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I:
Hello, I’m Jane Farmer, I’m head of La Trobe Rural Health School, based in Bendigo but also working with staff in campuses in Albury-Wodonga, Mildura and Shepparton. Today I have the privilege of interviewing Vice-Chancellor John Dewar and I’m going to ask some questions that are really pertinent to our work on the regional campuses at the present time. So, hello, John.
J:
Hello, Jane.

I:
And so my first question is really around the regional money that the university gets for spending in the regional campuses. So in 2012 I’m led to believe the government gave La Trobe $3.7 million for regional loading allocation and around a third of that went to the faculties. As we know all of the schools in the university contribute 54% of the revenue to central costs and another slice goes to the faculties. So in the regional campuses we often perceive that we don’t get as much bang for our buck as staff here on the Melbourne campus. Can you perhaps give me an idea of how we might see some more tangible impacts of this money on our regional campuses into the future?

J:
Sure, thanks, Jane. This is quite a complicated question you’re raising but I’ll try and answer it as simply as I can. It’s true that last year the government decided to increase the amount it paid universities for teaching regional students so our regional loading, as it’s called, increased from a total of $1.1 million last year to $3.7 million this year, 2012, and when the 2012 budget was being put together last year the decision was taken that the additional $2.6 million would go straight to the bottom line, exactly as you’ve said, so the $1.1 million still gets distributed out to the faculties and is then subject, as you say, to the 54% or thereabouts contribution back to cover central costs but the extra $2.6 million went straight to the bottom line.

Now that was a decision that was made at the time, entirely defensible decision in my view because it was taken in the light of what was then thought to be some quite serious financial problems that the university was facing and by flowing it to the bottom line it meant that the productivity targets that everyone was being expected to meet would be lower than would otherwise be the case if that $2.6 million was allocated out and spent. So it was really a way of reducing the productivity targets that everyone had to meet at the time and into this year. Now I think that was a defensible decision but, having said that, and given that there is now, as you say, a slightly larger amount coming in for regional students I’ve asked the budget reference group this year to come up with a principle that would deal with the allocation of the regional loading.

It’s actually not straightforward because the costs of being a regional university are distributed across the whole institution so the fact that we have to replicate services, we have to have a presence in five different locations costs us in lots of different ways, more than it would if we were just in one place. So I’ve asked the budget reference group to come back with a new budget principle that would take all of that into account and would essentially guide the allocation of that proportion of our federal revenue.

I:
Okay, look forward to seeing that then.

J:
Yeah, so do I.

I:
Yeah, thanks. Okay, so moving on now to think about the concept of governance.

J:
Yes.

I:
I’ve heard that within Monash they’re moving to a model of the kind of wholly owned subsidiary so I imagine that’s that each campus will have its own kind of business plan and manage its own business for its local community but within a kind of Monash family of businesses.

J:
Yes.

I:
I think that’s kind of an interesting model to consider and we all know that we’re looking at the governance model at the moment.

J:
Yes.

I:
Can you give us any insights into your thinking at the moment about what the governance model for the ... for all of our campuses might look like?

J:
Well this is a subject on which I will be issuing a consultation paper on this and many other things next month and you’re right, that we do want to look again at whether we’ve got the balance between centralised faculty control on the one hand and more regional or local autonomy, campus autonomy, on the other. As I think I’ve said on visits to regional campuses over the last few weeks I’m not sure we have got the balance right and I think we could return some autonomy to our campus directors, obviously working closely with the faculty deans but I think that needs to be supported by a number of other things, I think we need a much clearer sense of the profile we want of degree offerings at each campus. Not what the faculties happen to want to teach at each campus but what we think the campus profile should look like and also what our strategy for flexible delivery is going to be, not just in the regions but across the whole institution but I think it has a particular relevance to the regions.

So there’s a whole range of things that we will be consulting around over the next few weeks. There is, as you may know, a complicating factor in this. If you ask about the future of La Trobe as a multi-campus university, which has to do with our partnerships with the regional TAFEs, as you’ve probably read in the media over the last few weeks, they’re facing very significant budget reductions as a result of changes the state government’s made to how it funds VET. That sharpens up for us some questions which, up until now, we haven’t really had to face about how close we want to get to our TAFE partners and I think now there is quite a stark choice between getting very close and developing really deep partnerships with them or staying as far away from them as possible. I don’t think we can carry on as we are at the moment, kind of a bit diffident about whether we want to be partners with them or not. That will also have to be a subject of discussion really over the course of the remainder of this year because it will impact on how we structure ourselves as a multi-campus university, I believe, but that’s a very important topic for discussion coming up.

