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Thank you for inviting me to come and speak this evening.  

I’m sure our thoughts are still very much with the families and friends of the victims of 
Saturday night’s appalling attack, and following so soon after the Manchester bomb.  

Our thoughts will also be on what’s going to happen tomorrow. The terrorist attacks 
are dominating the news, but a remarkable feature of the run up to the election has 
been the huge increase in young people registering to vote. This has been driven in 
a big way by graduate debt. I’ll be coming back to that.  

Firstly, though, I’d like to pay tribute to the two colleges that now make up this 
successful college group, and which make such a difference to the lives of so many 
young people and adult learners.  

Your quality and your reach make you truly exceptional - excellent results, attracting 
learners from across London and beyond, and exciting new developments like the 
new training company and your international partnerships. You also send Middlesex 
some great students!  

I’m pleased to be here tonight because excellent tertiary education is more important 
than ever. Brexit and the general election have put skills shortages centre stage in 
public policy.  

But as Martin Wolf has written recently in The Financial Times, there is an even 
bigger economic and skills challenge than Brexit, and that’s productivity.  

The UK’s productivity is falling even further behind other countries and this is a 
serious risk to our economic future.  

The average French worker could stop work Thursday lunch time and still make as 
much as the average British worker does in a full week.  

Even in London, productivity growth has stalled since the 2008/9 recession.  

Unless this changes, the millennial generation will be the first generation in Britain’s 
history to have worse living standards than the generation before them.  

The large rise in graduates we’ve seen in recent decades is part of the solution but 
also part of a problem. It’s contributed to productivity growth, but it’s likely that an 
increasing number of graduates will not earn enough to justify having to borrow to 
cover what’s now almost all the cost of their education. 

Martin Wolf’s partner Alison Wolf, Professor of Public Sector Management at King’s 
College, has contrasted this rise in graduates with what she describes as the near 
collapse of technical education at levels 4 and 5.  

In arguing for action to tackle this, she points out that the productivity and earnings 
gains that follow a technical qualification may be higher than a degree for many 
students. 
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In Australia, it is already the case that the earnings premium from a technical 
qualification is on average higher than from a degree. 

So it#s not surprising that the manifestos of both the main political parties have quite 
a lot to say about further education. You’ll be familiar with much of this but I’ll review 
the headlines. 

Labour commits to increasing teacher numbers in the FE sector, restoring the 
Education Maintenance Allowance and abolishing fees, including in higher education.  

The Conservatives commit to increasing teaching hours, and a scheme to attract 
industry professionals into FE teaching. 

The Tories also set our more details about Institutes of Technology, with some 
surprising differences compared to the DfE guidance that came out in February. 

We now learn that IoTs will apparently be linked to universities, provide degree level 
courses, still specialising in STEM, have access to research funding, be able to gain 
royal charters and to offer regius professorships.   

Both the parties commit to T-levels and apprenticeships, and more capital 
investment in FE.  

Labour also say they will set up a Commission to look at integrating further and 
higher education.  

The Tories say they will launch a major review of student funding across tertiary 
education, levelling the playing field with HE.  

While Labour is looking at a more integrated tertiary education sector, the Tories are 
setting up something of a competition between technical education and 
apprenticeships on the one hand and academic education and degrees on the other.  

Both parties are addressing graduate debt – Labour by introducing free higher and 
further education, and the Tories by promoting apprenticeships and technical 
education as more cost-effective routes for many young people. 

Whatever party makes it into power on Thursday, there is little doubt that universities 
will be facing a strong headwind after the election.  

For many institutions, despite the high level of fees, costs are rising faster than 
income.  

There is uncertainty about recruitment of students from the EU because of Brexit, 
and from elsewhere in the world because of tightening immigration controls.  

We’re in a demographic dip and facing intensifying competition from alternative 
providers.  

Value for money is getting more and more scrutiny.  

For some universities, their response is to play to the prestige of a degree, especially 
the most selective institutions. Yet the Russell Group is under challenge for relying 
too much on its ability to recruit smart students from comfortable family backgrounds.  

We do have the most productive higher education sector in the world, but this is 
measured based on what academics value in the work of other academics.  
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The accolade sits alongside one of the least productive economies in the OECD and 
one of the most unequal societies.    

Our strategy at Middlesex is not to go down the path of becoming more selective and 
chasing research ratings. We’re thinking about what kind of university is needed for 
the future. 

We’ve been building our reputation based on what our students value: expert 
teaching, practice-based learning, outstanding student support, excellent facilities 
and good jobs.  

That’s resulted in us being ranked the top modern university in London under 50 
years old.  

We’re moving away from learning as ‘stuff’ taught in lectures and assessed in exams 
to an approach based on the ‘primacy of the problem’. What the student needs to 
know and do is driven by what they need to achieve.  

