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I:
My name is Jenny Webb. I am a Charles La Trobe Research Fellow in the Archaeology Program in the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, here at La Trobe University. I have been in the Archaeology Program for 20 years or so, in various research capacities. I’m here this morning to ask some questions of the Vice Chancellor. Good morning, John.
J:
Morning, Jenny.

I:
Before we start, I thought it would be
 worth mentioning that we met some years ago, before you actually came to Melbourne, in the context of a Cranlana program, an executive leadership seminar, in which we were discussing the nature of society and a range of ethical issues from the perspective … from a historical and philosophical perspective.

J:
Mm.

I:
I thought I would mention that because I think it may help explain to those who are listening, why my questions to you are about broad social and educational matters, rather than more specific policy issues.

J:
Yes. And you were a brilliant facilitator, Jenny, if I might say so. I really enjoyed it.

I:
Thank you. Thank you, John. My questions really all relate to the World Ready Strategic Directions paper. So the first one is, in the Strategic Directions paper, it states that a key aspiration for La Trobe University is that it should continue to explore, highlight and lead the changes necessary for a just and prosperous society.

J:
Mm-hm.

I:
Indeed, that the University should reclaim its role as a leader in the national conversation in areas of great matter … that matter most. What aspects or values do you think of the social sciences and humanities, in particular, are most relevant to achieving those objectives? And, where in particular within the University do you see a discussion of a reflection on issues of social justice coming from?

J:
Thanks, Jenny. That’s a big question. I think the two quotes that you’ve drawn from the paper there, refer to two slightly different things, so I’ll take them in turn. I think the first refers to the idea that we would identify a reasonably small number of really big global problems, in which we’ve got existing strength, but the capacity to develop that strength, and really make a difference to the solution of those problems. So, I think for me, that’s a really important part of what a uni … any university should be about, but particularly La Trobe, because of its history of caring about social justice, and being an engaged institution. So, that’s the first part of what the Strategy is proposing or is about. And in that context I think humanities and social sciences has a huge contribution to make, and indeed, I think it would … it’s important that every … almost every discipline in the University can see a line of sight to at least most of the areas that we select, because the thinking here is that we need to get better at drawing expertise from across the institution and focusing them on those external issues, that people readily understand are really important. And I really hope that we are able to frame those in a way that humanities and social sciences can play a big part. So, if you took food security, for example, which I think is, in a way, a no brainer for us, huge issue for the planet. The penny’s starting to drop around the world that this is going to be one of the biggest issues confronting humanity for the next 50 years. We’ve got a huge amount to contribute, not just because of the new agri bio facility that’s opening up, but because we’ve got massive expertise in international development, in economics, in human rights, and in historical, anthropological and archaeological aspects of food. I think we can really draw our expertise together around this in a really exciting way. So, I think I can’t pre-empt the discussions that are going on about what all of those areas might look like, but I really hope that we can ensure a prominent role for Humanities and Social Science in those. The second is slightly different, and it relates to the national conversation, and I think La Trobe, as you know, has a really proud history of being a positively disruptive influence, if you like, in the national conversation. And that’s obviously rested on some very well-known individuals, who I hope have felt supported by the University in doing what they do. Some of those are reaching a point at which they are going to retire from the University, although we hope that they will continue to complicate and annoy the national debate. But I think that’s the slightly alternative version of what the paper’s talking about, ensuring that we continue to play a role in that way, not necessarily through our research, but through our public intellectuals. The names that immediately spring to mind are from your faculty, and I think our challenge now is to make sure that the next generation of people who want to take on that role, feel encouraged and supported in doing so.

I:
That really covers much of my second question (both chuckling), which was indeed about the very proud record of this University in public discourse, both amongst our academics but also our alumni, and so I was going to ask you whether you saw that as a distinctive aspect of the University going forward, and clearly you do …

J:
Yes.

I:
… So, my corollary to that, I guess, is how do you see the University actively fostering both staff and students to engage in public discourse?

