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Chancellor, distinguished guests, colleagues, family and friends, ladies and 

gentlemen. 

 

As is the usual practice in this University I begin by acknowledging the 

traditional owners of the land upon which we meet, the Whadjuk Noongar 

people, and pay my respects to their elders past, present and future. 

 

It is a privilege to be standing here before you today on this auspicious 

occasion and it is always a privilege to have the opportunity to share ones 

ideas and thoughts.  To do so in front of such a distinguished audience is 

deeply humbling and is an experience that I could not have imagined. I address 

you today, of course, with some trepidation, and rightly so, given the gravity 

and enormity of the task that stands before me. 

 

I would like to take the opportunity to talk around three interrelated points, 

these being:  

 

The role of higher education and in particular the role of universities in a 

contemporary context; the relevance of this to my own institution, UWA, and 

the relevance to the future vision of UWA, under the charge given to me by the 

University Senate.  

 

We live in times of great stirring turbulence, both natural and manmade. We 

face the tyranny of continuous partial attention, driven not only by what are 

termed disruptive technologies, but also I might argue distractive technologies. 

It becomes increasingly difficult to apply our selective attention and skills, and 

to focus, competing as we do, for attention, much of which has the span of a 



2 

tweet. The speed at which we are increasingly required to engage with others 

and everyday life is demanding, so much so that yesterday’s celebrated 

products and ideas are ridiculed today, fake news, alternative facts, and post 

truth. 

 

In this context of perplexing and sometimes bewildering global challenge, the 

role of research and academia is both critical and simultaneously, subject to 

criticism and public scrutiny.  

 

The role of the University is hotly debated and seemingly of great interest to 

many ‘experts’.  UWA is not immune from this debate, neither are those 

charged with the role of leading such institutions, Chancellors and Vice-

Chancellors. 

 

Let me take a moment to reflect on the role of the University. 

It is generally accepted that the idea of the modern university came into being 

at the end of the 18th Century; the first concrete example being the University 

of Berlin (1810), which under the influence of Humboldt’s direction, created a 

true marriage of research and teaching. 

 

It was in the mid-19th century that Cardinal John Henry Newman (1858) in his 

foundational text ‘The Idea of a University’ first clearly articulated the purpose 

of the University as being about the pursuit of learning. The emphasis was 

specifically on learning associated with a liberal education based on the tenet 

that knowledge is valuable in its own right.  
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At that time Newman’s writing made it quite clear that the invocation of the 

University was about the pursuit of learning. His argument was that a well-

rounded diet of classics, philosophy and theology was sufficient foundation for 

any profession.  

 

Of course the original invocation of the University has been contested longer 

than is commonly recognised. Newman’s idea of a university was never going 

to endure very far into the 20th Century. Indeed in 1950 Oakeshott openly 

predicted the demise of the so-called ‘enlightenment’ university and the threat 

to scholarship posed by ‘the emerging corporate mission of industrial-scale 

research’ (See Rolfe, 2011). 

 

Since the 1980s debates around the corporatisation of public institutions have 

intensified in response to what has been termed the ‘McDonaldisation’ of 

higher education.  Some argue that education and research are now a business 

in and of themselves. More explicitly a business intimately linked with 

achieving excellence that leads to knowledge production. Knowledge 

production is in turn, an entrepreneurial activity aligned with the economy of 

many Western Countries. When Peter Drucker first popularised the term 

‘knowledge economy’ in 1966 he surely could not have anticipated its use 

today.  

 

The market-oriented approach to knowledge development, the new 

knowledge economy and the increasing rhetoric around the economic 

significance of knowledge produced through research and university education 

raises interesting challenges around the fusing of commerce with science, and 
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indeed the role of academics, industry collaborators and professionals, in 

developing and producing knowledge that is of direct benefit to society and to 

public life.  

 

The shift from the ideals associated with Newman’s vision of the University to 

those of the ‘entrepreneurial university’ have been widely characterised as a 

move from an era of knowledge which is disciplined-based and instigated by 

the researcher to one in which knowledge production is problem-based, 

interdisciplinary and where multiple truths prevail.  

