
in a consistent manner alongside other management and HRM practices.

Gosling, J. (2006)

Not only is there a need to review academic leadership position descriptions at every level for their 

relevance using the study’s data on role focus, effectiveness criteria and the capabilities that count; 

the findings in this chapter indicate that there is an equal need to recast the support and leadership 

learning approaches intended to develop leaders using the findings in this chapter as an explicit set 

of checkpoints.

These findings were assessed in detail at the study’s national and international workshops and the 

following were the recurring observations and recommendations made by the 490 participants:

We need to ‘practice what we preach’

It was recommended that the way in which leadership learning programs are designed and delivered 

should model what universities are advocating their staff do as they seek to engage higher education 

students in productive learning and retain them. 

This means, said both the respondents and workshop participants, that leadership learning programs 

need to be more learner centred, that they need to focus on relevance and apply the wide range of 

active learning methods indicated in research like that identified in the analysis of 280,000 university 

student comments in the recent CEQuery project (Scott, 2006). It means that they have to be more 

just-in-time, just-for-me; more focused on learning by resolving real-world problems and dilemmas 

of daily practice as they arise; that they need to use peer support more directly and foster reflection 

on experience using the capability framework validated in the present study. Finally they need to be 

change focused. This, said respondents and participants, is a far cry from their current experiences, 

which tend to be more one-off, workshop based, generic and unfocused.

The following is a selection of the written comments made by the senior leaders at these workshops 

when they were invited to identify one key insight they had taken from the discussion of the study’s 

results in the area of learning academic leadership:

The environment must be conducive to those with leadership roles if they are to be effective ... 
Overall, my institution needs to develop a ‘learning organisation’ culture.

New ways of communicating: googling, chat, blogs, SMS mean that much action can be generated 
outside formal meetings.

It is clear that much leadership development is informally acquired.

(Using) the retiring leaders as informal mentors to people who are just coming into the same 
role is something we intend to investigate.
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Focus on the capabilities that count using case-based and problem-based learning

The study has produced some 500 case studies of the challenges commonly faced by leaders in all 

of the roles studied, along with suggestions on how these might be resolved. This provides a highly 

relevant resource for both new leaders taking up a particular role as well as for existing academic 

leaders.

As the following senior academics who attended the national workshops observed:

We now have greater understanding of the real leadership development needs in higher 
education.

Even baby boomer leaders like me have a lot to learn about leadership.

Leadership development needs to be ‘in context’.

Develop more targeted support networks for people in the same role

The AUQA commendation for the establishment of a Head of Programs network at one university 

was noted. This network, convened by the PVC (Learning and Teaching), was praised because it 

had proven to be a convenient and well regarded way for Heads of Program to assess the feasibility 

and relevance of changes proposed by ‘the centre’ and to identify the best way to ensure they were 

taken up locally. It had proven to be an efficient mechanism for identifying locally successful ways of 

addressing key changes that could be adapted for application in other locations across the university. 

And it had proven to be an ideal forum for informal learning and support around a common role 

and set of changes. The national workshop participants recommended that developments like this 

be further enhanced and expanded to other institutions. 

Generally, it was recommended that support networks be established in particular for learning and 

teaching leaders in roles that do not control resources or staff directly but who must rely on influence 

and ‘winning followership’ (roles like Associate Dean L&T). The work of another ALTC leadership 

project that is doing this for the A/Dean role was noted (Southwell, Scoufis & Hunt, 2006). As 

participants at the study’s national workshops suggested:

Recognise the difference between people with line responsibility and those who operate only by 
‘influence’. Set up support groups for the ‘influencers’. 

Establish a network of ‘fellow travellers’ in the same role-both formally (e.g. monthly chats) and 
informally (e.g. via email lists, discussion boards, web-based learning resources, readings and 
links).

Achieve greater clarity from the top. Listen more to the bottom. I like the concept of listen, 
link then lead. It is a good way to learn together and integrate top-down and bottom-up 
approaches.

Develop a support group for beginning leaders.

Offer a mentoring program, especially for the recently promoted, using the data from this study 
on the capabilities that count most in the role concerned to provide focus.
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Develop an online Leadership Evaluation and Development Resource (LEADR)

It was suggested that an ideal resource for the new leaders who will be replacing the existing 

leadership as the ‘baby boomer’ generation retires would be the ability to complete the same online 

survey as the 513 leaders in the present study. This was seen as being especially beneficial if new 

leaders could immediately compare their results with those provided by experienced leaders in the 

same role. It was suggested also that being able to access the case studies of the key challenges for 

each role and how the experienced leaders had addressed them at the same time would be useful.  

This is one way to address the recommendation from respondents that learning should be just-in-

time, just-for-me, focused on their particular role and not generic; and that convenient access to the 

insights gained by ‘fellow travellers’ in exactly the same role would be especially useful.

As one academic leader at the national workshops concluded:

How leaders might be best supported to learn appears to be consistent with what we already 
know from research on effective teacher professional learning: that effective learning needs to be 
in the context of that person’s daily work challenges, context etc. - also to be just in time, and 
tied to key workplace problems rather than externally determined and delivered - in this model 
learning is via action research rather than from one-off seminars.

