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I:
Greetings, and welcome to this La Trobe University video interview. My name is Fran Cusworth and I’m both a journalist and a post-graduate student in the English department at La Trobe. We’re here today to talk to the Vice-Chancellor, Professor John Dewar about the five-year strategic plan for the university, Future Ready. Professor Dewar, welcome.
J:
Thank you, Fran.

I:
Now this strategy sets goals for the future of La Trobe. Broadly you’re aiming to dramatically boost the following things: student numbers, research outputs, incoming funding, quality of teaching and the status of the university. Is it possible to do all this in the timeframe you’re looking at?

J:
It is, I believe. The plan sets some pretty clear targets for where we want to be in 2017. We’ve thought very carefully about how we set those and we believe that each one of them is achievable provided we get the implementation of the strategies that the plan incorporates right. And that implementation side of it is going to be very important.

I:
You’ve talked a lot about ramping up standards and outcomes in teaching and research. How do you propose to help academics meet these new standards?

J:
Well, I think this is a collective effort in part, although individual staff will have a big role to play. I think one of the things I hear more than almost anything else in talking to staff across the university is that we have a long way to go to improve things like our business processes and the support we provide academics to do the core business of teaching and research, and I think with the arrival of Natalie MacDonald as our Vice President Administration we’re really now in a really good position to start to improve all of that in a way that will help relieve academic staff of some of those more trivial administrative tasks and thereby freeing them up to do the things that we really want them to do. 
So I think that’s the first thing. The second is that we know that as a university we have still quite a long way to go in terms of improving the physical and virtual environment in which we provide teaching and learning to our students, and I think that’s clearly going to be a big focus of the plan and our capital planning over the next few years, to lift the learning environment for students. And that in turn will help staff to achieve the things that we want them to achieve. So there are various things that the university as a whole can do to support and enable staff to achieve the things that we want. 
In terms of individual staff, there are a number of things that the plan talks about and things that are already underway to support them. In terms of research we’re setting aside significant sums of money out of the budget to invest in the research side of the plan. So developing the areas of strength, the research focus areas, and the research program funding. And the staff who are in those areas will, I hope, feel significantly additional resources flowing through to help them do the things we want them to do. 
I think also there’s going to be much more emphasis, as there is starting to be already, on the setting of performance goals, and clarity about what we expect of staff. I don’t think that’s always been as clear as it might have been in the past, but with the introduction of definitions of established productive researcher and so on I think it’s becoming clearer where the benchmarks sit. And that in turn means that we can be clearer with staff about what we expect of them and how we’re going to help them to get there.

A lot will depend on the role of the supervisor, the academic supervisor whose job is to provide mentorship and support, as well as to set goals for staff, and I think that will start to improve quite dramatically now. The other thing of course we’re working on is the revised approach to the allocation of workload and in part that’s designed to free up research time for those who are established productive researchers, and again that’s designed to help staff achieve the research aspects of the plan. In terms of our teaching ambitions, there’s quite a lot of work to be done in terms of implementation of curriculum reform. We need constantly to be renewing and reviewing our curriculum, and as I said earlier, the spaces in which we do it, whether they’re physical or virtual, will also be improved over time. So there are a number of different ways in which the plan and the resourcing that will go into the plan are designed to help staff achieve the things that we want them to achieve for the university, and for themselves.

I:
What are the opportunities and the rewards for staff who can sort of modify their way of working according to Future Ready?

J:
Well, I think there are a lot of opportunities. I’ve already referred to the resourcing that will be attached to some key aspects of the plan. One of the things we’re really keen to do is to allow all staff, but particularly academic staff, the opportunity to set their own career trajectories more than has been the case in the past. Traditionally academic work has been divided pretty much standardly between the areas of teaching, research and service or engagement. What we’d like to be able to do is to give staff who want to focus in one area perhaps more than the others the opportunity to do that, where they can demonstrate that they are really good at doing that kind of work, and to give them a clear career path if they do that part of the job really well. At the moment I think there’s a slight concern amongst staff that if they take their foot off the research pedal for example, that they might be penalised down the track, even though they’re great teachers. We want to make sure that that’s not the case, that if you are a great teacher and that’s what you want to focus on that our employment framework allows that to happen.

I:
So that’s the teaching only positions?

