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I am delighted to be here at these awards, led by our Students Union, and engaging so 

many of our students, academics and support staff in what’s the most important thing that 

our University does and that’s to teach our students, and to do that incredibly well.  

I sometimes get challenged by some of our academics about my emphasis on teaching 

because they think they don’t hear enough about research. Too often these different 

activities are seen to be in conflict. Time spent preparing lectures or lab classes is time that 

could be spent on the next journal article.  

Yet teaching and research are basically about the same thing: learning. I’m sometimes 

asked by our early career academics in particular what should they be concentrating on: 

their research or their teaching? My answer to that is what we’re here for is to put our 

students first, so whatever puts students first is what we should be doing.  

That means I don’t think a colleague should be undertaking research that has no benefit for 

our students, and I don’t think a colleague should be teaching without knowing the latest 

research in their field. But it means more than that. In some universities a good student is 

seen as someone who’s good at finding things out: they’re finders.  

At Middlesex I’d like our students to be good at making things: to be makers and not just 

finders, whether that’s making a performance or artwork, a robot or medical diagnosis, or a 

new business or product. 

Teaching will come first at Middlesex because I want us to have the best teaching of any 

university in the world, and to measure what we do in any of our different roles against that 

standard. I want these tremendous student-led awards to help get us there.  

I’d like us to make the task of our students in choosing who should get these awards 

increasingly difficult, because we arrive at a point where great teaching is to be found 

everywhere at Middlesex. I want all our teachers to be like our best teachers. 

I could recite a list of all the things that make a great teacher. Here’s what our students said 

about some of our shortlisted colleagues here tonight: 
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 She really makes sure that students understand the lecture. 

 He makes learning fun and no-one ever wants to miss his lessons. 

 He knows what he’s talking about. That’s reassuring! 

 Very friendly and approachable. 

 Great discussions, very interactive. 

 He gives us feedback about why you’ve not got all the marks so you don’t make the 

same mistakes again. 

 He keep you awake! That’s a good one. 

 The only lecturer on this course who explains topics thoroughly rather than just 

reading off a presentation slide – you see now why I’m putting teaching first; we still 

have a long way to go. 

But we don’t really need a list. There’s one thing that makes a great teacher and that’s 

passion about their subject and communicating that passion.  

And there’s one thing that makes a great student and that’s getting that passion as well. You 

just want to know more: so much so that don’t know your place. By that I mean never be 

satisfied with your grade, you can always to better. And by doing better you grow as a 

person. 

Teaching at university is special. I hope you feel special as university teachers and as 

students at university. But why is it so special? 

Research is actually part of the answer. And that’s why we’ll always do research at 

Middlesex. When our students were at school or college I hope you found learning both 

challenging and exciting. I hope you had expert teaching – teaching that stepped you out of 

your own experience and empowered you with new experiences, new knowledge, out of 

your comfort zone. Knowledge opens doors beyond everyday experience.  

At school and college you’re mainly learning about the state of the art in thought and practice 

in your subject. You understand what the best answers are to particular questions. 

When you’re at University it starts to get different. You learn that knowledge is uncertain and 

contested. You learn about new discoveries and new ways of seeing the world. You learn 

that education is not just about the right answers to particular questions but whether the 

question is right.  

Above all, you learn that you can be part of discovery and creativity, not just learning about 

how others do that; and that learning is not just what your teachers bring to you but what you 

bring to your teaching as well. Learning at University is about partnership and going on the 

learning journey together. 

Much has been written and said about what a university education is for. At Middlesex our 

job is fundamentally to take the amazing and rich diversity that our students bring through 

our doors and to turn you out into professional careers, reflecting that diversity but with one 

value in common: that it’s better to work and live together than to work and live separately. 

That you can get more done working in teams than working individually, and that living and 

working with difference – in culture, nationalities, ability – is a better way of living than 

segregating ourselves from others not like us. 
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So the secret ingredient of a successful university is actually not its fantastic staff and 

students as individual people, but the community we create. And we have a great community 

at Middlesex.  

At its best our community is about trust. Trusting students to make mistakes and learn from 

them. And trusting others.  

Our commitment at Middlesex is to share knowledge and understanding. That sustains a just 

and inclusive society. And it’s achieved by being educated together and not apart. So let’s 

celebrate that tonight. 

Thank you.  

 


