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Inauguration Speech, 6 September 2007 

I feel enormously privileged in being given the opportunity to lead Oxford Brookes University on to the next, exciting stage in its development.  The University attracts staff and students alike because of its outstanding reputation for teaching, its student centred approach to learning, its research, its record of graduate employment and wider public engagement.  
Another, central, reason for its success is in its adherence to a set of values which place it in the vanguard in an age when universities are being asked not only to respond to the need to produce high quality research and well-educated, flexible graduates, but to have regard for the wider consequences of progress and development.  Brookes was the world’s first Fair Trade university, it is in the top 5 for its environmentalism in the People and Planet awards.  A wide range of programmes in every school demonstrate not only the harmony of research and teaching but also an engagement with issues, problems, challenges - solutions to which will shape all our futures.  To name but two: the master’s in Primate Conservation, attracts students from all over the world, offering a programme that ranges between human-wildlife conflict issues and genetics and population management; and the master’s in Development and Emergency Practice, which prepares its graduates for work in dispute and disaster situations, from earthquakes to wars.  This is what universities are for; on every level universities exist to change lives – and pretty much universally – to change those lives for the better.  

The University does not exist without its staff, the intellectual and practical engagement of individuals in their disciplines produces innovation in teaching and research.  The tone of the institution has been set by those who are committed to communicating their subject to a wider audience, to students but also to a broader public.  Oxford Brookes is an institution that has valued its staff as well as its students and will continue to do so.  
As Jon Snow has said, the University has more than two and a half thousand staff, all engaged in the delivery of a high quality student experience; I will continue to ensure equality of treatment and opportunity for all, to protect a work life balance and an ethos of inclusion. 
Just in case you think that all this high mindedness will produce an institution that doesn’t know how to let its hair down, I would direct your attention to the fact that the graduates of the Department of Hospitality, Leisure and Tourism call themselves the Bacchus Alumni – I am hoping for an invitation to one of their reunions – and that the Brookes restaurant features in the Observer Food Monthly awards.  The Motorsport Technology BSc gives students a chance to join the Brookes Formula Student Team – but I won’t be trying to muscle in on that one as everyone who knows me understands that the Swan Boat ride at Alton Towers is as much speed and excitement as I can stand.  
This University offers, alongside academic programmes, many additional opportunities – for volunteering, for work experience, for music and drama, developing leadership skills, running societies, for sport – our students regularly feature among the winners at Henley and 9 Brookes alumni and 2 current students raced in the rowing world championships in Munich last week. One of the differentiators which marks Brookes out is - and will continue to be - the attention paid to the whole student experience.  Brookes may only have had university title since 1992 but we are by no means a new institution.  
We are 8 years away from our 150th anniversary.  Our beginning, like many of the former polytechnics, was in a School of Art, Schools which flourished in the mid-nineteenth century to support the design of products at a time of huge industrial expansion. The great stewardship of John Henry Brookes, between 1934 and 1956, led to the expansion of the School, particularly in the areas of architecture and technology, and laid the foundations for polytechnic and then university status.  Named after a visionary educationalist, Brookes University has demonstrated a pioneering spirit and a commitment to foster educational inspiration in students from all walks of life; it is a truly student-centred institution.  

Inspiration comes from many sources, and anyone who is passionate about education is likely to have caught that passion from their own teachers.  I am delighted to say that one of my undergraduate tutors is here today; he has demonstrated over the years that most useful of academic talents, the ability to produce a testimonial at short notice – whether for a research grant, a publisher or a new job – but has always done so in the spirit in which he taught me – of encouragement, discernment and an enthusiasm for the literature which we have both been lucky enough to spend our professional lives teaching.  And I know that excellent teaching and research takes place here at Brookes; that we have outstanding provision in the arts and humanities, social science and law, health, education, technology, the built environment and business. I’m relishing the prospect of learning more about everything the University has to offer, and, as I do so, meeting my new colleagues and their students.

Confidence in our future

The fact that Brookes is such a diverse, vibrant and accomplished institution is – as I have already said - thanks to the calibre of its staff and students.  And I want, at this point, to acknowledge and pay tribute to the fine leadership that Brookes has enjoyed for the past ten years under Professor Graham Upton.

Looking at the standing Oxford Brookes enjoys locally, nationally and internationally, it is clear that I, and all my colleagues, owe a considerable debt of gratitude to my predecessor.  For every key measure we use to monitor success in higher education, we have, under Graham’s leadership, seen enormous and sustained progress. We face the future with great confidence and optimism, knowing: 
· That this is a robust organisation financially 

· That the quality of our teaching is simply outstanding  

· That our research profile is moving from strength to strength.
I think everyone involved in Brookes can take enormous pride in the fact that more and more students from Oxfordshire, the UK and overseas are seeking to study here. And there is no stronger endorsement of the quality of work that goes on than the fact that our students are our strongest ambassadors.  
We trust them to be the first point of contact for prospective students and visitors and to be our advocates once they have graduated.  We hope to see our students come back again and again for their continuing professional development as their careers progress and change.
This is an outward-looking institution and we have strong international partnerships.  From our award-winning international exchange scheme to the outstanding support we offer our many overseas students, as well as the growth of international research links and collaborative projects, it is no exaggeration to say that Brookes is a university with a global reach.  We are also, this year, extending our bursary scheme to offer some of our home students an extra grant towards the costs of travel and maintenance if they want to study in another country.  Our commitment to internationalisation will be made real in enhancing opportunities for all our staff and students.

