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WITh The OU turning 40 this year, we’ve got  
a special section this issue that looks at what 
plans are afoot to mark the occasion and also 
focuses on some of the different areas that  
the University is currently engaged with. There 
are plenty of opportunities for you to contribute 
and get involved in the celebrations, whether 
you are a new student or have been with us 
right from the start, and we’d love to hear your 

stories of how The Open University has influenced your life.
Not only is the OU gearing up to mark 40 years; there’s also the 

recent success of OU research being commended in a whole 
range of subject areas. More than 50 per cent of the research 
conducted by the OU has been rated as “excellent” or “world 
class” in a recent higher education-wide study… to find out why 
this has an impact on your course or qualification, turn to page 39. 

We’ve also chatted with ‘celeb farmer’ Jimmy Doherty about  
his involvement in a new OU/BBC co-production that sees him 
recreating some of Charles Darwin’s evolution experiments. Crime 
author Ian Rankin (best known as the creator of detective Rebus) 
talks about his experiences of being an OU student and offer tips 
to budding writers. We also talk to OU creative writing student 
Kirstyanne Sharkey-Daly, who has put together an anthology  
of poetry with her fellow students in aid of Cancer Research.

Ian Wright, Professor of Planetary Sciences at the OU, gives  
his opinions on the search for extraterrestrial life; while Michael 
Saward, Professor of Politics, ponders whether President  
Obama’s inspiring rhetoric will be matched by his actions...

Last, but by no means least, we’ve had a chat with the  
Vice-Chancellor Designate Martin Bean to find out his views  
on The Open University ahead of his arrival in October, and  
also discover a bit about the man himself. 
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Update
All the latest news from The Open University

Vice-Chancellor welcomes massive 23-place climb 

Success in Research Assessment Exercise

OU leaps up the 
research rankings

The Open UniVersiTy 
has climbed a massive 23 
places to 43rd in the UK’s  
latest research Assessment 
exercise (rAe 2008),  
securing a place in the UK’s  
top 50 higher education 
institutions, according to  
The Times higher education 
Table of excellence,  
which was published on  
18 December 2008.

Vice-Chancellor professor 
Brenda Gourley said: “i am 

delighted with this major 
improvement in our research 
rankings, the second largest 
improvement in the UK top  
50, which provides further 
evidence of the quality and 
stature of the University  
and allows us to celebrate  
40 years as a major UK 
institution that delivers  
world-leading excellence  
in teaching, research  
and knowledge transfer.”

The 2008 rAe highlighted 

Cash will help  
create ‘global Open 
Learning network’

Charity’s boost

Three million 
dollar grant

The Open UniVersiTy  
is to share a $3m grant towards 
advancing free and open 
access to high-quality 
educational resources that will 
result in the creation of a global 
Open Learning network run  
by world-leading universities.

social education 
philanthropy charity The 
William and Flora hewlett 
Foundation has made the 
award to the OU and the UsA’s 
Carnegie Mellon University.

patrick McAndrew, Director 
of the OU’s OLnet, said: 
“planning this project has 
meant working with the Open 
educational resources (Oer) 
team at The William and Flora 
hewlett Foundation to think 
through how we can support 
the Oer community, gather 
evidence of use as well as 
production, and build on their 
investment in opening up 
learning materials during the 
past eight years. This is a  
great opportunity.”

Catherine Casserly, Director 
of the Open educational 
resources initiative at The 
William and Flora hewlett 
Foundation, said: “We are 
delighted to be supporting two 
research powerhouses whose 
leadership in both high-quality 
open materials and learning 
sciences will add tremendous 
leadership to the field.”

The OU delivers “world-leading excellence in 
teaching, research and knowledge transfer”,  
says Vice-Chancellor Professor Brenda Gourley

both the quality and breadth  
of our academically diverse 
portfolio, with more than 50  
per cent of the University’s 
research across science, 
Maths, engineering, Design, 
Computing, education, social 
policy and social sciences, 
and Arts and humanities rated 
as ‘internationally excellent’ (3*) 
and ‘world-leading’ (4*) in the 
UK review process.

To find out what this means 
for your OU education, see p39. 



Chance of first-hand teaching experience

Training opportunity

Student Associates Scheme

The Open UniVersiTy  
is again offering students the 
opportunity to participate in  
the student Associates scheme 
which gives them a first-hand 
experience of teaching in a 
secondary school. 

