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The Brand You: how you stand out and what you stand for 

Whitefield School achievement evening, 11 July 2016 

Speech by Professor Tim Blackman, guest of honour 

 

This is a wonderful school. On my first visit here, several months ago now, I was so 

impressed by the calm atmosphere, the two chatty and very interesting students who 

showed me round, and the vision and dedication of your Head Teacher. I would like to pay 

tribute to Liz, her staff and governors for creating a school that is not only about student 

success but is a happy school. Above all, congratulations to the prize winners tonight: you 

have done your teachers and your mums and dads proud.    

I’ve been Vice-Chancellor of Middlesex University for just over a year and as far as I’m 

concerned it’s the best job in the world. But some of you may be thinking what is a Vice-

Chancellor? It’s really like being a Head Teacher, except we’re a little bigger than a school 

with around 20,000 students. That’s a lot of students, but what’s special about Middlesex is 

similar to what’s special about Whitefield. We’re a caring community where we put our 

students first and believe that everyone can succeed.  

We’re very proud to be a London university, but we’re global as well, with campuses in Malta, 

Mauritius and Dubai, as well as our main campus just up the road in Hendon.  
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We’re also a young university. We’re one of the top 150 universities in the world under 50 

years old.  

What’s especially important to us is that we give our students the skills to succeed in 

professional and business life, so we were really pleased when employers ranked us the top 

modern university in the country. 

Vice-Chancellors, like Head Teachers, love extolling the virtues of their institutions, and they 

often like talking about how big their universities are. It reminds me of the joke about the 

farmer who went to visit his farming cousin in Australia. Showing off about the size of his 

farm, his cousin said, ‘you know, I can get into my car at dawn and by sunset I still wouldn’t 

have got from one side of my farm to the other’. His cousin thought a moment, and said ‘Yes, 

I used to have a car like that!’.  

That’s an interesting joke. Was it that our farmer just couldn’t envisage a farm so big that it 

would take that long to drive across it? More likely, he was putting his cousin in his place, 

implying that despite bragging about his big farm he could still do with a new car.   

Our Middlesex brand 

People don’t like show-offs. Yet isn’t that what brands are all about? I bet you all like your 

brands, whether fast food – Greggs, Dominos, Pizzaexpress; snacks – Cadbury, Doritos, 

Pringles; coffee – Costa, Starbucks; tech – Apple, Sony, Microsoft; fashion – H&M, New 

Look, River Island. I could go on. 

Brands are about standing out, being different, saying look at me, look at how cool I am! We 

brand ourselves at Middlesex to stand out - our striking red and white shield; the idea is to 

get noticed but it also says something about where we belong. It’s the Middlesex coat of 

arms, with its Saxon crown and three Saxon swords, blades pointing downwards in a 

gesture of peace. 



3 
 

Middlesex takes its name from the ancient kingdom of the Middle Saxons, several centuries 

later becoming the county of Middlesex, and then part of Greater London as the city’s 

suburbs grew outwards. What was tribal land back in the eighth century is now part of a 

vibrant and diverse world city.  

What will it be in several centuries time? Very different. Places don’t stay the same, they’re 

constantly changing and over centuries places completely transform themselves. They’re 

constantly becoming somewhere else.  

Places like London, Brent Cross, Hendon; organisations like universities and schools, and 

people like you and me are constantly changing. We’re not just the person we are but the 

person we’re becoming.  

When I meet our new first year students in October, I love to find out who they are, where 

they’re from and why they’ve chosen to study at Middlesex. The really exciting thing, though, 

is thinking about what they’ll become. Computer scientists, designers, entrepreneurs, 

lawyers, nurses, teachers. They’ll also be more confident, more outward looking, and better 

team players. 

I’m especially proud of our teachers. Middlesex University has evolved just like the county of 

Middlesex and just like all of us, created by our past but now shaping the future.  

Our university’s past started in 1878. Our founding institution was St Katherine’s College in 

Tottenham, one of Britain’s first teacher training colleges. Then in 1880 our second founding 

institution opened, the Hornsey School of Art, one of Britain’s most famous art schools. Next 

in our chronology is the Ediswan Institute, founded in 1901 by Joseph Swan, inventor of the 

electric light bulb. 

Other mergers and changes led to the creation of Middlesex Polytechnic in 1973 and then 

we became a University in 1992. We continue to change and grow but at every stage we 

have been about changing lives. 
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I’ve mentioned who you might become after college or university: an international 

businessman or woman; a leading professional or technologist; an artist, designer, actor or 

musician who brightens our lives; shaping our world in politics, public or voluntary service; 

caring for our health and welfare as a nurse or social worker; or educating the next 

generation as a teacher. 

Here are some of the people who’s lives were changed by Middlesex: the sculptor Anish 

Kapoor, fashion designer Vivienne Westwood, actors Dame Helen Mirren and Zoe 

Wanamaker, comedians Johnny Vegas and Alan Carr, musicians Ray Davies and Alison 

Goldfrapp, Tim Campbell, who won the first series of The Apprentice on BBC TV, and film 

director Mike Figgis, to name but a few. 

