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Start Transcript.
Dian Lipiarski
Hello, and welcome to Project Spotlight. My name's Dian Lipiarski and today I'm joined by Linda Coutts and Stephen Kent to talk about the academic support program. Linda is the program manager for the academic support program and Stephen is the head of school for psychology and public health and a member of the steering committee for this program. Thank you for joining me, both of you.

Linda Coutts
Thanks, Dian.

Stephen Kent
Thanks.

Dian Lipiarski
So, Linda, can you tell me a bit about the academic support program; why it was initiated and what it hopes to achieve.

Linda Coutts
Sure. The program is one of nine future-ready priority projects that was identified in 2016. It sits under the brilliant basics pillar. It has two co-sponsors; one being Natalie MacDonald, who's the vice-president administration at the university, and Professor Tony McGrew, who's the PVC of the art college. Primarily the program has been looking at the issues that are faced by academic staff and other staff in our systems and processes, hearing the pain points that are being experienced by the staff and trying to do what we can to improve or fix them.

We've got input from various sources. For example, we've drawn on some surveys that were conducted in 2015, we've had lots of one-on-one conversations, conducted focus groups and visited all of the regional campuses as well. It's given us a real opportunity to hear from staff first hand, those people who are using the systems, just what they're experiencing, and from that we've been able to break down the activities and the outcomes into probably three main groupings. There's some subprojects that are more formal and being structured in the way we're approaching the work. There's improvements to some of the existing resources that we have in place and we've identified quite a number of what we're calling quick win action items, which we're delivering probably about 40 by the end of this year.

Dian Lipiarski
And can you tell us a bit about the subprojects that fit within the academic support program and what they're focused on and what's been achieved so far.

Linda Coutts
The input that we've had from staff has resulted in an issues register where there's around about 900 line items and, when we've analysed that, we've broken it down into a bit over 50 subcategories and then looked at the top pain points from there, so some of these subprojects are a direct response to those particular issues that have been raised. So, some that are probably of most interest are the sims process itself was raised loud and clear by staff and the university has invested in quite a substantial strategic project which is looking at the course management processes and how to improve not only our business process but also the software that will support that. The Ask La Trobe services have been looked at so that we can connect and advise academic staff in a better way and, in 2017, academic staff will be allocated a PIN number so that, when they ring the Ask La Trobe Services, they'll be able to identify themselves as academic staff and not have to queue up in the same queue as our students and also there will be a team that's created that is designed purely to address academic questions through the Ask La Trobe Services.

Also of interest are some really good improvements to our intranet. So, we've looked at not only the technology and the functionality of the intranet but also the content, the way that it's formatted, the architecture of the content on the intranet.

The other subprojects are looking at the management and strategy around our scholarships processes, the student admissions processes and one that probably has been a bit visible of late, which is the timetable refresh program, so the draft was recently launched and will continue to be built over the next few months.

Dian Lipiarski
Stephen, as an academic, you are part of the steering committee for the academic support program. Can you tell us a bit about your experience you've found throughout this process and some of the benefits you hope this program will achieve for academics such as yourself.

Stephen Kent
Sure. First, it's an attempt to listen to academics to find out where the problems are in a very systematic way that to my knowledge hasn't taken place before. Second, the various groups are consisting of academics and members from the administrative side of the university, so that issues are addressed from both perspectives and you get different points of view so that any particular solution is really well thought out and considered.

The solutions are really being looked at in two different types, so two different categories. There are the quick wins. These are very straightforward, relatively simple solutions to implement that address really common bugbears that cut cross the entire university. In contrast, there are some subprojects that address issues and concerns that are much more significant and really require a more major project to find a solution and implement that solution.

Dian Lipiarski
So, with this activity going on, I'm curious what's next. What are the plans for the academic support program in 2017?

Linda Coutts
So, in 2017, the program transfers into business as usual but that doesn't mean that the work stops. So, as I've said, the subprojects that we've described will keep running and you'll see some outcomes and deliverables from the middle of December. The work that we've been doing that enhances some of our current support resources will continue as well, so we're revising and improving the La Trobe one-on-one online presence and the face-to-face activities. The heads of department are now meeting on a regular basis, which is investing in that group to help them be better leaders and to understand how things work at La Trobe. We've also created an annual calendar where people can see typical cycles through the teaching and research and business planning cycles. We're improving information about where to go to for your support and contact points as well. So those sorts of things are continuing and, as I said, the quick wins are being delivered as we go.

So there's more information about everything that we've talked about on the intranet if people want to go on and search under academic support program and obviously school admin teams are very helpful as well for any information.

Dian Lipiarski
Great. Thank you, Linda. And, Stephen, do you have anything else to comment on that?

Stephen Kent
Sure. Unfortunately not everything can be solved all at once, and new issues will crop up from time to time, but the improvements that we've been able to accomplish with the academic support program and other initiatives to me indicate that, as an institution, we're really focused on trying to find solutions and implement the most efficient processes we can and, in so doing, alleviate some of the administrative burden that falls on the academic staff.

Dian Lipiarski
Well, thank you for both joining me today.

Stephen Kent
Thanks.

Linda Coutts
Thank you.

Dian Lipiarski
And that's it for this edition of Project Spotlight. We'll see you next time.

End Transcript.
