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Well welcome, everyone. Thank you very much for your time today. Welcome not just to those of you in this wonderfully new refurbished East Lecture Theatre at Bundoora, but also welcome to those of you at Bendigo in the Circular Lecture Theatre there, to those at Albury-Wodonga in Room 6101, to those in the Brian Grogan Lecture Theatre at Mildura, to those in Learning Space 3 at Shepparton and those in Room 324 in Franklin Street in the city, including the lady in black, welcome.

And a warm welcome also to those of you who are watching at home through that camera, or not home but somewhere else on the webcast that’s being broadcast live, I think.

Thank you for your time and thank you for your interest. I’ve got an hour and we have to be out of here by one o’clock because this is going to be used for a lecture, quite properly, at one o’clock. So I’ll talk for between 20 and 30 minutes and then ensure that we leave plenty of time for questions. There will be a bit of a protocol, given the number of different venues, for how we manage those questions, but I’ll tell you more about that when I’ve concluded the presentation.

So this is my sixth week at La Trobe and I’ve been made to feel really welcome. And I’d just like to thank all those of you who I’ve met and who have helped me feel very welcome here. It’s been a really wonderful first few weeks. And I’ve really spent my time just trying to get my head around this wonderful and complex institution. I’ve been listening to people a lot and also looking at the data. And I’ve been asking Robyn Harris, who I think I’ve been driving mad over the last few weeks, lots of questions about how the university’s performing, how are we situated, and if you cut the data in a particular way what pattern does it reveal.

So what I want to do is to share some of those conclusions or thoughts with you really as a way of beginning a conversation with colleagues across the university that in the next few weeks will mature into some kind of discussion paper that will be a prelude to a campus-wide conversation about the future strategic directions of the university that will then lead into a refreshed strategic plan. And I think there are some important questions that confront the university at this point that I will start to hint at as we go through the presentation of the data. But as I say, I’m still not at the point of having any answers really yet, but I’m pretty clear about the issues that we have to have a conversation about.

So what I’m going to do is deal first of all with what I think are the undoubted strengths of La Trobe University. And there are some really great stories to tell. And I want to tell them in a way that makes it absolutely clear, I think, the things of which we have every right to be extremely proud as a university. There are, however, some areas of challenge which I think we should be absolutely honest about confronting. And I will go through those in the second part of the presentation.

So, strengths. The first area of strength that I want to mention is the university’s research. Some of you will have heard of a thing called the Shanghai Jiaotong rank of world universities. This started close to 10 years ago. La Trobe has been included in their rank of the top 500 universities in the world ever since that rank began. In fact we’re one of a really quite small number of Australian universities to have been included in that rank since it first started in about 2003. Now this is a chart where, to be higher, or for the bar to be higher up is actually less good than to be lower. So don’t get too excited about the fact that we appear third from the left. In fact what that means is that we’re currently the third lowest ranked university of those Australian universities that are ranked in the top 500. But we’re in pretty good company. Obviously at the far right you’ve got the Group of Eights. And then towards the left a group of other universities who’ve done really well to have this kind of global impact for their research. Some universities have only crept into that list in the last couple of years, such as Griffith for example, but La Trobe has been there from the start. And I think that speaks really to the strength and enduring strength of some very important areas of research at this university.

I want to juxtapose that with this slide which tells a very different story but an equally important story about the university, which is that we are, to put it simply, the largest provider of regional higher education in Victoria of all Victorian universities. It’s as simple as that. We are bigger even than those universities that claim to be properly regional because they’re headquartered in the regions, such as the University of Ballarat. We are the biggest of all, irrespective of headquartering. So what I want to do is just to link the first slide with the second slide. The fact that La Trobe has been, for a long time, a really big player on the global stage in research, but has also been a really important contributor at the local level to the development of human capital in some really important regional communities. I think that is an extraordinary achievement for any university to be able to pull off both of those things simultaneously. In fact one of the questions I asked Robyn when I drove her nuts for a bit on this was, is there any other university that’s ranked in the top 500 that can claim to have the proportion of regional students that we do? Unfortunately there is one that can claim a higher proportion of regional students and that’s the University of Tasmania. But given where they are, it’s hardly surprising that they should have such a high proportion of regional students. In order to put us at the top of that list you actually have to introduce so many qualifications and caveats that it’s probably not worth doing. Nevertheless, it is a great story and a great achievement of this university to have done those things so well for so long.

