Edith Cowan University Farewell Address 1st October 2003

Thank You

I’d like to thank you all for sharing this occasion with me. I feel very much as if I am going through a rite of passage. I will need to relearn what life is like without ECU. The thought of breaking the ritual of getting up each morning and going to work is in some ways scary. I think I need this occasion to help me to realise it is really going to happen.

Thank you for taking the time to be here and I hope you will bear with me as I share a bit of what it has meant tome to be working here for so long.

My Career

My career at Edith Cowan and its predecessor institutions breaks down into three periods of 9 years followed by one period of 12 years. They were the Claremont Teachers’ College years (1965-1973), the Mount Lawley CAE years (1974-1982), the WACAE years (1983-1991) and the Edith Cowan years (1992-2002).  The only time I actually left one institution to go to another was when I left Claremont to take up the position of Senior Lecturer in Charge of English, Speech and Drama at Mount Lawley in 1974. Thereafter, I have stayed put but the institution has changed. 

It has been a career which has thrown up constant challenges and given very tangible rewards. I’d like to summarise it and then share a few reflections on it.

The Claremont Years 1965-1973

I had been teaching French, English and Social Science at Collie Senior High School for nearly three years when I got a phone call from Mary Moir to ask me if I would come back to Claremont Teachers’ College to fill a staff vacancy. I was keen to go back to UWA part time to study  German, so I agreed to go.

In those days there were two teachers’ colleges, Claremont and Graylands, and they were a part of the Education Department.  Both staff and students were on the Department’s payroll, and students did either a two year teachers’ certificate for primary teaching or a combination of degree studies at UWA and teacher preparation at Claremont. I was responsible for the students preparing to be language teachers.  I was staff adviser and method lecturer to all language students who were preparing to be teachers – one of these in the early years was David Elder – and I lectured in English language and literature to the primary trainees.

At Claremont the Principal was Bill Halliday and the Vice Principal was Jock Hetherington. May Marshall was Warden of Women Students. I worked under Con Coroneos for a time. Colleagues there included Ian Eastwood, Bernie Hird, Sue Statkus, Doug Jecks, who was head of the Practice Department, Bruce Haynes, Cynthia Dixon and many others.

Claremont had some memorable customs. At the beginning of the year all the students had to assemble under the sugar gum tree and a certain number of them had to be cajoled to go to Graylands. They were usually reluctant to do so, though once people got to Graylands there seemed to be a great spirit there.

Staff were expected to maintain the conditions they enjoyed as teachers, so we could take Wednesday afternoon off and leave by 3.30 on two other afternoons.  We had to attend assemblies in the mornings where there were readings from the Bible or other scriptures and hymns.  Often lectures would spill out onto the lovely lawns around the building, and at lunch time some staff had a practice of going for a walk along the riverside homes.   Our duties included leading students on interstate trips where they would compete with students from other teachers’ colleges.  Staff and students also cooperated in putting on plays and musicals. In my first year I sang the part of Sergeant Merrill in Gilbert and Sullivan’s “Yeoman of the Guard.” Mercifully, I don’t think anyone is still around who would have witnessed this.

Kaye and I got married in 1968 and I interrupted my teaching for a year and a bit to go to Germany to study linguistics.

By 1973 change was in the air. Secondary, Mount Lawley and Churchlands Colleges had come into existence and they were moving out of the ambit of the Education Department.  As they reoriented themselves towards being colleges of advanced education, they advertised many new positions. One of these was the Senior Lecturer of English Speech and Drama at Mount Lawley CAE.  My application for this position was successful.

The Mount Lawley Years 1974-1982

At Mount Lawley Bob Peter was in charge and Max (later John) Collins was Vice Principal. As Head of Department I found my workload doubled. But these were exciting times of growth and a great deal of autonomy. We had our own departmental budgets and we were able to appoint our own staff.  Around this time we put on Terry Williams from America and Alastair McGregor from Malaysia, and we brought Doug White over from WAIT. My brief was to establish languages and linguistics as well as media studies within the Department of English, Speech and Drama. To start off with, I taught French and Indonesian, but soon I was able to put on specialist staff in these areas as well as in Italian, German and even Esperanto.  Meanwhile I was working on my PhD in Aboriginal English and I spent most of 1976 away on fieldwork.  The PhD was eventually completed in 1979.

During these years we started teaching graduate diplomas and bachelor’s degrees. The first Bachelor of Arts degree was in Interpreting and Translating, in Italian and German. We also rapidly got into external studies and even external tuition in community languages, initially Portuguese and Vietnamese, and later Macedonian and Greek.

The WACAE Years 1983-1991

At the end of 1982 we were issued an ultimatum by the Government, either to amalgamate with the other CAEs (except Churchlands) or to cease being funded.  Churchlands, under Doug Jecks, agreed to be a part of the amalgamation  and so WACAE was born with Doug Jecks in charge. The Liddelow Committee worked out a new academic structure for the institution, with Community and Language Studies separated for the first time from Education. I chose at this point to go with language studies, although I remained very much involved with education at the graduate level.  WACAE had a Department of Language Studies of which I became the first head, and soon I was lobbying to have an Institute of Applied Language Studies. In 1985 I was appointed to develop a feasibility plan for this and in 1986 it was established with me as its first head, but with no time allowance. Later that year I accepted an invitation to go to China to teach linguistics for a year and while I was away the Institute had a full time head appointed to it, Rosanna McEvedy. Later she was succeeded by Toby Metcalfe who held the position from 1988-1994

The late 70s and 80s were heady years for linguists. They saw the development of multiculturalism and the movement towards the greater recognition of languages other than English as well as the extension of the teaching of English as a second language. The high point was the publication of the National Policy on Languages in 1997 and its funding for three years thereafter.  By the 90s, however there was an increasing backlash against multiculturalism and some of the gains were lost.

