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Participants Biographies 
 
Professor Deborah Sweeney 
Pro Vice-Chancellor Research and Innovation, Western Sydney University 
Professor Deborah Sweeney is the Pro Vice-Chancellor Research and Innovation at 
Western Sydney University. She provides leadership and guidance to achieve the 
University’s strategic priorities for research and innovation and focusses on quality 
assurance and enhancement.  In addition, she is responsible for supporting the research 
portfolios within the Schools and Institutes. 
Deborah joined Western Sydney in 2009 and has more than 20 years’ experience in 
research and research management.  She received her Bachelor of Optometry from 
UNSW in 1980, subsequently joining the Cornea & Contact Lens Research Unit within the 
School of Optometry, UNSW.  Since completing her PhD in 1992, she has held various 
executive roles within the Cornea and Contact Lens Research Unit and Vision CRC and its 
predecessor the CRC for Eye Research and Technology, including five years as Chief 
Executive Officer of Vision CRC. 
Deborah is a Fellow of the American Academy of Optometry.  Her major research area 
has been corneal physiology, and her work has been instrumental in developing an 
understanding of the physiology of the human cornea and the effects of contact lens 
wear and refractive surgery on corneal function characteristics and the development of 
alternative forms of vision correction.  Deborah has published over 100 refereed articles 
and several book chapters, and is a co-inventor on two patents. 
In 2015 Deborah was awarded the Ruben Medal by the International Society for Contact 
Lens Research, for an individual who has made outstanding contributions to the field of 
contact lens-related research. 
 
Professor Prem Ramburuth 
Professor in International Business, the School of Business at UNSW 
Prem Ramburuth is Professor in International Business in the School of Business at 
UNSW, where she was Associate Dean Education and Undergraduate Programs, Head of 
School of Management, and Foundation Director of the Education Development Centre. 
She is the immediate past President of the UNSW Academic Board, and current Chair of 
the NIDA Academic Board. Prem serves on the Register of Experts for the Australian 
Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA), and is Chair of the UNSW 
Uganda Strategy Group. She teaches and researches in areas including Emerging 
Economies, Globalization of Higher Education, Cross-Cultural and Diversity 
Management, and Gender Equity.  
 
Professor Rebecca Mitchell PhD 
Faculty of Business and Law, The University of Newcastle (UON) 
Dr Rebecca Mitchell, Professor of Management at the University of Newcastle, Australia, 
has a PhD from the University of Sydney. Her research interests lie in the area of 
organisational behaviour and healthcare management, including team dynamics, 
leadership and professional roles in healthcare organizations. She is Director of the 
Health Services Research and Innovation Centre at the University of Newcastle, She is a 



professional member of the European Association of Work and Organisational 
Psychology and the US Society for Industrial and Organizational Psychology. In addition 
to her academic experience, Dr Mitchell's previously worked in the Australian and Irish 
public sector as a senior policy advisor. She has worked as State representative on 
several Council of Australian Government (COAG) working parties and has developed 
health, community and social services policy at a state and national level. 
 
Professor Anthony (Tony) O'Brien RN, BA, Med.Stud, PhD 
Faculty of Health and Medicine, The University of Newcastle 
Prof O’Brien is a Registered Nurse (AHPRA) nursing researcher with extensive clinical 
experience in mental health assessment and treatment of people living with mental 
illness. He has a strong interest in cross cultural health and nursing research, previously 
conducting research studies with Australia’s first people, Maori in Aotearoa, Thailand, 
Taiwan and Singapore. He was previously the Clinical Lead for the HNELHD Nursing and 
Midwifery Research Centre for 3 years. Tony now has a continuing appointment as 
Professor of Nursing in the School of Nursing and Midwifery at UoN. Tony has worked at 
Monash, NUS in Singapore, UNE, Massey and Newcastle universities. He has a faculty 
practice MOU with UoN and HNE to practice clinically in the acute mental health service 
as a Registered nurse.  
 
Professor Athula Ginige 
Professor of Information Technology, Western Sydney University (WSU) 
Athula Ginige is Professor of Information Technology at Western Sydney University 
(WSU), Australia and he leads the Social Computing and Knowledge Ecosystems 
Research Program at the School of Computing, Engineering and Mathematics.  This 
program focuses on developing knowledge driven Social Computing solutions delivered 
via mobile based systems to range of applied problems including “Grand Challenges” in 
diverse areas such as agriculture, healthcare, business and education. His current 
research areas include both autonomous and participatory sensor networks, knowledge 
aggregation and event detection, large scale knowledge organisation based on 
ontologies and semantic web technologies, context modelling, designing mobile based 
systems for user empowerment and Social Computing. 
 