This is another way of telling a similar … an equally important story about the numbers of students coming to us who are first in family. But it gives, I think, an added flavour to the regional story, because although we can be justly proud of the fact that here at Bundoora 39% of our students are the first members of their family ever to go to university. In other words, we are really engaged in something that’s little short of a social transformation for those families. Look at the figures for Shepparton. Nearly two-thirds of students coming to our Shepparton campus are the first in their families to experience higher education. I think that is an extraordinary statistic and speaks volumes to the quality and the importance of the work we do for those communities and for those families.

Similarly our participation rate for low SES students is very strong by the standards of Victorian universities. Only Ballarat and VU do better than us on this measure. And of course we do way better than them on research. And it goes to that same fact that we’ve been able to do both of these things, promote participation and social inclusion in our degree programs from previously excluded communities, but do so to give them access to a university that is operating at a global level. And that’s the really important thing that we’ve been able to do.

Similarly our retention rates for low SES students are good and this is a comparison this time with the IRU and with the national figure. The national figure is over on the right. You can see that we’re doing better in retaining our low SES students than the national average and better than a lot of other IRU universities who we see as our natural benchmark universities. Given that we’ve actually got a bigger proportion of low SES students than most of those other universities, that is a particularly strong achievement to have such a high retention rate. It has dropped a bit, but it’s still a very strong performance.

I want to move on to something slightly different now which is how have we travelled over the last few years in terms of attracting students of any kind to come and study with us. And again the story is a really positive one. Since 2008, really since the university started taking once again seriously the task of actively promoting itself to the external world, our total share of, or our market share of first and total preferences has climbed steadily. From 12.4 total preferences or share of total preferences in 2008 to 15.2 in 2012, this year. So there’s been a really pleasing upward trajectory of student interest as measured by the number of students who express a preference to us. And that’s really a tribute to the work that’s been done in curriculum renewal, in really paying close attention to what we think students are actually interested in studying, and designing programs to meet that need or that demand on the one hand, and then really effective promotion in schools and through the media of our program offerings on the other. The combined effect of that has had a really positive impact for the university.

The 2012 figure is particularly pleasing given that for the first time this year we, as you know, have entered into a newly competitive environment even for domestic Commonwealth supported students and yet we were still able not just to hold our own in that environment, but to increase the level of interest amongst students in coming to study with us.

This presents the same data in a slightly different way looking this time at the market share compared to other Victorian universities who of course are our most immediate competitors. And again you can see the same upward trajectory for La Trobe. But no other university with the possible exception of Monash can claim such a strong upward shift in the number of students wanting to come and study with us. So again, it’s not just that we’re holding our own in a newly competitive environment, we’re actually making really good headway. And again, this is breaking down the same data by faculty. Once you disaggregate it make it more granular the picture becomes slightly more mixed. But Health Sciences has clearly experienced strong growth as has Science Technology and Engineering. Law and Management saw good movement in 2011. This hasn’t been updated to 2012. Humanities in 2011 was ahead of where it was in 2009, but slightly behind where it was in 2010. And Education did really well in 2011.

This is the same story broken down by campus. Again Bundoora has been travelling really well in the Melbourne market which is actually a really competitive market. Bendigo has similarly done well, as have the other campuses. We haven’t been able yet to update these figures for 2012. I think we would see a slight drop in some of the regional areas. But over time, the university’s capacity to interest regional students in studying at regional campuses has been very positive, and you can see an upward trajectory there.

And then finally on the strengths side, there are some areas of research at this university that are undoubtedly of world class standard. This is a chart showing the outcomes of the ERA, processed from last year, which you know we’re submitting our data for again this year. So this week, for the next round of era. And at the two digit code level we had really three outstanding areas of research: Biological Sciences, Language Communication and Culture, and History and Archaeology. So that really goes back to the first slide and speaks to the fact that there are some areas at this university where we are doing research that is undoubtedly of world class standard.

