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It is my pleasure to welcome you to Engagement Australia's 2026 
Conference, Universities Engaging All of Us: Committing to 
Trust, Purpose and Impact.

This year's conference takes place at an important moment for 
Australian higher education.

Across the country, universities are navigating a changing policy 
environment, heightened community expectations and growing 
pressure to demonstrate their contribution to society. At the same 
time, the establishment of the Australian Tertiary Education 
Commission (ATEC) has placed renewed focus on the role 
universities play in strengthening democracy, fostering social 
cohesion, and solving complex challenges. These are aspirations 
that can't be achieved without deep and meaningful engagement 
with the communities we serve.

Against this backdrop, our conference theme invites us to consider a fundamental question: what does it 
mean for universities to genuinely engage all of us? Across two days, we will explore how trust is built, 
how shared purpose is created, and how impact is achieved when universities work alongside communities, 
industry, government and students as true partners. 

We are particularly pleased to commence this conversation with Professor Barney Glover AO, the inaugural 
Chief Commissioner of ATEC. His longstanding commitment to engagement, equity and public purpose 
provides an ideal starting point for discussions about the future of our sector and the role universities must 
play in delivering public value. 

The program also brings together a diverse range of voices and perspectives, including conversations on First 
Nations truth-telling and Treaty, implementing engagement at scale, strengthening the civic role of 
universities, and understanding how emerging technologies and artificial intelligence are reshaping 
engagement practice. 

As always, some of the most valuable moments of the conference will come from sharing practice with one 
another. I encourage you to attend the case studies sessions, workshops and paper presentations, and to 
take the opportunity to learn directly from colleagues across the sector who are doing the work of 
engagement every day. 

I would like to thank our hosts, the University of Melbourne, our speakers, presenters, sponsors, and the 
many people whose efforts have made this conference possible.

On behalf of the Engagement Australia Board, thank you for joining us. I look forward to the conversations, 
connections and ideas that will emerge through our time together as we continue to strengthen engagement 
across our universities and communities.

Prof. the Hon. Verity Firth, AM
Chair, Engagement Australia
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DAY 1 - THURSDAY 23RD JULY
9.30AM - 
10.00AM REGISTRATIONS

10.00AM - 
10.10AM

Welcome to Country
Wurundjeri Elder Tony Garvey

10.10AM-
10.15AM

Welcome to Conference 

Professor Glyn Davis, Vice Chancellor, The University of Melbourne 
Professor Verity Firth, Vice-President Societal Impact, Equity and Engagement UNSW, 

Sydney /  Director and Chair Engagement Australia

10.15AM - 
10.45AM

KEYNOTE CONVERSATION

Professor Barney Glover AO, Chief Commissioner, Australian Tertiary Education Commission 
Professor Michael Wesley, Deputy Vice-Chancellor Global, Culture and Engagement, 

University of Melbourne

The key note will explore the vital role of universities in strengthening democracy, fostering civic participation, and 
advancing social cohesion and inclusion. In the context of growing global uncertainty and division, the address will 

reflect on how higher education institutions can support informed public discourse, build trust, and create 
opportunities for diverse voices to be heard. 

10.45AM - 
11.10AM

MORNING TEA

11.10AM - 
12.10PM

PANEL DISCUSSION
Walking with Truth: First Nations Voices on Treaty and Education

MODERATOR:
Dr Tiriki Onus, Pro Vice-Chancellor (Indigenous) University of Melbourne

PANELLIST:
Professor Julie Andrews OAM, Director, Gabra Biik Wurruwila Wutja Indigenous Research Centre, 

La Trobe University
Professor Megan Davis, Deputy Vice Chancellor Indigenous, UNSW Sydney

Karen Jackson, Executive Director, Moondani Balluk Indigenous Academic Unit Victoria University

This panel centres First Nations truth-telling as a foundation for Treaty and meaningful engagement, elevating lived 
experiences, histories and voices too often unheard. It will explore how truth-telling challenges institutions to confront past 

and present injustices, and to reshape relationships grounded in honesty, accountability and respect. Participants are 
invited to listen deeply and consider their role in supporting processes that centre First Nations sovereignty, self-

determination and enduring change.

