Start Transcript.
Catherine Garrett: Hello, I'm Catherine Garrett and welcome to this special edition of On The Couch. The University Council has just approved the refreshed Future Ready strategy and joining me to talk us through this is Vice Chancellor Professor John Dewar. John welcome.

Prof John Dewar: Thanks Catherine.

Catherine Garrett: Firstly why was a decision made to fine tune our strategy now?

Prof John Dewar: Well the environment at the beginning of this year, 2015, was looking a bit turbulent in terms of government policy towards funding of universities in higher education, and the pace of change in the sector more generally, leaving aside what governments might do, has generally picked up quite a lot. So we felt that we needed to just take stock of the strategy, which after all we adopted or first started discussing back in 2012, that it was timely in 2015 just to take another look to make sure that the settings were the right settings, that we're on the right track, and to learn from the experience of the last two or three years just to make sure that what we were doing was driving the right outcomes for the University.

Catherine Garrett: So what are the major changes?

Prof John Dewar: Well I suppose the biggest change is that we have identified four key priorities for the University over the foreseeable future. They are things that the University will have to do really well, whatever the environment in which we find ourselves, whether it's a fee-deregulated environment or something different, whatever that outcome we will have to do these things really well. So the refreshed strategy crystallises our aspirations around those four things and they are providing students with an outstanding student experience, focusing on the employability of our graduates, continuing to aspire to excellence in research, and then getting what we call the Brilliant Basics right, that is the way in which we do administration and teaching, the other things that universities have to do really well, just making sure that we do those as well as we can.

Catherine Garrett: Might be stating the obvious but what are the benefits of those things for our students I suppose, and La Trobe?

Prof John Dewar: I think for the students it means that the University is unambiguously focused on their experience while they are here and there success when they graduate. Universities have not always been known for putting their students first, they obviously are have a lot of other priorities as well, but I think what is really distinctive about this now is the priority it gives to students in all phases of their engagement with the University.

Catherine Garrett: We're about halfway through the strategy roll out, are you already seeing it making a difference?

Prof John Dewar: Yes, I think we are. We set ourselves some very ambitious goals. One of them for example was to double research income by 2017, I think we are now well on track to achieve that. Although at the time, back three years ago I was told it was an impossible target, in fact I'm now wondering whether it wasn't sufficiently ambitious, but it certainly lifted the performance of the University in that respect. One of the things that we've had to look at though is whether focusing just on research income hasn't actually meant that we've taken our eye off some other aspects of the ball to do with research, particularly research quality and where we are publishing our journal articles and so on, so that was another reason to do a refresh, was just to check that the targets we set were producing the right sort of behaviours in the University. We set ourselves some very ambitious targets around growth. Now although that's been slower to achieve than I would have hoped, but growth is important for us and we have achieved significant growth in the last couple of years. So I think having a clear set of objectives which are easily understood, and which are clearly benchmarked against the rest of the sector, which is really what we tried to do three years ago, I think that has set the University on a good path. That was the general view of all the senior staff who thought about this, was that basically the settings were right, it just need some tweaking here and there.

Catherine Garrett: Have you got any final messages for staff?

Prof John Dewar: Well I think the future is looking very bright for La Trobe, there are already signs that our performance in some key areas is starting to turn or improve quite significantly. I think there is still work to be done, particularly around the quality of the experience that our students have, but I think the reforms that we made last year will over time produce very good outcomes for the students. The important message for staff is that we are sticking with it, and that we are basically on the right track and that when we apply our minds, as we have done in a number of areas, with some smart thinking and we apply resources to improving our performance it works and the University can take its place, where it should, amongst the best in the country.

Catherine Garrett: Prof Dewar thanks for speaking with us.

Prof John Dewar: Thank you Catherine.

Catherine Garrett: And that's it for this edition of On The Couch, see you next time.

End Transcript.
