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This year, I am dispensing with the usual President’s
View and instead using this space to inform the
membership about our (or should I say their) organisa-

tion. In this first article, I am looking at how the organisation
works at Regional level.

At Conference in April 2002, the delegates voted to change
the name of OUSA’s regional committee from the Branch
Co-ordinating Committee (BCC) to Regional Forum. However,
this was more than just a change of name, it was a change of
identity because the BCCs did more than co-ordinate the

Branches. In addition, students in Northern and Southern
Europe and Eire will also have their own Regional Forum.

So what does a Regional Forum do?
In addition to providing support and information to local

Branches, the Regional Forum provides a network of support
to the students from within the Region and, in Regions where
there is a Residential School, to students from all other
Regions. It also provides training for the branch officers to
enable them to carry out their duties effectively.

How does the Regional Forum do it?
Each Branch is entitled to send at least one delegate to the

Forum, the exact number of delegates being determined by
the student numbers in the local branch. 

Each Regional Forum has four elected officers: a Chair,
Secretary, Treasurer and a Communications Officer. These
are elected at the AGM from amongst the branch delegates.
Most Forums meet four or five times a year but they also have
a FirstClass conference to carry on the work throughout
the year. There are also two sub-committees to assist
with the various functions of the Forum. These are the
Management Sub-committee and the Marketing and
Information Sub-committee.

The Executive Committee member for the geographical
Region is an ex-officio member of the Regional Forum. It is
their job to act as the liaison between the Executive
Committee and the Region.

A variety of other posts help the Regional Forum to carry
out its function. These are the Student Support Link (SSL),
Student Academic Links (SALs), Disabled Students Link
(DSL), Marketing and Information Co-ordinator (MIC),

Residential School Co-ordinator and the Residential School
Marketing Co-ordinator.

If any Branch delegate is elected to one of the officer or
other posts then that Branch is entitled to send another
delegate to the Regional Forum.

Part of the remit of the Forum is the production of the
Regional Newsletter, which is sent to every student in the
Region and will have contact details of the various post
holders. However, in this edition of OU Studentwe are giving
you some more detailed information about some of these
posts and the contact details of the SSLs. 

Part of the Forum’s role is to elect students to the
University’s Regional Committee. Any student from the
Region is entitled to seek election to this committee but only
members of the Forum are entitled to vote.

As I said at the beginning of the article, Regional Forums
have been extended to Northern and Southern Europe and
Eire. However, because of the distances involved (we do not
expect branch officers to commit to being away from home
for three days, four times a year) these Regional Forums will
meet virtually and it is anticipated that their AGM will take
place at Conference. However, this year we will be holding
special elections so that the Forums can be set up before
Conference next year

It is hoped that this change of identity, together with a
change in focus that concentrates on supporting OUSA
activists at Branch level, will help the Students’ Association
to go from strength to strength.

Alison Ryan
President, OUSA

What is a Regional Forum
and what does it do for you?

Alison Ryan

Students in Forum
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I am Student Support Link for Yorkshire. I started
studying with the OU in 1999 as a way of keeping
my brain active after having to stop work a few
years earlier due to a hand problem that had started
to cause a lot of pain. I decided to attempt  a degree
in maths and so far have completed three courses
with passes and have now embarked on MA290
History of mathematics.

When the role of SSL came up at the 2001 Annual
General Meeting in Yorkshire, I decided I would put
myself forward. I’ve since learned a lot about what’s
expected of me at the training weekend and used
that newly-found knowledge to start promoting the
role with a visit to my regional office to meet staff
members and inform them about our existence. I
have had great success in my first year as SSL with
more students making contact than in the previous
two years put together. I like to believe that I’ve
made a difference to those OUSA members. 

I see the role of the Student Support Link as the
front desk of the help chain for those students who
have a problem but do not know how to get help or
just need someone to talk to or complain to, whether
officially or not. It’s often just enough to point people
in the right direction and
they are always pleased
to talk to someone off
the record. Confident-
iality is the key to this
job, as students need to
know that their thoughts
and feelings will go no
further. 