Providing value for money
So, we are in a position of great strength, but there must be no room for complacency.  The higher education sector in the UK faces significant challenges to secure adequate funding to compete in a global education market.  Universities need many sources of income if we are to remain independent and competitive.  And despite the recent changes in the fees UK undergraduates pay, the question of higher education funding is far from settled.  But I want to resist the temptation to use this speech to stake out any position on the coming debate on the fee cap.  Instead I believe that our immediate focus should be on engaging with the new environment in which students are making a greater personal contribution to the cost of their undergraduate education. The impact of variable fees has been described as a change that turns students into customers.  Whilst I would resist any such definition we need to be clear that students will be more alert than ever to the quality of the education they receive and the quality of what we offer is the key to our continuing success.  Universities rightly argue that they have for too long been squeezed financially and the extra income from student fees does not adequately address the issues arising from decades of underinvestment.  
On top of falling funding from the government, we also have to manage a range of rising costs in our core business – including the maintenance and rebuilding of our estates, pension costs, and the need to improve the pay of our staff.  And given our vital role in the success of our economy and wider society, we have a compelling case for greater investment in higher education.  To a certain extent, however, we need to shape our own destiny, to use the funds we earn to become the kind of institution we want to be with a distinct and distinctive identity.

Brookes has, throughout its history, shown that at its core it is a student-centred institution.  In the 1980s, the university pioneered the modular degree system, providing undergraduates with maximum choice and flexibility; we still provide that choice, and study is further assisted by a range of student support mechanisms, including bursaries and awards that redress social and economic disadvantage and reward academic excellence.  And we will look to extend such provision in the future to improve an already enviable record of student support and retention by means of targeted loans and grants.

This is a confident institution and one that is already acting, as we saw in last week’s Times Higher Education Supplement as a role model for other universities.  We have every reason, at Brookes, to look forward with optimism to a future where the University is known for what it has done and will do even better.  We will work together, across disciplines, across the community and beyond, to educate our students as global citizens both academically and ethically. We will be investing a huge amount of money in the development of the campus, to provide high quality learning, research and living space but also to unlock the campus to the community. 
To conclude, I would just like to take a moment to thank those who have supported me in the past and will give me the support I need in achieving our ambitions for the University in the future. In a leaving speech made by one of my colleagues at Manchester Metropolitan University I was described as having a management style that could be summed up as: ‘Talk, listen, care, trust’.  
I was more than overwhelmed by that characterisation, not least because it came out of the mouth of a colleague who would, I thought, resist to the death the use of the words ‘management’ and ‘style’ – never mind in close proximity to each other!  Nevertheless I would be happy for those words to appear on my tombstone; I think that he captured a sense of what I like to think of as my approach in them. I like to talk, to listen to what people do and what they think and what is important to them, I care deeply about education – at all levels – and I believe that only through education do we bring about positive and lasting change; finally I trust, I trust my colleagues to share the same motivation as I have, to be inspired in their research, their teaching and their external activities and I hope very quickly to earn the trust of my new colleagues here at Brookes. I was trusted myself as a Head of Department and as Dean and Pro Vice Chancellor, by Dame Sandra Burslem, also here today, one of many enabling presences in my life and an outstanding leader in higher education.  This won’t turn into an Oscar speech but without my friends and my family I would not be here.  Their confidence in me and their support – and, of course, their healthy scepticism – keeps me afloat and, dare I say, even buoyant.

I hope that I haven’t disappointed anyone here today by not laying out a ‘vision’; what I have tried to do is to celebrate the University and its achievements whilst also talking about the values we share.  When we arrive at an articulation of a vision for 2015 and beyond it will be one that expresses the aspirations and ambitions of the whole staff and student community of the University – which we will reach together. 

I am proud to stand here today as the Vice-Chancellor of Oxford Brookes. From the start, and throughout our history, we have worked in partnership with individuals, businesses, our neighbours, with schools, colleges and other higher education institutions, with the City and the County, and the government. On behalf of everyone at Brookes – staff, students, alumni – I would like to say that we are enormously grateful for all the support we have received in the past and I look forward, with great relish, to working with you in partnerships old and new. We all, collectively, have a huge responsibility: to prepare the next generation to face the challenges of a complex future.





