Summary

This chapter has assessed the way in which the 513 academic leaders responding to the study’s 

online survey prefer to learn and their existing experiences with leadership development programs. 

At the same time the most relevant areas for professional learning in each leadership role have been 

identified from the quantitative data on effectiveness and role focus, along with a detailed qualitative 

analysis of the key challenges faced by leaders in each role.

The key findings are summarised diagrammatically in Figure 18. This figure suggests that professional 

learning for academic leaders should follow an action learning cycle, involving an ongoing process 

that identifies the ‘gaps’ in one’s capability using the leadership scales and dimensions confirmed in 

the present study, and then addresses these ‘gaps’ using a mixture of self-managed learning, practice-

based learning and appropriately timed and linked formal leadership development. As this occurs 

the results can be monitored using effectiveness indicators like those identified in the study and 

the quality of what has emerged can be evaluated. Areas of good practice are retained, and those 

requiring further attention and new ‘gaps’ for development are re-addressed. In this way the cycle 

continues. The key is to see the process as not only being cyclical but as heading to somewhere 

significant by using the validated capability and focus scales identified in the current study. This 

notion was captured well by Francis Bacon when he observed: “We rise to great heights by a winding 

staircase”.
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Leader’s
Capability

Diagnose

Evaluate Develop

Implement &
Monitor

Formal leadership 
development

� 360-degree programs

� higher education 
leadership seminars

� leadership programs run 
by university

� leadership programs run 
by external groups

� L&T conferences

� completion of a tertiary 
qualification in 
leadership

Practice-based 
learning

� mentoring

� ‘shadowing’

� work placements

� exchanges

� custom-tailored learning 
programs

� study of real-life 
problems & cases

� visits

� learning ‘on the job’

� secondments

� use of ‘teaching fellows’

Self-managed & 
informal learning

� peer group

� network in university

� network beyond 
university

� internet

� professional association

Figure 18  Learning Academic Leadership

Key recommendations emerging from this chapter include: the need to ‘practice what we preach’ by 

constructing leadership learning programs that model the approaches to learning that are now being 

advocated for use with higher education students; the need to focus more directly in these programs 

on the capabilities that count using case-based and problem-based learning situated in the context 

of each particular role; the need to develop more targeted support networks for people working in 

the same role; and the need to foster self-managed and just-in-time, just-for-me learning by making 

the online survey available to all new leaders for completion and comparison of their results with 

experienced practitioners in the same role across Australia.
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A recent survey of thousands of managers world-wide indicated that ‘leadership’ was the most 
important issue for their organisation’s future.

Council for Excellence in Management & Leadership (2001)

Leadership is not about making clever decisions and doing bigger deals, least of all for personal 
gain. It is about energizing other people to make good decisions and do other things. In other 
words, it is about helping release the positive energy that exists naturally within people. Effective 
leadership inspires more than empowers; it connects more than controls; it demonstrates more 
than it decides. It does all this by engaging - itself above all and consequently others.

Mintzberg (2004: 143) 

As noted in the introduction to this report, the study set out to produce:

a comprehensive evidence-based profile of effective academic leadership in different learning ❚❚

and teaching roles;

an empirically-validated leadership capability framework;❚❚

a suite of resources and strategies that institutions can use to develop leadership; and❚❚

a methodology for linking the framework with leadership recruitment, development and ❚❚

review.

Because the Executive Summary at the head of this report identifies the major findings, implications 

and outcomes of this study against these objectives they will not be repeated here. 

Instead, in this concluding chapter, a summary of the major conclusions and recommendations made 

by the 600 academic leaders who reviewed the study’s findings and identified their implications at 

a series of national and international workshops is given. In this sense what follows helps assess the 

significance of the study in the eyes of those who are in a position to act on its findings. And it signals 

their intentions concerning which aspects of the study’s findings they intend to implement.
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It was uniformly agreed that, in the current context, effective change implementation is a central 

challenge facing Australian higher education and its leaders, and that developing organisational and 

individual capabilities to manage change is a key priority. There was wide recognition that change 

is not an event but a complex learning and unlearning process for all concerned and that academic 

leaders play a key role in supporting change-focused learning and in modifying the environment 

of universities to facilitate it. As the following senior leaders at the national workshops said when 

reviewing the key implications of the study for them:

We need to rethink the ‘cascade’ approaches to planning and implementing change. This project 
shows that change is a learning process for all concerned and we need to apply what we know 
about this as we plan, set priorities and help people implement our key changes.

I would appreciate that my university, as you have done in this project, would explicitly consult 
with and value the expertise, experience and perspective of professional as well as academic 
staff.

It is now clear that we need to provide more ‘space’ for leaders to lead, rather than having them 
swamped with those management tasks and meetings that don’t add demonstrable value.

