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I:
Good morning, I’m Anne Mitchell and I’ve been working at La Trobe University for the past 20 years, all that time in the Australian Research Centre for sex, health and society. That’s in the faculty of health sciences and we have a fairly interesting life there carrying out social research into people’s sexual behaviour and attitudes and so on. I’m here this morning with the Vice Chancellor and I’m going to ask him a few questions about research. Good morning, John.

J:
Good morning, Anne.

I:
We’re very pleased to see research given such an important profile in the new strategic plan and that La Trobe has plans to build on its strengths and develop more into the future. If there are research strengths at La Trobe at the moment, and we believe there are, they’re mostly in the research centres. Could you talk about the role the research centres might have in the future research development at La Trobe?

J:
Yes. Look I think research centres are really important because they create a focal point for developing research excellence in the university and they provide an environment for researches to work collaboratively on really important projects. So I think they’re a very important part of the university’s research set up. But you’ve referred to the strategic plan and clearly that proposes some much larger overarching research themes which will need to be underpinned by research vehicles if you like and I think there’s still a question about how that will relate at the university level to the research centres that we currently have sitting in schools or faculties. And that’s a discussion that’s currently underway. Alongside those big research areas of focus of course, the plan also proposes to fund possibly smaller areas of research activity and that could be where research centres come in in that where they can prove a strong business case for investment by the university that that investment will be made. But ... so either way I think research centres have a really important role to play. Really it’s kind of building bottom up research activity but it will then have to feed into those big areas of focus for the university.

I:
Good, thank you. We do note in university documentation, say in some of the OCIS documentation and so on, that research tends to be maybe a bit undervalued in our view and just talked about in terms of income that it brings in. Can you talk a little bit about other ways in which research might be assessed and valued at La Trobe in the future? 

J:
Yes of course but since you’ve mentioned the OCIS which I assume refers to humanities and social science, I might just say a few words about that because obviously that’s a very big issue for the university at the moment. And in a way I’m surprised to hear you say that it’s evidence of an undervaluing of research because one of the things that we are very keen to ensure if we can is that the research in that faculty is preserved as much as possible through this process and that will be one of the criterion that we apply in deciding what the outcomes will be in terms of staffing and so on. And in fact if the university were simply pursuing a bottom line outcome from this, the cuts there would be probably much more severe so the university has made a deliberate decision to continue to invest in that faculty and effectively to subsidise it for a period of time, precisely to preserve the excellent research that goes on there. So my own reading of the HuSS process at the moment is not quite the one that you’ve outlined and is in fact there’s a very significant investment being made and proposed for the foreseeable future in that faculty’s research. But going back more generally to your question about the valuing of research in the university, you’ve referred to the strategic document which I hope makes clear that this is very important to the university and of great value to us. But I think in the end it comes down to how individual staff feel and whether they feel valued and I’m not convinced that we’ve yet got our staffing framework and approach to this right yet, and I’ve said I think on previous occasions that we need to create a much more holistic view of what being an academic at La Trobe entails, where it’s clear what the expectations are across all areas of academic performance including research, and where it’s clear what the support and rewards for achieving those expectations will be and what support are available to staff who are not there yet. I think we’ve come at this in a slightly partial way through the established productive researcher idea which has probably left people with a sense of you know either being in or outside an exclusive club. But I think we can probably convey a much fuller sense of what life as an academic at this university can and should be like and what the rewards and opportunities are. And it may not just be in research and the strategic document refers to alternative careers particularly for those who want to excel in their teaching and I think that’s really important for the university that we have that career path open to people. What I do think though is absolutely critical is that we are very honest with staff about what performance expectations we expect whichever career profile they choose, and that they’re given support to achieve them and that the consequences if they’re not able to do that are pretty clear. So I freely accept that there’s a way to go yet in articulating a fuller vision for life as an academic at the university. We’re just now in the process of recruiting a new DVC academic who will have that squarely in their portfolio. It’s really an issue at the moment of appropriate senior leadership around that area of academic work, and I’m confident by the end of the year we’ll have someone really good who will be able to take that on board.

I:
And do you think as part of that process, you will be able to solve that longstanding dual problem for research staff which is the lack of job security and that imperative to find your own salary which sort of cuts across the real desire to get national competitive grants and that’s where the action is, but they won’t of course pay investigator salaries, so you’re finding a salary on one hand and your grants on the other. Do you have any plans that will kind of deal with that to some extent?

