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Thank you for the opportunity to come and speak to you today.  

Middlesex University is Barnet’s university and we’re very proud to be part of the 
Barnet community. We’re a successful London institution, with 18,000 students 
studying at our Hendon campus and another 20,000 students studying for a 
Middlesex degree with partners abroad and at our campuses in Dubai and Mauritius. 

We’ve pioneered the education of professionals, creative practice and innovation 
since 1878, when our founding institution, St Katherine’s College, opened its doors 
to London’s students. Today we are a global university driven by the difference we 
make to people’s lives; open-minded, progressive and passionate about our vibrant 
diversity. We have students from 150 different countries studying together in 
Hendon. 

A Middlesex education is about practical expertise, enabling our students to solve 
complex problems and think for themselves. I am constantly amazed by the 
achievements of our students in so many walks of life, and what they’ve overcome to 
get there.  

Here’s a few examples. Noor Talaimojeh, a final year BSc Mathematics student, was 
named Student of the Year in September by the national Sigma-Network, which 
promotes maths and statistics in higher education.  

One of our research students picked up the Young Researcher Award at the 
Biotechnology World Convention in Sao Paulo in August.  

In October Wataru Kobayashi won the national Cutlery Design Challenge with his 
‘BUGBUG’, an innovative piece of cutlery to assist with the eating - insects! Actually, 
very important for world sustainability. 
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And also in October three of our students won the Institute of Mechanical Engineers’ 
National Design Challenge for building a device for firing rope from one ship to 
another at sea. 

Our students are scholars but they’re also makers. This equips them for jobs now but 
also the jobs of the future. Take sports analysts for example, jobs that hardly existed 
10 years ago but which are now growing, providing careers for graduates from our 
successful sports science degrees.  

What’s important for the type of education we provide is that it’s close to the world of 
work into which students will graduate. So our sports science degrees are based at 
Allianz Park, in a partnership with Saracens, and we’re keen to build closer 
relationships with Copthall because it’s exactly the kind of setting where our students 
can experience sport in all its diversity and we can bring benefits to the local 
community by, for example, coaching local kids or contributing to improvements to 
the playing fields. 

Creative arts is one of our strongest areas at Middlesex and here again there’s huge 
benefit for us working closely with Barnet Council and the community. We run 
exhibitions and shows open to the public, and we sponsor events like the North 
London Literary Festival.  

We’re also very engaged with local businesses through our Business School, with 
the NHS and schools through our School of Health and Education, and with smart 
city technologies and assistive technologies in Barnet through our Faculty of Science 
and Technology. 

Our students volunteer in the community, from running soup kitchens to providing 
free legal advice, and our staff contribute too – as school governors, in voluntary 
organisations, in sports clubs and on boards and committees. 

We’re very much a community university, but we’re also a global university and a 
driver of economic growth. Every year we contribute almost £300m to the Barnet 
economy. The University has 1,700 employees. Our students spend over £60m each 
year in Barnet, supporting another 1,200 jobs in local businesses, that’s one job for 
every 15 students. 

Many of those jobs are supported by the international students we recruit, a hugely 
important contribution to UK exports but one that’s under challenge from sections of 
this Government determined to label international students are immigrants rather 
than temporary visitors. That is such a self-defeating stance, terribly damaging to the 
economy and to our reputation and influence around the world. 

At no time has that reputation been more important. Brexit poses real threats for 
Middlesex like other universities. 15% of our staff are EU nationals, 15% of our 
students come from the EU and half our research funding is won from the EU. These 
are all under threat in the current uncertainty. 
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We’re doing our best to build outwards. We’ve recently launched two reports with the 
CBI on the importance of UK universities to trade with India and with China. 

We have 600 fee-paying students from China studying at our Hendon campus. It is 
vitally important that universities such as ours are not restricted from welcoming 
these students who are essential to developing strong relationships with China and 
other countries. 

And we have a huge role in meeting skills shortages, such as the 1.5 million first 
degree graduates that will be needed by the professional services sector by 2024. 

A University like Middlesex also has a key role in creating opportunity and 
diversifying the professions. Our outreach work includes working with 175 primary 
and secondary schools and we’ve launched our new Make your Mark campaign to 
help raise aspirations about aiming for university. 

We’re also working closely with FE colleges and business to understand skills gaps 
and work together to address them with courses that are relevant and develop the 
skills needed by employers or to set up your own business.  

