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Thank you for inviting me today to share some thoughts about ‘student flourishing’. I am 

going to do that by questioning whether student flourishing is actually distinct from education 

for professional careers.  

The notion of a liberal education rather than a professional education is most associated with 

ideas of flourishing, and a liberal education is often argued as under threat from an 

encroaching instrumentalism as universities come under growing expectations that their 

graduates are not only employed but employed in ‘graduate jobs’.   

Some universities define their distinctiveness in terms of a liberal education and human 

flourishing. Those that do tend to be the most academically selective and have high 

proportions of students from very privileged backgrounds.  

If a liberal education is important for human flourishing then it should be widely available and 

not accessible only to academic high-flyers. In fact, I would argue that a liberal education is 

widely available – informally through channels such as the BBC or visiting galleries and 

museums, and increasingly through the internet including MOOCs, or formally through The 

Open University, the UK’s only open access university.  

Unfortunately the association of a liberal education with the most elite universities has got 

conflated with the views of writers such as Professor Stefan Collini – himself a Cambridge 

academic. Collini argues that a liberal education is the gold standard of education: education 

as an intrinsic good rather than good for something else. This conflation has perpetuated the 

idea that an education designed to meet the needs of employers is not only less of an 

intellectual challenge than education for its own sake but less likely to mean students flourish. 
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I do not see Middlesex as defining its distinctiveness as liberal education because our roots 

are applied in the polytechnic movement, and before that in industrial innovation and design. 

Above all, though, liberal education tends to be about students as finders and not makers, 

and it is as makers that our graduates will make a difference.  

To do that, many of them will not be able to rely on their social class and none of them on 

the prestige of an institution that is highly selective. They will instead need a great education 

that schools them in the crafts of professional practice and the thinking of designers.  

Many privileged students would also benefit from such an education and indeed no doubt 

flourish at Middlesex where they would encounter diversity and not be surrounded by lots of 

students just like them.  

I am going to argue that professional careers are one of the best ways to flourish, although 

this has to be about more than just training. I am going to argue that higher education, as 

about knowledge for a purpose, is fundamentally about livelihood: not just in its dictionary 

definition sense of financial means of living, but also in its cultural sense of finding our way to 

sustainable means of living. This concept has implicit within it an ethical purpose. Part of that 

ethical purpose, I argue along the way, is for professionals to reflect the diversity of the 

communities they serve.  

I am going to anticipate possible criticisms that my view of higher education as about 

professional formation, certainly in institutions like Middlesex, neglects the development of 

critical thinking by arguing that critical skills are intrinsic to craft but, in particular, that the 

diversity of our students is a source of difference through which critical examination can 

thrive.    

The benefits of higher education 

Student flourishing is often argued to be what education should be about, frequently 

opposing a perception that education is being subordinated to the training needs of 

employers. Carl Grant (2012), for example, writes that: ‘education is about the cultivation of 

a flourishing life and not only the narrow preparation for employment’ (p. 910). And Merridy 

Wilson-Strydom and Melanie Walker (2015) write that: ‘placing the normative/moral 

emphasis on a capabilities-friendly conceptualisation of flourishing in and through HE 

provides a means of countering the prevailing human capital logic driving HE globally’ (p. 

321). 

These authors also argue that university graduates should give back to society, especially to 

tackle inequality, in recognition of their own privileged status, an argument compromised 
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now by graduates in England bearing almost the full cost of their education. Many may no 

doubt feel they are doing enough giving back by paying off their loans for much of the rest of 

their working lives. 

Prospective students are also now being presented with information about the financial 

return, in the form of an earnings premium, on their fees and loans. This, and such high fees, 

create the perception that it is only students as private individuals who benefit from higher 

education.  

Evidence from the US, which I think probably holds for the UK as well, is that about half the 

benefit is private and about half a social benefit to society at large (McMahon, 2009).  

Arguably students should only pay half the costs of their education as a fee or graduate tax; 

the other half should come from general taxation.   

The graduate earnings premium, however, is a very important private benefit. Globalisation 

and the knowledge economy have driven economic inequalities that would be even greater if 

there had not been such a large expansion of graduates in the workforce as has been 

achieved since the mid-1990s. This expansion of graduates has widened access to higher 

incomes, something that is reported much less than the related and actually quite modest 

decline in the graduate earnings premium that has occurred with this growth.  

Higher incomes are rather good for human flourishing (ONS, 2015). Life satisfaction and 

happiness rise with income. The effect is strongest at lower income levels so the boost 

created by the graduate premium being much more widespread is important to the 

flourishing of a lot of people.  