My name is Cheryl Read. I am a
single mum with three boys, ages
ranging from three to seven years,
work part-time and am soon due to
start the third year of my science
degree. With such a combination of
variables, I feel quite qualified to
help with most problems life can
throw at the OU student!
Being a typical Aquarian and
believing very much in the motto ‘a
problem shared is a problem halved’
I always have a shoulder for someone
to sob on, or an ear to bend!

If I am asked something that I can’t
answer myself I will persevere until I
can find someone who can.

I am the Student Support Link for Scotland.
I have studied with the Open University for
a number of years and have already
completed my OU Honours in humanities.
However, I have decided to continue my
studies with the Open University
and am now studying D214
The United States in the
twentieth century.

Quite early on in my Open
University career, I was intro-
duced to our local branch of
OUSA in Glasgow and became
actively involved in the Students
Association, both at branch and
regional level. 

The friends I made, and the

support I gained from other students during
my years of study, have enriched my life.
Many students in Scotland are struggling,
through no fault of their own, either with the
system or with personal, unforeseen

circumstances, which are
affecting their study. I hope that
my knowledge and experience
can be of use to them. But they
and you need to know that there
are folk willing to help!

If you feel I can help in any
way or you just need to talk
something over please feel
free to contact me. Everything
will be completely confid-
ential.

I got involved with OUSA in 1999 and in
that year served as branch secretary of the
Wrexham (North Wales) branch. In 2000 I
was duly elected to look after students
across Wales in the role of Student Support
Link. I am pleased to assume this valuable
role and intend to continue for a while to
come.  

I work for the National Council for
Education and Training for Wales as an
Economic Research Analyst.  I am also a

union representative for the Public and
Commercial Services Union, representing
members at a local and national level.
Helping others is something that I have had
union training to do and my years of study
with the OU have taught me all the ins and
outs of the organisation. No problem is too
small or too big; I will listen to anyone!  

If you ever need help or advice and you
are a student in Wales don’t hesitate to
contact me. Best wishes with your studies.

They are OUSA volunteers who make them-
selves available to lend assistance and
support, provide information, talk over options
and help fellow students overcome difficulties
that are affecting their ability to study. 

With one based in every Region, they
provide a listening ear, are approachable and
friendly and just a phone call away for
students in need of some informal advice or
direction. A resolution at OUSA Conference
2002 called for the highlighting of the
important role that they play and a more
effective means of ensuring that all OUSA
members were aware of their existence.

To this end, this page features contact
details together with some profiles of these
important role holders.

Who are Student Support Links?
in London

John Lipscomb
020 8286 4573 (evenings)
e-mail: johnlipscomb@blueyonder.co.uk

in the South West
Paula Barnes        
01452 750416 

in the West Midlands
Felicity Lloyd        
02476 274808
e-mail: FelicitySSLwmids@aol.com

in the East Midlands
Peter Carter          
0115 9528713
e-mail: CARTER.CARTER@NTLWORLD 

in the East of England
Bill Willows 
01954 200521  

in Yorkshire
Adrian Davies         
01274 305394
e-mail: adrian-davies34@hotmail.com    

in the North West
Barbara Wilson      
01942 731391 (evenings) 

in the North
Jacqui Richardson  
01833 627272
e-mail: jacqui@btinternet.com

in Scotland
Isobel McLaren   
0141 772 5863
e-mail: isomclaren@ntlworld.com

in Northern Ireland
Jayne McAfee
02870 340587 (evenings)
e-mail: McAfeej@col.avxeur.com

in the South East
Cheryl Read               
01634 260422
e-mail: cheryl.read@btinternet.com

in the South
Sandie Bartlett
01908 365271

Adrian Davies Julie Owens Cheryl Read

Isobel McLaren

RReecceennttllyy eelleecctteedd ttoo tthhiiss
ppoosstt iiss SSuuee AAlllleenn wwhhoo ggiivveess
hheerr tthhoouugghhttss oonn tthhee rroollee
bbeellooww..

When I was elected as
the Executive Committee
Member for the Student
Academic Links, I knew
that this would be a
challenging year. If, by the
end of it, I can leave each
Region and Sub-Region
with the vast majority of
their SAL posts filled, and
if there are clearly defined
operating procedures and
an efficient communi-
cation network, I will feel
that I have achieved only
part of my role.

