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Catherine Garrett: Hello, I'm Catherine Garrett and welcome to this special edition of On The Couch. The Chancellor has just announced that Professor John Dewar has had his contract extended to serve a second term as Vice Chancellor until 2021. Professor John Dewar joins me now. Thanks for coming in and congratulations. So what was it about the University offer that prompted you to accept it?

Professor John Dewar: I think that La Trobe is a really important university, it's the sort of university that really works hard to reach out to students from communities who wouldn't otherwise have an access to higher education in Melbourne and in regional Victoria and that's a mission that I find incredibly challenging and stimulating. I also think it's a university with huge potential still that we are yet to realise and I'm very excited about continuing to be a part of that.

Catherine Garrett: So what do you think has been achieved since you arrived?

Professor John Dewar: Well we have achieved a lot I think. We have a very clear plan for the University which I think is absolutely the right plan. We must always make sure that we keep it under review and refresh it from time to time, but essentially I think they are the right settings for the University. I think three or four years ago before I arrived I'm not sure we could have said that. We have also made a lot of changes as everyone knows, last year in particular, to reorganise the University around that plan. I now think we're equipped to compete now in a way that we probably weren't three or four years ago so I think we've done a huge amount in a fairly short space of time.

Catherine Garrett: And following on from that what still needs to be done to get that plan moving forward?

Professor John Dewar: Yes, well there's still a lot to be done and that's one reason why I thought it was important to make a firm commitment for the long-term because the real task now is execution of the plan and that means people have to understand what we are trying to do and why, and take it seriously and work towards it but we've also got to make sure that the University remains competitive and if things change as they inevitably will, then we have to remain alert to the nature of those changes and adapt as necessary. But fundamentally I think we're on the right track.

Catherine Garrett: What are the main challenges you see facing the sector at the moment and can we leverage opportunities off some of those challenges in these uncertain times?

Professor John Dewar: Obviously the word uncertainty is the thing that first comes to mind, these are very uncertain times. The Government and the Opposition will likely go into the next election with very different views about higher education and how it should be funded. That creates a high level of uncertainty for all universities. But I think you're right, at the same time there are opportunities particularly for those universities, and I believe La Trobe is now one of those, that has a really clear sense of what its character is, what its mission, traditions and values are, but also how that's going to support the University achieve the things it wants to achieve into the future. So I think having a really strong sense of mission and direction and purpose will actually assist universities a lot like this one and I think it's important in these times of uncertainty not to be buffeted by circumstance or by political developments, I think it's really important to have a really clear sense of where we want to go.

Catherine Garrett: And given that, are you planning to change anything in the way you're operating as Vice Chancellor for your second term?

Professor John Dewar: I don't think so. I hope people understand now that I'm someone very committed to this institution, very committed to what it's trying to achieve and I'm not afraid of addressing the things that the University will have to overcome in order to do the things we have to do. So I'm pretty determined and that will continue, but it will always be in what I think are the best interests of this institution given its history and its mission.

Catherine Garrett: Can I just throw in a question and ask what were the emotions going through your head as you decided to take the second term, what were the questions you're asking yourself and how did you feel?

Professor John Dewar: I was absolutely delighted to be given a vote of confidence by the Chancellor and by Council so it wasn't a difficult decision at all and I'm very excited about what the next 5 to 6 years will now bring for the University.

Catherine Garrett: 2021 is way off, where would you like La Trobe to be in 2021?

Professor John Dewar: I would like us to have realised many of the aspirations we set ourselves a couple of years ago when we adopted the strategic plan Future Ready. So I'd like the University to be unambiguously the best university in those areas that we've selected for excellence, particularly around our research focused areas. I want the University to be a university of choice for many many students, particularly those from the communities we serve and I want the University to be highly respected - it is already, but I think that prestige and respect, we have a little bit more work to do there and a lot of that about just telling people about the great things we do. One of La Trobe's real strengths in the past has been hiding its light under a bushel I think and we're getting better I think at telling the outside world just what we are really good at and I think the process we've been through in the last few years has helped with that, but we have got further to go. I would also like the University by 2021 to have a reputation for being innovative, agile, radical, flexible and to some extent we are already all of those things but I still think there are some old habits that are dying hard in the institution and we are going to have to keep pushing at that. We have a real opportunity, because La Trobe had not done a lot of things that it should have done we have a real opportunity to take advantage of what we call late mover advantage, to sort of leapfrog everyone else and I think we are already doing that in some areas, I think there are a lot of other areas where we can do that as well particularly in the use of technology, in the areas of online and blended learning, student experience and so on.

Catherine Garrett: Staff will be watching this, is there any final message you'd like to say to them in this forum?

Professor John Dewar: Well it's a real privilege for me to work with everyone at La Trobe. As everyone here knows it's a wonderful institution, it's a great place to work, I want that to remain the case, but I want us to set ourselves high standards, to be ambitious for this institution and to be really proud of it and to create an institution of which we can be really proud and that's something that I hope staff will join me in trying to achieve.

Catherine Garrett: Professor John Dewar thank you very much.

Professor John Dewar: Thank you Catherine.

Catherine Garrett: And that's it for this edition of On The Couch. I'm Catherine Garrett, thanks very much for watching, see you next time.

End Transcript.
