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Start Transcript.
Dian Lipiarski: Hi, and welcome to On the Couch. My name's Dian Lipiarski and today I'm joined by Vice Chancellor Professor John Dewar to take a look back on 2016 and see what's in store for 2017. Thanks for joining us here today, John.

John Dewar: Thank you.

Dian Lipiarski: As we look back at many of our achievements in 2016, can you talk about some of the most significant achievements over the past year?

John Dewar: Well, there've been a lot this year, I think. It's been a great year. A very big year. I think one of the most important things we've done this year is to make good progress on implementing our new systems and our new operating model. I know that there are still some teething problems but the ones that have come to light I think have been tacked pretty quickly and very efficiently and my sense is that things are starting to get better. I hope that that's a sense shared across the university. So for me that's been a big thing for this year.

On other achievements, the fact that we climbed 200 pages in the world rankings of universities is pretty special. We were one of the most improved universities on the academic rank of world universities, which is really the one that people pay most attention to. We rose 200 places and we've actually achieved our highest ever ranking, so that's great for a number of reasons. I think it helps instil a sense of pride and achievement in staff and students. The students notice this too. It also means that people start to notice La Trobe. They think we're on the move in the right direction and so prospective staff in particular are curious about what's going on here and we've been able to recruit some really fantastic people.

Other achievements this year; I think we've worked really hard on developing some exciting new degrees and we're starting to see the fruit of that beginning to appear. So the fact that we've been able to launch, for example, a master's degree in cyber security, which involves three separate schools in the university, I think that's fantastic. I think we're increasingly going to have to work in that way by combining disciplines, tackling pressing problems in much the same way that we do with our research. I think we've done a really good job to move very quickly, and that's just one example of many where I think we've been able to develop some really exciting new programs for the next year.

Of course, some of our staff have been recognised in various ways. So, we've had a number of staff recognised through Office of Learning and Teaching citations and various other forms of recognition, which is always fantastic, and one that I'm very pleased about is that La Trobe students came second in the Uni Games over in Perth, second that is on the basis of the number of students in the team relative to the number of gold medals they won, but I think that says a lot about the depth and strength and level of student interest in sporting activity here at La Trobe.

So those are just a few things but it's been, I think, a really good year in that respect and people know that La Trobe is on the move.

Dian Lipiarski: So they sound like fantastic results. As we now move to 2017, our Future Ready strategy is drawing to a close, can you give us an overview of the renewed strategic vision and how this will be evolving over the next few years.

John Dewar: Well, look, this is very much in the early stages and it's very much a work in progress. So, we hope to have a formal consultation document that we can release to staff for discussion next year. So, at this stage, all we're doing is having some preliminary discussions amongst the senior leadership group, the broader senior leadership team, including heads of school and heads of department and executive directors about what are the really important things that the university will need to address over the next, let's say, five years, five to ten years. I think there's still a lot in our current plan that will still set us in good stead, so the emphasis on quality of the student experience, student employability, continuing to push for research excellence and getting the basics right. I think those four pillars that we agreed about two years ago continue to set us in very good stead.

I think the thing that we need to address that perhaps isn't as well dealt with in our current plan as it will need to be is around the whole area of digital disruption. How are we going to position ourselves in relation to the digital environment that's very rapidly unfolding around us? I think this is a big challenge for universities. We're quite wedded to particular ways of doing things and the rapid intrusion, if you like, of the digital world into the life of university will challenge some of those assumptions we make about how we do things.

Another area where I think the current plan could be strengthened relates to our regional campuses. I think in the current plan they were probably a bit of an add-on maybe but I think we can start to reconceptualise the university as a genuinely multi-campus institution where our regional campuses actually play a really important part in giving the university its distinctive character but also a place where we can experiment and, where the experiments work, we can bring those back into the main or the whole of the organisation.

So those are the thoughts that we're having at the moment but there's a long way to go. You're right, the current plan expires at the end of next year - 2017, which means we've got a bit of time. We started thinking about it early but it's really important that the framework is going to be one that sets the university up properly for the next five years.