My aim is to make
Student Academic Links
clearly visible to OUSA

members and I will work
towards raising the profile
of this new, but in-
creasingly necessary role.
SALs, together with the
SSLs, are the grassroot
eyes and ears of the
Association and provide
the link that ensures OUSA
is responsive to the diverse
and changing needs of
students.

The post is not an easy
one; SALs need to make
themselves known not only
to their Regional Forum
and local Branches but also
to the Open University
Regional Offices. They
need to be proactive in
seeking the views of
students and sharing those
views with  their fellow
role holders. My role is to

collate those views and to
ensure that the Executive
Committee is kept
informed. Details of
Student Academic Links in
your Region are available
on regional websites or
from the OUSA Office by
calling the usual number.

OOUUSSAA’’ss SSttuuddeenntt AAccaaddeemmiicc LLiinnkkss wweerree ccrreeaatteedd ttoo aacctt aass aa ccoouunntteerrppaarrtt
ttoo tthhee SSttuuddeenntt SSuuppppoorrtt LLiinnkkss,, ddeeaalliinngg wwiitthh ssttuuddeenntt pprroobblleemmss ooff aann
aaccaaddeemmiicc nnaattuurree.. SSttuuddeennttss rraaiissee qquueessttiioonnss aabboouutt iitteemmss ssuucchh aass tthhee
qquuaalliittyy ooff tthheeiirr ccoouurrsseess,, tthhee bbrreeaaddtthh ooff tthhee ccuurrrriiccuulluumm oorr tthhee rreeqquuiirree--
mmeennttss ffoorr aacchhiieevviinngg ssppeecciiffiicc aawwaarrddss.. TThheerree iiss aa ppoosstt ffoorr oonnee SSttuuddeenntt
AAccaaddeemmiicc LLiinnkk ppeerr ffaaccuullttyy iinn eeaacchh RReeggiioonn aanndd SSuubb--RReeggiioonn aass wweellll aass aa
ccoo––oorrddiinnaattoorr wwhhoo iiss aa mmeemmbbeerr ooff OOUUSSAA’’ss EExxeeccuuttiivvee CCoommmmiitttteeee.. 

This is my third year as an OU student. I began my studies
with DD100 Introduction to social sciencesand then went on
to ED209 Child development.

This year I am studying E242 Learning for all. I chose this
course out of personal interest and for a particular reason. My
five year old son was diagnosed with cerebral palsy when he
was two. It was a very difficult decision as to what sort of
school he should attend and in the end I chose mainstream
school. I found that there were a lot of things I didn’t
understand and so decided to study E242 to gain all the
information I need to help my son pursue his education.

As an Open University student, I feel that it is important for
the provision and quality of courses to be constantly
improving for current and future students. The only way for
this to be achieved is for student issues and concerns to be
listened to.

This is where a SAL
comes in. They provide an
informal point of contact
and can act on a student’s
behalf by passing relevant
information to key players
in the Students’Association.
These views can later
be expressed by student
representatives at Open
University boards and
committee meetings. It is
how the student voice is
heard.

I’m the Student Academic Link
for social sciences in Northern
Ireland. As an experienced student
of six years in the social sciences
faculty, I feel that I can use this to
benefit others in my Sub– Region
who are experiencing problems
with regard to any academic issues
about the courses that they are
doing.

Having been a member of
the Executive Committee within
OUSA in the recent past, I’m
very committed to encouraging
students to have their say.
If you think that I can be of help

to you with any academic concerns
please feel free to make contact. 

Seamus DuffyMMeeeett ttwwoo ooff oouurr SSttuuddeenntt AAccaaddeemmiicc LLiinnkkss

Rebecca Rosenthal

in Wales
Julie Owens
01244 816998 (evenings)
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WWrite here...rite here...
WWrite nowrite now......

Got a gripe to air, a comment to be considered, a suggestion to share? Well this is the place where you
can have your say. OUSA welcomes your letters on any issue that affects you as an Open University
student or member of the Students’ Association. Address all of your correspondence to:
Write here... Write now..., OU Student, Open University Students Association, Walton Hall, Milton
Keynes MK7 6BE. Over to you!
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I am writing in reply to an article published in the April/ 
May issue of OU Studentby Ben Durrant, expressing a
concern over the perceived threat to many technology
courses, with reference to those courses appropriate to the
MEng programme.