Let me make a few comments about the wider policy landscape. We have a higher 
education bill progressing through Parliament at the moment which is contentious for 
many reasons, such as linking the new Teaching Excellence Framework - that will 
rank universities with bronze, silver and gold badges according to teaching quality - 
to higher fees.  

The Government seems determined to stratify the country’s higher education sector, 
to create an even deeper academic but also social hierarchy from low status to high 
status universities based on measures of arguable validity and reliability, when 
around the world it’s the quality of the UK higher education sector as a whole that’s 
recognised as such a great thing.  

I could talk about fees. Although I don’t support loading almost all the cost of higher 
education onto student debt with fees that are far too high, I differ with Labour Party 
policy on this one. I don’t think higher education should be free.  

The benefits of a degree are about equally shared over time between the individual 
student and wider society so it seems sensible to me to share the cost between fees 
and general taxation, which would bring fees down to around £4,500 a year, half of 
what they are now. Students under the current system are graduating with far too 
much debt. 

The bill also makes it easier for alternative providers to become universities, creating 
more competition in the system. Maybe we’ll see new universities in Barnet. There 
are risks to the quality of higher education posed by these new providers. They will 
focus on business degrees where higher profits can be made, and they won’t deliver 
the total experience that traditional universities offer. 
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There is also a growing debate about traditional universities; that too many young 
people are running up large debts for three year degrees when a better route for 
many may be one or two year intermediate qualifications to meet the skills shortages 
we have in some sectors. I don’t share the view that we need less degree graduates, 
but it is true that our intermediate technical and professional qualifications are in a 
sorry state and this is a real risk for the country. 

One reason why it’s bigger risk now than ever is Brexit and how we are going to 
replace the skills that immigration has supplied us with.  

I’ll finish though by talking about our proud legacy at Middlesex as having become a 
polytechnic and then in 1992 a fully fledged university. That polytechnic history is 
important to me because an original vision for polytechnics was comprehensive 
higher education.  

The popular discourse on widening participation in higher education among 
disadvantaged groups is dominated not by universities like mine that do the heavy 
lifting when it comes to creating more opportunities but by the idea of finding a few 
bright working class kids and getting them into Oxbridge or other highly selective 
institutions. 

This may be good for these few students but it does nothing to challenge the 
structures of inequality, of which our university hierarchy is part. Social mobility is so 
low in this country because the gaps between social classes are so large. As Mike 
Savage showed in his recent book on social class in Britain, the chances of a young 
person ending up in this country’s economic and social elite is heavily structured by 
their family background, the type of school they attended, and the type of university 
they attended. These all have separate and cumulative effects in determining 
unequal outcomes. There are always exceptions but these patterns are clear. 

I’m measured by the Office for Fair Access by what proportion of students from low 
participation areas I have at Middlesex compared to similar lower tariff universities. 
I’m not measured by how much diversity I have, yet it’s diversity that creates a 
vibrant and successful learning environment. And we will not achieve diversity in 
British universities until that includes diversity in prior attainment. I’d like to leave you 
with this point. 

There is a growing body of evidence about the educational benefits of students 
learning from each other in diverse schools and classrooms. This evidence is mainly 
from the US and mainly about racial diversity. Gains have been found for critical 
thinking, problem-solving, satisfaction, motivation, general knowledge, and 
intellectual self-confidence.  

This richer learning environment is created by students learning from those who 
have very different life experiences from theirs. These benefits appear to arise from 
different kinds of identity diversity. Basically diversity expands the toolkit of 
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perspectives and heuristics beyond just cognitive ability, and this is associated with 
better problem solving. The effect has also been found in company boardrooms. 

There is also substantial evidence, mainly from secondary education, about how 
mixed ability student bodies are also rich learning environments. This is another kind 
of diversity. There are not only positive peer effects, but good teaching uses this 
diversity with very effective methods like peer-to-peer learning which work well with 
variation in the class room. 

Some US institutions now talk about ‘crafting the class’, using admissions strategies 
to diversity their classes. This would technically be illegal in the UK, but not once 
students are attending a university – it’s then possible to craft, for example, seminar 
groups. But diverse intakes can be crafted by using academic admission strategies 
rather than social or racial quotas. 

This is something we’re looking at at Middlesex – how to leverage our diversity as 
something that’s exciting and inspirational for our students and staff in a modern 
version of a comprehensive university. It’s work in progress but something we’re 
determined to take forward and something I hope you’ll support. 

Thank you. 

  

 

 

 

   