The 15-day placement can 
assist students in deciding if  
a teaching career is for them, 
and which subject and level 
they may like to teach. 

On successful completion  
of the scheme, students are 
paid a tax-free bursary of £600.

equally important, pupils in 
the placement schools benefit 
through exposure to higher 
education students as they 
work with mentors to help raise 
pupils’ attainment, to promote 
higher education to them and  
to act as a positive role model.

subjects offered this year 
are Mathematics, Chemistry, 
physics, Design and 

Technology, Modern Foreign 
Languages, Music, religious 
education, iCT and Geography. 

For more information about 
the scheme visit www.
openuniversity.co.uk/ 
sa-scheme, email sA-scheme-
enquiries@open.ac.uk or 
phone 01908 858685.
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Just In...
Maths award
prOFessOr JereMy 
Gray, who teaches the 
history of mathematics  
at The Open University,  
has been awarded the 
prestigious 2009 American 
Mathematical society 
Whiteman prize.

presented every three 
years by the AMs, the prize 
honours notable work 
promoting the history of 
mathematics and reflects 
exceptional mathematical 
scholarship. 

Architecture award
TiM BenTOn, prOFessOr 
of Art history at The Open 
University, is joint winner of 
the prestigious prix du Livre 
awarded by the French 
Académie d’Architecture. 
professor Benton’s book  
Le Corbusier conférencier  
is a collection of numerous 
excerpts, preliminary notes, 
drawings, and photographs 
by the architect Le Corbusier.

In memoriam
iT is WiTh great sadness 
that we report the death of 
elnora Ferguson, 79, who 
has given significant support 
to The Open University, both 
personally and through her 
family’s charitable trust. 

The Allan and nesta 
Ferguson Charitable Trust 
was established by elnora 
and her husband John (the 
Founding Dean of the OU’s 
Arts Faculty). Over the past 
10 years, the Trustees have 
awarded grants to the OU 
totalling more than £3m. 

Specific projects that have 
benefited from their most 
recent donation include  
the Teacher education  
in sub-saharan Africa 
(TessA) programme and  
a new project (heAT)  
aimed at improving access 
to education and training  
for health workers in African 
communities.

International competition

An Open UniVersiTy 
academic has won second 
prize in a prestigious 
international competition for 
short films on climate change. 
Dr David humphreys, a senior 
lecturer in environmental policy 
at The Open University, visited 
Bangladesh to produce the 
DVD, which forms part of  
a new level environment 
course, Earth in crisis. 

run by the World Bank,  
with more than 80 entrants  
from around the world, the 
competition was designed  
to bring to the fore how local 
communities are adapting  
to climate change. 

The Open University’s entry 
focused on the challenges 
faced in rural Bangladesh. 

Areas that used to be 
productive crop-growing fields 

have suffered from increased 
salt levels as the result of 
storms and flooding. Unable  
to grow traditional crops, local 
farmers have been forced to 
adapt by turning to shrimp 
farming, or find other 
employment.

David said: “We are 

delighted to have our film 
recognised internationally. it 
illustrates that we are producing 
compelling educational 
material that is relevant to the 
wider world. in my mind, there 
is no greater social justice issue 
facing us now than the threat of 
climate change.”

Award for climate change film
Focus on how Bangladeshi communities cope with a changing environment

Major bodies recognise 
OU qualifications

Programme boost

Engineering 
accreditation

The OU’s enGineerinG 
programme has gained further 
official recognition with another 
four separate engineering 
bodies recognising The Open 
University’s Bachelor of 
engineering (Beng hons)  
and Master of engineering 
(Meng) degrees. 

The Chartered institute  
of Building services engineers 
(CiBse), the royal institution 
of naval Architects (rinA),  
the institute of highway 
incorporated engineers  
(ihie) and the institution  
of Gas engineers & Managers 
(iGeM) have all agreed to 
recognise the qualifications  
for professional registration, 
joining the institution of 
engineering Designers (ieD).

“If we don’t get to grips 
with climate change in the 
next 20 years we will suffer 
serious environmental and 
social consequences,” 
says Dr David Humphreys

Placements help students decide  
if a teaching career is the right  
choice for them
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Gain the freedom of 
your own business
If you’re ready to invest in your own highly rewarding business,     you have everything to gain 
as a LighterLife Counsellor. LighterLife is the UK’s leading franchise for weight-loss and 
weight-management with over 270 franchisees operating in a high growth market.