Our most famous graduates are brands in themselves, well-known names, but they’ve not 

achieved what they have by just showing off. They’ve worked hard but above all they’ve 

brought pleasure into people’s lives, helped other people, created jobs or invented useful 

new products and services. What they’ve all done is make something better. That’s what I 

hope all of you will go on to do, make the world a better place. 

Learning journeys 

You are all near the start of your journey to become the person you will end your lives as. 

What person will that be? It’s impossible to say but the seeds of who you’ll become are 

being planted and nourished in this school. If you follow its motto to live, learn, aspire and 

achieve you’ll not only enjoy life but you’ll do something special with your life.  

I never planned to be a Professor and a Vice-Chancellor, but I have always wanted to be 

happy, helpful and hardworking, and that’s got me to where I am now. Those seeds were 

planted in my primary school. My journey to being Vice-Chancellor of Middlesex University 

started at Whitehill Primary School in Gravesend, 40 miles away from here in North Kent. 

The school’s mission statement today is for all its children to be happy, helpful and 

hardworking. There’s those words. 
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Mission statements weren’t so much in fashion in the 1960s, but I recognise that mission in 

my experience all that time ago – and it was a long time ago! I hope I’ve lived up to those 

ideals, and I owe a huge debt to the brilliant and caring teachers who started me off on a 

journey that continues today. 

Looking back on my schools days I realise now what really drove me to aspire and achieve, 

and that was wanting to experience something different, not just be stuck in my familiar 

everyday life, in my comfort zone, but to get out and explore.   

After my ‘A’ levels, I decided to defer my place at University for a year, spent a few months 

working in a London bookshop and then, with the idea planted in my head by a next door 

neighbour who worked at sea, went off  to join the merchant navy.  

I was what’s known as a deckhand unclassified, the very lowest rank because I knew 

virtually nothing about ships. I saw a side of life I’d never imagined, and then went off to 

university , finding it a little strange to mix with students fresh from school who’d never nearly 

fallen off a ship in a storm, shared meals with fellow workers more often with a criminal 

record than not, sampled the pleasures of Hartlepool’s port area on a Saturday night or knew 

what a bowline, clove hitch or cleat hitch are – any sailors among you will know they’re types 

of knot. 

I learned a lot on those ships for a year, and while I got to know a lot of things what I loved 

was getting new skills: being able to moor and anchor ships, navigate, paint steelwork – I 

even did a spell as the chef, cooking meals for twelve very hungry crew members, using 

recipes my mum gave me.  

What was most important about that experience was learning to get on with people who 

seemed very different to me but who actually shared a lot in common. One thing we shared 

was pride in our work, pride in doing a good job. The other was that we had to trust other. 

Working on ships can be dangerous and you rely on your crewmates a lot.  
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That experience also meant that when I went to university I really appreciated it because I 

knew it would open up opportunities that none of those deckhands ever had. But I didn’t 

forget them. They had looked after me, we’d worked and lived together, and I wanted to stay 

connected, not cut myself off by hanging out only with other students for three years. 

In fact, at university, one of the most transferrable skills I acquired was not learned in the 

lecture theatre or lab but on housing estates running adventure play schemes for local kids, 

something I did as a student volunteer. I did that because I enjoyed it and felt it was making 

a difference. I didn’t realise at the time that it was actually making me very employable.  

Employers want to recruit people with skills and knowledge but the best look for more than 

that. A recruiter at a major company told me recently that when they do the first sift of job 

applications from graduates they create two piles. The first is applicants who from their CV 

only have their qualifications to offer. The other is applicants who have the qualifications but 

have also done more with their lives, as volunteers, or playing sport, or running clubs or 

societies. All the candidates in the first pile were rejected and only the second pile went 

through to the next selection round.  

You are your brand 

Those candidates who’d got involved in activities outside the classroom stood out, their 

personal brand was more attractive to BT. When you’re looking for a job you’ll essentially be 

presenting your personal brand, which is how others view you, and that will ultimately shape 

your career and your life.  

Your personal brand will be what differentiates you from everyone else who might have a 

similar background. In other words, your skills, abilities, knowledge and attitudes that will 

make people want to work with, follow or ‘friend’ you online or off, but above all why you can 

be trusted. Isn’t that what’s most important about brands – they can be trusted.  
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So brands are about standing out, but I want to finish by emphasising something else about 

brands and that’s that they are not just about standing out, they’re also about standing for 

something. Many of you could probably tell me how you feel you stand out; our prize winners 

tonight have certainly done that. But how would you answer the question what do you stand 

for? That’s a question about your values. 

I’m sure that you all want to be successful, have some excitement in your lives, have friends 

and be happy. But none of this is possible without other people. No one of us is an island 

who can lead their lives as if other people don’t matter. We need other people if we’re to be 

successful and happy. Above all, we need to be able to trust each other. 

So what I hope you will stand for is the importance of others, having good relationships and 

trusting those you live and work with. Work on that personal brand but remember it’s not just 

about standing out, it’s also about what you stand for. 

Thank you. 

  

 