I would like to reiterate Ben’s concerns and to emphasise
further the importance of maintaining a focus on the choice
and quality of courses pertinent to the engineering
discipline. I would also like to express my appreciation of
OUSA participation in representing students in decisions
involving changes to the planned availability of courses. I
believe Ben’s concern is justified; at the same time I
recognise that the Faculty of Technology have an
obligation to react and change to meet current engineering
demands. 

Whilst understandable from a financial perspective, I
believe the oppression of more traditional engineering
practices in favour of web-enabled technologies is fool-
hardy in that the basic principles of engineering cannot be
replaced and are essential to the continuum and

development of society.
From a personal point of view I can say with pride that

the mathematical and electronic subjects accessible to me
through the Open University are first class, and to reduce
the opportunity to future graduates, whether in pursuit of
the MEng or BSc qualifications, is indeed a mistake.

The MEng programme is a recent development (first
offered in 1998 I think); since its introduction there has
been no communication to students registered in pursuit of
this qualification of any plans to end the MEng programme
– clarification would be appreciated.

Whilst appreciating the efforts of OUSA to date, this
is a major issue to the thousands of students pursuing
the MEng programme, and indeed the engineering
community, and as such I believe we shouldn’t wait until
the opportunity presents itself. Instead I would appreciate
any assistance OUSA can offer in confirming the desire for
instant withdrawal along with direction on how to escalate
our concerns.
Paul Johnston, by email

R eply from the Vice-President 
(Education)

This letter has been edited, due to its length, but I hope I
have captured the salient comments in Paul’s response. He
raises some interesting points, not only from an institutional
point of view, but also against the larger background in HE,
where engineering provision is slowly being eroded by lack
of demand.  

Whilst OUSA always is fundamentally opposed to any
reduction in curriculum, there were sound reasons put
forward by the Technology Faculty for the winding-down of
this award and we felt that we achieved the best deal
for students, considering the situation. The student
representative on the MEng working group is following this
current course of study and so is fully aware of all the
necessary information to be able to make informed choices.
However, it is of great concern to me that the proposed
changes have not been communicated to students and I will
be contacting the Technology Faculty to remind them of their
commitment to contact all affected students and spell out
their plans clearly to the students and any options open to
them.

Dear WDear Write here... write nowrite here... write now......

Dear ODear OU StudentU Student
With a TMA cut-off date only a month away,
I haven’t yet got the TMA assignment
materials.

I have contacted the despatch department
and have been informed that they are
awaiting delivery of these materials. 

I am on my honeymoon the week before
the TMA is due and I had planned to submit
it early in order to be able to relax and enjoy
myself. There must be others who make
careful plans around the study calendar and
who rely on the Open University to play its
part in ensuring that mailings are received on
time.

I’m going to have to cut short my
honeymoon so that I can submit on time, as
there is no question that we will get an
extension due to the late arrival of material.
Have other students been placed in this sort
of situation? 
Karen Cook, Lincs

Dear WDear Write here...rite here...
WWrite nowrite now......
I wish an alternative venue could be found
for OUSA meetings and social gatherings
other than pubs. I feel that student
organisations should be discouraging the
drinking of alcohol. As it is a deadly
drug that ruins lives and as it is known
to destroy brain cells how can it be
acceptable for people who study? 

I know that it is difficult to find other
places to hire and that costs are an
important consideration, but it shouldn’t
be impossible with a bit of thought. I would
attend OUSA events if it didn’t mean
having too turn up to a pub; I can’t be the
only one who thinks in this way.
Margaret McMichael, Glasgow

Dear ODear OU StudentU Student
Has any one else experienced the degree of noise and disturbance that  I
did in the OU exam that I sat last year? I always find that in the first half-
hour of examination conditions I am attempting to calm my nerves and
focus my mind on the effort needed to complete the paper to the best of
my ability. 

