W:
Hello, my name’s Warwick Grant, I’m a read in the Genetics Department at La Trobe University and I’m here today with the Vice Chancellor, John Dewar. A particular area of interest of mine, John, diseases of poverty in the developing world and how education and postgraduate training in particular might contribute to solving these problems. So, John, my first question to you is perhaps not directly addressing the question of international development straight up but it addresses the question of training of research students. There is a question ... there’s a perception over morning coffee that the quality of honours students from our university and perhaps more generally is declining and that perhaps fewer talented students are interested in postgraduate study. What strategies do you envisage the University putting in place to make it a more attractive destination for either our own elite honours graduates who may otherwise go elsewhere or to attract elite students from outside La Trobe to come here for their research training?
J:
That’s a really important question and there is a lot we are already doing. And the first thing I’d point of course is the opening of some terrific new research infrastructure. The LIMS building and soon the AgriBio building which are really key to attracting all kinds of researchers at all levels whether it’s honours, PhD or mid or late career researchers. In the case of AgriBio we know already that the numbers of honours students coming through expressing interest in doing honours in that discipline has already increased significantly because they can see the opportunities in front of them. So that’s one strategy and of course that takes time to do, to find the money and then build the buildings and so on but we know that it’s a very powerful attracter of research talent to the University.

The second thing we’re doing and as you know is that we’re really setting out our stall around the five research focus areas and saying these are the areas where we think we have the potential to be one of the world’s best. And really being very clear about what we think our strengths are where they will be in the future. And then investing in them so for example in addition to the scholarships we already receive from the commonwealth government for PhD study we’re investing additional scholarships in each of the research focus areas to try and attract the very best students. And of course we’re also working hard to attract some of the very best researchers and the ... we’ll see soon the rolling out of a recruitment campaign for academic researchers to come and join us in each of those areas. Some of that’s already started but it’s really a combination of people ... it’s mainly people but also the facilities in which the people work. So we hope that those ... the combination of those things, people, resources and a real commitment to the areas we’ve identified as our strengths will start to build the pipeline of talented researchers.

W:
One source of postgraduate students that the University has put a lot of effort into recruiting in recent years in particular, fee-paying students from overseas, what’s your response to the proposition that if international recruitment is to make a contribution to solving the perceived shortage of elite domestic graduates to feed a postgraduate research program that the focus of the University’s international recruitment should perhaps shift from a fee-paying model to a model where we target elite students from our international sources even if we have to pay them to come here.
J:
Yeah. We already do that. We already offer very highly qualified international students generous scholarships to come and study, we basically do what you’ve just said, pay them to come and study with us. We’d love to do that on a larger scale but to have the resources to do that of course we need to continue to attract students into undergraduate degrees who do bring not just the resources with them but in some cases provide the talent that we can then nurture into honours and PhD programs. But you’re right, it’s not something I think that Australian universities have done particularly well until recently. There is a global war for research talent and some other countries, notably China and the US, have been much nimbler and much more effective at setting out their stall internationally and really attracting some outstanding students. If you look at the average ... I’m sure you’re aware of what the average research lab in a US university looks like and it’ll have students literally from all over the world working there. We haven’t been as good as they have in that and I think we need to get better.
But one of the advantages of having research focus areas is that we announce from the rooftops where we think our strengths are and we build partnerships around those particularly in the developing world. And that enables us then to create the pipeline for students. So we’re working ... say in food, water and environment we’re working on research partnerships in India where there’s a lot of interest as you can imagine in issues to do with food and water and similarly in China which I know is not an underdeveloped country, it’s a developing country but where there’s potential for really strong partnerships, that level of you know PhD students spending some time with us or doing their whole program with us. In fact recently, to give you a very concrete example of that, we had a visit from a group of PhD students from Nanjing Agricultural University which is the leading Chinese university in agriculture. They came to us because they know that we’re one of the leading universities in Australia in this and we’ve got some terrific research infrastructure. So all of the things I talked about earlier are part of that strategy of drawing in the talent and keeping them here. And I agree ... absolutely agree with what you’re saying, that a lot of that talent will lie offshore.

W:
And sort of related to that to some extent is the question of ... a kind of ethical question around the training of postgraduate students inasmuch as it seems to me that we sometimes encourage domestic students to embark on postgraduate research degrees primarily because we need them to do the research in our laboratories because we have commitments with teaching and so on and so forth. Despite the evidence that the local market for postdoctoral and then particularly making that transition into sort of early to mid-career positions in Australian universities. That market is oversupplied so is it ethical to continue to train postgraduate students for such an uncertain employment future?
J:
I think the premise of your question appears to be that the only purpose for which someone might do a PhD is to have a research career. And while I agree that for a lot of people that probably is a motivation I don’t think it’s in any sense a waste if people after graduating with a PhD go on to do something else. I have lots of examples of people who’ve had very successful careers in other walks of life and who’ve been helped by virtue of having the PhD. So I’m not sure I accept that there’s an ethical problem in encouraging people to think about PhDs even though there may not be a guaranteed job for them at the end. Having said that I think universities can do a better job of creating the pathway for PhD graduates into postdocs, into early career researcher positions and that’s something that we’ll be looking at as you know how we can build in those supports. We have some measures that are sort of aimed at that in our current industrial arrangements around multiple fixed term contracts but I’m not sure that’s really aimed as neatly and precisely at the issue that you’re raising. I think we could come at that question in a slightly more creative way. So I share your sense that there’s an issue about that pathway not being as supported and as clear as it could be. But equally I don’t necessarily agree that it’s unethical to recruit someone into a PhD program when you can’t guarantee them a research career at the end of it.
W:
No, no, I agree with you, John, and I think that if we are more clear in the conversation that we have with candidates who are contemplating postgraduate study then that deals to some extent ...

