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Robert Burgess 

Doctor of Civil Law 

Durham Cathedral, 29 June 2016 

 

Bob Burgess arrived as a student in Durham in 1965, the first member of his family 

to go to university, a long way from Somerset where he grew up.  He joined the 

College of the Venerable Bede, then an independent college within the University, 

fulfilling its founding purpose, to produce Christian-minded school masters.  Next 

door, 200 metres away, was an equally prestigious college dedicated to St Hild, 

training Christian-minded school mistresses. By the 1960s, the high hedge between 

the colleges that had segregated earlier generations had been trimmed enough to 

permit Bob to meet Hilary Joyce, his fellow student and future wife.  

 

Bob stayed in Durham for six years, following his Teachers' Certificate with a BA in 

Sociology, the founding pillars for his future academic career in the Sociology of 

Education.  Among the teaching staff at that time was John Rex, a leading figure in 

British sociology, an inspirational teacher who founded Durham’s Sociology 

Department, and a key influence on Bob’s early career. 

 

After graduating, Bob spent a year teaching at a church school in Tunbridge Wells.  

No doubt, having been trained in Durham’s thoroughbred stable, Bob was a good 

teacher, but Bob was sought out by his former head of department, then busy 

founding a second new Sociology Department at Warwick.  Professor Rex offered 

his former student a PhD studentship, which Bob accepted, and subsequently a 

lectureship, which he also accepted.  Such methods of recruitment might not 

conform to today’s equal opportunity expectations, but they were obviously effective.  

This was 1974, a blessed year for Bob, when he also married Hilary. 

 

Bob flourished at Warwick becoming a Professor of Sociology, Head of Department, 

President of the British Sociological Association, Chair of Warwick’s Faculty of Social 

Studies, Chair of the Graduate School, and Senior Pro-Vice-Chancellor.   Bob was 

also Director of an internationally acknowledged research centre working on 

educational policy and practice. 
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Bob has an abundance of publications in the Sociology of Education, but his writing 

offers an important lesson for any ambitious academic.  To raise your citation score 

write a definitive text on research methods in your discipline.  You can see for 

yourselves: google Durham PhD theses, and count the references to R.Burgess In 

the Field: An Introduction to Field Research (1984).  

 

At Warwick, Bob began to champion at a national level the importance of 

postgraduate education, establishing the UK Council for Graduate Education.  It bore 

fruit across the country, first in the various manifestations of graduate schools and 

more recently in the shift towards doctoral training centres.  This advocacy typified 

Bob’s combination of scholarly standing, leadership and a vision that is national 

rather than parochial.  

 

It is rumoured that when Bob was appointed Vice-Chancellor at Leicester University, 

he said to the appointing committee that he intended to steer the ship of the 

University from the bridge.  Myth or not, it led to his first nickname at Leicester: 

‘Captain Bob’.  What made the nickname stick was a style of leadership that valued 

the team working for him.  Not only was he a credible leader of the University’s 

academic staff, he valued and encouraged the contribution of his professional 

support staff, as I know personally. 

 

Leicester was the last of the red-brick universities and reflected the qualities of that 

era, but in many ways it had been eclipsed by the 60s generation of plate-glass 

universities like York and Warwick. Bob felt that the quality of Leicester University 

was not reflected in its reputation.  Improvement was needed, but there was no place 

for modesty.  He knew how to make the most of opportunities to promote the 

university, for example, in league table performance, and most notably in the 

discovery of the body of King Richard III. 

 

Bob’s vision was that a University should be both ambitious and inclusive.  Leicester 

University exemplifies inclusivity, and earned the tag "Elite without being elitist", a 

phrase used by the judges when it was named 2008 THE University of the Year.   

Bob was also very attentive to the importance of the University’s physical 

environment.  A £300 million ‘Vision for the Future’ initiated the development of a 
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new library, new teaching and research facilities, an award-winning student union 

building, new residential accommodation, improved sports facilities and two 

swimming pools. Throughout his time at Leicester, some part of the campus was a 

construction site, and Bob was regularly photographed in hard hat and ‘high vis’ 

jacket. Thus his second nickname: Bob the Builder. 

 

Soon after his appointment as Vice-Chancellor at Leicester, Bob started to become a 

major player in higher education nationally.  He was elected to the Academy of the 

Social Sciences, became chair of the UCAS board and the Higher Education 

Academy, and served on the British Library Board.   He led a national response to 

Michael Gove's Education White Paper, defending the role of universities in teacher 

education.  Beyond retirement, he continues to chair a national group on recording 

student achievement which promotes Grade Point Averages and the HEAR as 

alternatives or supplements to Degree Classification.   

 

Bob was knighted in 2010 for services to Higher Education.   

 

His emotional attachment to Durham showed in his valediction to me when I moved 

from Leicester to Durham.  He asked me to look after Durham’s alumni.  In 

presenting an account of Bob’s achievements, I hope I have fulfilled that last 

instruction, at least with regard to one alumnus. 

 

Chancellor, I present Robert Burgess to receive the degree of Doctor of Civil Law 

honoris causa. 
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