Dian Lipiarski: And next year, where La Trobe is turning the give five oh.

John Dewar: Yes.

Dian Lipiarski: So, can you tell us a bit about the activities that are planned and what you're looking forward to for next year.

John Dewar: What I'm looking forward to? Oh, there's a lot to look forward to. So, in terms of activities, it's going to be a balance between things that the university is organising through the 50th anniversary office and then things that anyone else wants to organise, either for their own discipline, their own sporting club or their own whatever it is, whatever people want to do. So, we're kind of creating the umbrella for all of that to take place and I'm really hoping that anyone in the university who wants to celebrate the anniversary will find a place that enables them to do that.

But the things that we're doing, kind of the big ticket items, if you like, are first of all there'll be a thing called the lawn lunch on the 5th of March, which is three days before the big anniversary itself. Unfortunately, that big anniversary falls on a Wednesday, the 8th of March, so we'll have the big birthday party, the lawn lunch, on the 5th. So it's going to be a big lunch for about 3,000 people where all the food and the drink will be supplied by organisations that have some connection to La Trobe, so I think we've got about nine different not-for-profit catering organisations, social enterprises like the Asylum Seeker Resource Centre who are - in fact, in that case, run by one of our graduates. They will be providing the food and the drink will be provided by La Trobe alumni who've gone on to work in the wine or brewing industry. So that'll be a big event.

On the 8th of March itself, we'll have a barbecue for staff and students, a birthday barbecue, just for staff and students and then, in the evening, we're reviving a lecture series that used to happen at La Trobe but then stopped happening called the Hyllus Maris lecture, which is really focusing on indigenous women and educational opportunity and that's appropriate because the 8th of March is International Women's Day.

And then towards the end of the year we'll have what's called a village carnival, which will be more celebrating the future for La Trobe looking at the research we're doing, some off the exciting innovations that are happening in an around the campus, so that'll be more - the lawn lunch will be about celebrating 50 years of our past; the village carnival will be more about looking ahead.

Other events for next year include the launch of our fundraising campaign, so we'll be trying to raise $50 million for 50th anniversary. It sounds like a lot and it's an ambitious target for a university that's never done a fundraising campaign before but I've got a real sense of our alumni really starting to re-engage with the university. There's a huge amount of goodwill and a sense of pride in what the university's achieved over 50 years. So I'm reasonably optimistic that somehow we'll get to that $50 million target. It's not all going to happen next year. We've allowed ourselves two or three years to achieve that target but I think the 50th anniversary will really give us a good push along that path.

The things I'm particularly looking forward to next year, we've got two very big building projects that will open their doors. The Reid Building, for example, will be available and open to staff and to students. They'll be able move in and start using it. And similarly the Donald Whitehead Building will also open its doors in the early part of next year and that will be a fantastic - not a new facility because it's a refurbishment of an existing building but it might as well be a new facility because we've completely gutted it and started again. So, yeah, there's a lot happening next year.

Dian Lipiarski: Sounds great. So finally, with this year drawing to a close, what is your wish for staff over the holiday season and for 2017?

John Dewar: My wish to them is that they have a good break because I know it's been a hard year. Everyone's worked very hard this year. We've achieved some great results, as I've said, but Christmas is really a time just to get some down time and reconnect and recharge because we're going to be doing it all over again next year and my wish for them in 2017 is that they share in the pride, I think, that will be associated with the 50th anniversary. We've got a lot to celebrate here in a relatively short lifespan by university standards. There's a lot to be proud of here and in particular I think the way we've retained our role as a very accessible, inclusive university, while also being in the top 400 universities in the world; I think to be able to do both of those things and to bring a globally recognised university to some of the communities we serve I think is just a glorious thing and I hope that all of our staff will be able to feel a sense of pride and achievement in that next year.

Dian Lipiarski: Well, thanks again for your time, John.

John Dewar: Thank you.

Dian Lipiarski: And that's another edition of On the Couch. See you next time.

End Transcript.
