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Yesterday we heard Kofi Annan call for universities to promote social cohesion. I’m sure we 

all agreed. But what does this really mean? 

Higher education  is important in creating stronger economies, societies and democracies. 

Graduates, on average, are more likely to participate in political and civic life, to volunteer 

and to support democratic values. They are also more likely to be happy and healthy; 

evidence from the UK shows that as someone progresses up each level of education their 

life expectancy improves.  

Higher education is a very good thing, benefitting both the individual and society. 

But there are two problems with this rosy picture. Firstly, university systems are still largely 

dominated by exclusive and not inclusive values. Secondly, there is often a disconnect 

between the academic aspirations of faculty and the career aspirations of their students.  

Academic selection or social selection? 

Turning to the first issue, while the most academically selective universities are generally 

bestowed with the highest academic reputations, they often recruit from a narrow social 

stratum of privileged young people.   

As university enrolments have risen around the world, and as opportunity has been 

extended, the bar has been raised to protect the position of the most privileged students and 

the most prestigious universities.  

The most elite universities serve the ‘brightest and best’, with the consequence that they 

reproduce social class systems rather than reduce the influence of social class in society. 

Research by Professor Mike Savage in the UK shows how family income and wealth, type of 

school attended and type of university attended all have separate and reinforcing effects 

channelling the children of elite families into elite jobs. 

There are exceptions. Professor Paul Boyle talked yesterday of how Leicester University 

combines recruiting less privileged students with being a research university. At my 

institution, Middlesex University, we have proportionately more graduates in the UK’s elite 



social class than Birmingham, Leeds or Leicester University, despite being a predominantly 

teaching university. But the point I’m making is about how the system works in general. 

Universities that recruit students from less privileged backgrounds get labelled ‘low ranking’, 

with this driven by national and international league tables. The main reason for this is the 

lower prior attainment of these students. Many academics – often despite their progressive 

and inclusive values – want to avoid teaching them, heading if they can for the hyper-

selective research intensive institutions. 

Despite the fact that these students have the prior attainment necessary to be successful, or 

with a foundation course can get there, the more prevalent they are in an institution generally 

the lower its reputation.  

In fact, the elite universities set their entry requirements at levels arguably beyond what is 

necessary to succeed on their courses, and they do this for the prestige endowed by hyper-

selectivity.  

I read once that the perfume manufacturer Chanel ran a series of TV adverts accompanied 

by jazz music. They did this not to attract jazz fans to their perfumes but because jazz music 

was not popular with the working class. They wanted to put working class people off from 

buying their perfumes so as to maintain the exclusiveness of their product.  

Academic entry requirements have come to be used in a similar way, with the result that 

many higher education systems are very stratified by social class.  

In the UK, there have been efforts to increase the number of students from low income 

backgrounds in the most selective universities, but this has been a drop in the ocean. It is 

also not what the challenge is: the challenge is diversity on our campuses, and this is 

different from access, something I’ll return to at the end. 

This is not to deny that students with lower prior academic attainment may find it harder to 

learn. They are different to academic high flyers. But finding it hard to learn is not the same 

as not being able to learn. It is a challenge for good and innovative teaching, course design 

and student support, and these can make a huge difference. 

So that’s the first problem, social exclusivity under the guise of academic selection.  

Modern universities are about professional formation 

The second problem with this rosy picture is the size of the disconnect between what 

employers want from graduates, and what graduates need to set up their own businesses, 

and what universities are providing.  

Despite the significance given to league tables, UK evidence shows that employers do not 

on the whole see them as particularly relevant. What they see as important are what skills 

graduates have, the relevance of their courses and the relationships universities have with 

employers.  

This disconnect means that the traditional university model is broken if it is still seen as the 

norm. There is an important warning here for developing countries that may see this is as 

the ideal model.  



It is not a model for the 21st century. It is not a model for mass higher education systems that 

are about educating large numbers for professional employment and enterprise rather than a 

small number of young people from a narrow social stratum learning research competencies 

from research academics.  

Sometimes this emphasis on employability is criticised as instrumental, as not about 

education for its own sake but education for the sake of employers or the market.  

Students flourish, it is sometimes argued, in liberal education systems where they develop 

character and scholarship. This might have been appropriate for the colonial administrators 

of the past, though I doubt it, but it is not appropriate for today’s societies. The main route to 

flourishing in knowledge economies is a professional job. There is no contradiction between 

flourishing and employment. 

However, many of our academics are much more connected with other academics than with 

the 21st century workplace.  Many went from degree to PhD to postdoc to lecturer. They are 

more comfortable teaching students to become finders and less able to teach students to 

become makers.   

But what the world needs is graduates who are makers, who can improve things, whether 

products, services, techniques, policies or works of art. That means we may need a different 

academic workforce, still expert teachers – we certainly need more of them – but 

commitments to research can get in the way of that as there is a simple time trade-off 

between time on planning and doing teaching and time on research.  

Certainly, all academics need to understand what research is about and keep engaged with 

new knowledge and techniques in their fields. A PhD is a very desirable requirement. But not 

all academics need to be undertaking research all the time, and many would be better 

working with employers on consulting assignments and innovation projects so that they can 

keep their teaching connected with employers and enterprise. With the internet, new 

knowledge is now readily accessible and research has become more and more open and 

shareable. Using research is as important as undertaking research, and the balance does 

not have to be the same across institutions or across a career. 

A further problem here is that research intensity has become a prestige measure like 

academic selection. And like academic selection this has been too driven by criteria 

important to the academic community rather than to employers or students.  

The effect has often been to concentrate research funding and activity in fewer institutions, 

based on the judgements of academics disproportionately from the most elite and least 

socially and culturally diverse institutions.  It has also influenced the type of research done; 

frequently research that is more linear and limited in application than different more applied 

approaches such as design thinking, which is iterative and practical. 

This is not to argue that we do not need research intensive universities. As part of the 

ecosystem we do, as long as they share and collaborate with other institutions. What I am 

problematizing is how socially exclusive these universities are, how they appear at the top of 

league tables that mean very little, and how distorting their view of knowledge and skills is on 

what modern democracies need. 



Diversity: the new agenda for higher education 

Finally, besides these issues of exclusivity and disconnect with employers’ needs, there is a 

profound issue about diversity.  

In the UK, non-selective comprehensive schooling has established itself not only as a fairer 

type of secondary education but a better type of education because mixed abilities and 

identities create a more fertile learning environment.  

This is the opposite for universities, which are based on academic selection. The result is 

that many schools are diverse but few universities are. This is harming universities not just in 

terms of their role in social mobility but also in terms of their learning environments. 

There is now considerable evidence that identity diversity makes a difference to problem 

solving and creativity. The best teams are teams that bring together cognitive ability and 

identity diversity, because diversity avoids group think and creates conditions for a range of 

perspectives and ways of solving problems to be brought to bear on an issue. 

Diversity in cognitive ability in learning environments is also important because variation is 

something that good teachers can work with. This diversity is a resource for teaching, such 

as peer to peer learning.  

What, for example, is a great way to teach in a large lecture class? Get the students to 

prepare beforehand, put up a question on the screen, and give them clickers to record and 

display their answers. Let’s say 50% get it right and 50% get it wrong. A good teacher then 

pairs up the students and asks the student who got it right to explain the answer to the 

student who got it wrong. Both students benefit and it’s a great way to learn. 

Yet how many universities design their recruitment to create purposefully diverse learning 

communities?  Very few.  Applicants sort themselves into socially stratified systems, and 

universities carry on believing they are a force for inclusion and democracy when they are 

too often creating exclusion and elitism. 

Thank you. 


