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Start Transcript.
Catherine Garrett: Hello and welcome to this edition of On The Couch, our first for 2016, I'm Catherine Garrett and joining me today is Vice Chancellor of the University Professor John Dewar. John, thanks for joining us for our first episode.

John Dewar: Thanks Catherine.

Catherine Garrett: Firstly, what do you see as the major challenges and opportunities ahead for La Trobe University this year?

John Dewar: Well I think the first thing is that we have to make sure our operating model is working as effectively as it can. I know that last year was a difficult year, a lot of teething problems with the new systems and people in new roles, a huge amount of work has gone on fix those problems and I'm hoping that stuff are starting to see the benefits of that. But there's an absolute determination to ensure that we fix whatever problems we know there are.

Beyond that, we had a meeting earlier this year of the senior leadership group and there was a unanimous view that the most important task for the university this year is to ensure that we are as attractive to students as we can possibly be. Back in 2012 I told the University community that we needed to get bigger. There were all kinds of reasons for that but the most important is that the bigger you are the more resources you have, the more you can invest in your research and invest in your infrastructure, a reason we set ourselves a pretty ambitious growth targets. La Trobe is not big by Australian standards. The bigger you are the more powerful you are. It's no accident that the Go8's are very very big institutions, are much bigger than we are. So we need to grow. So there was a lot of discussion about that. A real determination to ensure that we do make an offer as appealing a proposition to prospective students as we can. That's a combination of offering the right degrees, offering them in the right mode, providing students with a great experience once they are here and ensuring that they are highly employable when they leave, and also that we've got clear pathways into the institute for students who might be coming to us from other educational institutions like Tafes.

So those were interlocking set of priorities but really all building to this question of "how do we get bigger?" because that's what's going to enable La Trobe to thrive and prosper and do all of those things that we want to do, investing in research, investing in staff, investing in student facilities, and investing in our infrastructure more generally, growth is key.

Catherine Garrett: We're a large provider of regional education, is Canberra doing enough for regional students?

John Dewar: No, no where near, in fact I think the head winds now that regional campuses face are very very significant. This is partly because of the demand driven system itself, which has so far as we can tell had the effect of sucking students out of regional areas and taking them to the cities, and I think there are all kinds of reasons why that's not necessarily a good thing. It's good for the students for whom going to a city to study is the right option. But it's not the right option for a lot of students and it certainly denudes regional areas of human capital that they will need in the future too maintain economies, to provide services, and to develop human capital more generally. So I think there is a big challenge in addressing the question of how regionally delivered higher education is going to thrive. My own view is that this needs to be an area that government has to take much more seriously, they have to adopt some explicit policies and funding to promote regionally delivered higher education because if they don't I fear that there will just be a steady decline in regionally delivered higher education relative to the cities.

Now actually at La Trobe we've done pretty well in maintaining demand for our regional campuses, our campuses, our campus heads, the PVC Regional Richard Speed have all worked incredibly hard and the results of that are showing in that first time this year the number of VTAC offers made for study at regional campuses by La Trobe tipped over 50% of all offers for regional campuses for the first time. So our market share is increasing because we are doggedly building that demand. But it's increasing because overall the size of demand for regional campuses is shrinking, and it's shrunk a lot over the last five years or so.

Catherine Garrett: What does the federal government's innovation statement mean for La Trobe?

John Dewar: Well in the short term it means changes to the way the ARC does some things. So that the linkage rounds for example will change from the middle of the year, they will move to a rolling application basis rather than two annual fixed deadlines. It means that the way block grant is distributed, research block grant, will change quite significantly and it means that universities will in future be measured on the extent of their industry engagement and the extent that their research has impact. Now how it's going to be measured is yet to be decided but the ARC will run that process alongside the existing ERA process which assesses research in a more traditional academic way. So those are the things that we know about, those are the changes that we can try and sit down and analyze and work the implications through.

I think in the longer term though there is a big tectonic shift going on here with Government and public expectations of the role that universities play. I think universities are now seen as generators of the next wave of economic activity, that's what governments are looking to universities to do. So we will have to do much more than just respond to those technical changes, we need to think about how we can put our expertise, our knowledge, our discoveries to some broader economic purpose. Either through industry engagements, so working much more closely with industry partners to take our ideas and make them into commercial realities, or, and I think this is probably an area that is quite exciting but still a bit unknown, is helping our own students and maybe our own staff become entrepreneurs in their own right, to take the ideas that they're working on in the University, take them outside into the outside world, help them build them up to the point where they might attract investment from other people, incubate them and then set them free. That's a role that I think increasingly universities will play and we what La Trobe to be part of that and that's why we've recently appointed Dr Dan Grant who is joining us as our new Pro-Vice Chancellor Industry Engagement, and Dan's job is to lead our engagement with industry but also to oversee the development of entrepreneurship and innovation programs of the sort that I was talking about. I think it's potentially a very exciting future for universities, it means that universities are moving right center stage of economic policy in this country now, and that's bipartisan, both the Coalition and the Labor party and the Greens all see universities as key drivers of economic innovation. We've got to seize this opportunity, there's so much work going on at La Trobe that could have a huge impact on the next generation of jobs, industries, but also encouraging and enabling our own people to start employing other people, that's really what could be very exciting.

Catherine Garrett: Well on a lighter note and just finishing up this edition of On The Couch we sponsor Melbourne City FC and you're a passionate soccer fan John Dewar, they're doing pretty well. Any advice as we finish this interview to the coach to keep them in touch with the leaders?

John Dewar: Well you're right, I'm a big soccer fan and big Melbourne City fan which is just as well really given our partnership with them. Look I think I thought for a long time that soccer is a metaphor for life which is probably a bit tragic but I do believe it's true and I think there's a lot in Melbourne City's trajectory that mirrors our are actually. We don't have unfortunately a very wealthy benefactor in the way that they have. But what they've done in recent years, in the last couple of years really, is to give themself a fantastic platform with which they can compete with the other teams in the league. That's what we've done really over the last two years, I think we've given ourselves a really good basis from which to compete in our own version of the league if you like. What do they need to do? Well I'm not a soccer coach but they've got to tighten up their defence. So that's really the platform for which the rest of the team can operate, and then they just need to stick to what they do best which is moving the ball forward very quickly and then getting it to their brilliant strikers who are the best in the league. And we have some fantastic forward players of our own, we just need to get the ball to them so that they can score.

Catherine Garrett: Let's hope they're watching. Thanks very much for speaking with us John Dewar.

John Dewar: No worries, thank you.

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

End Transcript.