Last year I was totally unnerved by the noise of invigilators taking at
least the first 20 minutes to check candidates’ identities. This is a most
important settling in time for me and it then took much longer to focus my
attention as I had become annoyed by what I thought were unfair
examination conditions. I realise that not everyone is affected in the same
way and it might seem like sour grapes even to remark on it but I am
convinced that because I was feeling so put out my final examination
score suffered. Perhaps I should have complained at the time but, when I
looked around me, no one else seemed perturbed. Maybe you were
suffering in silence too?
Sylvia Tandy, by email

P resident’s note: Late despatch of
materials sounds like the perfect
reason for an extension.

E ditor’s note: The secretary of the
OUSA Branch in Glasgow is
currently looking for alternative

suitable meeting venues. Suggestions
from OUSA members are always
welcome.

Dear ODear OUU SASA
I read Lindsay Jenkins’ letter
with great interest in OU
Student April/May. I too took
L213 Variationen: German lan-
guage and society last year and
unlike Lesley was fortunate
enough to be able to attend the
residential school in Jena. It
was hard work but both
valuable and enjoyable. 

I was however unfortunate in
that I failed the final exam. I was
especially deflated and con-

fused to have done so with 53
per cent OES. So please be
warned all you would-be lan-
guage students to read the
marking criteria very carefully.

Which brings me to my main
point. If there are any other
L213 ‘failures’ out there (and
course results published in
Sesame suggest that there
at least three dozen of us),
perhaps we could communicate
via email to our mutual
advantage. My address is:
miketee02@yahoo.co.uk   
Mike Telford, by e-mail

At the University’s Open Day in June, OUSA’s
affiliated Geological Society launched the start of a
year of celebrations to mark its 30th birthday. A
party in the Cellar Bar at Walton Hall together with
a special birthday cake was the highlight of the day.

With a current membership of over 2,000, the
Geological Society is one of OUSA’s oldest,
largest and most enduring societies. Its inception
occurred at a meeting in 1970 and affiliation to
OUSA saw the fully-fledged society up and

running in 1972.
Thousands of members have passed through its

doors over the years and the subject, together with
the society, continues to be enduringly popular. In
those 30 years, students  have taken part in field
trips, lectures, journeys overseas to sites of special
interest and very much more besides.

Open to all comers with an interest in geology,
please contact Loretta Souza at the OUSA Office if
you would like more information.

The Enabled Students
Working Group

Geology Society Rocks

At a recent meeting of the Enabled Students Working Group, under the guidance of OUSA’s Vice-President
Equal Opportunities, important decisions were taken as to how the group can progress the position of the
Association’s disabled members allowing them a strong voice within the organisation and ensuring that their
needs are attended to. 

The aim of this working group is to create the mechanism to establish within OUSA a specific unit that
informs, develops and enables OUSA to more effectively provide for and represent the interests of disabled
students. It is envisaged that this unit would have similar rights to an OUSA Branch, for example the right
to hold meetings, elect officers, submit motions to Conference and send Delegates to speak on their behalf.
Their brief would be specifically to attend to the interests of disabled students.

It is hoped that this unit might provide a model for ways in which OUSA can more effectively tackle the
under-representation of some categories of students within the organisation, thus ensuring that OUSA is
actively attending to issues of equal opportunity.

Dear WDear Write here... Write here... Write nowrite now......
I am really sorry to hear that so many people do not seem to enjoy summer school. It
has always been one of the highlights of the year for me. I even select my courses by
choosing a summer school university that I have not previously visited. 

Needless to say, my degree profile is very mixed.
Nic Griffin . 

Dear ODear OUU SASA
With regard to Wendy Sandy’s letter in a
recent issue of OU Studentconcerning
council tax reductions and the fact that
they are not available to OU students, she
has not considered how a change in the
ruling might affect others less fortunate
than herself. If she had her way and all
OU students were viewed as full-time
students, all of those on benefits who
study more than a 60 point course for
example would be penalised.

From my personal point of view, if I
were to be considered as a full-time
student, my quality of life would be

severely compromised. I am disabled
and live in supported housing. Being
disabled, my employment prospects are
poor and if it were not for housing
benefit, I could not afford my rent. As a
full-time student, housing benefit would
not be available to me and I would not be
able to consider taking a course.