When Eric Robinson (1968) set out his radical vision for the new polytechnics in 1968, he 

was unapologetic about the importance of the polytechnics to expanding decently paid 

employment opportunities through practice-based teaching and close relationships with 

employers.  

He saw the proponents of liberal education, of education for cultivation and flourishing if you 

like, as representing an elite social class view based on middle class children not needing 

help with getting good jobs because their class position would be enough. They could 

therefore indulge in a liberal education but, more corrosively, could justify their privilege by 

portraying this as the best type of education and the most demanding of intellectual ability. 

Beyond dichotomies 
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This has changed as all universities are now more aware of the importance of graduate 

employability, but it still persists with the continuing divide between vocational and academic 

education and how they are valued, funded and delivered. At the root of this problem are 

dichotomies: vocational and academic, Russell group and post-92 universities, and 

employment and human flourishing.  

This last dichotomy – that there is a choice between education for employment and 

education for human flourishing – is one that I do not accept. For almost all of us a good job 

is fundamental to flourishing. To argue that universities should not fundamentally be about 

good jobs for their graduates is to argue that the university should exist aloof from the 

concerns and interests of their students and to be disengaged from what employers say they 

need: relevance, skills and universities that connect with them. 

My argument is instead based on the engaged university, the principle that a university – 

especially a university like Middlesex given our history – is an engaged part of our economy, 

society and culture, and not standing apart.  

Universities also have no special claim to be separate as places where research and 

learning occur; these happen in many organisations and contexts. As Raymond Williams 

(2001) saw back in the early 1950s, people swim in a sea of information, and this is far more 

the case now than then. The rise of the information society means universities are no longer 

islands of information but part of this sea, and increasingly challenged to justify their special 

status in it, such as the power to accredit learning. 

The question is how information is used, for what interests? That’s where many universities 

make their claim: they put information to use for particular purposes as knowledge, whether 

through research or teaching. The internet has broken the model of knowledge as contained 

in controlled environments like schools and colleges but, just like the printing press before, it 

has come to be about mass advertising.  

Perhaps the definition of a university is rather knowledge without mass advertising, 

knowledge that is not about persuasion but empowerment.  

The same, of course, could be said about the BBC, public libraries, galleries and museums, 

and universities have much in common with these institutions. They are often about taking 

us from the familiar to the unfamiliar, stepping out of our own daily existence and comfort 

zones. This can be an empowering experience but surely only if that experience leads to 

change, to making a difference.  
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There are more dichotomies to tackle here: between thought and action, and between 

private and public.  

If we start with thought and action, the philosopher John Macmurray (1961) reasoned that 

action is prior to knowledge, that there cannot be knowledge without action (although there 

can be action without knowledge, it’s just not intentional). Education, Macmurray argued, is 

about making action both purposeful and right, about choosing what is right or wrong for an 

intended outcome.  

He also takes on the dichotomy between private and public, or individual and social. He 

argued that when we act we act in relationship to others, not in isolation. This cannot be 

avoided so needs to be recognised in the same terms of what is purposeful and right. There 

is no purposeful and right for any one of us alone. 

Comprehensive higher education 

These notions of purposeful action, of doing what is right, and doing that in relationship with 

others, captures the essence of professional formation: educating students to be successful 

professionals based on competence and standards and an orientation to their users, or 

relationship-based practice. This is what we do at Middlesex: we educate for professional 

careers. It started in 1878 with our first founding institution, St Katherine’s College, training 

teachers.  

Now, as a comprehensive university, we are not about graduating our students as elites, 

although some of them become just that. Nearly everyone can benefit from higher education 

and, by being comprehensive, higher education can educate students from a diversity of 

backgrounds so the professions come to reflect the diversity of the people they serve. There 

is a long way to go with this aspiration but great professional education with diversity is how 

to get there. That’s again what we do at Middlesex. 

But this is not true of much of the sector, and particularly not true of the parts of the sector 

most often defending a liberal education, the most selective institutions. I recently heard the 

Vice-Chancellor of Oxford University, Louise Richardson, on the BBC’s Desert Island Discs 

make the now familiar elite argument that the problem with lack of diversity at Oxford is not 

the university’s hyper-selectivity but schools. If only schools were doing a better job, social 

class and ethnic background would not be holding back all those young people who could 

otherwise get a place at Oxford.  

This is partly true but very selective universities are implicated in this inequality. We still see 

today strong social class patterns in outcomes, with the likelihood of having good careers 
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shaped by family background, type of school attended and type of university attended, all 

having separate but cumulative effects (Savage, 2015). 

There is nothing natural or intrinsic about the basis for this selection. We create a certain 

type of education and certain types of assessment and then decide who is smart enough to 

benefit.  