This is of course a common situation in the workplace but a challenging way to teach, 
with lecturers needing to engage in problem-solving with their students and explain 
material as it arises. 

Our Computer Science degree is now designed this way, based on observing 
students as they solve problems and demonstrate competencies.  

Students move at their own pace and their progress is tracked using a dashboard 
that compares their progress with their group.  

The approach builds on our long-standing capability at Middlesex to recognise prior 
learning in the workplace, and it’s enabling us to map our degrees onto degree 
apprenticeship standards, often developing these as integrated degrees.  

Let me tell you a little more about Middlesex. We’re where the idea of the polytechnic 
was invented, we launched the UK’s first business degree and first professional 
doctorates, and trail-blazed work-based learning and transnational education, 
winning two Queen’s Awards for Enterprise. 

Today, we’ve 19,000 students studying at our Hendon campus, almost all full-time, a 
third international students, and we’re full!  

We’ve another 20,000 students studying with academic partners and at our overseas 
campuses.  

Our international capability is good, with regional offices and recruitment teams in 
core markets, expertise in transnational education and articulations, on-line provision 
and international pre-sessional and foundation programmes. 

Our strategy is to consolidate at Hendon with an emphasis on an outstanding 
campus experience, and grow through partnerships.  

In the curriculum, we see our growth opportunities as mainly in construction, 
creative industries, education, health and social care, IT and digital services, and 
professional services. 

That, in a nutshell, is our strategy. It’s all about skills and – to coin a phrase – skills 
for the many and not the few! 
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It’s a strategy focused on London, where we recruit 70% of our students, and 
internationally.  

There are three points about London that are very interesting in thinking about how 
FE and HE can collaborate better. 

London not only attracts very productive workers but it’s a very productive place 
because of how companies have clustered together, driving mutual growth and 
innovation. 

I believe that if FE and HE can work more closely together in London, pooling our 
resources and expertise, we could drive this kind of innovation and growth. It’s 
happened with research but not yet with skills. 

Secondly, I mentioned France earlier, and London and France face the same 
downside to high productivity: unemployment. Unemployment in London is above the 
national average.  

FE and HE working together can help solve that problem too by, for example, 
developing more flexible access to learning new skills. 

Thirdly, economies around the world need the skills that we’re providing for London. 

There is huge demand for what we can do, and huge credibility in being London 
institutions because London is so connected to the world economy.   

If we’re marketing to and operating in global markets, why not market and operate 
together? 

Working together also means we’d have the resources to look ahead and anticipate 
change. Technology is driving big changes on shorter and shorter timescales. 

Increasingly capable machines and algorithms will do many of the tasks previously 
done not only by routine and semi-routine occupations but by the professions as well.  

As old jobs disappear new jobs will appear. At Middlesex we train airline pilots. We 
all know about the development of smart cars but smart aircraft are on their way too. 
In the future we might be training more drone pilots than airline pilots.  

Upskilling will become more important, including faster and more flexible ways of 
upskilling or reskilling.  

Our capability to accredit work-based learning has enabled us to design flexible 
work-based degree pathways for teaching assistants so they can progress to 
qualified teachers, based on recognition of prior learning for general credit followed 
by work-based projects.  

We’ve also worked with employers to create and then train for new workforce roles, 
such as graduate mental health workers for the NHS. 

We’re also a UK leader in using the diversity of our students as a resource in their 
learning.  

This means leveraging the different ways of seeing and solving problems that a mix 
of abilities and backgrounds brings to teamwork. We’re using evidence from 
education and corporate performance that diverse groups are great problem solvers.  
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A diverse curriculum too is very important to achieving the diversity we’re after in the 
student body at Middlesex, and we’re keen to diversify our courses further.  

We see partnership as a way of doing that because it will enable us to share 
expertise and infrastructure. 

Middlesex is good at partnerships and experienced in joint ventures. We’ve over 60 
UK partners for validated or joint provision, over 25 overseas partners for validated 
or franchised provision, plus three overseas campuses.  

In London, our FE partnerships have been mainly validations. But we are looking at 
a more strategic partnership with Ealing, Hammersmith and West London College as 
part of the West London Skills Alliance, based on the analysis we’ve undertaken of 
West London skills needs and the college’s areas of specialism at Levels 4 and 5. 

We’ve had discussions too with the skills minister, the GLA and HEFCE about how 
we can support IoTs. These have focused on developing research capability, 
designing a qualifications framework that can bring together degree credit and 
apprenticeship standards, improving careers advice in schools, and increasing 
diversity among apprentices. 

We want to further develop our relationships with FE because of the centrality of 
skills in our new strategy. Occupations and professions do not begin and stop at 
particular levels of learning, and neither does what a worker needs to know stay still.  