J:
They’re not teaching only positions, they’re teacher scholar positions, because it’s important that there is still a connection to the notion of scholarship and updating the knowledge base on which you’re drawing as a teacher. And we also hope of course that the teacher scholars are outstanding leaders of teaching in their disciplines and that they would then want to communicate the outcomes of what they’re doing through the standard academic channels of publication and so on. So these are not teaching only, but it is an opportunity for staff who wish to do so to focus on that aspect of academic work.

I:
You’re putting a big emphasis on a small number of cross-disciplinary research focus areas, or RFAs as you call them. Will this emphasis on depth come at any cost to the breadth of existing research areas?

J:
Well, let me say first of all that the reason we’re doing this is really to build research strength in areas where we’ve already got strength and where we stand a really good chance of becoming nationally and globally leaders in a particular field and in fields that really matter to the outside world. And this I think plays really well to La Trobe’s heritage of being a university that’s really engaged with its outside communities, cares about issues of social justice and solving major problems confronting national and global society. So that’s a really important part of this plan, is connecting up our research strengths with those big pressing questions. So we can’t afford to do it across too many areas, realistically, because as an institution we don’t have unlimited resources. So we will be making, to the extent that we’re able, significant additional investments in those areas.

So your question was whether that comes at the expense of areas that don’t fall within those half a dozen or so. And the answer is no, this is not a zero sum game. We have a lot of very good research going on across the whole institution at the moment and we do not, absolutely do not, want to in any way inhibit or slow that down. It’s really important actually for the university that we don’t. So what we’re proposing is essentially – as will flow under the plan – is essentially additional investment in areas of existing or real potential strength. But that’s not to say that other areas won’t continue to flourish in the way that they do at the moment. And indeed it’s in the university’s interests that everyone who is able to do so becomes an established productive researcher, and we know that not everyone’s going to do that in one of these six areas. In fact we confidently expect that more than half of the university’s research will come from outside those areas. The difference is that the lift in university performance in research will come predominantly from those areas of investment. That’s the key.

I:
When will those research focus areas be announced?

J:
They’re included in the strategic plan. There are five areas identified. There is more work to be done however, and the plan itself makes it clear that there’s a further process to be gone through before these are finally concluded. We do need to get them right because they are going to be absolutely critical to realising the aspirations in the plan.

I:
You’ve put a lot of emphasis on external partnerships in this plan. Why are these so important to you?

J:
I think they’re important to all universities but they’re particularly important to us because we need strong external partnerships to achieve a lot of the things that the plan sets out in front of us. In research for example, I think in an environment such as the one that we have in Australia where there is enormous competition for public funding of research, everyone’s after the ARC and NHMRC dollars. We’re really going to have to think quite differently about how we set about acquiring the resources and the capacity and the people to do the kind of research that we need to do to catapult us up the lead tables in the way that we aspire to. One of the ways in which we’ll do that is through partnering with major external organisations. So NGOs, government agencies, private sector corporates, whatever it is, we are going to have to identify who those partners can be, and how they can contribute to our aspirations and how we can contribute to theirs.

That’s one reason for having these relatively small number of research focus areas that announce to the outside world what it is we think we’re really good at and what problems we are trying to solve by the investments we’re making in that area. And it’s really a way of inviting people to come and work with us so that we can transform each other’s capacity to solve those problems. So partnering is going to be really important for research. It will be important for teaching because if we want to give students the kind of experience that we’re looking for as part of the La Trobe framework then we’re going to have to be working with employers, we’re going to have to be working with universities from overseas to give students the sort of rich experience that we want as part of our curriculum makeup.

And in terms of our local partners, the people who are around us, I think the plan makes it quite clear that at each of our campuses we need to be thoroughly connected to the communities that surround us. I think that’s just a really important thing for universities to be anyway because it enables all the other things we want to do, but universities have a huge amount to contribute back to the communities in which they are located. I think that’s particularly true in Melbourne’s north, where I believe the university can become a catalyst for economic, cultural, recreational developments of this part of the city in a way that no other institution in this part of town can possibly aim to, and I think we’ve got a really special role to play. Same is true in Bendigo and the same is undoubtedly true at our smaller campuses where our presence there is so important to those local communities.

It’s always been part of La Trobe’s history to be deeply embedded and engaged with its communities, we need to take that idea and re-interpret it in a way that actually serves our aspirations for the next five years.

I:
It is La Trobe’s 50th birthday in 2017, the final year of this strategy.

