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This publication is part of an AGB series devoted to strengthening 
the role of key standing committees of governing boards. While 
there is no optimal committee system for institutions of higher 
education, certain principles, practices, and procedures prevail. 
The best practices outlined below support the objectives of board 
committees: focused effort, informed decision making, and self-
management.

FOCUS THE WORK OF COMMITTEES

The work of boards should be grounded in the work of their committees. Work-

ing in tandem, committees enhance the purpose and advance the productivity 

of the full board.

1.  Committee charges or charters should clearly declare the governance 

purpose of each committee.

2.  Committee work should be aligned with the institution’s strategic vision, 

goals, and priorities.

3.  Committees should translate their charges into annual goals and work 

plans that align with the board’s governance responsibilities and the  

institution’s strategic plan.

4.  Committees should focus on monitoring their accomplishments and the 

institution’s strategic process.

5.  Committee meeting agendas should be concise, be developed in consulta-
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tion with the committee chair and designated staff member, clearly state  

desired meeting outcomes, and they should be distributed—with appropri-

ate supporting documents—well in advance.

6.	 �Committee members should strike an appropriate balance between “too 

much” and “too little” information. They must guard against requesting 

overly detailed information to avoid becoming embroiled in administration 

or overburdening staff. At the same time, they need sufficient supporting 

materials to make sound recommendations and ensure adequate oversight.

FACILITATE INFORMED AND PARTICIPATORY DECISION MAKING

Committees are responsible for recommending decisions and actions to the 

full board. They should serve as models of good governance, where issues are 

debated and recommendations are framed openly, inclusively, and with full 

transparency. 

1.	� Committees should deliberately include constituents whose voices have 

legitimate bearing on the topics under consideration.

2.	� Board members and constituents should have an active and reciprocal un-

derstanding of their respective roles and responsibilities within the institu-

tion’s governance structure.

3.	� Through committees, board members and the institution’s constituents 

should engage in a dialogue that demands facts and explores critical issues 

within the appropriate boundaries. Jointly and based on mutual trust, they 

should learn to ask the right questions that honor governance prerogatives 

and advance the institution’s strategic direction.

4.	� When making formal recommendations to the full board, committees 

should present conclusions that summarize relevant data and findings, 

including constituent voices and diverse perspectives. 

ORGANIZE THE WORK OF COMMITTEES

While board bylaws often define the committee structure, the needs of each 

committee vary depending on the committee’s purpose and the institution’s 

changing circumstances. Within the division of labor between committees and 

the board, committees have responsibility for managing their own policies and 

practices. 
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This publication is part of an AGB series devoted to strengthening 
the role of key standing committees of governing boards. While 
there is no optimum committee system for institutions of higher 
education, certain principles, practices, and procedures prevail. 
The best practices outlined below support the objectives of board 
committees: focused effort, informed decision making, and self-
management.

A clear and explicit outline of the investment committee’s charge and author-

ity will facilitate its work. A common charge to the investment committee is to 

ensure that the institution’s financial assets are properly managed and invested. 

(See Appendices 1 and 2 for sample committee charters.) The largest such asset, 

and the one that rightfully receives the most attention, is the endowment. Ac-

cordingly, this booklet addresses the investment committee’s roles and responsi-

bilities in the context of endowment management.

The investment committee should also ensure that other pools of money—

charitable remainder trusts, gift annuity funds, pooled income funds, cash, 

reserves, state allotments awaiting use, and pension plans—are invested and 

managed appropriately. This duty includes fulfilling all of the responsibilities 

noted in the next section. Fortunately, the same sound endowment management 

principles described in Section 3 apply equally well to the investment of other 
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There are no more important responsibilities for a governing 
board of a college, university, or university system than monitor-
ing and affirming the quality of teaching and learning, the core 
mission of every higher education institution. Everything else a 
board does supports education: securing finances for buildings 
that house the classes, labs, and performance spaces; raising 
money and overseeing the endowment to provide scholarships; 
ensuring adequate salaries, workspace, and policies for faculty 
who shape the curriculum, lead the classes, and assess student 
performance; securing presidential leadership to provide institu-
tional direction and planning; and monitoring the budget that 
undergirds the enterprise. Indeed, there would be no need for 
these other fiduciary responsibilities of boards were it not for the 
educational mission. 

The Academic Affairs Committee1 is the board’s vehicle for this fiduciary over-

sight responsibility. It is through this committee that the board ensures that the 

institution’s or system’s principal purposes—teaching and learning—are met. This 

SECTION 1
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1. The name of this committee varies from board to board. One increasingly common alternative is the 
education committee, which combines the functions of the academic affairs and student affairs commit-
tees. See AGB’s report, 2010 Policies, Practices, and Composition of Governing Boards of [Independent or 
Public] Colleges and Universities for more on committees. 
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committee is responsible for the board’s fiduciary role in this area. It accom-

plishes this by ensuring that policies and practices are in place that support the 

institution’s academic mission, including:

•	 What students learn and how they learn it; 

•	 The assessment of student learning; 

•	 Faculty selection, recognition, and development;

•	 Assessment of teaching and reward for excellent teaching; 

•	 �Efficient and sensible organization of departments, divisions, and colleges 

within larger institutions; 

•	 Academic standards and requirements; and

•	 �The appropriate balance among teaching, scholarship, and service, among 

many other elements. 

As important as this work is, it is the least-natural fit for boards governing 

boards of colleges, universities, and systems. Understandably so. The vast major-

ity of board members come to their board service from careers in business and 

the professions, and they are much more comfortable talking about finances 

and strategic planning than about learning objectives and outcomes. As a result, 

board members are too often willing to cede responsibility for this important 

area to the professionals—the faculty and academic administrators. Unfortunate-

ly, in doing so they are relinquishing their fiduciary responsibility to understand 

and make decisions about academic matters that come before them.

Board members are not expected to have the deep understanding of the 

academic endeavor that faculty, provosts, and presidents and chancellors have. 

However, the environment in which higher education now exists demands more 

engagement and accountability from boards and their committees, and board 

fiduciary responsibilities require this. As a result, it is more important than ever 

before for academic affairs committees to be well organized and their work to be 

strategically focused on matters related to the academic mission of the institution. 

THE ENVIRONMENT

Four trends are driving the enhanced focus on the work of the academic affairs 

committee: 

1.	� Constricted resources that must be allocated to a growing number of  

initiatives; 

2.	� Increased attention to the cost of a college education and the value  

received for that expense; 
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