For more and more employees and the self-employed their experience will be a 
lifelong skills escalator as the technologies they’re working with develop and change.  

We recognise that students will take different paths. While some students will exit at 
level 4 - because they’re ready then to go into work - others will progress to level 6 or 
7 because they’re ready for further study.  

It might suit them that this further study is a full university campus experience, while 
others might just want evening classes or block teaching to get their degree as 
quickly as possible or combined with paid work. 

And we want the level 4 leaver to be able to return later in life to top up if that’s right 
for them, just as the level 6 graduate may decide to return and take a level 4 
vocational qualification. 

Apprenticeships increasingly offer yet other pathways.  

The flexibility to change direction is as important as progression. Many students who 
progress from HNCs or HNDs change subject. People do not follow straight lines in 
their lives. 

But we do want our students to be looking to their future in the workforce not only 
from the day they start but earlier.  

Our schools outreach work reaches primary schools as well as secondary schools 
with a large range of resources - our popular Young Scientist competitions for 
example, and SmashFest, which is a festival for all ages that uses the arts to inspire 
interest in STEM.  



6 
 

So our vision at Middlesex is of a comprehensive university that does not separate 
vocational and academic, and which welcomes students with different abilities and 
aspirations, getting them onto the right course for them.  

We agree with both the main political parties that technical education, 
apprenticeships and degrees must have parity of esteem, but not in the sense that 
these are separate paths insulated from each other.  

After all, degree apprenticeships are not an alternative to higher education but an 
alternative route through higher education.  

We welcome working closely with colleges on a comprehensive tertiary offer which 
means that if a student opts to go to a college or start an advanced apprenticeship 
that does not mean they’re off the map for getting a degree.  

This works the other way too. A degree does not mean a graduate is off the map for 
returning to undertake a technical qualification. 

Apprenticeships are important but not the solution alone. There’s a danger that 
they’re too specialised and inflexible. In the last recession it was skilled trades that 
were among the worst hit. People with the highest level education suffered least.  

However, it is likely that some of the students we attract to degree study at 
Middlesex might achieve their goals better undertaking an apprenticeship or level 4 
or 5 qualification. To do that does not mean they can’t top up later on when they’re 
ready for more.  

Similarly, I’m sure there are students at your college who are set on completing a 
level 3 or 4 vocational qualification and getting into the job market, but who could 
flourish on a degree course.   

None of this is an argument for less graduates because any reduction in higher 
education numbers is likely to work against social mobility.  

It’s a striking fact that the earnings benefit for graduates compared to non-graduates 
from poorer families is greater than for graduates compared to non-graduates from 
richer families.  

What it is an argument for is that I have little doubt that Middlesex needs to work 
even more closely with employers and industry, and that FE can help us do that.  

We therefore welcome working with colleges as a way to expand our connections 
with employers.  

We know that our courses can help solve skills gaps.  

Given our students’ backgrounds, we also know they can drive diversity in the 
workforce, widening talent pools.  

But unless this is accompanied by strong relationships with employers, our graduate 
job seekers will likely hit barriers because employers are less likely to trust 
institutions they don’t know.  

Middlesex enjoys a reputation better than many with employers. We’re ranked 
among the UK’s top 50 universities from which employers like to source graduates.  
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But there is much work to do working with companies so they give as much attention 
to managing their skills pipeline as their supply chains. 

Despite the uncertainty we all face, I see real opportunities ahead because of the 
priority that skills now have in this country and in overseas markets.  

I am very interested in how we might work together to create a major tertiary sector 
cluster.  

What might this mean? It could mean pooling resources and expertise.  

It could mean creating joined-up ladders of opportunity for our learners, without 
multiple transaction costs, and with an ability to match income and costs much better 
at course and subject levels.  

It could mean a comprehensive offer to employers and learners, a powerful 
marketing capability, and an ability to make an impact in public affairs and shape 
policy rather than just be shaped by it. 

Following your recent invitation, we will be submitting an expression of interest to 
work with you as a strategic partner. There is much we can do in the validation and 
franchise space, but much more we can do.  

We’re of course very interested in progression pathways for those students who 
want a full university campus experience in London. 

And we can see opportunities to develop technical education abroad and build 
progression pathways to the UK as well. 

But we would also want to support your own aspirations to run degrees at your sites, 
possibly playing into new market segments, such as students who want less costly, 
more flexible options. 

On-line provision in technical education also presents big opportunities.  

Finally, Institutes of Technology are a potentially exciting development. As I 
mentioned, we have some ideas for developing IoTs and have the ear of the DfE in 
taking those forward. We’d be interested in exploring partnering with you. 

We could be the largest FE-HE cluster in London, ready to meet the huge challenges 
ahead, and with a capability second to none. 

Thank you.  

 

 