J:
Yes.

I:
What links do you see between the early years, the foundation years of the university when it was a politically engaged institution reflecting the liberal values of its time, with your future goals for La Trobe?

J:
I think there’s a really nice continuity between where the university started and where we want it to be in 2017 at its 50th birthday. What we’ve done of course is to take those ideals and re-interpret them for a hugely changed environment for universities. But you’re right, they were ideals of broadening participation, taking higher education to communities that hadn’t previously had that opportunity, teaching disciplines in a different way, drawing in students who wanted to question the status quo, who wanted to take part in a national conversation. And conducting research to a really high standard in some selected areas. Those were the founding ideals of the university. Those are exactly the things that we want to do and to be doing really well, or to continue to do really well when we’re 50. It’s just that we have to do them in a slightly different way, so we want to excel in some selected areas of research. After 45 years of history we’ve got a much better idea of where we think we can do that, and that’s what’s behind the research focus areas. 
We want to attract students who are questioning and critical and who will go out to lead in different ways in exactly the way that those early graduates, people like Bill Kelty and Don Watson – that era have got great La Trobe graduates, the way that they’ve gone out and shaped their part of Australian national life. And of course we want to continue to do the great work we’ve done in taking higher education to people who haven’t previously enjoyed it. So all of those remain absolutely strong threads right through La Trobe’s history and will absolutely be a strong part of where we are when we turn 50. The difference is that how we get there has to change because of the environment that we’re in has changed a lot.

I:
With your hallmark courses and your essential learning elements, you’re planning to get students engaged with what you’re sort of saying are the big issues of the day. What do you see as being the big issues of the day?

J:
Well, the La Trobe framework comes in two slightly different ways. The hallmark program is designed to give students an opportunity to study curriculum that addresses the big issues, and a lot of those will be linked closely to the research focus areas, so if we take the area of food and water security for example, the hallmark program will give students the opportunity to study in those areas if that’s what they want to do. And I think this is one of the distinctive features of the framework is that it’s taking the areas in which we’re really strong in research and using that to re‑invigorate curriculum and to take curriculum in new directions. Not many universities connect their research and their teaching activities to quite that extent, and I think that’s a really important part of what the plan’s seeking to do. And there’ll be other areas linked – not necessarily linked, but mostly linked – to those area of research focus. So that’ll be one way in which we will connect students to those big issues. 
But not all students will be studying in that program, so the other dimension of the framework is to systemically expose all of our students, no matter what they’re studying, to some core elements, things that we think every La Trobe graduate should know or have learnt something about by the time they leave this institution. So sustainability thinking is one of those, global citizenship is another, and innovation and entrepreneurship is the third. So those are the three big threads that we want to run through the curriculum for all of our students. Those are the two ways in which we’re proposing to come at the question you asked.

I:
Okay. You’ve talked about changing employment conditions to support staff who are able to commercialise intellectual property. How do you propose to do this?
J:
Well, we think that there’s scope for our employment practices to be much more flexible to allow staff who have a commercialisation idea or a commercialisation opportunity to spend time outside the university exploiting those opportunities. We want to create a sufficiently flexible framework to enable that to happen. I think we also need to review the incentives in our current intellectual property policies that there are for staff to go and exploit discoveries or potential intellectual property that they might have. The current standard splitting of revenues from exploitation of intellectual property have not been noticeably successful in incentivising staff to do that and I think there’s real scope to have another look. Quite what form that will take, it’s hard to say right now, but I know that we need to look at it both in terms of sharing the proceeds of any IP rights, but also being flexible enough to recognise that sometimes staff may have to just take time out of the institution to go and pursue them somewhere else.

I:
Now in another direction, you’ve mentioned a cap on 35% of any one nationality in the foreign student population. Now at the moment this would seem to impact most on the Chinese students, who are at about 38%.
J:
Yes, correct.
I:
Why is this necessary?

J:
Two reasons. One is that the lived experience on campus for all students I think will be more diverse, more satisfying for a lot of students if we’re able to diversify the range of countries from which students are coming. In other words, we create a much richer and more diverse student body if we set out to diversify the countries from which students are coming. And I don’t think it’s always in the best interests of the students themselves to find themselves as part of a very large cohort of students from the same or a very similar country of origin. I think what we need to do is to find ways of encouraging international students to reach out and engage with Australian students, with students from all other parts of the world. Every university has that challenge, it’s not an easy thing to do, but this is a small way in which we can contribute to the diversity of our student body once they’re here.