The realities of the succession crisis for academic leadership were acknowledged and there was 

strong support for directly linking the findings of the study to a comprehensive revision of learning 

and teaching leadership position descriptions, selection and performance criteria and the processes 

that underpin them. And there was widespread recognition of the need to clarify the roles and 

responsibilities for different leadership positions and make explicit how they are to work together in 

a complementary way. The following comments from national workshop participants were typical:

The best thing my university could do is to more accurately and clearly define my roles and 
responsibilities … We need much clearer PDs and KPIs for all these roles directly based on the 
study’s findings—including key tasks, specific expected outcomes etc.  

What is needed is to develop a hierarchy of clear, consistent and complementary role descriptors 
focused on the activities, capabilities and competencies identified as so important in this study—
rather than continue on using generic PDs associated with a title … It is role complementarity, 
relevance and focus that are now the key issues.

A ‘leadership succession crisis’ may not accurately capture the real nature of the challenge we 
now face. The ‘crisis’ is not so much with the pool of potential leaders as with the quality of 
the processes used to identify talented people, then develop, groom and test them. In addition, 
disincentives for talented staff to engage have to be addressed: for example, the lower status 
of teaching c.f. research, including what really counts for promotion; the absence of clear 
career pathways; inadequate salaries; unclear processes for recognition; and confusion between 
roles and limited understanding of how they contribute to the core mission and business of a 
university.

We need to think not about a ‘selection process’ but about putting in place a more systematic 
and systemic (sector wide) development of potential and talent … We need to cease seeing 
selection as an event—instead we need to see it as a process of identifying and developing a pool 
of the new generation of leaders over time using the findings of this study to give this process 
focus. In short, we need to ‘grow our own’. This can be done by getting leaders with potential 
to, for example, undertake targeted secondments into the roles they may be suited for and to use 
the study’s findings to make reflection on what happens focused and meaningful.
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There was strong endorsement of a need to sharpen the efficiency and effectiveness of university 

operating systems and to reshape the culture of universities to make them as ‘change capable’ 

as possible. In reshaping universities to become more change capable there was widespread 

acknowledgement that this process will not just happen but must be modelled and led. The profile 

of a university that has these characteristics is given in Appendix Three. As senior academics at the 

national workshops emphasised:

Reduce the expectations that every decision has to be ratified by so many others. Consultation 
should be for feedback but not so that it stifles progress.

It is clear that a range of cultural and functional things need to be in place before people will 
engage in development.

Authentic and evidence-based consultation is necessary from the most senior leaders-using a 
mix of top down and bottom up strategies. The current culture can be more about changing 
learning and teaching through ‘legislation’ and adoption of a standardised, ‘one size fits all’ 
model.

It was noted that the key aspects of personal, interpersonal and cognitive capability rated highest 

on importance for our learning and teaching leaders are exactly the same attributes that characterise 

organisations as change capable. A number of national workshop participants noted how this profile 

aligns with that of the ‘learning organisation’. And, as Knight and Trowler (2000: 8) conclude:

 

Learning organisations require learning managers: managers who are reflective practitioners and 
who apply their analytical skills to the important activity systems with which they are engaged, 
and develop with other staff appropriate, contextualised strategies for change … the progress of 
change is more likely to be successful when it follows the path of ready, fire, aim rather than the 
more usual ready, aim, fire.

Fullan (1993: 31)

Others drew attention to the fact that, as Ramsden (1998) has noted, leaders have much in common 

with effective teachers:

Leadership has many similarities to teaching-i.e. it has a focus on changing the way things are 
seen and done.

A leader’s role is not unlike what teachers do in the classroom. Classroom management is like 
organisational, team or staff management. Effective approaches to teaching and learning (the 
teacher) is like effective approaches to helping people learn to do agreed change and improve 
organisational outcomes (the learner). 

The study’s findings on shortfalls in current approaches to leadership learning were endorsed and 

action on its findings concerning the revision of such programs to align more with research on 

what engages all adults in productive learning was recommended. People at the national workshops 

identified the following areas where they intended to act in this regard:
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I intend to be much more concrete and directed. I’ve learned a lot from DVCs I’ve worked for, 
and I think some Heads of School and Associate Deans I’ve worked with have learnt a bit about 
leadership from working with me.

Formal courses are not much use-but don’t underestimate the deliberateness of on-the-job 
learning between leaders and their staff.

I intend to pursue opportunities for leadership training for our Faculty Executive based on the 
specific findings in this study.

With other leaders who attended I will prepare a summary of the day, which identifies key lessons 
and actions and then we will present these to groups and committees across the university.

I intend to use the items listed on the slide “Handling the Key Challenges” and listen to the 
resistors more actively (a large number of participants identified actions around this area).

I’m going to do lots more intentional modelling and I appreciate your input and ideas about 
dealing with uncertainty and resistance. I’m going to be more explicit about what is valuable 
and what is authentic.

Finally, a wide range of links to other higher education leadership studies have been made. The 

following is an example from a participant from a university where a national leadership centre is 

being established: 

We will look at this study’s outcomes, messages and lessons in terms of a sector-wide leadership 
framework that is currently being developed at our university-we will make sure this study 
informs that work.