 

At face value, the latter version of knowledge production has much in its 

favour. This current invocation, which resonates with electorates, is that 

research conducted in universities should be directed towards problem solving 

which serves the public good rather than fueling theoretical debates 

associated with ‘ivory tower’ abstractions.  

 

In this regard, estimations of international research excellence are becoming 

more refined, translating what it means to be world class, into a practical, 

applied and tangible outcome for communities, driven primarily by metric 

measures of research performance, but increasingly also through assessment 

and evaluation of impact, determined locally nationally and internationally.  

 

Internationalisation strategies in institutions of higher education have evolved 

rapidly, broadening and deepening universities’ reach and significance across 

national borders, with the aim of addressing global problems and collaborating 

on a wide range of educational initiatives through consortia and focused 

networks.  
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Top priorities for internationalization agendas are to position institutions for 

competitive advantage as well as mutual benefit, but also to promote inter-

cultural exchange among staff and students emphasizing the promotion of 

innovation and impact on addressing global problems and challenges. 

 

 As such, the role of the University cannot be overlooked when discussing 

globalisation, internationalisation and inclusivity, and specifically their 

contribution to evolving cultures. 

 

Without an understanding of the broader socio-economic and political context, 

we cannot even begin to ponder provocative questions such as will universities 

be replaced with campus-less global online platforms?  For institutions of 

higher education cannot escape the existential threats that have been and will 

continue to be posed to traditional industries. 

 

The context that I have briefly outlined prompts us to consider the risks and 

opportunities that might arise for the institutions of tomorrow, and for UWA. 

 

So, some of you may be asking why is this important to higher education, to 

UWA, to students, and to the role of the Vice-Chancellor? 

 

Dueling Missions? 

A recent paper out of Harvard asked the question ‘What to do when your 

organisation has Dueling Missions’, the paper provides an interesting 

commentary on the difficulties of combining the social mission of a ‘non profit' 

institution, with the revenue model of a ‘for profit’ business. Referring to the 

concept of ‘hybrid organisations’ the author asks the question ‘is it really 
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possible to do well on the social dimension while engaging in commercial 

activities?’  

 

This paper points to the challenge that many higher education institutions 

currently face, and which speaks to the drivers for internationalisation and 

going global. Hybrid organisations always face the challenge of how to allocate 

resources between their social and commercial missions’, running the risk of 

mission drift as they focus more on profits, forgetting the important 

connection to their social mission.  

 

For me, this is a really significant point, and one that is well made when related 

to the issues of culture and leadership and their connection to both the social 

and commercial missions of a global institution such as UWA. 

 

How should UWA position itself to ensure that its enduring mission and values 

mean that we do not only seek to survive, but most importantly, we thrive, 

and those that study with us, research and collaborate with us, and work with 

us, also thrive. 

 

Let me now come to the context UWA, this fine institution, and remind you of 

some words from a wise man well known to this institution. 

 

“The time is coming when we cannot afford to be without a university. It is not 

only for the education of our young people but also for research work. There 

are countless problems continually arising in our backcountry. There are 

treatment troubles in connection with our ore. Insect pests, poison weeds and 
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stock diseases can only be effectively dealt with when scientifically 

investigated. A university would be of inestimable service in helping the 

development of our natural resources”. 

 

As early as 1879, Sir John Winthrop Hackett, the University’s first Chancellor 

and its major benefactor, championed the idea that a growing and maturing 

State of Western Australia deserved to have its own university. 

 

I stand before you today in this magnificent hall named after Sir John Winthrop 

Hackett and wonder what he would make of the University of Western 

Australia today and all that has been achieved in the 106 years since it was 

created through an Act of State Parliament. In this very Act of Parliament, the 

University of Western Australia was formed to ‘advance the welfare and 

prosperity of the people’. A charge that holds true as much today as it did over 

a 100 years ago. Sir John died in 1916, and bequeathed property, which, after 

being carefully managed for ten years, yielded £425,000 to the University. 

 

Could he have ever imagined that his remarkable act of generosity would 

result in all of this?  

 

Over more than a century this University has become an indelible part of the 

Western Australian community – graduating more than 100,000 students, 

growing to be now ranked as one of the world’s top 100 research-intensive 

universities, and supporting our communities through a range of activities, 

including establishing the longest running international arts festival in 

Australia. 