So let me come then to some of the challenges and this is a slightly longer segment of the presentation, I’m afraid. But, as I said at the beginning, there are issues that we need to be absolutely open about confronting. So that’s really the … this is really the process that I want to start now. And I want to start with the same slide that we’ve just looked at, namely the ERA outcomes, because although we’ve got some undoubted areas of strength that are not just well above national average, but operating at global standard, we’ve got a lot of areas of research that on the ERA … on the basis of ERA were ranked not just below national average but in some cases a long way below the national average. And as you can see, there are more areas where we’re below the national average than areas where we’re above.

The three … the benchmark of three is important because that indicates areas of research in which we’re operating at least at some internationally recognised standard. And again you can see that there are not enough areas where we’ve broken through that three level. So this is an undoubted challenge for the university is to lift our performance in more areas of research than we’ve been able to, to this point.

This is a chart showing total research income in the five years between 2005 and 2010. And this shows the data for the IRU group of universities. Now I’m going to refer to the IRU group regularly because they are a useful group of benchmark universities. And what this tells us is that over that five year period, there are other universities who are like us, indeed the most like us in the country, whose research income has increased at a much higher rate than ours. The university with whom I’d like to draw a comparison is Griffith University, partly ‘cause I know it well, but mainly, two other reasons, it’s sitting at number 12 nationally, and I think that’s where this university should in the first instance be aiming to be at least, if not higher. But if you look at that green trajectory, they’ve actually managed to go from a research income of in the low 30s, to research income in the low 60s. In other words, they’ve doubled their research income in that period. Whereas if you look at La Trobe, we’ve gone from low 20s to low 40s. We may similarly have doubled our research income, but we’ve done it from a much lower base. And in fact, Griffith has now increased the gap between them and us by some significant margin over that same period of time. The trajectory that we have followed has not been nearly as steep as a university like Griffith, nor indeed a university like Newcastle. So these are the universities that we should be aspiring to be more like and we’re currently somewhere in the low teens where I think we should be well into the top dozen.

This compares research income at the state level and of course you’ve got the two monsters out in front: Melbourne and Monash. And when you include them in the graph, La Trobe appears to be kind of in the next group. But if you take Melbourne and Monash out and disaggregate that group a bit more, you can see that we’re ahead, but only just. And there are others who are coming up behind us pretty quickly. Again, my aspiration for La Trobe over the next five years is that we should push out from this group and clearly and unambiguously on this and other measures be the third university in Victoria. That’s where we started, that’s where we should be, and more than that, there should be some areas of research and teaching for which we are THE university in Victoria, not just behind the other two. But I’ll say more about that on other occasions. At this stage I’m just trying to convey a picture of where we are at the moment.

That presents the same data for a slightly different benchmark group of universities, La Trobe, Griffith, Wollongong and Macquarie. They’re universities again that I think that we should be like. But Griffith is the one, as I’ve said, that I’m most interested in because I think we have a lot to learn from what they’ve done to lift their research performance in the way they have that lessons might be applicable here. This presents the same data in terms of unweighted publications. And you can see that our performance hasn’t shifted a great deal in the last five years over that five year period. Whereas Griffiths has shifted quite significantly indeed. On this measure Griffith does slightly better than on its research income measure, and we do slightly worse on a national rank. Again, I think there are things that we can learn from what they’ve done at Griffith that would be applicable here.

This presents the same data at state level, and again you’ve got the two behemoths out in front. If you take them out, then the picture for us becomes slightly less positive. We’re no longer unambiguously or even ambiguously ahead of the rest. We’re actually in amongst that group and that’s now where we should be, in my opinion. Again this presents the same data for that group of four benchmark group. And here, strangely, Wollongong and Macquarie actually do much better than Griffith in terms … but they are I think larger institutions and therefore have scale on their side.

