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Employability for the creative industries 

Creative Careers Fair, Middlesex University, 12 April 2016 

Speech by Professor Tim Blackman 

 

Good evening everyone. I’ve been asked to talk tonight about the importance of 

employability. The University is of course an employer of creative graduates – as academics, 

researchers, designers, marketeers, communications professionals and other roles. So I’m 

talking from the perspective of an employer as well as an educator. 

Let me say something first about education. We’re refreshing the University strategy at the 

moment and student success is right at the heart of our new strategy. Our Student Success 

Programme has the aim: 

To develop graduates who are able to be successful as highly employable and 
confident global citizens wherever they choose to live and work.   

 
We do much of this well already but we can do it even better. We’ll focus in particular on 
making sure all our courses enable our students: 
 

 To perform and take responsibility 

 To communicate well. 

 To have the skills needed for their future careers. 

 To have highly developed inter-cultural competencies that reflect our diversity and 
the world’s diversity. 

 

One of the lines I most love giving in the speeches I do at our graduation ceremonies is 

when I run through how our graduates make a difference. I refer to our graduates in the 

worlds of business, science and technology, teaching, the professions, and then I say:  ‘and 

brightening our lives as artists, designers, actors and musicians…’. 

That was never more true than the fabulous dancers at my inauguration ceremony back in 

January, when I was formally installed as Vice-Chancellor.  They were the star dust of a 

dazzling ceremony that really demonstrated how Middlesex can put on a show! It also 

showed – to many people from outside the University who attended – that Middlesex is a 

University that values the arts and is good at them. 

We also wanted to send a message at the inauguration that Middlesex is a university that 

works through partnership and gets things done through collaboration. The speeches sent 
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that message in words but our student performers sent the message so much more 

effectively in dance. 

Opening up the arts 

The creative arts are all about being human. Culture is part of everyday life. I came to 

Middlesex from The Open University, set up in 1969 by Jennie Lee, an incredible women, 

the daughter of a Scottish miner who became Minister of State for Education.  

The OU was created to extend opportunities to study in higher education, a purpose we 

share at Middlesex. But Jennie Lee did the same for the arts. 

As Minister for the Arts she produced a ground-breaking white paper – a government policy 

paper - that embedded the arts in our education system and valued them as highly as any 

other subject or industry.  

She made a reality of the principle that everyone should have equal access to the arts, that 

new ventures should be supported as much as established institutions, and that participation 

is what it’s all about. 

She renewed the Arts Council’s charter in 1967, which saw an expansion of its work in the 

regions as well of the creation of the new arts institutions at London's South Bank Centre, 

still the largest single-run arts centre in the world.  

Culture and creativity, though, are not in good shape in today’s school classrooms, and 

audiences for the arts are still too often white, middle class, affluent and well educated. Of 

most concern, there is evidence of a downward trend in participation in the arts. 

You will have to go out and change that. Your Middlesex degree will change your lives; I 

want you to change other lives with what you’ve learned. 

Jennie Lee’s white paper has so far been the only government policy paper ever produced 

on the arts. The current government, though, is preparing a second one, only fifty years later 

– and inviting ideas. Make sure you feed your ideas into that – google hashtag OurCulture, 

all one word, and have your say – about your own future. 

Our Middlesex legacy 

Our roots as a University go back to the late 1800s with St Katherine’s College, one of 

Britain’s first teacher training colleges; the iconic Hornsey College of Art; and the Ediswan 

Institute, founded in 1901 by Joseph Swan, inventor of the electric light bulb. 

That’s a powerful combination and leaves its legacy today in our sense of community, our 

creativity and our enterprise. 

Our early founders would be amazed at how we’re now a successful global university, with 

excellent research and with students from over 140 countries and campuses in Dubai, 

Mauritius and Malta.  

We can do great things at Middlesex and we do with our award-winning students and our 

accomplished academics.  
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We count among our alumni the sculptor Anish Kapoor, fashion designer Vivienne 

Westwood, actors 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. 

And we keep on doing it. Take one of our other incredible graduate for example, Kelvin 

Okafor, who’s astounding pencil portraits have made waves in the art world and scooped 

award after award. 

A while back I was at the Bruce Castle Museum in Tottenham with Professor Kurt Barling 

and his exhibition on the soldiers from the British empire who fought in the first world war. 

Kurt’s a great example of the talent we have among our teaching staff at Middlesex, joining 

us from a leading career in journalism with the BBC. 

It was Kurt who brought his friend Reverend Jesse Jackson to Middlesex in 2013, who 

addressed an audience of staff and students about diversity and the importance of a 

Middlesex education for learning together across borders and differences, using difference 

as an inspiration, as something to explore and draw upon. That’s a big priority for me as 

Vice-Chancellor.  

I am hugely proud of our Schools of Art & Design and Media & Performing Arts. I’m 

especially proud of how connected they are with the world of practice and the creative 

industries, which no doubt is part of their secret of success in graduating some of the most 

employable creative arts students in the country.  

That’s you!  

So put your learning to work! You’re hearing about how to do that today. Some of you will go 

out and set up your own businesses, others will work for a company. You’ll find it tough to 

start with but don’t give up.  

You’ll need to show you can deliver, show that you’re a great communicator, that you’ve 

strong technical as well as creative skills, and that you’ve taken responsibility. 

Conclusion 

A couple of things are worth a special mention before I finish. A very interesting study of 

graduates in the United States, graduates 20 years into their careers, traced back to what it 

was about their college days that led to their fulfilment now in work and their lives generally.  

Two things stood out: having an adult mentor, and having worked on a project in a sustained 

way for at least several weeks.  

I’m sure you’ve got plenty of project work that’s helped shape who you now are as creative 

and interesting people, but make sure you’ve got a mentor – one of your teachers, someone 

you get to know on a work placement, or at an event. Have a think about that, and just ask – 

people want to help.  

Then there’s getting industry experience. Take up every opportunity to get that. There’s lots 

of help in the university.  
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And co-curricular activities – sport, volunteering, clubs and societies. Those are really 

important too. 

I was talking with a recruiter from a major corporate a while back and he said that their first 

sift through applications for jobs with them was not for academic achievement – class of 

degree or where it was from – but whether applicants had done anything else other than 

their degree study. If they hadn’t they were in the reject pile. 

There’s so much to learning, but others of course need to learn about you. These days it’s 

important to build up a portfolio, a repository of who you are and what you’ve done, and of 

course an online presence, where you can use the University's showcasing platforms.  

That’s important, but be careful what you put online: people will often check it out before 

offering you a job. It needs to look good. 

Our students are my top priority; your success is my top priority. But go on learning, that’s 

the secret. If you keep learning new things you’ll live more deeply.  

Successful people never stop learning, and if there’s one thing we do for you at Middlesex 

it’s helping you learn how to learn. 

Thank you. 

  