To hear more from ourfranchisees visit lighterlife.com

For more information call: 

01279 636988

Benefi ts include:
• High earning potential
• Low initial investment
• Professional qualifi cation
•  Non-contributory national 

marketing campaigns
• Personalised website
•  Structured personal 

training programme

You will be:
• Flexible and highly motivated
• An excellent communicator
• Passionate about helping people
• Interested in health and nutrition

or email: businessteam@lighterlife.com
www.lighterlifefranchise.com
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The Open UniversiTy 
has launched an initiative 
aimed at helping people  
around Great Britain to 
outsmart the recession 
by   topping up their skills.

The new website, which 
gives access to free educational 
resources, top tips for getting 
jobs and advice about 
accessing financial assistance 
for fee-paying courses, 
coincided with the new year’s 
Jobs summit hosted by prime 
Minister Gordon Brown on  
12 January.

The Open University’s 
vice-Chancellor professor 
Brenda Gourley, who attended 
the summit, said the unveiling of 
‘re-launch’ was evidence  
of the OU’s commitment to 
helping to educate the UK  
out of the recession.

professor Gourley said 
currency of skills and having  
a quality education is essential 
for individuals and businesses 
to weather the current 

Outsmart the recession
OU initiative could help you top up your skills...

economic crisis.
“This really is crunch time  

for many as they worry about 
keeping their jobs or seek to  
get back into work.” 

“re-launch is a purpose- 
built website of educational 
resources, all tailored to provide 
information to individuals  
who may be feeling the effects 
of the global economic climate,” 
she said.

re-launch provides basic 
tips such as Cv building and 

skills assessment, while also 
offering advice on free courses 
and how to access funding for 
higher level courses.

“re-launch is an easy-to-use 
resource for people wanting to 
either improve or secure their 
employment prospects, which 
allows people the flexibility to 

learn at their own pace in a 
location convenient to them,” 
said professor Gourley.

“As the only national 
distance education university, 
the OU is able to provide high 
quality education to almost 
anyone anywhere, and our 
unique blend of supported 
learning means that people  
who are hesitant about 
returning to study will be 
supported in their goals.

“Further, through re-launch 
people who have not previously 
undertaken higher education 
will be able to access high 
quality educational resources 
for free, providing them with 
greater skill currency and 
knowledge to better position 
them in competitive 
employment sectors.” 

As part of its remit to 
providing open education and 
raising its profile, the OU is  
one of the world’s largest 
contributors to free and open 
educational content, through  
its award-winning Open  
Learn service. Covering all 
educational disciplines in  
the University, Open Learn 
provides free access to 
materials from undergraduate 
to postgraduate level.

established in 2006, with  
a grant from The William  
and Flora hewlett Foundation, 

Open Learn has a full range  
of OpenUniversity subject 
areas and has seen more  
than two million visitors since  
its launch. it currently has  
more than 5,400 learning  
hours of content available for 
the public to view online and  
for free, and more than 8,100 

“A quality education is essential  
for individuals and businesses to 
weather the current economic crisis”

The effects of the recession  
are being felt by many

Economic downturn
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hours of content available for 
reuse globally.

professor Gourley was one 
of the business leaders, senior 
government officials and sharp 
economic minds who were 
invited to attend the Jobs 
summit, designed to look at 
ways of boosting employment 
and preserving existing jobs.

 “education is not only a 
basic human right, but also an 
integral need for the economic 
prosperity and job security,” 
professor Gourley said.

re-launch is an open 
resource for anyone seeking 
advice, services, information, 
practical help or tools during 
this continued period of 
economic uncertainty. 

visit www.open.ac.uk/
recession to find out more.

Course connection
Learning to change 
(Y165)

This introductory course  
is for people considering 
making changes in their 
lives, such as returning to 
study or taking a different 
direction at work – something 
that many are having to face 
during the global economic 
slowdown. it will help you 
build on what you already 
know; consider the choices 
open to you; use your skills 
and qualities to achieve 
change; make plans  
for the future; and develop 
your learning skills. 
registration closes 18  
May for a June start. Call 
+44 (0)845 3006090 or  
visit www.open.ac.uk/
courses for more 
information.Quote Sesame 
in any correspondence.   
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Vice-Chancellor Designate 
Martin Bean
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What have been your 
impressions so far of  
The Open University? 
The Open University is truly an 
amazing institution, and I am 
inspired by the work that’s done 
on a daily basis and all that has 
been achieved over the last 40 
years. I look forward to making 
sure that the great work of the 
OU is recognised by as many 
as possible, particularly in 
those areas where we don’t  
get as much credit as we 
deserve – for example, our 
research achievements. 

