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I:
Hi, my name is Susan Lawler. I have worked at La Trobe University for 20 years, mostly at the Albury-Wodonga campus. I’m the head of Department of Environmental Management and Ecology where I teach genetics and evolution and I’m here today with our Vice-Chancellor, Professor John Dewar.
J:
Hi, Susan.

I:
Hi. So let’s start with the Workload Management System. As a head of department I’m busy entering data and the task is quite challenging because there’s different rules at the university, faculty and school level, and some items are left up to my discretion. Can you comment on where you think we are in this process and how you want to see it working when it’s up and running?

J:
Sure, thank you. First I’d like to thank you and your colleagues and your faculty and other heads of school in other faculties for what I know has been a lot of work in inputting the data and then applying the data using the workload formulae. We know that the system, in terms of the IT support, has been a bit clunky and Ged Doyle and his team are working really hard to try and improve that, but that aside I think we’re in the middle of what is really a very big cultural change for the University in which we set very clear expectations for staff of research performance and then we hold them to account for achieving those expectations or not and the Workload Management System is one important way in which we’re doing that,. it’s not the only way but it’s an important way and it provides us with a much richer picture of the workloads that our staff are actually carrying and I know that in some areas it’s showing that staff are working very hard and that’s terrific, even though it means that we, over time, will need to equalise those workloads a bit more but it’s also showing that some staff are not doing a lot of research, unfortunately, so it’s giving us a much better sense of the texture and depth of information about what our staff doing. So I think at this stage it’s best seen probably as a tool, or as a guide, to heads of school and exercising the discretion I think you’ve rightly got to use this information to have discussions with your colleagues about their workloads, about their performance and about the future trajectory of their careers. I realise that we’re asking a lot of heads of school in this process and that’s why I’ve asked People and Culture to ensure that the support we give heads of school is as good as it can be. We’re also commissioning two separate reviews, pretty much straight away, of the Workload Management System, one around the system itself and the other around the parameters that we’re using to produce the workload allocations just to check that we’ve got them right and of course we’ll modify as we go through if the evidence is that we need to do that but the feedback from you and other heads of school will be really important in that process.

I:
Now I know that the University’s been facing some financial challenges, can you update us on the situation now that we know the enrolment numbers?

J:
Yes. As I’ve mentioned before in last month’s video and various staff addresses things have been tracking really well, we are ahead of where we projected we would be in terms of domestic and international student recruitment, so that’s a very positive thing and it means that the financial gap that the University was seeking to cover is not as big as we once feared it might be, however there are still some areas where things are not looking so good. One of those is domestic post-graduate course work students, fee paying students, where we haven’t met target, and that’s been a continuing issue for the University and it’s an area we’re going to have to address quite urgently I think, but once you disaggregate the student enrolments out to faculties it becomes a bit more uneven, so although at faculty ... at the ... sorry, at the university level we’re doing well once you disaggregate it down a bit more it’s a bit more uneven, so some faculties have easily met target and exceeded others have not, so we’ve still got a bit more work to do to flow through the consequences of patterns of enrolment into individual budgets. That will be done in the next two or three weeks, so the deans will know very soon exactly what their budgets are, but generally the picture is it is a positive one.

I:
There seems to be a conflict between our mission, our university mission, to service first in family and low socio-economic status students and your desire for attracting high ATAR or quality students. I know when I’m at graduation the ones I’m most proud of are the ones I know are going to go back and use their education to transform their family or their communities, can you clarify what you mean by a high quality student?

J:
Certainly, and let me say at the outset I don’t see any conflict at all between our mission to promote participation amongst previously disadvantaged or excluded groups on the one hand and seeking to attract quality, so-called, students on the other. The reason I mentioned ATAR was because our analysis of the data shows that we are losing a very important group of students, namely the students who have an ATAR of 80-plus. It’s not a good pattern for us to be progressively on a decline as the ... in terms of the proportion of those students coming to La Trobe but that’s not to say that that is the only measure of a quality student by any means. To me a quality student means any student who’s capable of succeeding with us and there are a whole range of ways in which we can identify who those students are. ATAR is a tried and tested and probably flawed way of doing that but it’s been with us for a while and it’s, rightly or wrongly, one to which the outside community attaches a lot of importance, but it does have some predictive value, but there are of course others and this university has had a great track record of working with schools and with other educational partners and communities to identify where there might be talented students who don’t have the formal qualifications for admission, so I wouldn’t want anything I said, or have said, about so-called quality students being only those with high ATARs to imply that ATAR is the only measure of students who have the capacity to succeed, because that’s definitely not the case. However, the quality of the students measured by ATAR is still an important indicator for us and one that I just want to make sure we don’t lose sight of.

