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I:
Hi, I’m Anthony Jarvis, Associate Dean (International) for the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences and we’re here today to talk to our Vice-Chancellor, Professor John Dewar. Welcome, John.

J:
Thank you, Anthony.

I:
John, in your recent email about changes to the senior management team you talked about shifting responsibilities, the way in which university would develop, I’m particularly interested on the basis of that in your idea about leadership style and what your leadership style is, what do you see is the role of leadership at university and the part you will play?

J:
Well I think leading university is quite a complex set of tasks and there’s no single style or way of doing it, in my view, but at this stage in the university’s development and this stage of my role as Vice-Chancellor I think my task at the moment is to do two things, the first is to set of clear direction for the university and I know we’ll talk about that in a moment but that’s a conversation that will start up in the university very soon, but the second is to make sure that we’ve got the right people in the senior group to lead the university across a whole range of portfolios so for this year my priorities are to address those two things so that by the end of the year we have a good leadership team and a good strategy.

I:
That would imply a sort of emerging vision for the university. How are you going to articulate that vision and how will it lean towards differentiating La Trobe, articulate our brand as it were?

J:
Yes. Well, there will be a discussion paper that I’ll release very soon, probably the end of May or beginning of June, that will have, by that stage, been quite extensively discussed within the senior leadership team but that doesn’t imply that it will be a fait accompli, far from it, it’s really important that the university community has a really good opportunity to engage with the ideas and respond to them and have an input into the development of the final strategy, so I feel that my role is to make some propositions about what the character and distinctiveness of the university should be to which the community can then respond and then take that response on board and develop it into a final strategic plan which I hope to have by September or so of this year.

In terms of the content of that I think La Trobe, as I’ve said on previous occasions, has to be very clear about what it’s offering students and where it thinks it’s really good and to really capture those areas and make those areas our own so that people who want to teach, learn, research in those areas would walk straight past every other institution and come here because we are acknowledged to be the best, so a big part of the discussion that we’ll have later this year, very soon, is what should those areas be, but there’s another dimension to this which is really to do with our curriculum and the proposition that we’re offering students, what is it about being a La Trobe student and the experience you have here both inside and outside the classroom that really marks us out as both better and different from other institutions and, again, I’ve got some propositions that I’ll be discussing with the senior group and then with the wider university community around that and it’s not proposing a big transformation of the university, it’s really drawing out the things that we already do well but articulating those into a really powerful vision for the future.

I:
That makes sense then of some of the content of that email which talks about course profile and curriculum renewal, how do you see those two areas being important in the sort of direction you’ve just outlined?

J:
Yes, well we have to offer ... first of all we have to offer degrees that students want to do and that’s a role that will be allocated, or has been allocated, to the senior deputy Vice-Chancellor, John Rosenberg, who works with marketing, media, communications firstly to identify what the market is telling us about what students want and then to make sure that the profile of degrees we offer is responding and is responsive to that market environment. That market environment is one that is increasingly being made more prominent in the way that universities have to think and we simply cannot ignore it so allocating a clear portfolio responsibility to someone whose job is to look outside with the support of the expertise we have in the institution and so how a student preference is shifting is a really important job for the university. Once students are here, once we’ve enrolled them and they’re here it’s really important, of course, that they have a great experience and that will be the job of the new deputy Vice-Chancellor academic, so it’s a split if you like of leading the profile question, what do we teach, what do we offer, and separating that from the experience that students have once they’re here, which will be unambiguously the role of the deputy Vice-Chancellor academic.

I:
The how they learn question as opposed to what though?

J:
Exactly, the how they learn and the experience they have inside and outside the classroom.

I:
Can I just pursue that question about responding to market and demand? Oliver Cromwell, the 17th Century British leader, had a wonderful aphorism which was “It’s a good thing to strike while the iron’s hot”, and it seems to me that a lot of universities, La Trobe included, spend a lot of time doing competitor analysis, seeing what other universities are doing, are we in the market, are we not in the market, should we be in the market, should we not be in that market, which is the striking while the iron’s hot, figuring out where the heat is, the second half of Cromwell’s aphorism is “It’s a better thing ... far better thing to make the iron hot by striking.” What role do you see La Trobe playing in striking the iron, so we’re thinking about not just responding to what our competitors are doing but also sensitively analysing where we might take the market, where we might have iconic degrees that have an impact?

J:
Yes. Well that’s exactly what we will be proposing in the discussion paper that will be coming out soon, namely identifying those areas that play right to the heart of La Trobe’s history and tradition and strength but where we believe there is either an existing or a future need to educate and develop students, so that’s exactly the conversation we will have. I think it’s getting a good balance between being market‑driven, and I’m not sure that all universities have been quite as market-driven as you’re implying but ...

I:
Possibly, yes, that’s ...

J:
... it has changed, but at the same time remaining true to your own character and values and mission and that’s particularly important at a university, I believe, like La Trobe, which is a very strong mission and values driven institution ...

I:
Yes.

J:
... so we have to get that balance right between being responsive to what students and analysis of student demands are telling us on the one hand while actually offering something that remains true to our character and serves a valuable public role in terms of taking our expertise out to the wider world.

I:
It would be remiss of me if I didn’t abuse this platform to ask you about my own particular interest, which is humanities and social sciences. What role do you see those particular areas playing, not just in society but in the university and how should they be supported in university?

J:
Very important, extremely important, not least because a lot of areas of employment are ones that our humanities graduates will go into, still go into and will go into for the foreseeable future, government, politics, the media, the cultural sector, non-government organisations are full of arts graduates doing great work and indeed those sectors couldn’t function if it weren’t for the arts graduates that universities like this one produce. I think more generally it seems to me that the role of and understanding of culture is going to become even more important as we see a proliferation of texts and images through the digital media, I think a capacity to curate that and to make sense of it, to draw people’s attention to what matters and what doesn’t, is going to be ever more important so I think those are the unique skills that arts graduates bring to the task and to the wider world. The question is whether we are responding in the way we think about these disciplines in the way that students want and is responsive to the forces that are shaping culture and communications and so on. I think ...

I:
That really is the key question, isn’t it?

J:
I think so.

I:
Yeah.

J:
And I think there is a huge opportunity for us to pay close attention to those issues as we go through a renewal of humanities.

I:
You’ve outlined a huge agenda for the next ... even just for the next six months, and as you indicated there is a significant pool of expertise, not just in the people you’re consulting obviously outside the university but inside the university. As members of the university community what do you want us to be puzzling about and thinking about in terms of contributing to this process?

J:
Oh, well, there will be a lot of opportunity for people to contribute to this strategic discussion and I really want people to do that. It’s vitally important that people share a sense of, as it’s commonly called, ownership of the strategy. It would be a disaster if this was simply felt to be an imposed vision from the top down, that’s certainly not what I want at all, so we will ensure that everyone in the university has an opportunity to contribute views and in some cases actively to participate in shaping the detail of what will come out of this process but by the end of the year I’d love us to be in a situation where we had a vision for the way forward that everyone felt they had a hand in developing and almost that it had a been a process that hadn’t been laid at all, that it was something that people coalesce around in a willing manner but that remains to be seen, that’s not to say that I’m not looking forward to the debate, the contestation that will no doubt follow ...

I:
Oh, there’ll be plenty of that.

J:
Yeah, sure, but we have to make some choices, I believe, and we’ll be laying those out as clearly as we can.

I:
Professor Dewar, thank you so much for your time.

J:
Thank you.
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