‘Reform and Resistance at Oxford’
‘A controversial leader stirs up a university in search of new ideas’
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"Are you mentioning Harvard?" It may seem an odd question for an Oxford don to ask when being interviewed for a story about his own internationally esteemed university. But given that both institutions have been rattled in recent years by reform-minded — some say brash — leaders determined to question the status quo, the query is not that surprising.

At Harvard, President Lawrence H. Summers proved too controversial for his own good and is scheduled to step down this month after five contentious years in office. But at Oxford, John Hood, who became vice chancellor in 2004, is just now digging in for the fight. Whether or not he succeeds will say as much about the might of Oxford's powerful faculty and fiercely independent colleges as it does about Mr. Hood's leadership style and his vision for the university's future.

A slight, wiry man with a broad New Zealand accent, Mr. Hood took on the job in a climate that few would envy. British politicians, professors, and students had been battling over proposed tuition increases at the country's cash-strapped public universities, a debate that threatened Prime Minister Tony Blair's government. University leaders warned that without the infusion of extra cash, the quality of the system was at risk. A tuition hike that goes into effect later this year ultimately won narrow approval.

While Oxford clearly remains among the world's elite institutions, it faces the same severe money woes that have befallen all of Britain's universities. Yet its extraordinarily cumbersome bureaucracy, as a collegiate institution whose 39 colleges jealously guard their autonomy, seemed to prevent it from developing a coherent approach to governance or fund raising.

Mr. Hood came in determined to change that. A businessman and the former head of the University of Auckland, he arrived with an outsider's perspective on the university's challenges. Yet as a Rhodes scholar — he spent two years on Oxford's campus in the 1970s — he brought, he says, a deep appreciation for the university's traditions.

"The collegiate system, the commitment to tutorial-based and small-group teaching at an undergraduate and graduate level, remains as a cornerstone, a touchstone of the University of Oxford," says Mr. Hood, during an interview at London's genteel Arts Club, whose 19th-century members included Mark Twain and Charles Dickens. "It's something that's very special and very precious, and it gives Oxford a distinctiveness in terms of the quality of student experience that can be matched by few institutions in the world."

It is the oversight of that very system, however, that he proposes to shake up. This month a working party that Mr. Hood chaired released a series of proposals for revamping the university's complicated administrative structure. The "White Paper on University Governance" is the result of 18 months of sometimes contentious consultation with Oxford's various constituencies, during which many academics charged that Mr. Hood knew what he wanted to do even before he set up the first meeting.

Greater Coherence
In essence, Mr. Hood and his committee propose to bring a majority of outsiders, or lay members as they are classified in Oxford's archaic parlance, onto the central body responsible for institutional governance, known as Council.

They also want to create a new Academic Board, which would include members selected by the Conference of Colleges, the collective body that represents Oxford's colleges, to encourage more collaboration between them and the central university. The board — which will include students, professors, and administrators — would be broadly responsible for the academic administration of the entire university, including admissions, hiring, and budgets.

The measures, Mr. Hood said in announcing them, are intended to "strengthen the university's internal democracy, to safeguard the primacy of its academic values and activity, to ensure appropriate accountability and transparency in decision making, to lend greater coherence to planning and policy making, and to enlarge the involvement of expertise from outside the university." Anticipating objections, he stressed that the changes were not intended to centralize decision making or to subordinate academic to corporate values.

Most members of the university's sprawling scholarly community agree that the collegiate system that is so essential to Oxford's identity also makes it an unwieldy place to administer. Although Council handles centralized university responsibilities, and the colleges are largely self-governing, ultimate authority at Oxford resides with a rarely convened body known as Congregation, which consists of some 3,500 faculty members, researchers, librarians, and museum and administrative staff members.

"It's not easy to coordinate the actions of 47 independent bodies, but we manage it," says Sir Michael Scholar, chairman of the Conference of Colleges, of the relationship among the central university, the colleges, and the seven permanent private halls that are akin to colleges.

Sir Michael's predecessor served on the working party that produced the white paper, and, although Sir Michael notes that its proposals pertain more to the workings of the central university than to its relationship with the colleges, the Conference of Colleges is backing the recommendations.

The conference weighed in on the governance discussions, Sir Michael says, and emphasized that, from its point of view, "the really urgent need for reform lay in the relationship between the colleges and the university."

But the white paper's attempt to address that issue has angered many professors, who see the new Academic Board as unnecessary and intrusive.

An alternate reform proposal by a dozen academics, each representing a different college, sees little point in including Conference of Colleges representatives on "a body that is to decide on most of the university's business, whether it directly involves colleges or not." They recommend instead the creation of a more informal University-College Liaison Panel, without specific powers but as a forum for addressing joint university-college issues as they arise.

Some of Mr. Hood's sharpest critics have gone so far as to suggest the vice chancellor is ill suited for academic leadership and should instead stick to raising money.

"He would be ideal at that; he's very good at numbers and is definitely not Mr. Gravitas [or Mr.] Charisma," says David Palfreyman, the bursar of New College.

Incidental Leadership?
In person, Mr. Hood shows the effects of the constant scrutiny he has been under since taking office. He is quick to bristle at criticism and clearly on his guard. Yet he is also thoughtful and articulate and demonstrates a mastery of detail.

He tends to downplay his role in some of the more contentious proposals that have been made during his tenure. In discussing the white paper, for example, he says that Oxford had begun the task of governance reform long before his arrival, and calls his appointment "simply incidental in that journey of progress."

Mr. Hood's critics, unsurprisingly, take exception to that characterization. "The vice chancellor came, the working party was set up in which he was the prime mover, and within a few months, there were proposals to overturn the fundamental principles on which the university is organized," says Gavin P. Williams, a professor of politics and a fellow at St. Peter's College.