J:
It does but it also goes to what we teach students in a PhD program because if we’re presenting a PhD as a pathway to multiple careers then I think it’s incumbent on us to look at how we do the PhD. So that perhaps we might include more employment preparation in the PhD program because they might not end up as you’re saying in a research career so I think we do need to look at what PhD means and the kind of experiences to which we expose students.

W:
Yeah, I agree, I agree. Coming back to this question of international focus on postgraduate training, though, capacity building is of paramount importance in developing countries and one highly publicised aspects of the university’s brand is the development of well-rounded global citizens that engage with the big issues. With this in mind do you agree that one area in which La Trobe could demonstrate its ethically aware global outlook is to collaborate with for example the World Health Organisation or other nongovernmental organisations and to engage with the local community to promote engagement with the developing world as a means of helping to build capacity in the developing world. 

J:
There’s a short answer and a long answer to that question, the short answer is yes, absolutely. The slightly longer answer is that Chris Roach who you may know has recently joined the University from Oxfam and his role is to look at all of the University’s engagement around international development issues and in particular to build a partnership with Oxfam and to build relations with AusAID. Now Chris has only just joined us but he’s already got lots of ideas about how the University might do this more effectively. And it is certainly our intention to have those deep partnerships with NGOs, with governments but one of Chris’ I think really exciting ideas is that La Trobe’s distinctive contribution in international development can be to mobilise citizenry to influence governments domestically over a policy and other aspects of international trade that affect developing countries. So we’re ... I’d love to have this conversation in a year’s time actually because I would hope that by then this aspect of what we’re doing will be much more developed and that Chris and his colleagues will have had time to think more about how we do this but I know that Chris is looking for example at how we embed international development into our La Trobe essentials. He’s interested in developing a strand of the Hallmark program around international development and he’s very interested in developing the Master of International Development further so at the postgraduate coursework level. But in order to do that we need really strong partnerships with exactly the kind of bodies you’re talking about, the NGOs, governments and supragovernmental international organisations like the World Health Organisation. So I think there’s a lot of potential here. And if you have connections into the WHO then we will need to know about them and to make use of them if we can.

W:
Right, well that’s an excellent answer and I can’t say how pleased and impressed I am with the way that the University is engaging with an issue that is really something that is extremely difficult to communicate effectively and to engage particularly the local communities. You’ve already spoken a little about research focus areas and in particular I guess the research focus area around securing food, water and environment may be of particular relevance here. Do you see these research-focused areas as an opportunity for a bottom-up approach to defining the research goals of the University in general but in particular in the context that we’ve been discussing in trying to engage research personnel in the University, the researchers and the academics in the University in questions related to international development that they may not have previously considered as part of their sphere of interest if you like.
J:
Yes, absolutely and if I can take the questions in two halves, firstly to what extent is this a bottom-up process in general? We went through a long process of consultation before finalising the strategic plan to make sure that the five areas we identified were ones that met all the criteria we set out when we started on this process, namely they had to be areas where we had existing strength but where we had the potential to contribute to the University’s overall ambition to double research income by 2017. But having set those broad areas, and that was a very consultative process, it’s now over to the directors of each of the research focus areas to work out in more detail what each subtheme of those areas is going to look like. And that is absolutely a bottom-up process and you’ve seen the calls from the directors to come along and get involved in shaping each RFA.

And I think that’s been very successful as far as I can tell and a lot of really interesting discussion’s happening across the University and connections being made that weren’t made before. And I think that’s the most exciting thing, is that there’s a realisation that actually across the institution there is huge latent potential that we can tap into through making those contacts and presenting a sharper exterior presence if you like around each of these themes. So it started as a bit of a top-down but has become much more of a bottom-up. Alongside that of course are the disciplinary research programs and they’re entirely bottom-up, they’re entirely for the researchers to say we think there need to be a bit of ... a University push behind this area and then to make a case to Keith Nugent, to Steve ECR.
In relation to international development in particular you’re right, it sort of cuts across a lot of the areas that we’ve identified, particularly food, water and environment, building healthy communities, understanding disease and one of Chris ... I know that Chris is trying to grapple in his own mind with how best to fit international development as a theme across those research focus areas or does it sit better as a separately funded program or maybe a bit of each? So it’s a really important question, I can’t give you a concluded answer yet but I’m sure that Chris would be delighted to hear any thoughts that you might have on how best to do this from the University point of view.

W:
Yes, I guess just to make a comment on that last point that you’ve raised of issues relevant to international develop ... cutting across a range of discipline areas, I have recently been a member of an advisory group to the World Health Organisation in my particular disease focus area but one of the things that the World Health Organisation was particularly asking us as an advisory group to do was to identify what they termed crosscutting issues that cut across traditional discipline boundaries in the way that you’ve described and the way in which the research focus areas may well enable us to do here at La Trobe so I think they’re very exciting prospecting. Well thank you very much for talking to me, John, I’ve enjoyed getting the answers to some questions that I’ve been concerned about for a long time and I look forward to the developments at La Trobe in this area over the next few years. It certainly sounds as though something’s going to happen.

J:
I hope so, yeah, we certainly intend so.

W:
Thank you very much.

J:
Thank you, Warwick.

End of recording
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