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I:
Hello, my name is Ingrid Sykes. I’m a new lecturer at La Trobe in history and I’m here with Professor John Dewar, who is the new Vice-Chancellor at La Trobe. I’m just wondering what your initial impressions are of La Trobe?
J:
Well first of all congratulations on your appointment, delighted to have you here at La Trobe after what I understand is a period of time in the UK. Initial impressions very positive, I’ve been here ... I think this is the start of my third week so a lot of that time I’ve just been absorbing a lot of information about the University but also wandering around and meeting people and my strongest first impression is, firstly, just what a wonderful campus this is, little bit tired at the edges in some parts but where we’ve been able to spend money on refurbishment looks absolutely fantastic and I think once we get the chance to do more of that I think the place will only get better, so that’s really positive, particularly the library, I think the library’s a really wonderful example of what we can do. Secondly the people, I mean really, really fantastic people, very positive, very welcoming, so a really nice community here at Bundoora. I’ve yet to get to the other campuses but that’s going to happen soon and I’m sure that I’ll experience the same thing there, so extremely positive I’m happy to say.

I:
Well that’s great. I’m wondering whether you’ve got any grand plans or creative ideas for La Trobe, do you have any kind of vision for La Trobe?

J:
Well it’s a bit early to be talking in detail about vision and one of the things I’m keen to do this year and start quite soon is a conversation within the University about what the next five to 10 years should look like for the University. The one thing I am pretty clear on is that La Trobe needs to do better than it’s doing now; we need to aim to be unambiguously the third university in Victoria, that’s where the University began. I think over the last few decades we’ve possibly been overtaken a bit by some other non-Go8 universities in Victoria and we need to re-establish ourselves as unambiguously, that natural alternative to the Go8 and in some cases the place to be for any discipline or any area of research, including the Go8, so really identifying and playing to our strengths and really re-establishing our position as Victoria’s third and progressive, innovative university. And similarly, nationally, we should be aiming to be up there in the top 10 or the top dozen I reckon. Given La Trobe’s history, its lineage if you like, and the sheer quality of the people we’ve got here we really ought to be up in that top 10 or dozen. At the moment we’re sort of languishing around about the 19s or 20s, we should be doing better than that.

I:
Okay. I’m just wondering what kind of things you’re thinking about doing now as issues of priority and as staff what can we expect, I guess in the first couple of months?

J:
Yeah. Well, the first thing you can expect is that I will talk and listen a lot because I’m really interested to hear what people think, people who have been here for a lot longer than me, or in your case not a lot longer but have had a different experience of the institution, so I’ll be doing a lot of listening but there are clearly some things that I think we need to attend to pretty quickly, obviously balancing the books is going to be important and we might come to that later on. I think we need to have a much clearer sense of our place in the world, in other words what is it about La Trobe’s teaching or La Trobe’s research that really marks us out as distinctive and special and the place that you would want to be if you were interested in those areas. So I think having a conversation about where that ... those special ingredients lie I think is really important. I think tackling the strategy around the regions is going to be critical and that’s such a big part of the University’s activity that we have to get that right and then in research really being absolutely clear about where our strengths are and backing those strengths, so for me those are the key ingredients to begin with but what staff will see is a conversation around those issues, lots of opportunity to contribute, lots of listening on my part but ultimately a refreshed plan, some refreshed objectives and then we get on with it and what I’m hoping is that by 2017, when the University reaches its 50th birthday, that we’ll be well on the way to achieving those big targets that I talked about at the beginning.

I:
Okay. Bit of a broader question, I mean what do you see are the major challenges that we’re facing with shifts in higher education policy and funding in Australia? Do you have any thoughts about that?

J:
Yes. It is a challenging time, almost every aspect of higher education policy and funding in some way is under review at the moment. I guess the most challenging aspect of that is the move that we’ve seen this year towards a more demand driven system, partly because that just knocks away a lot of the certainties that we used to be able to rely on, particularly about the forces that would shape student demand for our programs, we can’t rely on students coming through our doors in the same way that we could in the past so that relates to what I said earlier about really needing to be clear about what our position is and what value we’re proposing to offer. So that’s a big challenge. Funding, just funding levels is always a challenge and as you probably know there’s a review of base funding occurring now, it’s going to be critical to the long-term health of the sector that there’s a good outcome for universities from that process but pretty much everywhere you look at the moment it’s in flux and there are challenges.