Dr Lorraine Towers 
Lecturer, School of Education and Social Work, University of Sydney 
Dr Lorraine Towers is a lecturer at the Sydney School of Education and Social Work, 
University of Sydney, where she teaches Indigenous History and Education, as well as 
Comparative and International Education. She explores educational experience, 
identification, subjectivity, and the articulation of authority and power through 
schooling in various contexts.  Her current research includes: Academics without PhDs, 
and Culture, history and education: Indigenous knowledges, peoples and power. Her 
monograph, Formal Schooling, Identity and Resistance in Ethiopia: Oromo Experience 
from Empire to the Postcolonial State (Palgrave MacMillan) will be published later this 
year. 
 
Dr Matthew A.M. Thomas 
Lecturer, The University of Sydney 
Matthew A.M. Thomas is a lecturer in comparative education and sociology of 
education at the University of Sydney, where he coordinates and teaches both 



undergraduate and post-graduate courses. Matthew completed his Ph.D. in comparative 
and international development education from the University of Minnesota in 2013 and 
holds an MA in from Columbia University, Teachers College. Previously he worked as a 
public school teacher in the United States, where he was certified in music (grades K-12) 
and social studies (grades 7-12). Matthew has also worked as an educational consultant 
and professional development facilitator in Mali, Nigeria, Tanzania, the U.S. and Zambia. 
 
Professor Jerry Parwada 
Head of Banking and Finance, Business School of the University of New South Wales 
Professor Jerry Parwada is the Head of Banking and Finance in the UNSW Business 
School at the University of New South Wales, Sydney, Australia. His research specialises 
in funds management and financial markets and has been published in internationally 
renowned finance journals, including Journal of Accounting Research, Journal of 
Financial and Quantitative Analysis and Financial Management. He has prior investment 
banking experience and is an active consultant to industry on issues relating to managed 
funds and valuation. He sits on the Finsia Institutional Markets Advisory Council and has 
served, since 2012, on the Credit Suisse Endowment Advisory Council. He is a regular 
speaker at local and international finance conferences. He was educated at St Ignatius 
College (Zimbabwe) and holds a BCom (Hons) From NUST (Zimbabwe), an MPhil from 
UNSW Australia, and MBA and PhD degrees from Edith Cowan University.  
 
Dr Dana Cordell 
Research Director, Institute for Sustainable Futures, University of Technology Sydney 
Co-founder, Global Phosphorus Research Initiative 
Dr Cordell leads and undertakes international and Australian sustainable food and 
phosphorus research projects at the Institute for Sustainable Futures. She leads the 
collaborative P-FUTURES project across Australia, Malawi, Vietnam & the U.S and which 
aims to identify together with local stakeholders how urban food systems can cope or 
transform in response to the emerging global phosphorus challenge. Dr Cordell co-
founded the Global Phosphorus Research Initiative to facilitate research, networking and 
public debate among policy-makers, industry, scientists and the public regarding the 
risks and opportunities for food systems associated with global phosphorus security. As 
a global food security expert, Dr Cordell is frequently invited to provide expert opinions 
and interviews, from the United Nations to BBC to Australia’s Chief Scientist. Dr Cordell’s 
research contributions have led to numerous prestigious recognitions including one of 
Australia's top science prizes - the Eureka Prize for Environmental Research and a 
position in 100 Women of Influence. 
 
 Pamela Connell 
PhD Candidate (Education); Casual Research Assistant, University of Newcastle   
Pamela first journeyed to Rwanda in 2006 and was confronted by rural education 
standards and sense of oppression. Returning to Rwanda in 2009, as teacher in a rural 
school, Pamela somehow found herself as national trainer and curriculum developer 
with British Council and Rwanda’s Ministry of Education in the rollout of training 
teachers how to teach in English using learner-centred methodologies. National 
curriculum development continued and in 2012 worked alongside USAID and University 
of Rwanda, College of Education, in the nationwide transition of primary teacher training 
colleges, curriculum development of Diploma in Primary Teaching and Post-grad 
Diploma in Vocational Training. In her school administrator role, Pamela pioneered 
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secondary school pathways to entrepreneurship and a school-to-work internship 
program, adopted in 2016 into the national curriculum. 
 