Overwhelmingly I get a sense 
that those who work for the  
OU truly are like ‘missionaries’ 
working to change lives and 
create opportunity.

How important is it that  
we listen to students and 
alumni? How key do you  
see their role in terms of 
helping us choose the future 
for The Open University?
Being very receptive to the 
thoughts and comments of the 
audiences and stakeholders 
that we serve is absolutely 
critical for us as we continue to 
grow and develop and innovate. 

When I was looking at the 
role [of the VC], one of my 
favourite meetings was with  
a group of students who spoke 
with me about what the student 
experience is really like at  
The Open University. I learned 
a tremendous amount from 
them and it has helped shape 
my early thinking.

Since deciding to join the  
OU I have met more alumni 
than I thought possible; it made 
me realise that our alumni are 

Vice-Chancellor Designate’s 
vision for the future
Martin Bean will take up his position as Vice-Chancellor in October this year – he visited  
the Walton Hall campus in Milton Keynes on 19 January to talk to staff, and took time to  
talk to Sesame’s Jan Henderson about himself and his vision for The Open University...

What aspects of working  
at the OU are you looking 
forward to?
I honestly haven’t found an 
area of the OU yet that doesn’t 
truly excite me. One of the 
biggest short-term challenges  
I will face is deciding where 
best to directly engage. 

I look forward to working  
with the OU leadership to 
decide where my skills can  
be of greatest value to the 
University in the short, medium 
and long term. 

That being said, there are  
a few areas that I know I’ll 

gravitate towards early on.  
I’m very interested to learn 
more about the way we provide 
student support, from the very 
first time they contact us, all  
the way through their journey 
as a student and then on to 
being our alumni. 

I am looking forward to 
getting to work personally  
with our staff and our students.  
It’s a great two-way street – 
perhaps I can bring a little new 
thinking and enthusiasm for  
the future and they can help  
me really understand, deeply 
understand, what is the 
essence of the OU.  

What do you do outside  
of your working life?
My wife, Mary, is from Northern 
Ireland originally – from Belfast 
– and all my in-laws now live  
in Lancashire, so we will be 
coming home to family. It will  

be the first time in our married 
lives that we’ll actually have 
extended family around us 
since we had children. Our 
three girls were born in the 
United States. We’ve got 
Madison who is 13, Georgie 
who is five and Harriet who is 
two – which might make it a 
slightly different environment  
at the Vice-Chancellor’s 
residence for a while! I’m a very 
involved dad, so for me a lot  
of what I do outside of work 
involves my family. I’m also a 
not very good but fairly avid 
squash player, so I am looking 

for sub-par squash players to 
play when I get here. 

My big passion in life is 
sailing, so I hope to experience 
some good European sailing 
now I have the chance, so 
expect me to head south and try 
to jump on a sailboat as quickly 
as I can – although I expect I will 
have to wear surprisingly more 
clothes than I’m used to!
 
Which OU course would you 
choose to study?
My degree is in Adult Education 
so being able to do a Masters in 
Education would be fantastic. 
One day I would love to get back 
into a teaching environment. 
Some of the most fun I’ve ever 
had in my life was when I was 
teaching, and I think it would  
be great to teach again. So 
pursuing or extending my 
education as an educator is 
where my passion lies.

everywhere. Each of them had 
a story and each of them was 
very keen to provide feedback 
about their experience. It’s  
this type of willing, candid, 
external feedback that will 
prove invaluable to us as we 
continue to evolve our offerings 
over the coming years.

Have you been to any  
degree ceremonies?
I have spoken at a few degree 
ceremonies, and I just love 
them to death. You arrive and 
often you are tired and worn 
out, but the energy returned  
to you at those events is  
quite extraordinary.

What are your thoughts  
on being the first OU  
Vice-Chancellor who  
does not come from an 
academic background?
I’m flattered and appreciative  
of the fact that the Council  
saw within me a set of skills  
that they felt could be really 
complementary to the 
University at an interesting  
time in its development. 

As I outlined in my 
presentation, the environment 
in which we operate poses 
many challenges and creates  
a lot of opportunity. 

