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Staff Conference, Middlesex University, 27th March 2018 

Speech by Professor Tim Blackman 

Good morning everyone and a very warm welcome to this year’s staff conference.  

Our staff conferences are a great opportunity to have a big conversation, and this year 
we’re going to talk about change.  

But first of all it’s an opportunity for me to say thank you to every one of you for what you 
do in all your different ways to make Middlesex such a special place. I appreciate that, and 
we’ve our Chair of Governors Geraldine Proudler with us today, and I know she thinks 
you’re all pretty amazing too.    

So a big thank you from both of us.  

Today we’re going to look at how we can manage change better. The Staff Survey shows 
that only one in five of you think change is managed well at Middlesex. Looking on the 
positive side, that means you’re all today an incredible resource to work out how to do 
change better!   

It’s really hard to get change right, partly because we’re all the heroes of our own stories. 
It’s them not us, if only they’d just let us get on with our job. I sometimes feel that, so I’m 
sure many of you do! 

It’s the same whether we’re talking about big transformational change like the university 
centralising onto this single campus … 

- or wicked problems like timetabling where Laura and Sue have been doing great work but 
which has its moments because it’s so complex and there are so many constraints - but 
we’re determined to get it right. 

- or meeting ambitious targets like improving student continuation and graduate 
employment, where Simon and his team have done terrific work on how we track 
engagement and progression, and Alan’s team are driving improvements in our 
employability service. 

- or important upgrades like migrating our PCs to Windows 10, where Roger and his team 
have been doing great work, but not without its moments either 

- or externally driven change like the Government’s freeze in student fees that’s putting our 
finances under pressure 

- or sensitive and potentially challenging change like the People Programme. 
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I know the People Programme is on a lot of your minds. You’re asking what does this mean 
for jobs at Middlesex? The answer is that the People Programme is about making sure every 
one of our jobs has value, with the right capabilities, support and structures.  

It’s often tricky to assess what the value of a job is, and as a Vice-Chancellor in the current 
climate I certainly know what that scrutiny feels like!  

The People Programme is now over half way through the first phase of cluster reviews of 
groups of departments, so we don’t have the answers yet. We’re working through this 
collaboratively with our senior staff and with open and transparent communication with the 
whole university community. 

We are not in a crisis situation, but we do need to make changes – to avoid going into 
deficit, to be more resilient, and to be more efficient and more effective, making sure that 
our students feel their high fees and large debts are worth the investment because we’re 
changing their lives. 

No doubt we’ll have some discussion about the People Programme later today in the Q&A 
session. There are also drop in sessions that will be running throughout the day for staff to 
ask questions and find out more about the programme.   

Some changes we do are step changes but in many ways the really important type of change 
is just continually improving. 

- Like Agnes’ work in Accounting and Finance where she’s increasing engagement in her 
lectures simply by giving students a text number to use and send in questions and requests 
live during the lecture 

- Or Ossie and his colleagues’ work in the Faculty of Arts and Creative Industries, finding new 
ways to inspire student creativity across disciplines with the amazing A&E week. 

- Or Ian’s work in LSS using data to drive tangible improvements in services for our students 
with disabilities. 

There are so many other examples I could mention. Let’s take one more – managing 
budgets. You know, one reason why we’re a long way from any kind of financial crisis 
despite two periods now of a fees freeze and recent under-recruitment – that we will turn 
around - is that so many of you are good at making savings and finding ways to be more 
productive.  

You do it continually, and you are doing a really good job.  

Improvement is about an awful lot more than saving money though. It’s about our services, 
what we provide. Let’s take teaching.   
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When I first started teaching, at the University of Ulster in Northern Ireland, a long time ago 
- I packed my lectures full of content supported by busy overhead transparencies – not even 
Powerpoint in those days.  

My measure of success was that students were say 30% through the course so I should have 
got through 30% of the content. It wasn’t student-centred at all, and even in tutorials I was 
keener to correct my students than allow them the time to learn from mistakes, or even for 
me to learn from them.  

My module feedback forms were pretty mediocre, but I justified what I was doing because a 
minority of the feedback was really good. These days we call that confirmation bias!  

To get better my aim was more of the same. If I couldn’t get all the content into a 50 minute 
lecture then distribute handouts with even more content. I just didn’t really think about 
teaching differently. 

Then I found myself embroiled in quite a different world to the university campus, and it 
opened my eyes to how badly I was doing as an educator.  

I’ll come back to what that was at the end. For now, I want to come back to you, our staff.  

The fourth of our four Middlesex values is that we shape the future, continuously improving 
on what has gone before. That means change is constant, whether it’s big ambitious change 
or just trying things out, small bets – but which still move towards the larger goal.  

That larger goal at Middlesex is all about our students, keeping focused on their actual 
needs and not our assumptions about them. Meeting our mission of transforming their 
potential into success, through our teaching and through our research and practice.  