I:
Absolutely, look forward to that as well then. Okay, so moving on to talk about students who are maybe disadvantaged or regional students or first in family students into university. So on the regional campuses we think we’re getting quite good at this and it’s relatively straightforward to get students through the door. Once they do, though, we feel that students need ... often need varying amounts of support, sometimes quite a lot of support, so I’m really interested in your perspective on how we can actually help those slightly diverse students to achieve over the four years that they’re with us, to end up being all that they can be really?

J:
Yeah, well that’s a very good and important question. La Trobe actually does really well on its retention of low SES students and you’re right, it is something that we’ve made a lot of progress on. I think we’re one of the national leaders in our capacity not just to recruit but then to retain students from disadvantaged backgrounds but of course that doesn’t mean that we can’t do better and you mentioned regional students in particular and any strategy there I’d say has to be evidence based and I’m not sure that we know as much as we might need to about the barriers that might face regional students or the things that might discourage them from completing degrees once they’ve started but I’d imagine that they’d be to do with the distance they might have to travel to get to a campus or our capacity to provide them with accommodation so that they can live on a campus for a period of time or our capacity to deliver more flexibly so that coming to campus is important but is not something they have to do every week.

So there might be a whole range of issues to do with just accessibility and our own flexibility that could help regional students in particular sustain the course of a degree. There is an overlap of course between regionality and low SES and that is an area about which of course we know a lot more and there it has to do more with family support and whether there’s a culture at home of succeeding and completing university level qualifications. It also has to do with money and a fear of debt and as I say a bit more I hope later we are embarking on a fund-raising campaign to raise more money to give to students on scholarship who come from disadvantaged backgrounds. So those are the sorts of things that I think, as a university, we can do better, we already do well and we’re already putting a lot of money into student accommodation, as you know, at Bendigo, which is fantastic, but we always need more.

I:
I’m interested in your comment that we really need the evidence, I think a lot of our students actually need a lot of academic skills, support, particularly early on and that’s something that takes up a lot of staff time and the academic learning specialists skills units as well, so I look forward to that maybe being explored a bit more in the ...

J:
Yeah, but it has to be evidence-based I think.

I:
Yeah.

J:
Yeah.

I:
Okay. We all know that research is a huge priority for La Trobe. Now in the Rural Health School and I think probably in other parts of the health faculty and potentially in other parts of the university I’d say that our staff divide up into kind of two types of researcher really; one is a group of people who have come into academia later, after having been a practitioner, so they may be in their late 30s, early 40s, they’re seeing themselves as teachers and they come into the university and find oh, they also have to do research and they’re relatively inexperienced and lack some skills and then we have a smaller group of people who probably are kind of more career researchers and have the skills and all of these staff are really struggling to fit in the wide range of things we’re asking them to do. Now I know that at the moment I think, obviously it may change, regional Australia as a potential flagship theme for research. Can you tell me how you think we can move that kind of ... a mix of staff researchers to providing a kind of international standing research theme?

J:
Well I think there are two things I’d say in response to that. The first is that the ... we need to be able to accommodate what you’ve rightly described as an increased diversity in the academic workforce. I think for a long time we’ve assumed that academics all pretty much look the same, they all have the same career aspirations, they all brought the same skills to the job, I don’t think that’s true anymore and ... if it ever was true, and you’re right that some people come from a clinical or professional background, others come from a more traditional research trajectory. I’d like us to be able to have an employment framework in which we could encourage people to play to those strengths and really excel at the things that they want to do for us or as part of the university and be supported and rewarded for doing those things really well without necessarily being expected to do everything at the same time. I think that’s the way in which the university is going to get really good at both its teaching and its research. I’m not sure yet that we’ve got that framework in place but my view is that we need to move towards it.

The second point about research themes, you’re right, it is important that staff who want to do research at a regional campus can see how they might fit their research, particularly if it’s regionally focused, into what would become or could become a major research effort in the university and you’re right regional Australia is an area that we are thinking might become a real area of focus for the university. It’s already there, it’s latent if not already expressed in our campuses, we need to bring it together and just let the outside world know what fantastic expertise we’ve got around a whole range of issues affecting regional Australia.