I:
Okay. Now in your address to staff on the 29th of February, you seemed to link online teaching with our regional mission and I’m concerned that that may mean that regional staff will be expected to develop online subjects even though that may not be our skill set and I’m also worried about providing a second class education to the regional students. Can you comment on that?

J:
Yes, of course. Again, I didn’t intend to imply that distance learning or flexible learning was something that was to be done exclusively in our regional campuses, certainly not, and I think what surprised me was that we were such a small player in the online environment given our regional mission where one might expect there to be a strong demand from students, or markets to be tapped into, for students if we were more flexible in our delivery modes but that’s not to suggest that the regional campuses would be the only place where that would be relevant. I do think we are small players and I do think there is a market demand because students have told me, when I visited the regional campuses I’ve been left in no doubt by our students there that they would welcome a more flexible approach to delivery, in some cases, not all of them, some of them still appreciate the on-campus environment and the support they get when they come onto campus. I should say it’s not just about things like video conferencing and if simply ... if all we were doing was video conferencing lectures then I would start to have a concern, yes, definitely, but that’s not what we mean, what we mean are rich learning environments that are either flexibly delivered in terms of block teaching and so on or enriched online learning environments through the learning management system and I think there are students at Bundoora, or at any of our campuses, who would welcome the alternative to an on-campus experience of studying by that means. This is something we’re going to have to think much more seriously about and that’s something I’ll be addressing when we have an opportunity soon to talk about our strategy.

I:
Now, last year the faculties were told that they would be fined for teaching subjects with very low enrolments and this has had a huge impact in the regions, and I’m sure elsewhere, where subjects have been dropped, often at very short notice, and the students have been scrambling to fill their enrolments. I’m not sure this is the best way that we decide what we’re going to teach. What’s your opinion on that policy?

J:
Look I think it’s absolutely the right thing to be focusing on the number of courses and programs we teach our students because the evidence is that if you weight the number of courses and degrees we offer by head of staff we actually offer more than any other university in Victoria. That goes back to the workload question because it means that we’re actually giving ourselves more work to do than any other university in Victoria, which is one reason I suspect why heads of school or heads of department like you are struggling a bit to try and cram everything into a manageable workload because we’re giving ourselves more than our colleagues in other universities, so to that extent I think really trying to ask the hard questions about low enrolment subjects is the right thing to do. Having said that there are always going to unintended consequences from sensible policies and we need to modify their operation if the evidence is that they’re not working as they should so I would want to do that and any feedback from heads of school about how these policies, which are well intentioned and definitely heading in the right direction, we need to know if the consequences are not as we intended them to be. My preference would be to give heads of school and deans some leeway to decide where, strategically, we need to keep a course at the low enrolment, even though it may not produce the revenue that we need actually to teach the course, there might be other reasons why it should be kept on the books, so I think there’s a case for having a little bit of flexibility in there but I wouldn’t resile at all from the general intent which is to keep a real focus on the overheads of what we’re doing and making sure that we don’t flog ourselves to death frankly.

I:
Now, final question. I know you want us to dramatically increase our research income, this is a complex task and I wondered if you could tell us what kind of programs and mechanisms you can put in place to achieve that aspiration.

J:
Well this will be a very big part of the conversation that I want to have with staff very soon. I begin by pointing to the Workload Management System and that’s an absolutely critical reform that we’re trying to put in place to ensure that we focus attention on research expectations and whether they’re being met or not because one of the key ways in which we’re going to lift the performance of the University as a whole is by ensuring that everyone’s performance lifts and that’s a big part of what workload management is about. In addition to that though I think we need to be very clear about where our strengths lie and really play to those, so that’s a conversation I want to have. I think if we’re able to identify a relatively small number of areas where La Trobe is and can claim to be and actually is the best in the country and one of the best in the world, and we’ve got some really credible areas where we can claim that or areas where we could claim that with a bit of investment, then I think that will really start to attract investment from corporate partners, from government, from philanthropists, international partnerships with universities, but that’s not going to happen unless we’re clear with ourselves about where our strengths lie and I think that’s something that we should be doing and that’s a conversation I’m looking forward to having with staff. So I think a combination of lifting all boats on the one hand and focusing on real strengths on the other are two very important strategies, a third would be that we need some really big partnerships. My firm view is that it’s by engaging with industry, government, research institutes, other universities around the world and doing so in a nimble and clever way that any university, but this one in particular, is really going to make a breakthrough and I think that’s another discussion we need to have quite soon, is how we do that.

I:
Thanks very much.

J:
Thank you.
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