J:
Yeah. Look, this is something to which we are giving quite careful thought at the moment, partly because of the generational change that we’re about to experience, but reflecting on how do we ensure that the University continues to play this role. So, there are a number of things we’re thinking about at the moment. One is to … we already do a lot of public engagement. So, there’s the Ideas and Society program that Rob runs, there’s the Big FAT Ideas program, and there’s a whole range of other community activities that we run, particularly in the city. I don’t think we make nearly as effective use of all of that activity as we could, in raising the University’s profile. So, one thing we’re thinking about is: are there ways in which we can make better use of what we already do. So, for example, could we think of an app? Is there an app for this (chuckling) that we could … where we could basically provide a portal to the outside world that would give people access to everything we do? And that we might curate it in a slightly better way than we do at the moment. So, I think there may be a technological solution to this, but it’s acknowledging that there is already a lot that happens that’s really good. Technology is also, I think, part of the next phase because one of the things that I think we’ve all been a bit surprised, pleasantly surprised by, is just how successful our presence on iTunes U has been. And we were just chatting, a moment ago, about Rhiannon Evans' course on Rome being number five in the world, and that’s fantastic. So there’s clearly a lot of interest in the outside world in what we have to offer in terms of our expertise, so I think we need to find ways of harnessing that to our interest and giving the next generation the opportunity to use that as a platform to engage in a national and international conversation. So I’m delighted to see people like Nick Bisley, for example, running their commentary on the US elections, and obviously getting a lot of attention as a result of that. So, I think technology helps provide part of the solution. We’re talking to Rob about the future of the Ideas and Society program. And going back to your earlier question about where in the University should deliberations around social justice sit; he and I are both very interested in how we can link discussions of social justice to science and technology, because I think if La Trobe can make a really distinctive contribution, it is in the area of the social impact of technology. It’s how can we bring social sciences and humanities together with science and technology. Food security would you know aforementioned, would be a good example. So we are looking at whether we can create a kind of a science and technology strand to the Ideas and Society program in a way that would help draw in that part of the University as well, and engage scientists and engineers, technologists in discussions about the social impact, and the social justice issues that surround the work that they do. That’s another strand of the thinking. And then finally, we are incubating a project at the moment called the Australian Futures project, which is very small at the moment. It’s something that we’re helping to get off the ground. It’s attracting a lot of philanthropic support. But it’s really looking at how we fix up the policy making process in Australia, so that we can create a better future for Australia. And the thinking behind this is that it is a project in which we could involve students, and that would provide us with a platform for outreach to schools, so that we could generate a conversation about the nation’s future. It’s currently involving a couple of our own members of staff, one from health sciences and one from your faculty, who’s working on a game that we hope will engage school children, so that they think about these issues. But it’s also been partly or quite heavily funded philanthropically, and we’re just putting together a team now that will work on this. We hope that La Trobe will continue to be able to be involved in that, because to me it absolutely plays to the historic role of the University as an important contributor to the national debate. So, there are a number of different things in play but we really see it, I really see it as an important part of the University’s future.

I:
Good. Good. My next question relates to achieving a balance between a world ready education on the one hand and a work ready education on the other hand. How do you think the University can best meet the requirement to prepare large numbers of students for the workplace, and develop the specialised knowledge and the critical and creative thinking skills that are necessary, or are among the key objectives of the Strategic Directions paper? Do you think, for example, that an understanding of how knowledge is constructed is key to a critical inquiry in general, and if so, how do you envisage that being achieved within the proposed framework of broad survey subjects and more specialised areas?

J:
Mm. These are really big questions, Jenny, but really good ones. Let me start by saying that I think every University struggles with this, how to get the right balance between preparing students for careers and workplaces on the one hand, which is, let’s face it, a large part of the reason why students come to us in the first place, but making sure that they get a proper education in which skills of critical inquiry, understandings about the construction of knowledge are … have their proper place. Some universities do it by segmenting those activities into different parts of a degree cycle, the Melbourne Model, for example, generalist undergraduate degrees, professional postgraduate degrees. That’s not the path we’re going to go down because, well for a whole range of reasons, so we have to do it in a more integrated way as part of probably undergraduate education. So how do we do that? We need to have a framework and that’s why the Strategy document proposed a framework that would give us a way of thinking these issues through, and making sure that we had a map for our curriculum that allowed us to say, well, this is where you do the work-readiness or the preparation for employment, and this is where you do some more critical thinking. I’m not sure, however, that the two are necessarily different activities. I think employers do want students who have transferrable skills, can tackle problems, and who understand how knowledge is constructed in a way that allows them to deal with the different issues that they are likely to face in the workplace. So, I think encouraging students to study subjects outside their core discipline is, actually, a way of encouraging them to think about how different knowledge domains are constructed. So, if you’re a science student, learning more about how historians approach their task through the study of historiography, for example, I think, is a really rich learning experience, just as an art student learning how scientists think is a rich learning experience. I would hope that in each of the core discipline degrees, students are being exposed to the foundational principles of the knowledge they are being asked to absorb, I’m sure that happens, but I think encountering other forms of knowledge and learning about how they are constructed, and the rules of the game, if you like, is an incredibly valuable experience for students. But it has to be done within the context of a purposive framework, and that’s what the idea behind the La Trobe framework was trying to convey. There’s a lot of work still to be done on that, but the questions you’re asking are absolutely the right ones.

I:
There seems to me to be a focus in the Strategic Directions Paper on what, I think, many would view as corporate values and language on, for example, the need and I’m quoting, to be tough-minded about investing in and expanding areas of strength, and willing to exit or shrink areas of relative weakness, and to become more meritocratic and more performance and evidence-based. This could, I think, be seen as having the potential to undermine traditional academic values of collegiality, tolerance, mutual respect, inclusiveness, and so on. I’m wondering if you, if this is something that concerns you, or if indeed, you think it is time for a complete re-thinking of the nature and character of academic teachers and researchers?