I:
Okay. That’s great. Thinking about Aboriginal students now, again in the Rural Health School we’ve initiated a group which we call the Access Group and our aim is really to take no cost or low cost, small incremental steps, to make our campuses more comfortable places for Aboriginal students to be. Now sometimes this can be quite tricky, we’ve got into controversy about art, is it the right thing to have and the right ... they’re in the right place and other issues as well. Can you tell me how you think La Trobe can actually achieve in this space and the relative degree of priority against all the other things we have to achieve?

J:
Yes. Look first of all I’m delighted to hear about the initiatives you’re taking at Bendigo I’ve seen, which is ...

I:
Across all our campuses.

J:
Well it sounds fantastic and you’re right a big part of improving indigenous participation and retention is making sure that the university is more culturally sensitive to indigenous students. There are a number of ways in which that can be done, obviously recognising the importance of cultural heritage on our campuses, which are located on indigenous lands, is very important, so flying the flags, acknowledging significant sites and having events like today’s Sorry Day, which I was at earlier on, signalling the university’s commitment publicly to the cause of practical reconciliation, I think those are all important symbolic things but I think there are things that we can do that go into the heart of the institution, so I think indigenous themes in our curriculum, I think improving the number of indigenous academic staff we have on academic appointments in schools and faculties and really driving a research focus around indigenous issues I think are all other ways in which we can make this a more culturally sensitive and inclusive environment for indigenous students. We’re doing pretty well I have to say, we’ve enrolled more indigenous students this year than ever before and that’s a great tribute to Nellie Green and her team and to the work that Gary and Kerry have done and the school’s liaison team in promoting what we do to indigenous committees but I think there’s, as you rightly point out, there are always things we can do better and we set ourselves some pretty ambitious targets to double student numbers, to double the numbers of indigenous academic staff by 2015 and obviously we’ll track our progress towards those ambitions but the sort of thing you’re talking about is a really important part of the mix.

I:
So again that’s something else for us to look out for.

J:
And if I could just add, Jane, this week we’re going to be launching the annual appeal which is aimed at the La Trobe community. This is really the first time the university has sought to raise funds on a significant scale for its own purposes but the main purpose that the money will be used for is scholarships and one of the categories of scholarship will be for indigenous students. The university itself is committing over $3 million over the next five years to support these scholarships but we really need as much money as we can because these scholarships support students who might not otherwise be able to come to the university, so we’ll be launching that appeal later this week. I’m ... there’ll be plenty of opportunity for staff to find out how to give but this is I think a really exciting moment for the university.

I:
That sounds great. Come to my last question now. I’ve heard that you’re interested in art and I was in the UK recently and there are a couple of major exhibitions on in London, one was by Lucian Freud and one by Damien Hirst.

J:
Yes.

I:
And it occurred to me what kind of relevance might these art exhibitions have for the future vision of La Trobe, so I kind of thought I might present to you the idea of your vision of the future of La Trobe in art. So is it more of a Lucian Freud kind of anatomical landscapes, textures or is it more of a Damien Hirst, sort of pristine, efficient and vaguely smelling of formaldehyde or do you see another art ... piece of art or artist that better sums up your vision of what La Trobe will look like?

J:
Okay, let me tell you about something I’ve been thinking about quite a lot recently, which is our logo, which I think is a bit outdated and I’ve been particularly concerned about the eagle. Now the eagle, in its current form on the logo, is actually taken straight from the Charles La Trobe family coat of arms, or La Trobe family coat of arms. To me it looks a bit tired and a bit sort of hang-dog, if you can describe an eagle as hang-dog, a bit downward looking and a bit scrawny, in fact it looks more like a vulture I think ‘cause with the hunched wings. I’d really like to redesign that eagle and since you’re asking about metaphors for the future of the university I’d like its head up, I’d like it to be looking outwards rather than downwards and inwards, I’d like it to be full of energy in a way that the current eagle frankly isn’t, so ... and about to take off, so if you ask me to describe a piece of art or design that to me would capture best the future of the university it would be a redesigned eagle on our logo.

I:
Well done. Thanks, Vice-Chancellor, thank you very much for answering these questions.

J:
It’s a pleasure, Jane, thank you very much.
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