The other reason is that we need to spread our risk, frankly, and if you put too many eggs in one basket then there’s always a risk that that basket’s going to fall over, if I can mix my metaphors. So it’s just prudent to try and make sure that you’re drawing students from as many different parts of the world as you can to ensure that you’re not too reliant on any one part of it continuing to send students. We know that things can suddenly happen, pandemics, global terrorism, financial crises, all of those things impact on student recruitment, so we just need to make sure we’ve got a diverse flow of students from all over the world coming to us.

I:
Also on the subject of extra students, you’re talking about 6,000 extra students by 2017?
J:
Yes.

I:
What does this entail logistically and why is it a good thing?

J:
I’ll take the second question first, why is it a good thing? It’s a good thing firstly because we are in a very rapidly growing part of the city. So the population around us is expanding and that means that the university cohort in that population is expanding too. So if we want to just keep pace with current levels of participation in what we have to offer at La Trobe, then we will need to grow just to keep pace with that population growth. That’s one reason. Another is that expanding brings more resources into the organisation which just increases our capacity to do things. It increases our capacity to invest in infrastructure, to provide better facilities for students and for staff, and allows us to invest in the future of the institution more effectively. So it’s a form of enlightened self-interest I suppose in that we need to grow to properly serve the needs of our local community, which itself is growing, but also to generate a future investment capacity in the university.

I:
You’ve talked about making changes to the Bundoora campus along the lines of increased density. Do you think Bundoora will change from the sort of parkland model that it runs on at the moment to one of more urban density?

J:
I’d hope not, because one of the other things that I hear consistently from staff is just how much people love this campus and the natural feel of it. So we won’t be doing anything that would put that at risk. However, we have a lot more land here than I think most people realise and areas of land that most staff would never go anywhere near. And it’s really sitting there not doing very much for the university at the moment. So really what we’re proposing is a sensible use of that available land to serve the purposes of the university, particularly for teaching, research and that external engagement. I think La Trobe, particularly here in the north of Melbourne, can do a lot more to make itself visible to draw people in to what we do here and to engage outwardly with the community much more than we do at the moment. So we will be using the real estate that there is there to achieve that. But I can assure everyone that we will do so in a way that does not spoil the thing that most people – everyone in fact – values the most about this campus.

I:
Now you’ve talked about La Trobe sitting in what is one of Australia’s fastest growing residential areas, particularly the suburbs to our north. How do you think La Trobe is perceived now by its immediate neighbours and how do you want to be perceived?

J:
I think most people would probably perceive us currently as a bit aloof or removed. A lot of people will drive past the university every day and not really know that we’re here because as was the vogue in the 60s and 70s when this Bundoora campus was built, it was based on a traditional university model where scholarship, teaching and learning happens at a remove from the outside world, so here we are in a beautifully designed campus surrounded by a moat, surrounded by a car park, surrounded by a ring road, surrounded by dense bushland, and that’s why most people don’t really know that we’re here. Or if they do it’s sort of a concept rather than the reality. I think that is changing. I think we’ve done a lot of work in recent years to engage with local councils, to get into the local schools, to start talking seriously to local business groups. The local politicians know more and more about what La Trobe is doing and all of that’s good, but we’ve got to continue doing that.

To answer your second question, what I’d really like us to do is to become much more visible so that people driving past would really know that we were here and they could see what we had to offer, they could see the sporting facilities that we’ve got here. They would know about our museum of art for example, which probably most people don’t know is a great collection. We need to make that more accessible, more visible and use it as a way of drawing people into the rest of what we have to offer here on the campus. So what I’d like is for the university to become much more permeable, for there to be many more people coming here to take part in what we already do but to expand the range of things that they can do here.

I:
But you want to turn Bendigo – the Bendigo campus – into, you’ve said, a truly great university city. What do you see this as being?

