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Welcome to the annual teaching and learning conference and a special welcome to our two 
distinguished keynote speakers, Professor Margaret Price and our very own Professor Paul 
Haywood. Thank you for giving us your time today, and thank you to Jacqui Boddington and 
her colleagues for making the day happen.  
 
This is day seven in my role as the new VC of Middlesex and I have my first Executive 
meeting to go to shortly so unfortunately I’m not going to be able to stay. But I wanted to 
come along at the start to emphasise how important these events are to sharing insights into 
what works and above all to spreading good ideas. 
 
There is one priority for me in this job: students first. We need to know our students and 
ensure they succeed. We need to challenge our costs where they are not adding value for 
students and we need to grow our income so we can invest in 21st century teaching.  
 
We will need to change how we work. We will be challenged on this by government agendas 
– degree apprenticeships and two year programmes for example – and we will be under 
increasing scrutiny to demonstrate the quality of our teaching – there will be a national 
Teaching Excellence Framework and more focus in quality assurance on standards and 
outcomes, especially graduate employment. 
 
So I am very keen to meet our exceptional leaders of teaching excellence at Middlesex. 
Many are here today and I want you to get out there! Why not have our best teaching 
academics recognised by membership of our own teaching academy, inspiring others for 
instance by being ‘open door’ teachers inviting colleagues to drop in on their classes to see 
how it’s done by someone at the top of their game? 
 
Ambition to succeed 
 
We are an ambitious university. We need to set ourselves ambitious targets for student 
satisfaction, for retention and for graduate employment. Every student who wants to learn 
matters, so our challenge is how we can have the best teaching in the sector that enables 
students, with a range of prior attainments, to succeed.  
 
In fact, one of the things I’d really like you to think about is how we can use that mix of 
attainment and backgrounds as an asset in our pedagogy, a signature pedagogy for 
Middlesex. For example, we know from the evidence that peer to peer learning is very 
effective, and variation across students who pick things up quickly and those who need a bit 



more explaining enables this to happen.  
 
Our pillars are to be creative, enterprising and global. That signature pedagogy should also 
be about creative and collaborative graduates, the future’s innovators, with an international 
outlook and a mission to make tomorrow better. ‘Made in Middlesex’ should be about a 
distinctive mix of competencies and values. 
 
We also know that our ambition for the University must mean ambition for our students, both 
their academic and personal development. Students should not just think they’re a 2:2 
student – if they’re getting marks in the 2:2 range we need to work with them so they aim for 
2:1 grades. And the 2:1 student should have the ambition to get a 1st.  
 
We need to see something in all our students that they don’t see in themselves. And we 
need to do that by students learning together and not learning apart.  
 
That ambition needs to extend to our own personal performance and I’ll be giving attention 
over the next few months to what our performance expectations should be, for teaching and 
for research. I’d like to see a clear statement of the Middlesex expectations for academic 
performance as a way of supporting careers, with our students involved in shaping these, 
rewarding excellence and confronting poor performance because that means a poor deal for 
our students. 
 
In fact, we need to rediscover some of our polytechnic roots because there is much that’s 
important there.  
 
Innovation and ‘what works’ 
 
I’ve been reading Eric Robinson’s excellent 1968 book The New Polytechnics. He criticises 
the academic focus of the old universities on discovery rather than creativity. He writes: 
 

‘The idea that original academic work consists of the discovery of what is there, 
rather than the creation of ideas to explain experience and of devices to improve it, 
goes far to explain, for example, the lack of attention and recognition which the 
academic world has given to writing (as distinct from criticism), to engineering design 
(as distinct from analysis), to the promotion of health (as distinct from the curing of 
disease), to legislation (as distinct from the interpretation of the law), to the visual arts 
and to music. A thesis which purports to state what actually happened to a business 
venture will, in principle, more readily obtain academic recognition than a plan to 
determine what ought to be done with the next one.’ 

 
Things have moved on since 1968, although I also read this passage as a warning about too 
great an embrace of constructivist teaching approaches – most students, certainly in their 
early stages of higher education, still need a lot of guided learning, worked examples, 
reinforcement and opportunities to practice. 
 
The other thing about Robinson’s quote is that it’s about research as well as teaching, and 
there’s much thinking we need to do about research too. While we need to be excellent at 
teaching across the board, we should be more selective and strategic with where we’re 
developing our strongest research. Research is a collective national and indeed international 
enterprise, and where we’re not strong in research we can share the work of universities that 
are strong in those subjects, just as they will share our strongest research. 
 
But essentially Robinson’s comments are about innovation. Innovation is what should drive 
us as an organisation and as a learning community.  
 



This is about always thinking in terms of the adjacent possible. If we get progression to 85% 
why shouldn’t we be able to get it to 88% and then 90%? This is about doing things 
differently, and I’ve heard some great examples of that, such as the competency-based 
assessment being used in very interesting ways in the School of Science and Technology, 
with some striking effects on engagement and retention.  
 
So today is about what works – we know quick and useful feedback works in terms of 
student satisfaction. But this is also about how we frame the issue, assessment for learning 
and not just assessment of learning. 
 
So, it’s my great pleasure now to introduce the first of your two keynote speakers, Margaret 
Price, Professor of Teaching & Learning at Oxford Brookes. 
 
 