The year in China (1986-7) was, I think, a landmark year in the lives of all of us, Kaye, Jeremy, Matthew, Annie and me. We got to understand the pre-Tiananmen Square mentality of the students and we made many close friends who are still close to us.  Before I had returned, Doug Jecks had appointed me coordinator of an exchange programme with the Guangzhou University of Foreign Studies, which was to last for 16 years and exchange 40 academics.

There was further change in the air. By 1987 WAIT had proclaimed itself a university and under the Dawkins reforms the way was clear for WACAE to do likewise. We applied for university designation without amalgamation with an existing university and this was granted in 1991.  A number of inaugural professorial positions were advertised and I was fortunate enough to be appointed Professor of Applied Linguistics.  I was encouraged by Doug Jecks to apply also for the position of inaugural Dean of the new Faculty of Arts and was appointed to this position before the end of 1991.

The ECU Years 1992-2003

My 12 years as a professor have in many ways been the most fulfilling of my career.  From 1991 to 1996 there was the challenging task of working together to create a Faculty which included schools of Social Sciences, Language, Literature and Media Studies and what we came to call Kurongkurl Katitjin School of Indigenous Australian Studies. Also at this time we started to have an increasing number of higher degree students. I had already co-supervised two PhD students with academics at Murdoch and UWA.  Now began a period of intensive supervision of thesis students for ECU of which one, Suwono, was the first ECU student to graduate with a PhD. 

The Faculty of Arts started off with a significant financial deficit. We managed to bring it into the black in the first two years, and we were able to make a number of professorial appointments. One of these was that of Alan Black who was asked to establish a second research centre for the faculty, which he did very successfully with the Centre for Social Research. Meanwhile the Institute for Applied Language Studies extended to include staff from the Faculty of Education and became the Centre for Applied Language Research (later changed to Centre for Applied Language and Literacy Research).

After completing 5 years as Dean of the Faculty of Arts, I spent a year abroad, including periods in American, British and European universities. On my return I became increasingly preoccupied with incorporating some new knowledge I had picked up into the field of Aboriginal English research. This has preoccupied me above all since 1998, and I hope will prove to be one of the most lasting outcomes of the time I have spent here.

Recollections

My most humiliating moment
In 1965, my first year on the staff at Claremont Teachers’ College. 

In these days, students as well as staff got pay cheques through the 

registrar’s office. On the first pay day I went to the registrar to ask 

for my pay cheque and he told me to get it from the senior student 

of my group.

My most unnerving moment
My first lecture at Claremont in 1965 before a massed group in the 

Hall Gymnasium where I had to teach Basic Grammar and I found 

out I would finish what I had prepared in about half an hour. 

Fortunately I had with me the notes I had taken in this subject 

when I was a student, so I switched from my prepared notes to 

those, and I got through it.

My most affirming moment
About 24 years ago, after I had completed my PhD on what goes 

wrong in communication between Aboriginal students and their 

teachers and it had been written up in the West Australian, 

receiving a phone call from an Aboriginal woman who said, 

“Thanks for what you’ve done. You’ve explained exactly what I 

experienced but couldn’t explain myself. If there’s anything I can 

do to help you in your work I’d be happy to do it.”

My most  creative collaboration
Working with Alastair, Terry, Bernie and Doug from the late 70s 

developing the Graduate Diploma in Language Studies, probably 

the most longstanding and successful introductory course in 

applied linguistics in W.A.

My most embarrassing experience
In 1974, my first year as Senior Lecturer in Charge of the 

Department of English, Speech and Drama, I had to look after the 

British author William Golding and his wife at a huge function set 

up by my predecessor Glen Phillips.  There were huge crowds of 

school students who had come to hear Golding speak. In the middle 

of the rush just before things began, Mrs Golding said she wanted 

to go to the toilet. I didn’t know the buildings very well. I directed 

her to a particular door. Later I found out I had directed her to the 

men’s toilet.

My most fulfilling experience
Working in a two-way team with Glenys, Alison, Patsy, Farzad, 

Judith and others  to discover the real meanings behind 

Aboriginal English

My most rewarding moments
Unexpected encounters with former students who volunteer 

appreciation for things I’ve said or done and long since forgotten. 

My most trying experience
Receiving a memo from a faceless functionary at Churchlands 

informing me that the Chinese exchange program which I had 

coordinated for 16 years, and which he had not gone to the trouble 

to find out anything about, would no longer receive any funding 

support.

My most disappointing memory
The dismembering of the Faculty of Arts which many of us had 

laboured hard and long to create between 1992 and 1997.

My most abiding memories
Staffroom conversations over coffee and, until recently, biscuits 

with scores of colleagues whose knowledge and life experience had 

so much to teach me; small-group meetings where one mind would 

spark off another and new ideas would be generated; one-on-one 

sessions with thesis students which would start with confusion and 

end up with new direction.

Finally

I would like to thank all that have contributed to making Edith Cowan University the great community of scholarship that it is and making it such fertile ground in which to grow a productive and satisfying career.

In leaving on the day I turn 65, I am trying to face reality.  I feel physically and mentally capable of carrying on, but I don’t know how long I have before me and I have a lot more life to live.

Kaye and I are going to start off with a week’s holiday at Rottnest.  We have accepted appointment as honorary academic advisers at Trinity Theological College.  There is so much to catch up on which has been deferred throughout our lives, like reading reading for pleasure, catching fish and learning to play the piano.  

I leave with Shakespeare’s words from my desk diary in mind: “The past is prologue.”
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