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D:
My name’s David Beagley, I lecture in Education at La Trobe’s Bendigo Campus particularly in children’s literature and literacy. Today I’m talking with our Vice Chancellor, Professor John Dewar. Hello John.

J:
Hello David.

D:
John, the last month has seen the release of our strategic plan for La Trobe University. I have been with La Trobe University for some 22 years now and I have seen a few strategic plans come and go. What makes this one different to the others?
J:
Yes, yes, no, I know where you’re coming from, David. Another Vice Chancellor, another strategic plan. But there are some differences in this plan. I think the first one is that it sets us some clear measurable goals for where we want to be as a university compared to others in the sector so as you know it states clearly that we aim to be one of the big three in Victoria which is where we started so it’s really about getting back to our roots. It’s about being one of the top 12 in the country and one of the top 300 in the world. So I don’t think previous plans have stated quite as clearly as that that aspiration ... and the reason that we’ve done that is that it gives us some clear ways to measure our progress to where we want to be across a whole range of indicators in learning and teaching, in student experience, in research in particular. And we can track that from year to year and we can ... we know ... we will know how well we’re going.

So that’s one difference. The second difference is that there is I think in this plan a much sharper sense of La Trobe’s character ... at least I hope there is, that was certainly the intent. And it’s about revisiting the traditions, the strengths and the origins if you like of the university but reinterpreting them for the 21st century. I knew and my colleagues knew that there was absolutely no point in trying to turn the university into something completely different. What we had to do was to go back and reemphasise those core values that people feel really strongly committed to but draw them in a way that we felt was going to lead to a successful institution and achieve the targets that we’ve set. So I think those are the two main differences from the many previous plans that you might have experienced...

D:
And slogans, yes.

J:
And slogans indeed, yes.

D:
Now I saw just yesterday in fact on the website that our research standing, I suppose, has shown significant improvement, back to at least number three. Hopefully that will keep developing but one of the elements in universities that often doesn’t quite get the same emphasis is the teaching and learning aspect, it hasn’t always been seen as a priority in university circles. And this plan does make a definite statement. How do you think that could develop? Will that become a real point of difference between us and other universities?

J:
Yes, I think so. The La Trobe framework is designed to create a distinctive curriculum for the university as a whole. We’d gone some way down that path with Design for Learning and obviously that will continue but it will become part of a larger refreshive curriculum and again what we’ve tried to do is to reflect the character of the university in the degrees we offer and the kinds of students that we’re seeking to produce. So yes, I think it will lead to a point of difference for us. I think the other thing that the plan talks about and which colleagues will have seen completed ... at least the first stage completed in recent weeks is the Radical Learning Project and here we’re really trying to grapple with the implications of the digital revolution ...

D:
Oh yes.

J:
David, I know that you’re at the forefront of this yourself with your iTunes U courses on children’s literature which I gather have been extremely successful, congratulations.

D:
Oh they surprised me.

J:
Well I think it surprised everyone just how popular and how big these so-called mooks have become and that’s really what you’ve created. So we’re going to have to grapple with the implications of that. The Radical Learning Project was designed to look 20 years ahead and ask the question, what do we need to start doing now to prepare for that future? And there are some really interesting ideas, if you’ve had a chance to go to the website you’ll have seen. But what we now need to do is the next phase of this is to take the really exciting ideas in there and turn it into a concrete plan that we can start to roll out. And inform the way in which we make investments in our physical learning spaces ‘cause I think the needs are going to change.
D:
Oh yes.

J:
And the virtual environments that we create for our students and we’ve got some investment to make in both, I think.

D:
I was wondering about that because there is a specific target set for student numbers but without a change in the plan, the facilities, the actual space to put them and the staff, that could be an issue. Now certainly the online elements will offer possibilities but the other aspect that would also need developing is the actual process of teaching and learning. After all education is still a social interaction between people. So we’ve already started as you’ve said with the Design for Learning but what other things do you have in mind for actually making the learning experience at La Trobe something that people will walk away and say yes, I was at La Trobe and I enjoyed what I was doing?

J:
Well the La Trobe framework in part is about that, it’s about creating some distinctive learning experiences in curriculum and alongside it. But you’re right, there’s another dimension which is about the pedagogy that’s associated with that and making sure that we absorb the best of what online educational resources have to offer. That’s the next big cha ... I can’t answer that, David, frankly right now because we’ve got work to do thank ... I mean the Radical Learning Project has given us some really good ideas, we now need to absorb those, reflect on them and then decide where we go from here. It will require new skills of professional and academic staff. I’m sure your experience has been that in putting together your iTunes U courses that you’ve had to operate probably ... and you can say yourself ... in a quite different way from how you would operate if you were just delivering face-to-face lectures in a classroom but maybe you should let us into your experience.
D:
Yes, it’s ... well I ... the 35, 36 years that I’ve been a teacher, the one thing I have learned is that I learn as much as the people in the class and I have to keep changing. Teaching is as much a dynamic thing as the learning is and the simple repetition year after year of the same material just doesn’t work. The world changes, the students change and so the teaching must change. Teaching is the servant of the learning and I think we are well on the way to understanding that having been to quite a few of the Design for Learning sessions and thinking oh look, I know this because I’m a teacher, I’ve done this and then realising no, I’ve got to keep changing too. So whether it’s online, whether it’s changing the way things are done face-to-face we have to keep investigating.