I’m not going to spend a long time on this. I know that HDR completions are an important feature of the university’s performance. Again, our performance or our share of HDR completions compared to other IRU universities has not lifted. This is a share of national completions. But then this is a sectoral issue. I think IRUs generally have really struggled to lift their share of HDR enrolments and completions simply because the Group of Eights are so dominant. But in glossing over this, I’m not suggesting that this isn’t important, but it is … and you can see here in the state level comparison just how dominant the Go8s are, as they are in other aspects of research. But again, we’re still not doing as well as we should and I think we should be well out ahead from the non-Go8s and starting to slap at the heels of the Go8s. That shows share of completions again and similar story, our share hasn’t lifted greatly.

Now this is an important slide because it tells us something about our place in the market. Now although I said earlier that we’ve been very successful in increasing student demand as measured by first and total preferences for our degrees, the consequence of that for the quality of students that we’re admitting has not been quite so positive. Indeed, the median ATAR of students commencing at La Trobe has steadily dropped since 2007. And if you take a slightly different view of those data, and instead of asking what’s the median ATAR, what’s the proportion of students coming to La Trobe who have an ATAR of 80 or above? Well again, there’s been quite a sharp decline in that five year period from 2007 onwards. That’s not a pattern I’m happy with at all. Indeed I think we should be really putting a lot of effort into reclaiming that 80+ group which after all 80+ is not a very high achieving group. It’s a good group, but it’s not at the very top. My concern is that once we lose our appeal, so this group of students, then that will have all kinds of knock-on consequences for the reputation and prestige of the institution for students as a whole.

And this shows you the same data but benchmarked against other universities in the state. And again, you can see a pattern relative to other institutions that is not a very pleasing one, and one that I think we need to arrest and reverse. This shows the median ATAR by faculty. Again a slightly different pattern but overall, the faculty level pattern reflects the university-wide pattern. The only faculty I think on these data where we can say that there’s been a slight improvement over this period is the faculty of education.

This shows the same data by campus. And in fact what this tells us is that the regional campuses have been able to do slightly better in maintaining ATARs than we have here in Melbourne. That’s partly a function of size. But it also tells us that the regional campuses are not just holding their own in terms of numbers, they’re also holding their own in terms of the quality of students they’re able to attract.

This shows the data by ATAR of 80+ by faculty, again in a more granular way. Again, similar patterns evident as at the university level. And this shows the same data but by campus. And again, as I said a moment ago, generally speaking, although the pattern is very pronounced at Bundoora, it’s not quite so pronounced elsewhere, suggesting that there is still evidence from good quality students to study at our regional campuses provided we get our offerings right.

Now, this is a complex slide and I’m going to have to tell you the story behind it so you can understand it fully. But essentially what this is telling us is how many of the students who want to come to us are wanting to come because we have refreshed our curriculum offering. The figure at the top of each of these bars tells us how many students applied to study in a course, given the number of students or places we had available to commence in that course. So you have to worry where the ratio drops below one. If you’ve got fewer than one student applying for every place in a course, then that starts to become a problem for us. And what this is telling us is that the new courses that we’ve developed since 2009 are doing the bulk of the heavy lifting for us in terms of attracting students to study in our degrees. The orange bar isolates the new courses that we’ve introduced since 2009 and tells us how many students applied for each place in one of those courses. And you can see that those courses have done remarkably well whereas other courses that are still around from pre-2009 are doing less well. So what this tells us is that curriculum renewal has really worked to our advantage, but it also tells us that there are a number of degrees that we still offer where student demand has declined to potentially quite dangerously low levels. In other words, the new recently redesigned or recently offered degrees are really doing more than their fair share of the work in keeping the university attractive to students. Now in one sense that’s a good story because if we hadn’t done that our ratio of student preferences to places we have to offer would be lower than it is. On the other hand it tells us something important about the continued need to refresh, review and renew programs that perhaps have been offered for longer.