 



8 

The University has produced more than 100 Rhodes Scholars, one Nobel Prize 

laureate and one Australian Prime Minister. 

 

What would Sir John have to say about today’s conceptualisation of a 

University?  

 

The challenges we face today are the greatest man/woman kind has ever 

known.  He could not have known the challenges and opportunities that would 

befall UWA, nor would he have been able to conceive of the global challenges 

we are all facing. However, let us not forget that he and those around him, 

those that came before him and after, faced challenges of their own, which 

they surmounted.  

 

Our communities are anxious about the future – ranging from current global 

political and economic uncertainties, the emergence of new technologies that 

are supposed to bring us closer together, create instead microwave 

relationships and toxic speed sickness increasingly fuel feelings of loneliness 

and isolation, and numbness to ongoing challenges such as security, world 

hunger and poverty. 

 

New challenges require new ways of thinking, however, they also require a 

diversity of thinking, a diversity of solutions and new approaches to inquiry 

and learnings – making the role of universities and of education, research and 

outreach work, and our role in our society, of greater importance than ever 

before.  
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The world is changing rapidly for our current and future students. As I learned 

only two weeks ago, 20 million children turn 18 every year in India alone. 

Education and skills development have never been more prescient.  We are 

educating our students for jobs that we do not know how to prepare people 

for. 65% of today’s students will be employed in jobs that do not yet exist. 

Rapid technological change is changing the skill requirements for most jobs, 

and as a university, we do not simply exist to teach students, we seek to frame 

the future, to help them to manage the pace of change, to learn to tolerate 

uncertainty, to solve problems we’ve never seen before and won’t see for 

years. Does this mean that traditional modes of learning and inquiry are to be 

abandoned and rejected? 

 

No. 

 

We must continue our search for deep understanding and an analytical mind, 

we must continue to revitalise the lecture and student-teacher contact. The 

resilience of teaching and research-led learning, through face-to-face 

interaction and discovery, will endure. Inquiry, based on such learning leads to 

perspective transformation, a move from single loop learning to deep learning 

that changes the world.  

 

The experience of surprise, dynamic solutions created through disequilibrium, 

imagination and curiosity, will remain a quest for as long as we remain human. 

That said, we must still have an obligation to be contentious, to challenge the 

status quo, to be dissatisfied with today, because of the belief that tomorrow 

can be better. There is little room for complacency.  
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Universities are privileged institutions – entrusted by the people to undertake 

teaching, research and community engagement. We are blessed with a 

stunningly beautiful campus located in a state with plentiful wealth and 

opportunities, and with geographic proximity to many of the emerging global 

economic superpowers.  Nevertheless, we must not allow ourselves to take 

this privilege for granted or lose sight of why we were created in the first 

place. We must never cease to forget that our future prosperity will be built on 

hard work, imagination, innovation, skills and creativity. UWA shares these 

values and beliefs through our motto ‘Seek Wisdom’. 

 

It’s our past, and it will continue to be our future.  

 

UWA like any university, has a fundamental purpose, which it must take 

seriously. That is to be transformative by ensuring this generation makes 

tomorrow better than today.  

 

I am personally acutely aware of the transformative power of education, for it 

is my own story. My own PhD was in the field of education, undertaken in a 

School of Human Relations and Psychology, focused on the transformative 

potential of education for the professions. That is to say the relevance of 

education to self, to self and other, self in the service of other through 

employment, and in service of our communities and societies, that make up 

the globe. 

 

A mature part-time student, working full-time through shift work leading and 

managing a large district hospital, and raising a family, I cherished every 

opportunity to learn and be mentored. 
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But my transformational journey started much earlier than that, with patients 

and carers as mentors, learning what it is to be human. The hard way. I learnt 

resilience at many levels.  I am proud also to let people know that I originally 

sat the national entrance test to my chosen profession, having left school early 

to support parents and siblings.  I was proudly the first in my family to go to 

university.    

 

As a relative newcomer to these shores I can’t help but reflect on the risk and 

resilience that captures the Western Australian story. It is these stories, told 

across generations, that remind us what it is to be human, and the true 

benefits of being on the journey of lifelong learning. 