In addition to the national and international workshops, detailed dissemination of the study’s 

findings has been successfully completed:

at a national meeting of ALTC Leadership grantees in February 2007;❚❚

with A/Deans and Teaching Fellows from UNSW, QUT and CDU in Sydney, Brisbane and ❚❚

Darwin from July-October 2007;

at the national learning and teaching forum of the Innovative Research Universities in June ❚❚

2007;

at the 2007 ACODE-Educause Leadership Institute on 19-23August 2007;❚❚

at the national CADAD Academic Development Forum in Melbourne on 25-26 October 2007; ❚❚

and

at a national ALTC-convened forum on the results in February 2008. ❚❚
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Recommendations

On the basis of the feedback from the national and international workshops on the findings of this 

study and from the project’s national steering committee it is recommended that:

Universities build the key findings concerning the priority areas of focus in each learning and 1.	

teaching leadership role, along with the performance indicators and the capabilities identified as 

counting most for effective performance, into a revised set of leadership position descriptions, 

succession plans, selection procedures, development processes and performance management 

systems for each of the roles studied. 

Cost-effective ways of assessing academic leadership potential and the capabilities that count, 2.	

which go beyond standard interview selection procedures and the use of referees’ reports, be 

explored in more detail. This would include investigating the use of a proposed online, role-

specific Leadership Evaluation & Development Resource (LEADR) based on the findings of the 

current study.

The items in all current 360-degree performance systems for academic leaders be checked for 3.	

validity and relative importance against the study’s findings and that this process is differentiated 

by role.

Institutions and governments continue to highlight the importance of learning and teaching in 4.	

order to attract a new generation of leaders to this critical role as the current, older generation of 

leaders leaves the system; and that the moral and financial importance of effective leadership of 

learning and teaching in universities to individuals, surrounding communities and the country 

be emphasised.

Leadership development and learning programs be reviewed and aligned with the findings of 5.	

the study concerning how and what academic leaders prefer to learn, and that the fact that 

this is identical to the way in which higher education students wish to learn be made explicit. 

Where possible, programs should be underpinned by evidence-based insights into effective 

professional practice in the specific leadership roles involved. In doing this it is recommended 

that universities investigate ways of setting up learning networks for people in the same role, in 

particular Heads of School, A/Deans and Heads of Program.

The key lessons from research on effective change implementation in higher education be part 6.	

of every orientation and development program for learning and teaching leadership. 

Further research be undertaken on:7.	

a.	 The profile of Australia’s academic leaders;

b.	 The nature and impact of informal leadership in learning and teaching;

c.	 The similarities and differences between the role of learning and teaching leaders and those 

in other roles-for example, leaders of research, university engagement and administrative 

services; and

d.	 The leadership teams that have specifically achieved significant improvements in student 

outcomes, along the lines already used in studies of school effectiveness.

Universities Australia develop comprehensive, publicly available databases of senior leaders, 8.	

with appropriate defining information on variations by role.
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Products

The study has produced:

A validated capability framework for effective leadership in higher education. This includes an 1.	

empirically and statistically determined set of higher education leadership capability domains 

and subscales.

A functional prototype of an online tool to enable future leaders in each role to complete the 2.	

same survey as the 513 participants in the current study and compare their responses with 

these ‘fellow travellers’.

A set of role-specific case studies and proven methods for handling the key challenges identified 3.	

for each role.

A mechanism to revise not only leadership selection but its development in universities.4.	

A set of quality checkpoints for ensuring academic leadership learning programs are productive 5.	

and engaging.

A set of checkpoints for shaping and developing a change capable university culture, which 6.	

bring together the study’s key findings on this issue (Appendix Three).

A set of slides summarising the study’s results, which have been field-tested nationally and 7.	

internationally for clarity and relevance.

A tested methodology for efficiently gaining extensive sector feedback on and engagement with 8.	

the outcomes of such studies.
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In this appendix a description of the study’s staged methodology is given and the caveats on 

interpreting the results identified at the sector workshops are noted.

Phases of the study

The study has been implemented in six interlocked phases:

Face-to-face meetings and teleconferences with the National Steering Committee; ❚❚

A series of 1:1 discussions between the project team and key players in 20 Australian universities ❚❚

to identify the sample for the empirical phase. This group of 20 people formed the Project 

Reference Group;

A detailed review of the research literature on leadership in higher education;❚❚

An empirical phase in which the 513 learning and teaching leaders identified by the 20 partner ❚❚

universities completed an online survey; 

A series of meetings and workshops with an additional group of just under 500 leaders to ❚❚

discuss the results of the online survey in terms of their veracity, meaning and key implications 

for action; and

Production and refinement of the final report.❚❚

Project Oversight

This, as noted earlier, was undertaken by a National Steering Committee comprised of higher 

education leaders from a range of backgrounds. 