I wish people in such fortunate
positions as being financially supported
throughout their studies  would think for
a second about people like me who
would be severely disadvantaged if the
changes proposed were to happen.

Name and address supplied
London
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These diary dates are free to OUSA branches, student and graduate
societies. SAE to Sesameoffice for forms or fax 01908 652247 or e-mail:
M.D.France@open.ac.uk for an electronic version of the form. One form
should be submitted for each event that you wish publicised. Deadline for next
issue August 12, period covered end September to end October.

ASTRONOMY & PLANETARY SCIENCE SOCIETY
November 30- AGM and Annual dinner, Saxon Cross Hotel, Sandbach (M6, J17),
14.00. After dinner speaker: Ian Morison, Jodrell Bank (with visit there on Sunday
am). Details Sybil Richardson: 8 Swan Yard, Lancaster, LA1 3EQ. Tel: 01524
843130.

Diary Dates

NATIONAL

Diary Dates

MEMBERSHIP CARDS
Discounts for the OU Student!
The OUSA Membership Card will help
gain you discounts and student
concessions on goods and services. You
may also get discount rates for theatres,
cinemas, museums, leisure centres etc. It
has also been accepted for rail travel in
Europe (although not yet in the UK
unfortunately) and in many European
venues. The card can be used as proof of
OU student status when using student
union facilities of other universities where
OUSA has a reciprocal agreement.

All OU students are eligible, so apply for
one today. Remember, it’s free! We will
need one passport size photograph along
with proof of student identity/
correspondence with student number.
Documents will be returned free of charge.

REPRESENTATIVES ON
CENTRAL COMMITTEES

If you are interested in representing your
fellow students on Open University central
committees and boards, please tick the
box.

STUDENT SUPPORT LINKS
Tick the box for further details about
becoming a Student Support Link.

REPRESENTATIVES AT
RESIDENTIAL SCHOOLS
If you are interested in being a rep at
residential schools in the future, please
tick the box for a recruitment pack and
application form.

OUSET Donation
OUSET, the Open University Students
Educational Trust, is a registered charity,
administered by OUSA, and is designed to
help Open University students in financial
need. Its funds are almost entirely
generated by donations and fundraising
activities of fellow students. Any donation
is welcome.

Please allow 28 days for delivery of all OUSA
Services.

OUSA information is recorded on
computer. OUSA is registered under the
Data Protection Act.

Name  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Student Number  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Region . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Catchment Area Number  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Address  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Postcode  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Daytime Tel No . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Signature . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Date  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
I enclose a cheque/PO for £ . . . . . . . . . . . .
(Including donation to OUSET) £  . . . . . . .

Please send completed form and enclosures to:

OUSA Office, (SES 210)
PO Box 397, Walton Hall,
Milton Keynes MK7 6BE
Fax: 01908 654326.

IF YOU WANT
INFORMATION ABOUT

OUSA, PLEASE
COMPLETE THIS FORM.

Order
F o r m
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OU Student, the publication of the Open University
Students Association, is edited by the OUSA
President. Most of the articles are written by
students of the University.

It is produced on OUSA’s behalf by the
Communications Group of the Open University.

Editorial enquiries and contributions should be
addressed to Wendy Burrell, Open University
Students Association, Walton Hall, Milton Keynes
MK7 6BE
Telephone: 01908 652026  Fax: 01908 654326 
E-mail: ousa@student.open.ac.uk  OUSA website:
http://www2.open.ac.uk/ousa/

News in BriefNews in Brief
Generous OUSA Members
A letter was published in the April/May edition of OU
Student from an OUSA member thinking about leaving
her course because she was unable to afford the extra
course books required and was not entitled to receive
them on loan from the Open University. Several
generous students who had studied the same course,
K100 Health and Social Care, contacted the OUSA Office
offering to pass on copies of the relevant books. All
contact details have been passed on to the student
concerned

Bottles and Books
OUSA was inundated with bottles and books for its
fundraising efforts at Open Day on behalf of OUSET , the
student charity raising funds for students in need.

Details of monies raised together with a full Open Day
report will be published in the next OU Student.