J:
Yes. And I think the point you make is really important, that the face-to-face dimension to this will continue to be really important. I certainly don’t see online educational resources replacing that face-to-face experience. In fact if anything what we’d like to see is almost an intensification of that and use online resources to carry the ... if you like the lion’s share of some of the content delivery that ... where face-to-face method’s nice so that we can focus on the more interactive aspects of learning in a more personalised way and I think that’s the really exciting opportunity that lies ahead of us but we just need to figure it out in steps.

D:
Yes, well we have a lot of facilities already in place. As somebody who has worked in and with the library I’m a great fan of how they work and the facilities and services they offer. Similarly the educational designers that most of the faculties ... I think each of the faculties in place now ... a tremendous resource and I don’t think people realise how much opportunity there is, they just have to ask.

Now I’ll take us in a slightly different direction. Another aspect which was highlighted in the strategic plan is the role of the La Trobe communities, I’ll say. It’s not just the regions as somebody who’s originally a city boy who’s chosen to live in the country. It is certainly our Mildura and Albury and Shepparton campuses but even within the Melbourne campus, there are communities here and there certainly is a point of difference I think between us and other universities. How do you see that aspect being developed with the plan?

J:
Well I think you’re absolutely right, we need to think of Melbourne’s north for example as a really important community and the way in which the University works with those communities and engages with them I think is an important part of the plan and will be a big part of our future. We are one of the biggest employers in the north of Melbourne. Take us, maybe the airport, the new food market, health services but we’re one of the biggest.
D:
Well similarly in Bendigo, I think we’re the second or third ...

J:
Yes, second, yes.

D:
... largest employer in the whole city.

J:
Exactly. So that puts a big obligation on us to make our presence felt. So you’re right, that the plan does deliberately put a big emphasis on that and there’s a real opportunity for us here because this is the fastest growing region, one of the fastest growing regions in the country. In terms of our campuses as a whole the plan does talk about returning a greater level of autonomy to campus leaders and that will happen. We need to do that in a way that ensures that we don’t lose the economies of scale that being part of a really big university brings but we don’t want every campus to be a kind of ... just an outpost of the mother ship in Bundoora, there has to be a level of local autonomy, local responsiveness and a capacity to do things slightly differently in each place to respond to local needs. So we’re working through that now, the process for redeveloping our campus governance is underway and there will be a chance for colleagues to have an input into that early in the new year.
D:
Do you see it as important that each of the campuses has an identity of its own?

J:
Yes, I do but they have to be part of a bigger identity. But absolutely, we have some very different but very important partnerships to develop at each of those campuses particularly with the TAFE institutes with whom a close relationship which ... we’re slightly different in each place ... is really vital so we need to allow that flexibility to evolve.
D:
And finally you’ve had an interesting year this first year of your Vice Chancellorship.

J:
Yes.

D:
Do you have any particular things you’d like to reflect on?

J:
Oh absolutely. The first thing I’ve really noticed about La Trobe is how much people love it, how strongly they feel attached to its sense of mission and it became clear that you mess with that at your peril and that goes back to the earlier point we made about you know the strategic plan really trying to reemphasise and draw that out but adapt it to a modern environment. But you know it’s been an absolute pleasure for me just to wander around the campus and talk to people about what they’re doing and why they’re at La Trobe and why they feel committed to the place so strongly.
You mention the ERA results and the other dimension of La Trobe that really excites me is the potential. Because I think what those ERA results demonstrate is that this is a really powerful research university, the third in Victoria and if you just count the number of areas rated at five we actually rank 12th in the country so in one sense we’ve already achieved our strategic targets but there is actually more work to be done. But it does point to the fact that there is huge strength here but there is more to come if we get our strategy right and I think that’s what the plan is aiming to do, is to identify and target those areas of investment for the future evolution of research and what’s pleasing I think in particular is that those areas of strength that came out of ERA are very clearly aligned with the research focus areas that we’ve chosen.

So the passion ... I was on the wrong end of that for a while but in a sense I welcomed it because it demonstrated just how committed to the institution our students are and our staff but also the potential and I think that’s the most exciting thing. So it’s been a tumultuous eventful year. I’ve loved every minute of it however and I’d just like to take this opportunity to thank all of the staff and the students of the University for the magnificent effort they’ve put in this year and we’ll do it all again next year.
D:
Thank you very much, John, for talking with us today and thank you to you for listening to this and the other video chats that our Vice Chancellor has given. Anyone who wants to find out any more about the strategic plan can find it on the website at Latrobe.edu.au/about/vision. Thank you.

J:
Thank you, David.

End of recording
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