You all do a great job with that, from our caretakers and caterers to our professors, senior 
managers, campus directors and partners. None of us could do our job without what others 
do to help us. 

Sometimes it takes an external view to remind ourselves just how amazing Middlesex is.  

A few weeks ago Andrea and her colleagues hosted a visit by a high-level team from the 
Ministry of Justice. The MoJ have a new action plan to diversity the backgrounds of their 
80,000 employees. They’re using the strapline ‘where you start out in life should not 
determine where you end up’. 

After the visit, Matthew Coates, the MoJ’s Chief Operating Officer, rang to thank me for the 
visit. He said to me: 

‘We were blown away by the scale and scope of your mission, driving social mobility and 
transforming life chances. The University has found inspiration from its history and its 
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students, turning what some might see as deficits and disadvantages into the most 
incredible positive offer’.   

That made my day. 

The most powerful part of their visit was meeting our students and them telling their 
stories.  

One of the loudest messages from the Staff Survey, though, is that we’re not going to meet 
our students’ needs if we don’t meet your needs, especially further improving your working 
environment, where we’ve still a long way to go. 

So in reviewing progress with the new Strategy, we’ve decided in VCE to stop trying to do 
quite so much at the same time and to focus on fewer priorities, one of which is the working 
environment at Middlesex and our systems. 

So we need change, but as I said at the start only one in five of you think change is managed 
well at Middlesex.  

There is so much successful change that’s been achieved but so many of you still think 
change is often not done well. I really want to understand why that is today.  

Maybe it’s about top down versus bottom up change, although I think this is better thought 
of as loosely versus tightly coupled systems. Here’s what I mean. 

In the Staff Survey, colleagues frequently reported strong agreement about their work 
giving them a sense of personal accomplishment. That’s a huge asset. In a loosely coupled 
system we’d leave everyone alone to enjoy that personal accomplishment, and there really 
is a lot of it at Middlesex.  

However, one definition of loose coupling is that each part of the system has very little 
direct knowledge of other parts. 

So in the Staff Survey, while there is this sense of personal accomplishment, there is also a 
strong message that many of you feel your work should be more valued and good 
performance better recognised. 

I’ve heard that, and there are a number of things being done to respond.  

I really appreciate for example the work done by Elita, Ben, Sanja, Neesha, Susan and Jude 
to create our new staff awards as part of their participation in our Leading with Excellence 
programme, and of course the continuing work of the Students’ Union on their annual 
teaching awards.  

We’re also reviewing how our appointments, staff development, remuneration and 
promotions processes work so that they’re fair and really add value.    
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But we also need to know that we’re doing better. To do that, we have to be more tightly 
coupled. What that means is that information about performance – by which I mean the 
effect of what we’re doing - does not stay dispersed but gets shared. 

At one level, that’s about having more or better one-to-ones with your line managers, not 
just when there’s a problem but positive and developmental discussions as well.   

But it’s also about the work of people like Simon and Ian that I’ve mentioned, or Natasha 
and the business enhancement team, or Lucy with her market intelligence, or Eran and the 
Finance team, using data to drive continuous improvement.  

A problem is that if we ask you to report even more on your outcomes you’ll feel you’re 
working in a compliance culture and are not trusted. 

Yet if you know what you’re doing is working, you’ll have feedback on that. It’s all very well 
saying we’re doing a great job helping our students, but how do we see the effect of that?  

We’re making some good progress with improving student continuation rates, but one 
reason we know that is because we’re tracking non-continuation, and the potential causes 
of non-continuation, much better than ever before.  

We can already see some of the effect of the changes made recently to improve 
progression, thanks to those of you working as Academic Advisors, the Progression and 
Support Team, the Counselling and Mental Health Team, as well our colleagues in Planning 
and CAPE who are helping us to understand much better where we need to focus, such as 
on the needs of our commuter students. 

That’s the test of whether something is working, that we can see the effect, and if we can do 
that we can get a lot better at valuing, recognising and sharing great performance that 
works. 

Take for instance the work of Florian and his colleagues in Computer Science, with its 
innovative playful first year based on competency-based learning and assessment, and 
students learning at their own pace, which has raised engagement and attainment, and is 
now being adopted by other programmes in the University. 

Or what Doirean is doing helping others learn how to use her identity swap exercise, which 
gets our students to put themselves in the shoes of other students and learn about how 
identity shapes our perspectives and interpretations. 

I said we can easily fall into the trap of being the heroes of our own stories, where we do 
the heroic thing and slay all the monsters by ourselves. To do change well though we have 
to do change together, it’s co-created.  
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There’s a really – literally – concrete example of that on the campus, our amazing Ritterman 
Building, steered to success by our Estates team and named after our fantastic Chancellor, 
Dame Janet.  

The Ritterman is a co-created active learning environment par excellence, designed from 
the inside out, starting with how students learn. 

Student learning is of course co-created, and one thing we’re aiming to do with research at 
Middlesex is bring teaching and research closer together to co-create a richer learning 
experience.  