 

Jiddu Krishnamurti in his text ‘Education and the Significance of Life’ wrote: 

 

“We may be highly educated, but if we are without deep integration of 

thought and feeling, our lives are incomplete, contradictory and torn with 

many fears; and as along as education does not cultivate an integrated outlook 

on life, it has very little significance. Education then, is not merely a matter of 

training of the mind, nor is it simply the accumulation of knowledge. Education 

should help us to discover long lasting values so that we do not merely cling to 

calculated formulas or repeat slogans.The purpose of education is to cultivate 

right relationships not only between individuals but also between individual 

and society,.”  
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So what is the role of the Vice-Chancellor in the University of tomorrow? As a 

leader I employ Goleman's (2013) notion of leadership, that it to say, that the 

primal task of the leader is that of directing attention to where it needs to go.  

An important aspect of that is connecting culture with leadership. These 

agendas, that I have merely touched on here today, in the context of 

globalisation promises and perils, have major implications for leaders at all 

levels who are being pressed to develop new skills sets that involve new ways 

of thinking, behaving and managing across cultural and hierarchical 

boundaries.  

 

Connecting culture with leadership demands humility, insight and awareness, 

this in the service of delivering a unified and integrated approach to going 

global, which in turn ensures the sustainability of an education sector which is 

both known, trusted and understood.  

 

To this end, institutions need to have internal and external processes to 

stimulate and facilitate self-correction in relation to the compromising of 

values.  To critically reflect on the experience of the institutional values as 

enacted by and lived through leadership, and specifically through the discharge 

of its strategy. Inclusive leadership not only requires cultural sensitivity, a 

commitment to Indigenous Australia, and to equity and diversity.   

 

So, indulge me for a moment, algorithms and machine consciousness are of 

course very useful where similar repeatable outcomes are desired consistently 

and constantly. Algorithms are ideal for formulaic, robotic, disembodied and 
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objective modes of defining, categorising, predicting and boxing certain types 

of research questions and organising curricula and learning opportunities.  

 

Students, staff, colleagues and people are not formulas, neither are they 

numbers. We did not come in boxes, nor do our ideas. However, we can soon 

get boxed in by our ideas, which we then flat pack and sell them off to other 

people, who very often do not realise that we ourselves felt hemmed in by 

both the ideas we flat packed.   

 

Using the work of moral philosopher Charles Taylor I suggest that we might 

care deeply for our own values, whilst continuously (and relentlessly) 

subjecting them to scrutiny and interrogation. In other words, taking a 

reflexive stance, that applies both a rational, objective, technical and 

emotional, subjective, professional lens to the topic of inquiry.  

 

UWA then approaches the future, as it always has, with a global mind and 

caring heart. 

 

And so to the future, Hackett, like Bill Readings, would not wish us to either 

enter into cynical despair of the future of the University, not into romantic 

nostalgia for a long lost past. We need to seek wisdom, find productive ways 

that neither submit to a corporate agenda, not attempt to rebuild the 

enlightenment university in a society where there is no longer a demand for it 

(see Rolfe, 2011). 

 

So UWA not only moves forward; it does so with vigor, with insight, with 

delight and with passion.  In the short years that I have lived in Perth and 
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worked at UWA, I continue to be astounded by the pride and joy that the 

people of this state take in the success of their university. This optimism is not 

misplaced, for it is based on a strong foundation, one that is woven into the 

fabric of this State, of the alumni, of the community, colleagues and staff here 

today.  

 

Colleagues, our community has high expectations of and for us – not because 

they wish to be demanding, rather they want to see us be the best we can be.  

 

This expectation also comes with great responsibility, and as this University’s 

18th Vice-Chancellor and I stand before you tonight seeking your wisdom, 

support and encouragement to help write the next successful chapter of this 

University’s story. 

 

I began by stating that I could not have imagined being here. I have asked if 

Hackett could have imagined his legacy all those years ago when made that 

statement about the need for a University in this state. I have spoken of the 

unimagined employment opportunities that lie ahead of our students.  

 

Ben Okri describes the imagination as a way of being free, just because we 

cannot imagine, does not mean that that our imaginations are limited…we 

need to free them up and UWA has a great role to play in growing the 

imagination. 

 

I close by reminding you of the Dylan Thomas quote:  

 

  The Oak is felled in the Acorn.  
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