The face-to-face meetings and teleconferences undertaken with the National Steering Committee as 

the project unfolded:

checked and refined its methodology;❚❚

validated and enhanced the online survey;❚❚
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critically appraised the results; and❚❚

reviewed and improved the project report.❚❚

In addition the ALTC appointed a project evaluator-Emeritus Professor Brian Low. Professor Low was 

involved right from the outset and has ensured that the project has been effectively conceptualised, 

monitored and delivered.

Project Objectives

To produce:

a comprehensive, evidence-based, profile of effective academic leadership in different learning ❚❚

and teaching roles;

an empirically-validated leadership capability framework;❚❚

a suite of resources and strategies that institutions can use to develop leadership; and❚❚

a methodology for linking the framework with leadership recruitment, development and ❚❚

review.

(Original Grant Application: Section 2.4)

Literature review

Focus

The focus of the literature review was primarily on empirical studies specifically related to higher 

education. 

Method

Key databases were searched, including the Australian Education Index (AEI), Education Resources 

Information Center (ERIC) and the British Education Index (BEI). A boundary of 10 years from 

1996 to 2006 was set. This enabled the project team to identify major shifts in focus and findings 

over time, as well as enduring themes.

The project objectives informed the development of the key search terms for the literature 

review. These included: ‘leadership’, ‘educational leadership’, ‘leadership qualities’, ‘administrator 

effectiveness’, ‘higher education’, ‘post-secondary education’, ‘universities’, and ‘empirical research’.

A number of other sources were used to complement the formal database searches:

references suggested by the National Steering Committee and Reference Group members;❚❚

benchmarking with the UK Leadership Foundation for Higher Education and Higher Education ❚❚

South Africa;

input from other international higher education networks, like the Canadian Quality Network ❚❚

of Universities;

analysis of reading lists from local and international higher education leadership courses;❚❚

references from other ALTC leadership projects identified at the ALTC Leadership workshop in ❚❚

February 2007; and

suggestions provided by participants at the project’s national workshop forums.❚❚
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Each of the studies identified was reviewed for its research focus, the quality of its methodology, 

sampling, the presence of a conceptual framework, its context and scope, and then its findings.

The empirical phase

Survey sample

All Australian universities were invited to take part in the study via the Universities Australia DVCs 

group. In addition, a number of universities that had expressed particular interest in the area were 

approached directly. Attention was given to ensuring that a representative range of Australian 

institutions and learning and teaching leadership roles were involved in the study’s online leadership 

survey.

The universities that participated in the study were:

NSW: University of Technology, Sydney; University of Western Sydney;  

Macquarie University; University of Newcastle; University of New England.

Queensland: University of Queensland; Central Queensland University; Griffith University; 

James Cook University.

Victoria: University of Melbourne; Swinburne University; Monash University;  

La Trobe University.

Western Australia: University of Western Australia; Edith Cowan University;  

Curtin University of Technology.

Tasmania: University of Tasmania.

ACT: Australian National University; University of Canberra.

National: Australian Catholic University.

The survey focused primarily on individuals with formal responsibility for leading learning and 

teaching in Australian universities—not just centrally but locally. The following were included in 

the sample: Deputy Vice-Chancellors, Pro Vice-Chancellors, Deans, Deputy and Associate Deans, 

Heads of School or Department, Heads of Program, Directors of Education Development Centres or 

their equivalent.

As no existing sampling frame existed for this population it was necessary to construct one from 

scratch. This involved asking members of the reference group to identify target leaders within their 

institution and then consulting websites to enhance these lists. 

While learning and teaching play a central role in all Australian universities, identifying the people 

directly in charge of these activities is not a straightforward task. A few formal roles do exist that 

capture this role explicitly. Examples include Pro Vice-Chancellor (Learning and Teaching) and 

Associate Dean (Learning and Teaching). 

However, leadership of teaching and learning often forms part of a position that includes a range of 

other research, engagement and administrative responsibilities. While it may be possible to exclude 
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certain university leaders on the basis of their formal role – such as Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Research) 

or Pro Vice-Chancellor (Research) – the more subtle challenge in the present study involved defining 

those aspects of a broader portfolio that are specifically relevant to its focus. The study has addressed 

this challenge by identifying the contexts, tasks and capabilities that are specifically related to learning 

and teaching. These will vary between people, faculties, schools and institutions, and, as the study 

demonstrates, are not easily defined by a particular portfolio or position name. 

The literature review had already alerted the team to some additional issues (e.g. Middlehurst & 

Garrett [2002] in their UK study had concluded “the population of managers in higher education 

[in the UK] is difficult to calculate”). For a start, a consolidated knowledge base of Australian higher 

education leaders is limited. Also, the literature showed that titles used in one university context 

do not necessarily map evenly or universally across to other leadership roles, even though they may 

share the same title. A further complexity for respondents and the research team was the forced 

choice selection of one role.

It is important to reiterate that the focus of the study was primarily on formal leadership positions 

in the learning and teaching area. This focus excluded from the study those individuals who may 

not occupy formal leadership positions but who enact it in their day-to-day work, along with those 

who lead research, engagement or key administrative areas. A focus on informal leadership was 

outside the funded capacity of this project. There is, however, a need for specific research on the 

area, ideally using the same methodology and framework as the present study so that the results can 

be meaningfully compared.