J:
I’ve got some ideas which ... of which I think again I’ve mentioned previously and the World Ready document refers to this also. I think we’re going to have to rethink academic career trajectories and the group that you’re talking about, the people who are on soft money fixed term who don’t have long-term job security are really important to the future academic workforce of the university. I think we need to find ways of being able to transition them into something more secure and longer term where that’s what they want and where they’ve got the skills and capabilities that we need for people in those roles. Our current enterprise bargain agreement does provide some mechanisms to help people make that transition. My own view is that they’re a bit clunky and that we can improve on that. In the end it does come down to budget and whether essentially deans or the university is willing to underwrite someone’s salary beyond the current funding period, that’s really what we’re talking about. But if people are good, they should be people that we want to keep anyway and they are ... if they stay in research only roles, they will no doubt be able to continue to generate the revenue that will support their own salaries. So I think we do need to rethink this and when we have a new DVC(A) for whom this will be in their portfolio, I will certainly be encouraging them to think of innovative ways in which coming to La Trobe as a fixed term research only staff member actually leads to something beyond that where that staff member has something to offer the university. So I agree entirely with the sentiment that’s behind your question. We don’t have the right solution yet but I’m optimistic that with some creative thinking, we can come up with one.

I:
Thank you, that’s good. I’d like to ask you a question now about knowledge translation. That’s suddenly risen to stardom a little bit in the national agenda. We now fund the NHMRC valuing it equally with the science of grants when they’re assessing them for funding, so it’s been very pleasing to see that work that I in particular have been doing for 20 years become more valued generally. But it’s often been a struggle to argue that it’s a legitimate part of the research process if you’re looking at findings from a research project that you actually then get funding to write into a government policy or to write school curriculum documents or something like that. Do you see them as part of the research cycle and would you see them as having a role in the future of La Trobe’s research profile?

J:
Absolutely. I mean that’s really what the World Ready document is proposing essentially is that the areas that we identify at the university level for focusing our research and our teaching will be areas that address big problems that people outside the university are really worried about and are interested in finding solutions for. And they will be areas in which we will be working with partners and they will be the sorts of partners who will want to take what we do and translate them into some sort of outcome that helps solve the problem. So absolutely, that’s very much in line with the direction that we’re proposing. It will entail building deep and close partnerships with governments, corporations, NGOs, other universities around the world. The thinking is that these areas of focus become the nodal point for a whole range of external partnerships and a lot of those partnerships will be about taking what we do inside the university and embedding it in some part of the world outside the university. So whether you call it translational research or something else, it’s absolutely core to the way I see research going at La Trobe.

I:
It’s good. And also you talk quite a lot in the strategic plan about communities and building relationships with communities both the geographic community near campuses and the broader community. Do you see research in ... playing a role in that or is it simply the teaching programs?

J:
No, no I think research will play an increasingly important role in the community building or relationship building exercise that you’re talking about. I mean if we take our place here in ... and we’re speaking from the Bundoora campus here, but if we take our place here in the northern suburbs of Melbourne, I think there’s a lot of the research that we could potentially do that will have immediate relevance to the communities and industries around us. We haven’t perhaps taken our research agenda as much as we could from the place we occupy, and again the World Ready document is proposing that we do that a bit more. But you’re absolutely right that research and applying research outcomes can be a really important way in which we build those community partnerships.

I:
I’d like to ask you one final question about what’s the kind of ideal work/life balance we should strive for for staff members of La Trobe? These days we sometimes get emails at all hours and phone calls that require action at weekends and so on, and we all know teaching staff work hours well outside what they’re paid for. Is this something you’d see as a pretty inevitable part of the academic role or should we be trying for something a bit different?

J:
Ah look I’m always alarmed at how many emails I get after eight o’clock at night. I mean you know I think I finished that part of my day's work and you know I go to bed with 30 or 40 emails sitting in the inbox and you know if I’m experiencing that, the chances are that everyone else is as well. I think we just have to be very firm about when we’re at work and when we’re not and I know that that’s hard when there are so many devices that kind of leach one into the other, and I think everyone probably has their own way of managing this. But I would certainly hope that La Trobe staff, as I’m sure they do, have a whole range of healthy outside interests that will take them well away from the rough and tumble of life inside the university. Personally I’m not a great supporter of the notion that we all have a fixed hour working week. I think we all know there is a job to be done and how we do that will differ from person to person. But I am very well aware just from my own experience of how work can encroach and kind of erode private life and I think we just have to attend to that as best each of us can and there are resources in the university to help staff do that as well.

I:
Good. Well thank you very much for your time this morning, it’s been a very enjoyable chat.

J:
Thank you Anne, it’s been a real pleasure, thanks.

End of recording
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