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‘Difference’ is an incredibly powerful word. So powerful that Apple has trademarked its ‘Think 

Different’ slogan. A slogan that itself was designed to distinguish Apple from IBM. IBM’s 

motto was ‘think’ so Apple came up with ‘think different’.  

As a social scientist I’ve been trained to ask questions about difference: what is the 

difference in some characteristic or outcome, does it matter, and how does this difference 

happen? Why is there difference? When does difference become inequality? 

As a Vice-Chancellor I also look for what is different about Middlesex University, how do we 

stand out from our competition and what’s distinctive about what we stand for? 

One way we’re distinctive, though not unique, is our diversity – very mixed ethnically and 

nationally. That’s a great thing but brings challenges for us: there are gaps in achievement 

by ethnic group for example that we need to work harder on. 

We were a polytechnic, and the success of polytechnics meant they became universities in 

1992, but ever since have been measured against the standards of the old research 

universities.  

That’s meant much of the vision behind the polytechnic idea has got lost. This idea was 

about design thinking: about students making things – whether policies, services, products 

or artworks – and not just finding things out. 

And it was also about diversity, the diversity that comes with comprehensive education but 

that also, I’m going to argue, that needs to be designed. 

I’ve been reading Professor Kurt Barling’s book on racism,The R Word. It’s all about 

difference. Why are stop and search rates so different across ethnic groups? Why do 

employment and education achievement vary across ethnic groups? What meaning anyway 

does this category ‘ethnic group’ have? 
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He writes too about how difference has been used over the centuries to bolster the powerful. 

Them and us. The other. Difference gets used in ways that justify poverty and oppression, 

start wars, trigger genocide. 

There is a danger that we retreat from identifying and using difference because of these 

legacies. 

Difference as a resource 

I’m interested in difference though as inspiration for making things, and for making things 

better, and especially its educational benefit. I’m asking myself how can we use difference at 

Middlesex? 

I got thinking about this because of the social diversity of the university, its staff and 

especially its students. 

This diversity is something you don’t get in more highly selective universities. By focusing on 

the prior academic attainment of their applicants – their entry grades – they select students 

from a narrow social band because school and college grades are so closely correlated with 

social class. 

At Middlesex we recruit across a wider range of prior academic attainment, and the entry 

grades for many of our courses are lower than what you’d find for say Imperial, the LSE, 

Oxford or Durham.  

I’d suggest that our grades are what’s needed to succeed on the course. In these other 

universities the entry grades are often well beyond what’s needed to succeed on the course 

and attract students who are easier to teach because they find it easier to learn. 

Our diversity challenge might be seen as how to attract students with higher grades. If we 

did that we’d get more students from private schools, with wealthy parents, who are white. 

Our rugby and cricket teams might start to be as good as our football and athletics. We’d 

probably recruit even more women. Our completion rate would be better, our league table 

position would improve. 

At the moment many students with high grades don’t apply to Middlesex because they think 

they can do better – do better by going to a university full of students just like them.  

This is a challenge I’d like you to help me with. I would like to recruit to the University a wider 

range of backgrounds and ability. I’d like to design us to do that. I’d like us to be celebrated 

not for being a university that widens access – that’s easy for us – but a university that has 

exciting diversity. 

Why do I want to do that? It’s not about reputation, being politically correct or diversity as a 

numbers game. It’s because diverse classrooms have a learning benefit. It’s very practical. 

Education, and especially higher education, should be about leaving your comfort zone, 

stepping out of everyday experience, going from the familiar to the unfamiliar.  

You could go to UCL or the LSE and step out of everyday experience - because the 

lecturers there are star researchers and will take you to the boundaries of what’s known and 

beyond.  
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But when you turn to your fellow students they’re more than likely to be others like you, with 

similar backgrounds and similar outlooks. That’s less likely to be the case at Middlesex. 

There are affirmative action programmes going on at these types of institution to diversify 

them but they’re hardly shifting the dial, and the reason for that is because they’re staying 

highly selective academically.  

The prestige game in higher education means they’re likely to stick with that. This game is 

based on how selective universities are – the more selective, the higher the prestige.  

Selecting for diversity?  

At Middlesex I want to think through what it means to select for diversity. You need a certain 

level of cognitive ability to do a degree but there’s much more to solving problems, 

innovating or creating than cognitive ability. 

There’s no single dimension. We’re all bundles of different experiences, skills and identities 

– all with toolboxes that bring to the party different perspectives and heuristics.  

Recognising this as a resource creates exciting opportunities to truly co-create learning with 

our students. 

This isn’t easy. We’re only just beginning to understand how it might be done. It means, for 

example, mixing intakes onto courses, and purposefully creating seminar groups to mix 

students.  

It means desegregating the lecture theatre. It means recognising that some students find it 

harder to learn than others, but then using the fast learners to help the slower learners: peer-

to-peer learning techniques.  

It means learning how to understand each other when we’re not like-minded, and that 

reaching consensus across different perspectives takes effort. 

It means student faith groups for example coming together to share customs and beliefs, 

and space on the campus or in halls deliberately designed to integrate. 

There are real lessons from schools research here. We know in schools that mixing abilities 

raises just about everyone’s game – it’s a better way to learn than teaching different abilities 

separately.  

We know that an ethnic and social mix in schools has a beneficial effect on creativity, 

motivation, engagement, deep learning, critical thinking and problem-solving. Quite a list. 

Yet we’re often still not comfortable with this. Parents want their children to go to schools 

where they’ll make friends with other children like them. They want their children to get to the 

best universities, where they’ll again be with others like them.   

Yet they’ll graduate into a world where not everyone is like them. They’ll go into jobs where 

it’s not individuals that count so much now but teams. And it’s a world where diverse teams 

will matter. 
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In his fascinating book called The Difference, Scott Page, shows how a combination of 

diversity and ability beats ability alone in tackling complex problems. This is because 

differences in how we think are important to finding solutions: they increase innovation in 

how a problem is framed and the tools and techniques brought to solving it.  

Members of a group can lock into a common perspective because they feel more 

comfortable thinking about the world the same way. Then things don’t change, and don’t get 

better. 

There is evidence that it was greater diversity – bringing new and different perspectives - 

that triggered the industrial era and the big jump in productivity and living standards that 

followed - just as it’s argued today it’s diversity that’s driving London’s creative economy: 

different identities, different worldviews, different ways of seeing that not only energise 

creativity in art and design but solve scientific problems and spawn new inventions.  

This is all about different perspectives and heuristics, and these are very identity dependent, 

so identity diversity is good for universities. Different perspectives are about ways of seeing 

creative or scientific solutions. Different heuristics are different ways of constructing solutions 

from the space of possibilities. 

And that’s what a university is – a space of possibilities. That space will be most vibrant and 

productive of ideas and solutions when it’s full of diversity. That diversity can come from 

diverse students and staff, or from students and staff who become diverse through new 

experiences.  

I want Middlesex to be a university where our diversity really ramps up our education. Where 

we graduate the next generation of diverse thinkers, inventors, designers and bridge builders. 

But how do we design that to happen, that’s the challenge? The work of Iris Bohnet and 

others on equality in the workplace is really interesting in taking that step: she found that 

diversity training has little effect, mentoring and sponsoring has some effect, but what really 

makes a difference is equality by design.  

How do we get diversity and equality by design, by which I mean in our university designing 

for better learning and in many of your organisations designing for better making – by using 

diversity? 

Thank you. I look forward to the discussion. 

 