Ethics clearance for the study was provided by both ACER and UWS.

Survey design

The survey instrument used in the empirical phase of the study (Appendix Two) was delivered and 

completed online. It built upon a parallel instrument that had already been validated for leadership 

in school education (Scott, 2003) and in a range of studies of professional capability amongst 

successful graduates (Vescio, 2005). 

A draft of the instrument was reviewed in detail by the National Steering Committee and against the 

higher education leadership literature. It was then modified in light of this. In particular, the section 

on specific learning and teaching skills and knowledge was considerably refined.

A context review was also conducted. This involved securing brief descriptive information on 

academic leadership development activities at the 20 institutions participating in the research. A 

round of interviews was conducted to probe and refine the draft capability framework in light of 

this information. A web-survey of relevant position descriptions from a selection of the participating 

universities was also undertaken.

The quantitative items in the survey focus on:

the learning and teaching leaders’ profile; ❚❚

the major area of focus in their role; ❚❚

the indicators they use to judge their effectiveness; ❚❚

the influences that most have an impact on their daily work; ❚❚

the capabilities necessary for successful performance as a learning and teaching leader; and ❚❚
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the relative effectiveness of a range of formal and informal activities in developing these ❚❚

capabilities.

Nine open-ended questions are also included. These questions seek leaders’ views on issues such 

as:

which aspects of their role they find most and least satisfying;❚❚

the major challenges they experience in the role and how they resolve them;❚❚

what it is like being a leader in their role; and ❚❚

what they believe are the most effective methods for developing the capabilities of leaders in ❚❚

their situation.

The open-ended questions give leaders the opportunity to expand on issues raised by the survey 

items or to make comment on additional issues.

The survey is completed online using Teleform software. It was extensively field tested before 

distribution and is designed for completion in around 20 minutes, depending on the amount of 

open-text feedback provided. 

Survey administration

The Project Reference Group (PRG) contact in each university personally invited each of their 

identified respondents to participate in the survey and explained its purpose and significance. A 

confirmatory note was then emailed to the respondent by the project’s survey administrator with the 

URL for the online survey. This took place during October and November 2006. Three follow-up 

emails were sent by the project team at weekly intervals and each PRG contact undertook personal 

follow up as necessary. 

Responses were received in confidence and were not linked with information in the sampling 

frame.

Data gathering was complete by early December 2006.

Response sample

The research team received responses from 513 learning and teaching leaders from 20 Australian 

universities. This reflected a response rate of around 41.3 per cent. The relatively high response rate 

and large number of open-ended comments provided makes this one of the largest empirical studies 

of learning and teaching leaders in higher education.

The response sample is relatively representative of the sector, taking into account the limited overall 

data on available higher education leadership.

Quantitative analysis

A range of methods were used to analyse the survey data. Validity and reliability checks were conducted 

on the capability and context scales to confirm content and face validity. The psychometrics helped 

confirm the precision of measurement and, importantly, the existence of the proposed constructs. 
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Statistical methods were used to explore and scale the survey data, to validate the items and scales, 

and to determine the nature and strength of patterns in response. To facilitate interpretation of 

results, the report presents summary means, ordinal ranks and variance-explained statistics. 

The means are reported on the response scale included on the instrument. The variance-explained 

statistics are reported using a percentage metric. This modelling was undertaken in an exploratory 

fashion, given the limited amount of empirical research on higher education leadership and, hence, 

of explanatory models upon which to base the current analyses. 

In summary, a series of independent regression analyses were conducted to expose the explanatory 

contribution of each factor on each of the scales. A large amount of data was collected and many 

analyses were conducted. Key analyses were converted into summary findings for interpretation and 

inclusion in this report. These provide a foundation of evidence upon which further research can 

be based.

Qualitative analysis

Initially, the open-ended responses were subjected to a close read by the team members. This assisted 

the team to become familiar with the respondent comments. The responses were then sorted and 

thematically analysed initially by role. They were then analysed independently by different members 

of the project team, using the study’s conceptual framework for academic leadership as a guide. 

Comparisons with the quantitative findings were made. Insights were then pooled and validated 

by team members. The qualitative software program Nvivo7 assisted with this process. Collectively, 

these processes allowed the team to approach the data from multiple perspectives. 

The approaches used by researchers such as Miles and Huberman (1994) and Grace (2002) were 

adopted to enhance the analysis process. This included a focus not just on thematic analyses but 

identification of the degree of emotion evident in what leaders wrote, how often they returned to a 

topic or theme, and how much they wrote on particular issues.

Comments used throughout the report are faithful to the overall stance of a leader for any given 

question. Generally, comments are included that reflect an overall pattern in responses on a 

particular issue. However, the team did not shy away from outlier comments because these may 

introduce points of contradiction, new ideas or ways of looking at an issue. Such spaces may provide 

opportunities for advancing our thinking and practice in academic leadership.