‘ L o o k  O u t  T h e r e ’ s  a n  O U S A‘ L o o k  O u t  T h e r e ’ s  a n  O U S A
R e p  A b o u t ’R e p  A b o u t ’
If you are off to a residential school soon, look out
for OUSA’s representatives who are there to ease
your stay by offering an informal helping hand,
supplying local information,  organising social activities
and selling OU merchandise. Take the opportunity to
introduce yourself and feel free to enquire about any
aspect of your Association and how it is working on your
behalf. 

Students Supporting
Students
Many more students are finding their way to the 
Peer Support online conference to ask for help and
advice with matters that are of concern and which
affect their ability to study. This FirstClass conference
is staffed by volunteer supporters, students past and
present, who give
of their time to pro-
vide an informal
contact online to
fellow students
who might have a
one-off problem
or are in need of
some long-term
support. 

The Peer Supp-
ort online service
can be found on
FirstClass in the
OUSA suite of
conferences. Peer
Supporters work
in tandem with
OUSA’s Student
Support Links
(see separate
article).  

Education matters
Weathering the Changes

In the past two editions of OU Student,
my articles have highlighted the recent
changes within the OU curriculum and
have tried to predict some for the coming
year. You may have noticed my
meteorological theme and in this article, I
shall attempt to describe the complicated
systems of feedback and inputs that can
lead to change. Like weather systems, any
individual inputs into a system can upset
the equilibrium and so the system shifts to
a new point of equilibrium.  

Making the Grade
From my point of view, there are three

main inputs into a curriculum system. The
first is the process of benchmarking. OUSA
has always maintained that any awards
offered by the OU should be on parity if not
better than those offered by other higher
education institutions. This is an important
cornerstone of OUSA policy and quite
rightly so. The process of benchmarking,
carried out by the QAA (Quality Assurance
Agency, an external body that examines all
HE provision) is to ensure that comparable
courses offered by all providers are of equal
value. Sadly, there have been instances
where some OU provision has not ‘made
the grade’. Recent examples are the
named degrees in social policy and
history; in the first example, the degree
was withdrawn and the second, the
compulsory component courses were
altered.

Staying Afloat
The second input is financial

considerations. One can argue long and
hard that market forces should not be
allowed to operate in an educational forum.
However, with increased globalisation and
fluidity of market capital, this is the world
within which all HE providers now have to
operate. In effect, if this were extrapolated
to its purest form, HE institutions would
only offer courses where there was
sufficient demand, leading to a break-even
or profit point. The level of fees and
government funding needs to be taken into
consideration. There is currently a review
of fee levels across the university and
OUSA is part of the group taking part in
this consultation. The need to offer a broad
based, deep curriculum, and the mission of
the university to offer education to all,
has to be balanced against the financial
pressures for the OU to ‘stay afloat’. A
recent example of how this affects course
provision is the low student demand which
led to the Technology Faculty re-examining
and changing the MEng provision.

Demand and Supply
This leads on to the final input, consumer

demand. We, as students and consumers of
a product, should lead the university
towards areas of the curriculum where we
feel that we can gain most benefit. If
demand is high enough, the financial
considerations will be met as described
above. However, too often courses have

been presented where the demand has
not been fully investigated and so low
population courses result. This can impact
directly on students, as tutorial groups are
amalgamated resulting in students having
to travel long distances in order to
participate. In the present financial review
taking place within the university, the
current curriculum is guaranteed, but all
future new courses will need to show that
there is sufficient demand to meet the
expected lifetime of that course.

The above has been a very brief glance at
what is a complicated system. On the
surface, it may appear that some situations
have simple solutions. But by altering a
parameter slightly, the system can often be
unbalanced and students are affected. We,
as individuals and as part of a group
(OUSA), owe it not only to ourselves, but
to the future of distance HE provision in the
UK and globally, to be aware of the
influences that operate outside and within
the university. This will allow us to make
informed and practical choices about our
future. 

The university has made a commitment
to contact all students who are linked to
awards that may be affected by any changes
to the system. I again strongly recommend
that you link to the award that you are
studying towards, so that in the event of any
change, you will be contacted as soon as
possible.

Rick Holyomes
Vice-President Education