Caitlin Barrett 
Founding CEO, Love Mercy Foundation 
Caitlin Barrett is the founding CEO of Love Mercy Foundation, a not-for-profit that exists 
to empower communities in northern Uganda to overcome poverty through simple, 
sustainable projects that generate income and increase access to healthcare and 
education. Caitlin holds a Batchelor of International studies and a Master of 
International Development from UNSW, and was recently awarded the Young Alumni of 
the year Award for her work in Uganda. Caitlin has a young family and lives south of 
Sydney. She is passionate about gender and sustainable solutions to the complex 
problems of poverty. 
 
     

Abstracts of Presentations 
 
Transformative Academic Development and Capacity Building in Uganda 
Prof Prem Ramburuth, the School of Business at UNSW 
 
The UN Sustainable Development Goal 4: Ensure inclusive and quality education for all… 
seeks to ensure equity in education as ‘the foundation to improving people’s lives’. The 
goal is reflected in UNSW’s 2025 Global Development Strategy - to share knowledge, 
skills and expertise with academics teaching, researching and working in disadvantaged 
communities. This presentation highlights the delivery, outcomes and aspirations of a 
Transformative Academic Development Program being implemented with Gulu 
University (Uganda).  The program aims to enhance teaching performance, strengthen 
student learning, build capacity and educational leadership, and contribute to a 
sustainable institutional culture of quality in learning, teaching and research. The 
presentation also seeks AAUN input and collaboration.  
********* 
 
Occupational Health Nursing Job Characteristics in the South African Mining Sector 
Prof Rebecca Mitchell, The University of Newcastle 
Prof Anthony O’Brien, The University of Newcastle 
 
The purpose of the project is to investigate the work and job characteristics of 
occupational health nurses working in South African mining. The South African Society 
for Occupational Health Nursing (SASOHN) have identified job (dis)satisfaction and 
intention to leave as organizational issues that require investigation. This project seeks 
to investigate the impact of job characteristics on job stress, satisfaction and turnover 
intention in occupational health nurses in mining.  
This project has an ethics committee peer review submission near completion. The 
survey is also completed for trial. Prof Mitchell has secured a Business and Law Faculty 
grant to progress the ethics and survey development. Prof O’Brien has provided some 
funding initially to conduct a literature search. 
********* 
 
 



The Experiences of Patients and Healthcare Workers with Drug-Resistant Tuberculosis 
Patients Accessing Treatment, Care and Support in the Public Healthcare System, 
Nelson Mandela Bay 
Prof Rebecca Mitchell, Faculty of Business and Law, University of Newcastle 
Prof Anthony (Tony) O’Brien, University of Newcastle 
  
To explore patients’ and healthcare workers’ experiences of the provision of treatment, 
care and support in the DR-TB healthcare system in the Nelson Mandela Bay Health 
District (NMBHD) and the impact of these experiences on treatment outcomes.  
The specific objectives of the study thus far are to explore and describe: (i) The 
experiences of patients with DR-TB regarding accessing treatment, care and support; (ii) 
The current sources of support for patients with DR-TB and; (iii) Cultural and 
socioeconomic barriers and challenges which may preclude treatment and medication 
compliance.  
It is anticipated there will be two other HIV projects in the wind, perhaps a third, all 
focusing on treatment care and support in the health system. Another potential TB 
project also being discussed is related to patient compliance (broadly speaking). There is 
also a project with the health systems trust, specifically TB challenges in the Eastern 
Cape region. 
********* 
 
Mobile based Information System for Nutrition driven Agriculture to combat Hidden 
Hunger in Africa 
Prof Athula Ginige, Western Sydney University 
 
Researchers at the University of Pretoria have identified wide spread existence of 
‘hidden hunger’ (micronutrient deficiencies) among rural African communities resulting 
in many health problems. Though there are local crop varieties that can be grown to 
address this issue lack of relevant knowledge is preventing such crops being grown. The 
researchers at Western Sydney University have developed a mobile based information 
system (MBIS) for farmers in Sri Lanka empowering them by providing timely 
information to grow wide range of crop varieties. We are now exploring ways to 
minimise ‘hidden hunger’ by similarly empowering affected communities via a MBIS 
making use of rapidly growing mobile devices connectivity. At present a detail need 
assessment is in progress. 
********* 
 
Academics without PhDs in South Africa and Australia 
Dr Lorraine Towers,  University of Sydney 
Dr Mignonne Breier, University of Capetown (Chief Investigator) 
How do the concurrent imperatives of transformation and neo-liberalism in South Africa 
and Australia affect individuals who are employed as academics but have not yet 
completed the traditional initiation into academia – the PhD?  This is the question which 
the AAUN-funded project on ‘Academics without PhDs’ is trying to address, in the 
qualitative stage of the project. Taking into account the varying country contexts, the 
initial research is a productive basis for comparative analysis. In-depth interviews with 
academics in both countries highlight the changing nature of the PhD,  new academic 
‘games’ and issues of identity and liminality in doctoral education. 
********* 