National & international reviews of the results

The results of the online survey were discussed in detail at a series of 4-hour workshops held across 

Australia from June to August 2007. These took place in Brisbane, Sydney, Hobart, Perth, Canberra 

and Melbourne. Some 400 people ranging from DVC to Head of Program and a wide range of HR 

and other senior university players attended these workshops.

Each workshop focused on the following:

the study’s need and aims;❚❚

its methodology and caveats that might arise from it;❚❚

The study’s findings on ❚❚

The nature of leadership in universities: analogies;––

Major areas of focus in different leadership roles;––
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The most satisfying and challenging aspects of each role;––

Key influences shaping leadership in universities;––

How HE leaders judge their performance to be effective;––

The capabilities that count; and––

Learning leadership;––

Importantly, participants were invited at the end of each workshop to write out:❚❚

One key insight the project team should keep in mind when writing the final report;––

One key thing they believed their university should do to act on the results; and––

One key step they intended to take to act on the results.––

This feedback provided an additional and highly significant source of data for the study.

The data generated from this sector feedback phase has been used to ensure that the recommendations 

and key insights reflect accurately the collective views of a wide range of experienced leaders in 

Australian HE and not simply the views of the project team.

The results were also reviewed by the project’s National Steering Committee and at other ALTC-

funded leadership projects and workshops in 2007 and in early 2008. Specifically:

at a national meeting of ALTC Leadership grantees in February 2007;❚❚

with A/Deans and Teaching Fellows from UNSW, QUT and CDU in Sydney, Brisbane and ❚❚

Darwin from July-October 2007;

at the national Learning and Teaching forum of the Innovative Research Universities in June ❚❚

2007;

at the 2007 ACODE-Educause Leadership Institute, 19-23 August 2007;❚❚

at the national CADAD Academic Development Forum in Melbourne, 25-26 October 2007; ❚❚

and

at a national ALTC-convened forum on the results in February 2008. ❚❚

The findings have been further tested in a selection of university leadership development meetings. 

For example:

in a series of leadership development programs at the University of Western Sydney involving ❚❚

people in the following leadership roles: 

A/Deans (n=20)––

Heads of School (n=15)––

Heads of Program (n=60)––

in a leadership meeting held at Griffith University in November 2007 with 30 leaders ranging ❚❚

from the DVC, Deans, A/Deans, and Heads of School to the University’s Learning and Teaching 

director and her staff and key HR personnel.

Internationally, the results have been reviewed at meetings or workshops with:

30 senior university leaders at a meeting organised by Higher Education South Africa (November ❚❚

2006);

the Vice-Presidents from 15 universities who are members of the Canadian Quality Network of ❚❚

Universities (29-30 November 2007 in Edmonton, Alberta);
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groups of leaders in a range of roles at:❚❚

The University of Toronto (January 2007)––

The University of Alberta (December 2007)––

the Executive Director of the UK Leadership Foundation for Higher Education (December, ❚❚

2006).

The feedback given at all of the above events has been recorded, placed into a detailed spreadsheet, 

and then sorted by the agenda for each workshop and analysed qualitatively.

Caveats

Participants in the national and international workshops and meetings on the results were invited 

to identify any caveats that should be borne in mind when interpreting the results of the online 

survey. 

The following were noted and should be borne in mind when reading the results and conclusions 

drawn in the study:

In terms of the study’s sampling methodology:

We are unable to definitively say that the response sample for the online survey is representative ❚❚

of the sector as no sector-wide data is available. However, at the review workshops, the various 

sample sizes by role were seen to be appropriate and the response sample does generally align 

with the limited sector data available.

The whole sector was invited to participate with 20 universities taking up the offer. There may ❚❚

be some inherent bias in this self-selection approach. However, in terms of university type, the 

sample is relatively representative.

A number of respondents reported having to perform more than one of the roles surveyed. In ❚❚

responding to the survey they reported that they had selected the one that took most of their 

time and attention; the study does not, therefore, pick up the interactions between a number of 

roles being undertaken by the one person.

Length of time in each role may be an influence in its own right; national workshop participants ❚❚

distinguished, for example, between being in ‘the honeymoon’ period and being at the end of 

one’s time in a role.

Restricting the focus to learning and teaching leaders did not allow the study to explore the ❚❚

similarity and differences between this role and others-e.g. leaders of research, administrative 

areas or university engagement. A subsequent study could undertake this sort of analysis.

In terms of the online survey:

It is important to keep in mind that the online survey is self-report by leaders. The views of ❚❚

these leaders by colleagues were not canvassed as part of this study. However, it was found that 

the self-report results presented in Chapter Four do align well with other research on what line 

staff and other stakeholders look for in their academic leaders. The results were also found to 

align with the perceptions of the national workshop participants.

When people complete an online survey this is typically done quickly, without time for ❚❚

considered reflection. A number of respondents and participants at the national workshops 

noted that they were being ‘over-surveyed’ at present.
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It was suggested at one national workshop that it would be interesting to follow up the people ❚❚

nominated to participate who did not respond.