I:
I’m just wondering whether you could talk a little bit about the regional issue. I mean I’m running this online core course called Making History and I’m becoming increasingly aware of the difficulties with the regional issue and I’m wondering how you are going to approach La Trobe’s ongoing commitment to regional education?

J:
Well as I said before it’s a critical part of what we do, we are the biggest provider of higher education in regional Victoria and the regional enrolments contribute about a quarter of our total load so there’s a really strong connection between the University and what we do in regional Victoria. I’m ... it’s a bit early for me to say exactly where we’re going to be headed in this but I’m really interested in the recently released Gippsland Tertiary Education Plan that Kwong Lee Dow and others recently put together just before Christmas, because I think that there’s a lot in that report that we can learn from and I think there are three key messages in there. One is that the planning of delivery, ie, the things we teach at a regional campus, has to be driven by very careful attention to local demand and local need and that’s something we have to identify working very closely with advisory boards or local communities, so the idea that wherever a university appears it’s kind of a thin slice of the mother ship, I don’t think we can ...

I:
No.

J:
... operate on that assumption any longer, I think it has to be almost the reverse, that the University has a local presence which is ... and what we do there is determined very much by local need and local demand, so that’s the first thing. Part and parcel of that, and this is the second thing, is really tight partnerships with other educational providers in that region, this is something that the Kwong Lee Dow report says a lot about, I think it’s absolutely critical, we’ve already done great work with TAFE partners, I think there’s a lot more we can do and I think there are some really exciting possibilities that we can work with and the third is online and I’m really pleased to hear that your course is online. We should be really big players, as a regional provider and the biggest regional provider, in using flexible modes of delivery because not every student is able to get, physically, to get onto a campus so we ought to be really big players in that area. So that’s what the thinking, as I see it, coming out of the Kwong Lee Dow report, those are issues I think we’re going to have to look at very carefully.

I:
I want to ask you a little bit about this budgetary issue. At the end of last semester we received an email about the budgetary issues in the University and we also got a call for flexible workplace measures and I’m wondering whether you could just give us some clarification on the financial situation of the University?

J:
Yeah, yeah. Look this is something that we’ll be communicating about a lot with the University community in the next couple of months. Essentially we have to balance our books, we have to ensure that what we spend is covered by what we earn, that’s very simple. What we earn is largely driven by the students we recruit and who pay us fees or the government pays us to teach on the one hand and on the other our main item of expenditure is salaries, professional and academic, so we have to make sure that, broadly speaking, those two come into alignment. Now we are doing as well as we could have hoped on both the recruitment of students and the containment of costs. We are tracking to target on both domestic and international student recruitment, they were however very conservative targets, even on the basis of those targets we knew that we were going to have a gap, that’s why there was that call for voluntary measures, people who might have been ready to think about reducing their workloads or moving out of the workforce altogether. That has gone as well as we could have expected so generally a positive picture, however we’re still going to be left with a gap, we think, we won’t know for sure until we’ve got a better handle on student numbers and we’ve had a ... more of a chance to work through the consequences of the decisions that people have made to take the voluntary options. We should have that by early to mid-March and then we’ll know exactly how big the gap is and what we then need to do about it and the University community will be kept fully informed about that.

I:
Okay, thanks very much for that. And just one final question, I’m wondering whether you had just any ideas about how you saw some things like Design for Learning and the workload management system that the staff are talking about and also this research plan, I’m wondering whether you had any ideas about how you see these things developing?

J:
Yes, they’re all really important. I guess I’d say two things, this is a very complex area but there are two things I would say. Firstly, Design for Learning is an essential means by which we assure the quality of our programs for students, they are really good, really sensible design principles to assure the quality of the student experience. What Design for Learning doesn’t do fully is articulate what I was saying earlier about who are we, it’s really about assuring quality, it’s not so much about our strategic differentiation. Design for Learning has to be implemented because it’s ... every university has to assure quality in the way that we’re doing through Design for Learning but we have to have that additional conversation about our place in the world. As far as workload management and the research plan are concerned the underpinning of the University’s success in the long run is going to turn on our capacity to motivate and essentially manage the performance of our staff so that we communicate with staff exactly what our expectations are, whether research or learning and teaching and that they are given every support to achieve that and where they can’t achieve that that we have a conversation about where their careers go next. That’s really what the workload management system and the research plan are about. We may need to bring that together into a more coherent narrative for staff than we’ve been able to so far but it is absolutely critical to the long-term success of the University. Everyone wants to be part of a high performing university, that’s what those documents are about.

I:
Well thank you very much for speaking to us today.

J:
Thank you.
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