This tells us another slightly different story. And this is about the number of degrees we offer. One of the things that I found really striking about this university is the sheer number of degrees we offer through VTAC. In my view we offer too many. It’s not just we offer … I think we offer way too many. But one of the things I’ve been driving Robin nuts with is just really trying to get a handle on just how … by how much we offer too many. And my concern here is twofold: it’s really with the impact of offering a lot of degrees on staff workloads, firstly; and secondly, on the quality of the student experience in those degrees. How able are we really adequately to staff and quality assure a really wide range of degree programs? I think the more we offer, the more we diminish our capacity to staff them properly and to quality assure them properly. So what this does is tell you at a state level how many EFTSL we have per course we offer. In other words, what’s the size of the average commencing cohort in each of the degrees offered by each of the universities. And we have the smallest commencing cohort on average, which is telling us that we offer more degrees, we divide our student body more ways than other universities do. And that is a concern because it means that our staff are having to do more teaching or more administration or more course maintenance, more course renewal, more course evaluation, etc, etc, etc, than colleagues in other universities. I don’t think that’s a good place for us to be.

This is a slightly different view of the data and this is the full time equivalent number of academic staff we have relative to the number of courses we offer through VTAC. And here we’re not quite such an outlier as on the previous slide, but we’re still towards the bottom of this lead table. VU is the below us but I suspect that they are probably more efficient than that makes it appear because this looks only at courses offered through VTAC. It’s not looking at courses they’re offering through their TAFE division.

This takes us to a slightly different question of the number of commencing enrolments from TAFEs under formal articulation agreements. Now there’s good news and bad news in this slide. The good news is that the number’s increasing significantly. I think this is a really good thing. Universities should be creating seamless articulation credit pathways for students from TAFE who want to come on to study at university. TAFE student who’ve got a diploma or an advanced diploma are great students. Those of you who’ve taught them will know that. They’re great students because they’ve succeeded at something. They’ve actually got a qualification. And we know that their performance measured on retention and GPA is every bit as good, if not better than the average school leaver coming into the university. So they’re a great body of students to have. And it’s great to see that generally we’ve increased the number of articulators coming in from TAFE since 2009. What’s astonishing to me is how small these numbers are. Twenty-nine students from North Melbourne Institute of Technology in 2011. Surely we can do better than that. I’ve seen institutions that would be admitting 1500 students a year by pathways of this sort, and they’re great students. It’s not a dumbing down of any kind to be engaging with our local TAFEs in this way.

Again, a slightly different question about our graduate course workload, particularly our graduate coursework fee paying load. This is a category of load that on this slide has diminished over time. This shows you all categories of course workload, international offshore and onshore, Commonwealth supported. And what it’s telling us is that the proportion of our CSP load has increased, that is the number of Commonwealth supported students studying graduate coursework programs has lifted dramatically. That’s fantastic. It means that we’ve been very successful in persuading the Commonwealth to put Commonwealth support into our graduate coursework programs. But it also has had the consequence, it would seem, that we’ve been less diligent about recruiting fee paying students into our graduate coursework programs. There are lots of reasons why graduate … fee paying graduate coursework students are very desirable. Firstly there’s no cap on them. I don’t know if you’re aware but the Commonwealth recently imposed quite strict limits on the number of Commonwealth supported graduate coursework places they would support. So our opportunity to grow CSP places in graduate coursework programs for the time being is very limited. If we want to offer more graduate coursework program, we have to do it in a way that attracts fee paying students. And yet on this slide, on the evidence of this slide, our capacity to attract both international and domestic fee payers appears to be slipping.

This shows the distribution across the university of degrees offered that are below enrolment, sorry, low enrolment or below the threshold we’ve set for as a defined low enrolment threshold. This is an issue that we’ve started to tackle. It goes to the question of how many degrees we offer. It also I think goes to the question of how attractive our graduate coursework programs are because a lot of the graduate coursework programs we offer are the ones sitting on this slide. They’re the ones where we’re blow the low enrolment threshold. In many ways we can address the low enrolment problem by refreshing our graduate coursework profile and ensuring that they are attractive as they possible can be to all categories of student, but particularly to fee payers.