This study presents an overall snapshot-it could be complemented by a follow-up study that ❚❚

uses a more longitudinal, anthropological, individualised approach.

When people rate an item their interpretation of what it means may vary; however, the meaning ❚❚

of key items was checked at the review workshops and participants identified consistently 

similar interpretations of what was being asked.

It was noted that the survey is based on earlier leadership surveys used in different sectors of ❚❚

education. It was suggested that it would be important to show the extent to which it had been 

adjusted in advance to suit the distinctive context of higher education and the extent to which 

respondents validated the items by giving them all high importance ratings.

Some frustration was expressed about the word limits set for the open text boxes-these ❚❚

respondents said they wanted to say more but were unable to.

The focus on the positive as well as the negative in the survey was commended.❚❚

Compilation of the final project report

For each key project objective the report has, as noted earlier, produced a triangulated picture of 

what the literature says, what the respondents to the survey said and what the participants at the 

national and international workshops said in evaluating the veracity of the findings and identifying 

their implications.

This draft report was then circulated for review at a national forum on the project in February 2008 

and for a final review and sign off by the project’s National Steering Committee in April 2008.
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A University Culture unsupportive of effective 
change management

A University Culture supportive of effective change 
management

Endless meetings, poorly focused with no discernible 
outcome-a focus on talk without action. ‘Contrived 
collegiality’ or a tendency for group consensus to 
override taking hard, evidence-based change decisions  

A commitment to collective action - more ‘ready, 
fire, aim’ than ‘ready, aim, aim, aim’ - using carefully 
monitored pilot projects to learn how best to make a 
desired change work by doing it

Decision-making is ad hoc, reactive and anecdotal; 
everything seems to be of equal importance and 
decisions are typically made on the run

Evidence-based decision-making which is outcomes 
focused-consensus around robust data and research 
evidence not simply around the table; evidence of a more 
focused & proactive approach to management

Lack of clarity about what really counts most to the 
university

People know what is happening and what the key 
change issues are that affect them

Communication overload where a ‘shot gun’ approach 
to using emails and memos is used and there is no 
indication of their relative importance or response to 
feedback given

Communication is controlled, focused, targeted, personal 
and followed up with action. Key messages on what 
really counts are simply given in multiple modes and 
multiple locations

Pockets of excellence which are unknown to others. 
General lack of ‘connectedness’. Tendency to operate 
like a ‘cottage industry’

There is a systematic approach to identifying good 
practice, rewarding and disseminating it. People know 
what is going on and who does what.

Intolerance of diversity or dissent. Tendency towards 
‘group think’ & use of a call for either ‘academic 
freedom’ or ‘consensus’ as a key block to substantive 
change

Small cliques of people being ‘in the know’ whereas 
many others are left out

Recognition/toleration of diversity & encouragement 
of justified dissent. A push to take collective action on 
areas which the evidence shows must be addressed.

Decision-making is consultative, inclusive, decisive and 
transparent

Individualised, competitive, isolated pockets of 
practitioners, without any shared institutional ‘moral 
purpose’

High levels of micro-political behaviour, passive 
resistance, anomie, back-room deals and ‘back stabbing’

Existence of a large number of reciprocal, informal 
networks and ‘communities of practice’ both within and 
beyond the university

A ‘can do’ feel where people help and share ideas with 
each other in key areas
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A University Culture unsupportive of effective 
change management

A University Culture supportive of effective change 
management

Individual and institutional defensiveness about criticism 
or poor performance 

Unwillingness to question traditional approaches, 
structures, systems

Willingness to face and address areas of poor 
performance

Transfer of responsibility to others: ‘why don’t they’. 
Often associated with a heavy bureaucracy which is 
blindly rules based

Widespread acceptance of responsibility and 
accountability-’a why don’t we’ mentality

People are cynical, uninterested or negative about the 
institution. There is a high staff turnover rate, continuous 
leaks to the press

Staff are hard to access and unresponsive

Institution is slow to respond and overly bureaucratic

Staff are proud to be working at the institution. There is 
a low staff turnover rate

A strong commitment to responsiveness & doing a 
quality job with students and other key beneficiaries 
of the university’s work ...  A commitment to equity, 
transparency and fairness

Senior executive are isolated and show little interest 
or commitment to getting into contact with line staff or 
taking informed but hard decisions

Senior Executive are in regular personal contact with 
staff and their priorities for change are widely known 
and supported. They are highly respected for their skill, 
support and ability to take a tough but correct decision

Staff work around poor performers and tolerate them 
not ‘pulling their weight’. An unwillingness to raise 
unpleasant issues in the interests of social affinity

Staff are interested in finding out key areas where they 
need to improve and then set about addressing these

A primary focus on economic performance and buildings Strong support for the triple bottom line-economic, social 
and sustainability outcomes

Limited knowledge of which staff are doing high-quality 
work or recognition of it

Rewards for strategically important collaboration across 
disciplinary boundaries and between academic and 
support areas
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