 
Dr Matthew A.M. Thomas 
Lecturer, The University of Sydney 
 
Matthew’s research focuses on educational policies, pedagogical practices, 
teachers’ lives, and the changing roles of teacher and higher education in 
international. He has co-published a monograph for UNESCO and three book chapters 
in Teaching in Tension (2013) based on collaborations with Tanzanian researchers as 
well as journal articles in the Compare, Discourse, Journal of Education Policy, 
International Journal of Educational Development, and other journals. His current 
project in Tanzania examines research capacity building among higher education faculty 
at a university in the Kilimanjaro Region, where he has worked since 2008. He 
is collaborating with colleagues at the University of Zambia to explore teacher education 
curricula and pedagogy.  
********* 
 
African Finance Research Capacity Development Initiative 
Professor Jerry Parwada 
Head of Banking and Finance, Business School of the University of New South Wales 
 
This initiative seeks to use existing high quality research institutions in Africa to build 
bridges between current and future financial economics research students from the 
continent. We identify students who would like to compete for a place in the Masters in 
Risk Management of Financial Markets program at the University of Cape Town (UCT). 
We provide travel fellowships for the students to attend an academic conference at UCT 
and present their research proposals for consideration for enrolment. Upon successful 
completion of the master’s program, selected candidates may be enrolled in the PhD 
program at UCT in collaboration with researchers at the University of New South Wales. 
Graduates would also be able to submit stronger applications to PhD programs 
elsewhere than would be the case without this bridging master’s degree. To 
complement this initiative, we coordinate PhD supervision for students enrolled at 
African universities and run coaching clinics for them through PhD symposiums. 
********* 
 
Dr Dana Cordell 
Research Director, Institute for Sustainable Futures, University of Technology Sydney 
Co-founder, Global Phosphorus Research Initiative 
 
The University of Technology Sydney, through the Institute for Sustainable Futures, 
leads a range of transdisciplinary sustainable develompent research in Africa, including: 
A. P-FUTURES project: working in Malawi engaging research and stakeholder partners to 
collaboratively identify how they can transform their urban food systems in response to 
emerging global risk of phosphorus scarcity; B. Conducting research in rural areas of 
Kenya, Sierra Leone and The Gambia to understand the technologies, service delivery 
models and socio-environmental factors that enhance the sustainability of safe water 
supplies. 
********* 
 



Pamela Connell 
PhD Candidate (Education); Casual Research Assistant, University of Newcastle   
 
A part-time 1st-year equivalent PhD Candidate of University of Newcastle, Pamela’s field 
of research is Entrepreneurship Education in Rwanda and key question is: In what ways 
is Rwanda’s entrepreneurship education & training curriculum reflected through the 
capabilities, functionings, agency and freedoms of rural Rwandan youth post-graduation, 
on the journey of nascent entrepreneurship under the demands to be self-reliant? 
An advanced liberalist, the research adopts Amartya Sen's Capabilities Approach in 
exploring what rooted capabilities of entrepreneurialism are ingrained in Rwandan 
youth through six years of mandatory study of entrepreneurship. Regarded a pillar in 
Rwandan society, youth from 14 to 35yrs are 42% of the population. A minority of 
students complete full secondary education though, as vocational education begins to 
flourish alongside academics, retention is increasing. The entrepreneurial ecosystem in 
Rwanda is encouraging however, as this research journeys life with a few rural 
postgraduate students toward self-reliance, do they become nascent entrepreneurs? 
Research contribution gives voice to rural Rwandan youth and provide valuable 
feedback to Rwandan education to enhance learning and experiential development of 
the entrepreneurship curriculum. Future research includes a longitudinal study, 
broadening the scope, and a documentary series, highlighting the plight of rural African 
entrepreneurial youth. 
********* 
 
Caitlin Barrett 
Founding CEO, Love Mercy Foundation 
 
Cents for Seeds is a microloan agriculture program working with women in Northern 
Uganda. A woman is loaned a 30kg loan of seeds of her choice. She attends agricultural 
training workshops and joins a village savings and loans group. From her harvest she 
returns the initial principal of 30kgs, and uses the rest of her crop to generate income 
and food security for her family and community. The returned loan is then given again to 
another woman the following year making the program self sustainable. There are 
currently 10,000 women across Northern Uganda participating in 2017. 
********* 
 

 
 

 
 