Now I want to turn attention to something slightly different and that is Indigenous student participation. And here a state level comparison I think is the most relevant comparison because the capacity of Indigenous … or the numbers of Indigenous students in a given population is not evenly distributed around the country, but it is comparable in Victoria. Now, to be honest, I think we should be doing better than we’re doing here. Other universities, frankly, are putting us to shame, particularly Deacon. Their capacity to attract Indigenous students is, on this evidence, quite remarkable and it’s improving. Ours is not anywhere as good as it should be, particularly with a university with this mission, mission that we have of participation and inclusion in our programs. The fact that we’re doing better than Monash and RMIT is not something from which a draw a great deal of comfort, particularly given that we have such a strong regional focus. And this is something that I find really surprising, again given our regional presence, is just how light on our online offerings are, our distance education offerings. Now this may in part be a feature of the way the data’s collected and analysed, but even assuming a consistent definition of distance education, we’ve gone backwards. Even … whatever the definition is, applying it consistently, we’ve gone backwards slightly between 2008 and 2010. Now things may have improved since then, and I know that some faculties, particularly the Faculty of Education, have been doing a lot of work to try and lift distance mode and flexible modes. But still we should be doing a lot better than we are, particularly given our regional mission. Can we really expect students to continue to come physically onto campus in a 13 week, two semester a year mode? I don’t think so. And again you compare us with the state. Deacon and Monash are really out in front on this. But given our regional presence and our regional mission, I think that’s an area we could really do better.

Look, I think I’m … I’ve got a few more slides to do with our performance on retention, graduate outcomes and course experience data. The story there is not too bad, but again it could be better. This is something that design for learning is designed to improve. Our performance on these standard measures of the quality of learning and teaching will, next month, it’s still February, but next month, i.e. March, the government’s MyUni website is going to go live, and poor performing universities will be named and shamed as a result of that. It will be very, very transparent how particular universities are doing. And particularly when you draw state-wide comparisons, although the gaps aren’t big, it’s worrying that we should be doing less well than other universities with whom we would at least want to be as good as, if not better.

Couple of things on our staff profile. We are generally older than most universities in terms of this age distribution of our staff. This is partly an IRU phenomenon. You can see that the IRU group generally has an older cohort than the average. This is partly a function of other universities having … particularly Go8s, having a much bigger cohort of research only staff who tend to bring the average age down. But this is an issue for the university. It means that we’ve got big issues of renewal down the track awaiting us.

This shows that we’re very lean on professional staff, very lean indeed by IRU comparisons. There’s a big gap between us and the rest. In a way that would be a good thing if it could … if it was evidence that we were extremely efficient in the way that those staff are deployed. My concern, which is only a concern, no evidence yet to support it, is that we’re both light on professional staff and inefficient in the way in which they’re deployed. That’s the worst of all possible worlds. It means that the work that we’re asking academic staff to do might become inappropriately of an administrative nature. So that’s something that I think we really need to look at. We’ve had some ups and downs with our operating margin: 2011 will actually prove to be slightly better than the four per cent that was forecast. I, however, am not comfortable with the use of the word surplus to describe those results. That money is actually already spent. That four per cent that we generate of margin over expenditure is actually money that we’ve already committed, mainly to doing the kind of work that you see in this room here of refurbishing the physical facilities of the campus. Other universities tend to have more healthier operating margins than we do, although there’s been a convergence in the sector around the four, five or six per cent.

Revenue earned per staff dollar, this is something where again on this measure of productivity, we’re not as good as the rest of the sector, we’re not as good as other universities in the state. And again, I haven’t yet fully understood why this is the case, but it’s something we’re going to have to address.

So what I tried to do is to highlight what is keeping me awake at night now after six weeks, but to do so in a spirit of a problem shared is a problem halved because this is an issue for all of us. These are common challenges that we will all have to confront, and what I want … I’m really interested to hear your reaction to all of that, but this is the beginning of a conversation that we will all have to have about what are we going to do about these things if we accept the challenge of repositioning this university really where it should be, namely unambiguously the number three, the number one in some areas, and clearly in the top 10 or 12 universities in the country. Thank you.
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