J:
Mm. I don’t think there’s anything inconsistent in saying on the one hand, we want to be an institution committed to high standards, on the one hand, and remaining just as committed as we’ve always been to inclusiveness and tolerance. I think, the two can live together very happily, and in fact, why would we want to be inclusive as an institution, if we’re aiming to be second rate? And I think it’s, I don’t think it serves our communities at all well, to promote participation and inclusion in a university, if it’s not a great university. I think we should aim to be as good a university as we can possibly be. I think there are always these tensions in universities between collegiality and managerialism; we’re not alone in this, and most universities sort of muddle through. We have different modes of governance. We have the Academic Board mode of governance, which is really the academic community coming together to make decisions as in a thoroughly democratic way, juxtaposed often with a much more top-down management style, which I think has probably become more prominent in Australian universities in recent years. I don’t think we’re ever going to find a neat resolution of those tensions. I think we just have to acknowledge that those tensions exist. We are about to engage in a discussion about values in the institution, which is really a discussion about how we do things as a university. And I hope that that will be a good way for the University community to try and resolve some of these tensions between the expectations we set ourselves on the one hand, and how we relate to each other as colleagues and to the outside world, on the other. But I don’t pretend there’s an easy solution to this, or that indeed, this is unique to us, but I think that we can commit ourselves to high standards, while remaining a collegial institution. I don’t think that’s an impossible task, provided that the leaders are sensitive to the nature of the beast they’re leading, and to the fact that there are high expectations of collegiality and consultation, and so on, within an organisation, and I’m, you know, very strongly committed to the idea that we involve as many staff as we can in discussions about things like the Strategic Plan, while on the other hand being absolutely clear that we need to have one, and we will implement it once we have it (chuckling).

I:
Okay. My last question is one in which, I guess, I’m really returning to our Cranlana conversation, in a way, wondering how you see the role of ethical thinking, ethical discourse within a modern university, both within teaching and in management and leadership. But perhaps to put that another way, beyond simply multiplying the formal compliance requirements endlessly, how do we create a prevailing ethical climate, if you like, that will enable us to rebuild some of the trust, I think, that needs to be rebuilt between staff and management, between students and management, between students and staff, and attract students to La Trobe and ensure that we produce students who are not … not only have the capability but also the will to go out and lead the changes that need to be made to create a just and sustainable, prosperous society?

J:
Mm. Yeah. Look, as you know, the Strategic Discussion Paper endorses the idea very strongly that we should be aiming to produce students who want to do all of those things, who feel passionately about making a difference. I think that’s entirely consistent with La Trobe’s founding purpose and its future mission. So, how do we do it, and how do we do all of the other things that you’ve referred to? Well, I think the values discussion that I’ve just mentioned, I think, is an important part of that, the answer to that. We have a value statement currently. I’m not sure that many people had a say in what was in it, and for all I know, people may be very happy with it, but it is an important statement of how we as a university set about doing the things that we’ve decided to do. It’s not so much, the what, it’s more, the how. How do we go about recruiting staff? Performance-managing staff? How do we go about our interactions with students? It’s the glue that holds the institution together. And while we haven’t cached it in terms of an ethical conversation, I think the word values entails some ethical commitment. So, we are about to kick that off. We’ve had a preliminary discussion amongst the senior leadership group about what a statement of values should look like. We’ve had a further discussion with a group of young La Trobe staff, which was fantastic. They were … they basically took what the senior group had done and ripped it up, and said, no that’s not good enough (chuckling). And now we’re about to go out to the staff community as a whole, I’d really like people to engage with that, because I think this is more than just a form of words that appears in the plan, it should be a serious commitment by everyone in the institution as to how we want to behave towards each other, to our students and to the outside community. So I think that’s the first thing. How do we … I think our students actually come here already with some sense that they want to make a difference. To me, that’s been the really striking thing about La Trobe, is the commitment of the students to the institution, and to making a difference. So we’re already working with a great material, if you like, I think the La Trobe framework, and the discussion we had before, is a great opportunity to think about how we actually embed that in curriculum, in assessment, in the co-curricular opportunities that we provide to students, and if we keep in mind that outcome that we want for our students, that they go out with a burning sense of wanting to make a difference, I think that will help inform how we develop the La Trobe framework. As for how we rebuild trust? I think that is partly the values conversation but also partly how much trust and faith staff have in the people who are running the organisation, and I guess, that’s one reason why I’ve found it so important to engage staff in the Strategic discussion, and I’ve been really pleased with the response, but if we don’t have a sense of collective purpose, then I think we will fragment.

I:
Yes.

J:
So for me, the level of engagement has actually been quite pleasing, it hasn’t been obviously 100% because you’ll never engage some people, but I think there is, the way I read it, there is a reasonable sense of collective purpose, and a sense of commitment to what we’re now saying is the way forward. But everything now lies in the implementation. One of the really strong messages that came out of the feedback was these ideas are great, but are we really serious about it, do we really mean it. So, I think the next challenge now is to demonstrate that we are, but to implement it in a way that’s consistent with the values to which we commit ourselves. So, it’s a complex question, but I really hope that when we get to that discussion about values that staff really engage with it.
I:
Thank you very much; I've really enjoyed our conversation. 
J:
Me too Jenny. Thank you.
End of recording
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