12.10PM - 
1.15PM

PANEL DISCUSSION & WORKSHOP
From Strategy to Practice: Implementing Engagement at Scale

MODERATOR:
Professor Verity Firth, Vice-President Societal Impact, Equity and Engagement UNSW, Sydney 

/ Director and Chair Engagement Australia

PANELLIST:
Lisa Aitken, Executive Manager, Community Engagement and Impact, Centre for Social Justice 

and Inclusion, University of Technology Sydney and Director Engagement Australia
 Dr Matthew Pink, Head ACU Engagement, Australian Catholic University and Deputy Chair 

Engagement Australia 
Professor Alphia Possamai-Inesedy, Pro Vice-Chancellor Student Success, Western Sydney 

University and Director Engagement Australia

This session explores what it takes to develop and implement engagement strategies that are meaningful, sustainable and scalable 
across universities. Panellists will examine the challenges and opportunities of embedding engagement in practice, including culture 
change, leadership, resourcing and accountability. The session will also create space for participants to share their own experiences 

and insights, fostering a collective conversation on what works and what’s needed to drive lasting impact.
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1.15PM - 
2.00PM

LUNCH
1.30-2.00pm Poster Presentations

2.00PM - 
3.30PM Paper Presentations - Concurrent Session

3.30PM - 
3.55PM

AFTERNOON TEA

3.55PM - 
4.55PM

PANEL DISCUSSION
Partnering for Good: A Community Perspective

MODERATOR:
Hon Sally Capp AO, Vice-Chancellor’s Fellow and Associate at the Centre for Cities, University 

of Melbourne and Former Lord Mayor of Melbourne

PANELLIST:
Iman Balla, Senior Policy Officer in Multicultural Affairs at the Victorian Department of Premier 

and Cabinet and Board Director at the Islamic Museum of Australia
Marika Kontellis, Director Zakumi Consulting, Social Worker, Community 

Engagement Specialist 
Bec Scott (Scotty) OAM, CEO and Co-Founder of STREAT

George Yengi, Community Advocate

This session brings together representatives from diverse communities who are responding to and actioning needs and 
issues that matter to people in our local neighbourhoods, towns, and cities. The panel will explore local priorities, 

perceptions, and understandings of universities and the role of civic universities, anchored in their local communities 
working in collaboration to foster equity, drive local innovation, and empower marginalised voices.

4.55PM - 
5.25PM

LISTENING AND LEARNING SESSION WITH ARTIST LAMINE SONKO 

Experience exploring how tools for communication and meaningful engagement can be 
activated through traditional cultural practices of music and movement including body 

percussion and group interactions.

5.30PM - 
6.30PM

WELCOME RECEPTION - OLD QUAD
Lord Mayor Nick Reece

Pacific songs by Pasefika Vitoria Choir
Afro-Classical musical piece with Lamine Sonko (kora) & Anita Quayle (cello)

Great way to connect after the conclusion of day 1
Canapes and Drinks served
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8.45AM - 
9.00AM

TEA AND COFFEE ON ARRIVAL

9.00AM - 
9.10AM

INTRODUCTION TO DAY 2
Professor Verity Firth, Vice-President Societal Impact, Equity and Engagement UNSW, Sydney 

/ Director and Chair Engagement Australia

9.10AM - 
10.20AM

PANEL DISCUSSION
Building Trust: The Role of Universities in Uncertain Times

MODERATOR:
Professor Michael Wesley, Deputy Vice-Chancellor Global, Culture and Engagement, 

University of Melbourne

PANELLIST:
Professor Carolyn Evans, Vice-Chancellor and President, Griffith University and Vice-

Chancellor designate University of Melbourne
Professor Verity Firth, Vice-President Societal Impact, Equity and Engagement UNSW, Sydney

Professor Renée Leon, Vice-Chancellor, Charles Sturt University
Professor The Hon. Bill Shorten, Vice-Chancellor, University of Canberra

In a shifting geopolitical landscape marked by polarisation, declining trust, and increasing pressure on higher education 
institutions, what role do universities play in strengthening social cohesion—both within society and within their own 

communities? This session explores how universities can foster inclusive dialogue, support evidence-informed decision-
making, and build meaningful connections with diverse communities, while also cultivating cultures of trust, inclusion, and 
belonging internally among staff and students. Panellists will respond in real time to a series of real-world and hypothetical 

challenges, reflecting on how universities can navigate growing external pressures and internal tensions to rebuild trust, 
bridge divides, and sustain cohesive, resilient institutions in an uncertain world.

10.20AM - 
10.45AM

MORNING TEA

10.45AM - 
12.15PM Paper Presentations - Concurrent Session

12.15PM - 
1.05PM

LUNCH
12.35-1.05pm Poster Presentations

1.05PM - 
2.35PM Paper Presentations - Concurrent Session

2.35PM - 
2.50PM

AFTERNOON TEA
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