J:
Well, there’s an assumption in Australia that great universities only exist in the great capital cities. And when you think about it that’s a peculiarly Australian way of thinking, because if you look in the northern hemisphere, particularly say in North America, some of the greatest universities in the American system are in the smallest of places. So there’s no correlation there at all between the size of a city and the greatness or otherwise of its higher education institutions. I think at Bendigo we’ve got perhaps the best opportunity of anywhere in Australia to break that Australian mould and to set about creating a really vibrant university in what is already a great regional city, in Bendigo. 
So what would that mean? That would mean that students would beat a path to our door to come and study with us in that place. To some extent that’s already happening. We’ve done a great job, for example, in building up our rural health school which is headquartered in Bendigo, including the dentistry program. And we know that students come to Bendigo from all over Australia and the world just to study those disciplines. There’s no reason why we couldn’t do that in other areas as well. So the proposition is really about not just continuing to grow the university’s scope and scale in Bendigo, it’s about creating programs there that students want to do so much that they are prepared to move from all other parts of Australia and the world to come and do that. We’ve proven that we can do it and I think we can do more of it. Bendigo itself is I would imagine a fantastic place to be a student, officially the second coolest city in Victoria according to The Age.
I:
Is that right? There you go.

J:
But in terms of what that can do for the city, I think the potential is quite remarkable. I think it would create Bendigo as a place that not only would young people choose to come to study, but might even choose to stay when they complete, and I think that wired significantly to the human capital in the local economy. And universities, just by being there, generate huge economic activity in and of themselves. We probably put about $200 million a year into the Bendigo economy and I think that makes a big difference to any city.

I:
Now, with this five-year strategy plan, the consultation process has been going on for a long while. What are the main things you’ve learned through this process from your staff and your community, and what are some of the modifications that you have made along the way?

J:
Yes. Look, it has been I think a really good consultation process. We started in March and we’re now in November and we’re just drawing it to a close. The things I’ve learnt are that staff and students care passionately about the university, they care deeply about its future and they are really proud of its achievements and its character. So I think one of the really important things in putting the plan together for everyone who’s been involved in it – it’s not just my plan, I should be clear about that – is that it’s been really important that we don’t set out to change the fundamental character of the university and instead what we’re doing is playing to its strengths and playing to the history and character of the institution. But re-interpreting that in a way that will enable the university to thrive, not just for the next five years but for its next 50 years. So people really value the things that La Trobe stands for, all the things we talked about earlier. So that’s a big thing I’ve learnt. I’ve also learnt there are a lot of things that people really dislike about the institution and (chuckling) we’re trying to fix …

I:
Surely not? (chuckling)

J:
We’re trying to fix a lot of those through the plan. And I think fundamentally people are really optimistic about the prospects for the university. They do believe, as I do, that having been created as the third university, that’s exactly where we should – we should be aiming to be amongst the big three, not playing around with the others. And that’s really what this plan is about, it’s about moving La Trobe back to where it started, but doing so in a way that takes account of the rapidly changing environment in which we’re having to do all of this.

I:
When do you think this plan will go into action, and when do you think the university community can start seeing changes as a result of it?

J:
Well, it’s already started in that the radical learning project, for example, which is referred to in the plan, is pretty close now to reporting back. And that I think will propel us or propel our thinking significantly in relation to the use of educational technology, the so-called flipped classroom and implications for learning spaces for our IT systems and for the skills that staff and students are going to need in the future. So already that will start to feed into our thinking and our planning. With the arrival of Keith Nugent as our new Deputy Vice-Chancellor Research and Jane Long as our new Deputy Vice-Chancellor Academic, both of whom will be here by February of next year, we will start to see them implementing the research and the teaching and learning aspects of the plan. So the research focus areas will start getting underway, the investments that we’ve set aside in the budget will start flowing into those areas and Jane will be leading the development of the La Trobe framework. So all of that will start to happen next year. 
In terms of the physical environment, there’s already work underway, for example, to improve the quality of our learning spaces, not so much probably lecture theatres in the future, because I think the future of the lecture is now a bit uncertain, but the emphasis is going to be much more on the flexibility of learning spaces, collaborative learning spaces, or spaces that can just be configured for use in different ways. We know that we need to improve and increase the number of spaces we provide for students to socialise or to engage in self-directed learning. So those will start appearing around all of our campuses soon. So there will be things, there are already things happening or being prepared to happen under the plan, but staff will start to see those tangibly roll out during the course of next year.

I:
John, thank you very much for your time today.

J:
Thank you.

I:
You can learn more about Future Ready and ask questions at campus launches that will happen in the last week of November. If you’d like to read the Future Ready strategy you can access it from the link on this web page.

End of recording
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