Take for example Neelan’s research in Design, where she’s applied her insights into creative 
entrepreneurship from conflict zones in Asia to the classrooms and studios of Middlesex. 
Neelan, incidentally, is now leading one of the portfolios in the Global Challenge Research 
Fund. 

Actually, design has a lot to teach us about change.  

Design thinking is about an ‘if … then’ way of thinking that can apply to all change. I 
mentioned that we’re focusing the University Strategy this year and next on fewer things 
that really matter: improving student recruitment, improving non-continuation and 
graduate employment, creating a high performance working culture, and improving working 
environments and systems.  

We’re going to use this ‘if … then’ thinking not just to work out what really matters for 
getting these improvements, but also to evaluate whether we’re doing the right things in 
the right way, building on what so many of you are already doing. 

Design thinking also gives us tools and approaches. Just before I end, let’s try one – it’s a 
method called flipping. It’ll get us into the mood for the workshops later. 

For the next two minutes I want you to turn to the person next to you and one of you share 
a problem at work, something that could be better, plus one of the barriers that needs 
overcome to solve it. 

So that’s the problem and a barrier to solving it … go ahead! 

…….. 

OK. Now for the next minute I want you to think of a bad way to deal with that barrier and 
share that …  

…….. 

Now for the final minute I want you to think of what would be the opposite of that bad way, 
and share that … 
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…….. 

In the break I’ll be interested to hear if that thought experiment helped get your creativity 
going by deliberately using different perspectives. 

……… 

So, you may be wondering how that story from my Northern Ireland days ended.  

At the time, there was a lot of community unrest in Belfast about urban redevelopment and 
clearing away housing to make way for new roads and commercial space. I remember 
driving along a street in Belfast and commenting on the bombed out buildings, only to be 
told that wasn’t bombing it was the developers’ bulldozers!  

I got approached by some community workers about helping establish a new type of 
voluntary organisation. This would hire planners and architects to work with community 
groups to challenge some of the redevelopment plans and work towards an urban planning 
not only more about people but which could help a divided community find common 
ground. 

I went on an amazing journey, engaging with a completely different type of urban planning 
that was about what would now be called design thinking.  

It went something like this: 

- find out first ‘what is’ 

- engage everybody in thinking ‘what if’ anything is possible 

- hone that down to ‘what wows’ or solutions based on really testing your assumptions 

- and then look for ‘what works’ by getting feedback from trying things out.  

So, one thing I started doing back at the university is taking my students for walks …  

Start from what is, students looking around them, and invite them to start thinking about 
‘what if’ - and then whether it would work.  

What if, for example, the local Protestant school was integrated, with Protestants and 
Catholics learning together? Would that work, when you look around the streets and see 
Loyalist murals everywhere? 

I went further, too, and got my social sciences students making things – apologies to 
science, tech and arts colleagues, but then anyway it was quite unusual for social science 
students to make things. They worked with local residents to make a ‘people’s plan’ for a 
local housing estate.  
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When those students graduated they could say they’d not only got a degree but they’d got 
the local community a new children’s playground. 

I had to spend longer preparing my teaching, I had less time to write academic articles, I had 
to take risks and I had some things fall flat on their face. And I worried a lot whether at the 
end of their course my students would know enough to write three essays in an exam.  

Nowadays, of course, we’d change the assessment method to one where students are 
showing what they’ve learned and not just writing about it.   

I learned then how surprisingly hard and how surprisingly rewarding it is to try things out. 

Something that I hope you’ll try out today is this simple rule. There’s going to be a lot of 
discussion, and no doubt some criticism. Try the rule, though, that you’re not allowed just to 
object to something that’s happened or criticise someone else’s idea.  

You have to build on what’s happened or what was said, but by doing that address your 
objection. That’s a bit more difficult. But it gets expansion rather than just critiquing. 

Today is about listening for possibilities and asking for ideas but also action, from all of us.  

And we need to do that understanding the current financial climate, which is challenging. 
I’m going to ask James next to give us a brief overview of our financial position – not to 
worry us all but to explain the parameters and assumptions we need to work with.   

Middlesex throughout its history has been all about change and innovation, never standing 
still but engaging with challenges and possibilities.  

We have an array of talented, innovative and dedicated staff, already creating solutions, 
different ways of working, new ideas and innovations. So let’s have that big conversation 
about what you’ve said very clearly: we’re not managing change well enough. 

There are opportunities for you to attend your choice of workshops today. Many of these 
workshops will be run throughout the rest of the year so don’t worry if you don’t get to 
everything.   

We want to listen to your ideas – in the workshops and the Q&A session this afternoon, but 
also please talk with me and my VCE colleagues during the breaks, over lunch, and at the 
One Middlesex tea.   

And please do stay for the One Middlesex tea. It’s a thank you for today and what you keep 
on doing for Middlesex.  

Thank you. 

 