Some of the opposition to Mr. Hood's proposals may simply stem from an objection to the man himself. He is the first outsider to be appointed to the vice chancellorship. His critics say that he failed to approach his role with the proper deference and understanding.

"The tenor is one of centralized and not consultative decision making," says Mr. Williams, co-editor of Oxford Magazine, an internally circulated publication known as "the dons' journal." He is a fierce opponent of the proposals, which he says boil down to fundamental policy questions over whether the university remains self-governing and democratic or not.

Oxford Magazine's most recent edition summed up the reaction among critics of the reform proposals with the headline, "If it ain't broke ... ." Detailed and vigorous debate has raged for months in its pages over the merits of reform.

Mr. Hood's critics point to an episode that took place shortly after Mr. Hood's arrival that they say illustrates their objections to his approach. Faculty hackles were raised by a measure that critics characterized as an attempt by Mr. Hood to subject professors to private-sector-style mandatory performance reviews. Congregation convened and rejected the proposal.

Mr. Hood says both the proposal and his role in its development were misunderstood. While he fully supports the idea of performance reviews, he notes that the proposal was part of a "green paper" on academic strategy, and that the measure was included at the recommendation of the university's personnel committee; it was not an idea he introduced himself.

Then, he says, it became politicized and conflated with other issues, such as the departmental reviews that all British universities must undergo if they wish to compete for research funds.

Mr. Hood's early introduction to Oxford's democratic process in full flourish was an important lesson.

"I don't think I will ever be surprised by the intensity of debate at Oxford," he says. "The strength of the collegial self-governance that Oxford has developed and operated with over its entire history is that difficult issues can be debated and can be debated very vigorously and rigorously, and that's precisely what happened."

The early acrimony generated by that debate has colored Mr. Hood's subsequent interactions with many in the university's academic community and arguably distracted from the substance of what he is attempting to do, even when there is wide consensus on the merit of his goals.

A Major Shortfall
One point on which everyone at Oxford agrees is that the institution needs more money. The tuition increase that goes into effect this fall will help, but a big gap remains between what the university can charge undergraduates and what it costs to educate them. The university is also strapped for research funds.

And of course there is fund raising, a growing preoccupation for British universities. Some of Oxford's colleges boast enviable endowments, totaling some $4.1-billion, but the university as a whole lags in this regard, with a central endowment of just $3.3-billion. "When we compare our aspiration with those universities whom we would regard as being in the same set of great universities in the world, then we have a major shortfall on endowment and fund raising," says Mr. Hood. (Harvard's endowment, by comparison, is more than $25-billion.)

Mr. Hood says Oxford's financial constraints severely restrict the number of graduate students it can admit. "We are in fact in a position at the moment where we're turning away excellent students who don't actually have the financial support with which they would be able to come," he says.

Faculty salaries are also suffering. Comparable institutions in the United States pay much more than Oxford does and have successfully lured away some of the university's top scholars. According to Oxford, the vast majority of academics there make between $46,000 and $74,000. The average salary for an assistant professor at Harvard is $87,000.

To help fix that problem, Mr. Hood brought in a Canadian with a proven track record to fill the newly created position of pro vice chancellor for development and external affairs. Jon Dellandrea arrived last year from the University of Toronto, where he was vice president and chief advancement officer. His job is to begin to close the shortfall.

Although it has not publicly set any goals yet, Oxford is already in the quiet phase of a major fund-raising effort, Mr. Dellandrea says, with the colleges as "full participants" in the campaign. Like his boss, Mr. Dellandrea employs the phrase "collegiate university" often, as if to underscore his commitment to and understanding of the university's decentralized structure.

Mr. Dellandrea also brings an outsider's perspective to his role at Oxford, and he seems to have relished the experience of getting to know the university and its constituents. He is one of Mr. Hood's more ardent defenders, particularly against the criticism that the vice chancellor is not interested in hearing what others have to say.

"The vice chancellor has put together very effective small groups that have reached out quite effectively to the colleges," Mr. Dellandrea says, adding that the sessions he has attended have all been open, informative, "say what you want" kind of gatherings. "What I hear constantly is expressions of support for the agenda the vice chancellor is launching," Mr. Dellandrea says of his contacts with college representatives and alumni, both at Oxford and abroad.

But there is no obscuring the fact that some aspects of Mr. Hood's experience at Oxford have been bruising and the criticisms of him highly personalized. "I would agree that for some reason or another there has been a focus on me, and that's been probably more external to the university, because it sells stories in newspapers, than internal," the vice chancellor says, insisting that the interest is on the whole a "positive thing."

Some feel that the relentless scrutiny has been counterproductive. "It is distracting from the core issues of research and the equally excellent teaching that are the two big objectives of the university," says Dame Jessica M. Rawson, warden of Merton College. "I don't think governance is irrelevant; what I do think is that the media attention is irrelevant. In difficult situations, institutions like Oxford need to be supported, and there needs to be a recognition that we are a truly successful institution that is working hard on a lot of issues."

Oxford's academics will spend the next few months weighing some of those issues and preparing for what promises to be a lively debate in Congregation later this year. Mr. Hood was appointed for a seven-year term, but many observers have predicted that whether he serves out his full term will depend on how the governance proposals fare.

The experience of Mr. Summers may serve as inspiration to some — a surprising number of dons make the comparison — but Mr. Hood has given no indication that he sees any parallels to his own situation. When asked at the news conference at which he presented the governance proposals whether their failure would be a "resigning matter" and where that would then leave him, his response was curt: "That leaves me vice chancellor of Oxford University."
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