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CG: Hello i'm Catherine Garrett and welcome to on the couch. This is our series where we get to know a little bit more about our senior executives here at La Trobe.
CG: Today I am speaking with Professor Jane Long, Senior Deputy Vice Chancellor of the University. A warm welcome Professor Long.

JL: Thank you Catherine.

CG: Firstly can you describe for us your area of responsibility at La Trobe and the work your teams are currently involved in.

JL: My work at Latrobe, I have a very diverse portfolio, it includes teaching and learning and the quality of teaching and learning, it includes the library, I have the pleasure of working along side my colleagues in indigenous education, international education, course profile and also matters relating broadly to academic staffing, planning and promotion. So as I say it is a diverse portfolio but I really enjoy it.

CG: That will be keeping you extremely busy at this point in time i'm sure.

JL: It is.

CG: So what are the projects underway at the moment that you are really excited about.

JL: Probably the one that is creating the most excitement I think within my team is the Distinctive Education Project. I kicked it off a couple of weeks ago formally at the recent all staff forum and what we have done is circulated a paper to try to prompt staff, both academic staff in the disciplines, but also professional staff, particularly those who interact with students, to have a think about what it is that is distinctive about a La Trobe education and how we can ensure that it is distinctive and noteworthy into the future. It is a deceptively simple question "what's distinctive about a La Trobe education?" but I think it's one that we really need to stop and have a think about right now. And the reason I say that is that there is such a lot of challenges coming down the line for us in higher education, we have seen the increase in the number of private providers within Australia, we've seen massive growth in interest in international education by new players in that field, and we are certainly in a time of uncertainty in Australian higher education. But I think particularly after the changes at La Trobe last year it's a great time to take stock and to think how do we set ourselves up to ensure that the education we are offering is distinctive, that it's high quality, that it's highly relevant for our students but also, and I think that this is the important point too, to think how do we ensure it is sustainable for La Trobe to really set us on a firm ground to go on doing what we do best, but in a way that can carry us confidently into the future.
So I have released a paper that I wrote with my colleagues. That paper has been circulated and I am currently engaged in the truly delightful task of going around to our regional campuses and conducting consultations, having some interactive workshops, we had one at Bundoora just this week, engaging people in that thinking and encouraging them and inviting them to send us their ideas either via email or making a time to come and see me. I am really happy to talk about that particular subject. What we will do with it once we get all of the feedback, and we've already had a tremendous amount of feedback. Once we get all of the feedback is to have a think about that and to consider what it might mean for, not just our curriculum and its content, but also our course architecture, the way that we deliver our courses to ensure as I say that were delivering something that is highly relevant to our students now and into the future but is also of great quality.
CG: So is a lot of this about setting up students to be employed?

 JL: It is. In fact there are three themes that we identified in a preliminary way in the paper and among those themes is that of employability. So it's not just about employment it's actually a question about what can we do at La Trobe to encouraging students to assist students to acquire the skills, knowledge and disposition to take them into the future successfully. Whether that is a future of  employment and different career paths or whether it's a future of further study. We want to ensure as best we can that La Trobe students are really well equipped, so employability is one thing there are two others, the first is the student learning experience, so what's life like for a student at La Trobe from beginning to end and that encompasses things as varied as the quality of teaching, but also the service that they might get from Student Administration, the advice that they might receive and so on. And the third element is that of future proofing, although a very smart colleague said to me yesterday it's not about future-proofing Jane, we can't proof against the future, what we need to do is to make sure that a La Trobe education is open to embrace changes that are coming to us in future. That really is the part that looks at course architecture, curriculum delivery and so on.

CG: And just the last question on the project, its early days with feedback back but are you getting some interesting ideas from the academics?

JL: We are. We getting fabulous ideas from all staff and one of the ideas that's really getting a lot of interest is the idea of inclusive excellence at La Trobe. We've recently been doing some work on that to think about how La Trobe's distinctiveness in having large numbers of students from equity groups, from regional environments and so on, first in family students, how that combines with La Trobe's areas of research excellence and our argument really is that if we think about diversity and we think about excellence and put them together it can actually produce something that is pretty special and possibly unique. We just need to think that through a little bit more.

CG: So is this about, you have mentioned this a little bit Professor Long, about getting ready for this uncertain time in the higher education market, really arming ourselves to be relevant and competitive. 
JL: Indeed.

CG: Because it is a bit of a gaping hole of silence at the moment in Canberra isnt' there about what's happening? A pre emptive strike.

JL:  I think it's true to say Catherine that we do live in uncertain times, we saw that last year and ongoing this year in respective higher education funding. There's not a lot of clarity emerging about that. We are projecting forwards and seeing quite different sorts of future but I think that one of the things we can be certain about is that the future will be pretty intensively competitive. So throughout Australian higher education and as I said indeed internationally on the higher education scene. So I think it really is important for a University such as La Trobe as we move towards our 50th anniversary year, so it's an exciting time for the institution, of thinking what is it that we do that's particularly good and how do we build on that to position ourselves well for the future. Because in the end, as I've been saying to people this week in the context to the distinctive education project, what we're about in higher education really is about transforming lives. So we need to ensure that our educational offering remains strong and relevant and that we grow something great for the future.

CG: Finally can you tell us a little bit about your own area of research interest?

JL: Sure. My own discipline background is as an historian. I am a historian of the late Victorian period in Britain but I taught for many years in modern European history so that's a great love. I also have done quite a bit of work on theories of gender and sexuality. The second string to my bow I guess is that I do try to keep closely in touch with developments in the scholarship of teaching and learning. So at the moment for example I'm assisting at least on a couple of projects funded by the office and learning and teaching. One relates to student  English language proficiency and the second relates to the involvement or the engagement of students in curriculum reform. So that's a really interesting project led by my colleague Miss Dean ? in Sydney.

The opportunity to conduct my own research of course at the moment is a little limited because of other pulls on my time but I'm just toying with the idea at the moment,  i'm interested in the area we see the in popular culture and business which is about discourses of self-improvement. I'm looking or i'm interested in looking at that through a gendered lens, so what are the discourse of self improvement that we seeing at the moment. There is a real upswing in interest in what I think of as the metricated self, so all those ways that you can measure individual improvement. But there's also the rise of what I see as a kind of business version of feminist discourse all the Sheryl Sandberg stuff about leaning and individual improvement. It's a critical peace  I should say and it's just in the planning stages in my head.

CG: Can we get a little taste of those criticisms of some of this feminist discourse in this space?

JL:  Oh it's not critical of feminism per-se, not for a moment, i'm a feminist theorist but it's actually looking at the rise of liberal individualist discourse that's about improvement at the self rather than looking at improvements to systems. I'm just fascinated by the amount of traction that's getting particularly in the corporate world at the moment.

CG: And do you think it's a good thing for women to  be having that out there in the Corporate Area about themselves and measuring it?

JL:  I think its good to surface issues relating to gender and sexuality and diversity and to keep a discussion going and I think we have seen a bit of an upsurge in discussion about that recently and I've been pleased with that.  I guess I'm interested as a social scientist to think what are the ways we're talking about that and what does that tell us about the state of society. So I guess I would say it's neither a good nor a bad thing but it's always an interesting thing.

CG:  Well Professor Long we will be really interested to see where that's ends up and hope you get some time to write something and get something out there.

JL: Thanks Catherine.

CG: Because that's a fascinating topic and it's been lovely to speak with you.

JL:  Thank you.

CG: And all the best with your travelling around to the campuses with the distinctive education project.

JL: Thank Catherine.

CG:  And that's it for this edition of on the couch. I'm Catherine Garrett, I will see you next time.  