We don’t work on the basis that the ability to benefit from higher education is innate and 

widely distributed, and it is the job of teaching to realise this by teaching in a way that 

recognises how some people find it harder to learn than others, but almost everyone can get 

there. In fact, a very good way to learn is peer-to-peer so that those who learn faster are 

helping those who learn slower, but such mixed ability classes are fairly rare in our selective 

higher education sector. 

The type of education is important because, following Bourdieu, education is cultural capital. 

Bourdieu argued that the powerful construct education as a way of maintaining their elite 

status and disproportionate claim on resources. Hence education is about finders, and the 

measurement of smartness is the ability to find things out and communicate that well. What 

though if higher education is about makers? 

Richard Sennett (2009) argues in his book The Craftsman that ‘making is thinking’. He 

explores how the work of the hand informs the work of the mind. This is very interesting for a 

Vice-Chancellor looking for what is special about his students. I’m interested in our students 

being makers and not just finders, whether making products, artworks, services or policies. 

Graduates who can actually do things. 

Sennett sees in craft and craftsmanship the development of critical thinking, imagination, the 

ability to play, a source of pride and self-respect, and even validation of our existence. In 

other words, flourishing. He focuses on skills development, which comes with practice and 

repetition.  

There is far too little practice and repetition on many university courses because of too much 

concern with content and detail. The conventional education model is learn something and 

then move on to something else. A concern with content over skill. A view of the lecturer as 

sage on the stage rather than coach on the side. 

Design thinking 
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For Sennett, the artist, computer programmer and surgeon are all engaged in the same kind 

of activity. He calls this craftsmanship, but another framing that I think works better for 

institutions that are about creating a better tomorrow is design thinking. 

This is a term that has come, like Sennett with craftsmen, from looking at how designers 

work.  

The fundamental insight is that design thinking is about making things better, improving life 

and increasing happiness. It is a term traceable back to Herbert Simon’s (1969) book The 

Sciences of the Artificial. It is about how designers think: practical, creative problem solving 

that explores alternative solutions for a better future design of products, artworks, services or 

policies. It is iterative, experimental, user led and, in contrast to the scientific method and its 

variants, context-dependent.  

In other words this is about the real world, not controlling for context but factoring context 

into solutions; not referencing some context-free notion of academic discipline but 

embedded in the practice settings that provide the experiences that generate the kinds of 

knowledge needed to contribute new developments in professional practice.  

This is not an anti-disciplinary argument but post-disciplinary and post-secondary. Schools 

need to teach discipline knowledge but, as we are now seeing in Finland, which is widely 

recognised as an education leader, schools need to start to introduce students to learning 

about phenomena and not just disciplines, about what happens and how it happens, 

referenced to actual phenomena in the world, and applying knowledge and skill to actually 

acting on those phenomena.  

At University level it is problem solving that should be the focus, and in those institutions with 

a commitment to professional practice it is design thinking that offers a paradigm for bridging 

university and workplace settings perhaps more appropriately than conventional research 

practice. Design thinking needs a breadth of knowledge and experience from various 

disciplines, so it is well suited to post-secondary education. 

Conclusion: education for livelihoods 

Our students are graduating into professional careers but also to livelihoods, activities that 

will sustain their lives. I have argued that our students should be diverse, and that they 

should be design thinkers and makers, but above all they should have a means of living.  
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Education for livelihood seems to me a better aim that education for flourishing, though the 

two are closely linked. This is especially the case if we understand livelihood in the way it is 

used in cultural studies, especially by Raymond Williams, as I mentioned at the start. 

So to end, if we see a Middlesex education as about professional formation leading to a 

livelihood in its cultural sense, it becomes an ethical task. This is because livelihood defined 

this way is about sustaining a means of living by not exploiting resources as raw material to 

be used up, whether people or the environment, but improving the lives of ourselves and 

others, and improving the environment for this and future generations. Our graduates 

become agents of change for a sustainable planet. 

This is not an agenda for uncritical education. Cultivating critical skills, which is central to 

craft and education, is best done by interacting with others, especially others we might not 

normally encounter, interacting with difference.  

Our diversity at Middlesex is a learning environment that can cultivate critical skills, that 

recognises how different identities bring different perspectives and heuristics, and how 

diverse perspectives and heuristics are toolboxes for creativity and problem-solving.  

That means we have a university here in Middlesex that has a very important mission in the 

world: not a research university, not a teaching university, but a university that uses research 

wherever it’s done, that teaches in whatever ways are best for our students’ future careers, 

but is fundamentally a university that is designing a better and more sustainable future. 
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