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Middlesex University Annual Careers Conference for Teachers and 
Advisors, 8 February 2017 
 
Welcome speech by Professor Tim Blackman 
 
I am delighted to welcome you all to our Annual Careers Conference here at 
Middlesex University.   
 
You may not know a lot about Middlesex. We’re named after the old county of 
Middlesex, now of course part of Greater London.The county itself was named after 
the ancient tribal lands of the Middle Saxons. Hence the Saxon crown and seaxes on 
our shield. Today, Middlesex lives on in our name and that of the cricket club, current 
county champions. 
 
We are very much a London institution as well as a global university. We trace our 
origins back to St Katherine’s College in Tottenham, opened in 1878 to train 
teachers. Two other founding institutions were the Ediswan Institute in Enfield, set up 
by Joseph Swan, inventor of the electric light bulb, and Hornsey College of Art, 
Britain’s most iconic art and design school, now part of our Faculty of Arts and 
Creative Industries. 
 
So teaching excellence, industrial and business innovation, and the creative arts are 
all very much in our DNA. 
 
But today is about you. You have an important and difficult job to do, and I hope 
today will help you do it even better.  
 
It’s a difficult job because not only does the qualifications landscape keep changing 
but the employment landscape keeps changing as well.  
 
We’re seeing reforms across vocational and academic routes through education, 
degree apprenticeships, new intermediate level technical qualifications and, in higher 
education, increasing expectations that students understand - and even base their 
choices on - the earnings premium associated with different degree courses. 
 
And Universities will soon be badged bronze, silver or gold according to levels of 
excellence of their teaching. 
 
In the jobs market we’re seeing predictions that many occupations will not exist in 
ten or twenty years time as they’re replaced by machines and algorithms, although 
we will need people who can programme machines and write computer algorithms.  
 
In fact, the American venture capitalist Marc Andreessen predicts a future where 
there’s two types of people: people who tell computers what to do, and people who 
are told what to do by computers! 
 
We’re also seeing new jobs and new occupations. Many of our sports degree 
graduates at Middlesex go on to become sports analysts, a job that hardly existed 
ten years ago.  
 
We train aviation pilots at Middlesex but it’s not just planes that we now need pilots 
for, it’s drones as well. 
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So this morning I’m going to focus on three things in these opening comments. 
 
Firstly, the importance of great careers advice for people of all ages to navigate 
these complex landscapes of qualifications and jobs. 
 
Secondly, the importance of partnerships between employers, education and training 
providers, and careers advisors. 
 
And thirdly, since we are in a university, why higher education is still a good bet for a 
good job. 
 
Turning to careers advice first. We’re going to see sharper differentiation from age 
16 between academic and vocational education routes, with the latter increasingly 
linked to apprenticeships.  
 
And apprenticeships now include degree apprenticeships, not an alternative to 
higher education but an alternative route through higher education. 
 
At Middlesex, we do have some concerns about these changes. Our teaching and 
learning model here is that academic programmes are practice-based and vocational 
programmes include academic content.  
 
We see this as about emphasis rather than separation, and we think that’s important. 
 
Take the immensely successful German apprenticeship model for instance. One of 
the features of German economic success, especially its high levels of productivity 
growth, is apprenticeships that train workers not only in skills but also to think more 
widely.  
 
The reason: Germany wants its workers to contribute to innovation and improvement 
from the bottom up, and for that they need to see and understand the bigger picture. 
 
We also know that an Achilles heel of apprenticeships in this country has been 
progression.  
 
But progression is not always linear. Many who top up to degrees from vocational 
qualifications change subject. And many with degrees take a vocational qualification 
subsequently in a different area and at a lower level. 
 
Course design and careers advice needs to cater for this flexibility, which is 
something we take very seriously at Middlesex.    
 
Of course a big part of your roles is understanding a student’s potential. Some big 
employers are now putting even more emphasis on that than formal qualifications, 
using their own assessment methods to understand potential. 
 
We know, for example, that many employers value graduate applicants having been 
involved in co-curricular activities like volunteering, sport, and running clubs and 
societies.  
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We know too that work experience has a significant effect on the chance of success 
in that first job interview. 
 
We are also getting an increasingly better understanding of the importance of 
diversity.  
 
At universities like Middlesex with such diverse student intakes we have a really 
important role in helping employers meet their diversity targets. 
 
But we also know that diversity can help companies make better decisions: diverse 
teams can be more effective at making decisions because they explore more angles, 
use multiple perspectives and bring together different understandings of an issue. 
 
Part of how we empower our students here is to give them the tools and 
opportunities to chart their own path to success.  
 
That approach is reflected in how our Education Liaison and Outreach Team, who 
have organised this conference today, developed our ‘Make Your Mark’ campaign to 
help young people explore their journey into higher education and beyond in a self-
empowered way. They’re in control. 
 
You will be hearing more today about ‘Make Your Mark’ and how this tool is 
supporting young people to chart their futures in this way. 
 
Turning to partnerships, the Government and the Skills Minister are committed to 
employers being in the driving seat when it comes to meeting skills needs. Nowhere 
is that clearer than in developing apprenticeship standards, and we welcome these 
at Middlesex.  
 
Later today, David Williams, our Director of Global Corporate Engagement, will talk 
in particular about degree apprenticeships. 
 
But employers also need help. That’s why at Middlesex we’ve been in the vanguard 
of helping the NHS for example to develop new workforce roles as well as innovative 
routes to qualification.  
 
Employers do not necessarily know what their future needs will be as technology 
changes.  
 
So what we do at Middlesex is future proof our graduates by making sure that as 
well as learning current knowledge in their field they learn how to learn, and that’s a 
lifelong skill. 
 
Partnership is also important across the education and skills system – between 
universities, colleges and schools - to raise aspirations and improve attainment. Our 
outreach programmes and support aim at just that and we would like you to help us 
do it even better. 
 
Finally, let me turn to the value of higher education. We at Middlesex regret the fact 
that fees are so high because Governments over the years have withdrawn public 
spending support to universities from the general taxpayer.  
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Much of the benefit of university graduates is to society as a whole – as higher 
productivity and economic growth, and as citizens who are happier and healthier, 
and get involved as volunteers and in public life.  
 
Economic analyses suggest that about half the overall benefit of graduates is to 
wider society, so a 50% contribution from the taxpayer seems fair. Sadly, we’re now 
far short of that. 
 
So the cost of higher education is falling on the students themselves as high fees - 
although with progressive, income contingent loans that spread the cost over a 
working life time, during which many will not have to pay back the full loan. 
 
The good news is that this is still a very good investment. There is still high demand 
for graduates: by 2022 there will be 2 million additional jobs needing higher level 
skills. 
 
The unemployment rate for graduates at just 3% is less than half that of non-
graduates. 
 
The vast majority of employers report that graduates are well prepared for the 
workplace.  
 
Student satisfaction levels are high. 
 
And two-thirds of graduate entrepreneurs got their ideas from their time at university. 
 
While it’s true that a degree course may not be right for everyone, with the right 
support almost everyone can succeed if they put in the work and get great teaching. 
 
So at Middlesex we’ve developed state of the art foundation years that prepare less 
confident students for degree study. 
 
While at the other end we’ve a growing suite of Masters courses that enable 
students to specialise often in a specific occupational area, building on their 
undergraduate study.  
 
To sum up then, today is very much about working together, exchanging information 
and ideas. We’ve got things to share to with you and we very much hope that you’ll 
share your experiences and ideas with us. 
 
Have a great day and thank you for coming to Middlesex. 
 
 