I believe I bring a set of skills 
to the OU to help meet those 
challenges and capitalise  
on the opportunities. 

I recognise that I will need  
to seek out others to help 
develop my understanding  
of the University and the 
environment in which it 
operates, and I look forward  
to the challenge.
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“I honestly haven’t found an area of  
the OU yet that doesn’t truly excite me”
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it would be an honour
Now that the OU is in its 40th year, I should like to suggest that 
the University considers revising its honorary awards system  
to include OU students who have been registered over those 
four decades and shown a commitment to lifelong learning. 
Honorary awards seem to be offered to TV presenters and war 
heroes, etc., but my idea is that students registered since 1971  
(the initial year of study) and have earned at least 1,000 points 
spread over the past 38 years should be considered for 
honorary degrees. I don’t know if there would be many eligible 
students, but they could inspire students to continue their 
studies throughout their life in a way that a celebrity could not. 
Ashley DAvies, viA emAil

Tony Barker, Head of Awards and Ceremonies Services, 
responds: We are grateful for this suggestion – and if you 
are one of those very long-term students then congratulations 
on your dedication and achievement! 

The principle behind Honorary Degrees is that they are for 
those who have made a contribution of national or international 
impact, which has been outside of a formal programme of  
study leading to an academic award. Clearly Open University 
students who have accumulated a very large amount of formally 
tested academic credit will have been able to apply that towards 
approved OU academic awards. Therefore we don’t think it  
is appropriate for the University to additionally recognise 
learning via the honorary degrees process. 

Imaginative ways of recognising the achievements of  
our most outstanding and committed students and alumni  
are always very welcome though, so please do keep sending 
them in. 

fee costs for people 
outside the uk
I was born in London. I did an 
OU BA Hons course in Portugal 
and it cost me twice as much  
as a UK resident. I am English 
born with a British passport.  
I would love to study more  
but the fees are double for  
me because I live in Lisbon, 
Portugal, and not in the UK. It  
is very expensive for me – the 
cost of a course under these 
circumstances would be more 
than one month’s salary for  
me as I do not earn a UK wage.

I really enjoyed the years 
spent getting my degree...
PAmelA murPhy De FreitAs, 
lisbon, PortugAl 

Student Services responds: 
Fees for students in the UK are 
substantially less than the full 
cost of teaching, because the 
UK government gives the  
OU a grant which covers the 
majority of those costs. The 
government has ruled that  
this grant can only be used to 
support the teaching of EU 
citizens resident within the UK, 
except in certain exceptional 

circumstances. It cannot be 
used to meet the costs of 
teaching students who are 
resident elsewhere.

We are therefore obliged to 
charge higher fees to students 
resident outside the UK in order 
to cover the costs of teaching in 
those countries. These higher 
fees are charged to UK citizens 
resident outside the UK, as  
well as citizens of other 
countries. This policy is 
supported by legal advice,  
and is consistent with EU law.

Missing phonics course 
After having read my Autumn 
2008 issue of Sesame I have 
become increasingly frustrated 
at not being able to find 
anybody who can answer my 
question one way or the other . 

student froM the start
I know I am not the oldest OU student – I think I read in Sesame 
that there is someone who is 90 and I am a mere 82. But I 
wonder how many others there are now who, as I did, started  
in 1971 and are still studying?  Although I have had a few breaks, 
I have managed to accumulate an honours degree, an MA in 
Music, an MA in History (with a dissertation on British comedy 
films) and three Diplomas. And not one of these has been for 
anything but pleasure. No career development or work 
requirement; in fact, as a chartered engineer, I have taken these 
courses to brush up on all the subjects I have missed, such  
as history, music, literature and English language. Needless  
to say, I praise the OU to all and sundry and have hopefully 
encouraged others to join. I am now looking forward to Film  
and Television History (AA310)!
AlAn eDwArDs, CornwAll

Update Letters

We’ve got mail!
If you’d like your letter or email to Sesame to be considered for inclusion in the Letters pages, then please email your correspondence  
to sesame@open.ac.uk or Sesame, The Open University, Milton Keynes, MK7 6AA. Please include your name, address and daytime 
telephone number. We reserve the right to edit letters. Letters will be permanently available to read online at www.open.ac.uk/platform
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blog? ipod? podcasts?
Bearing in mind that I started 
studying with the OU ‘way back’ 
in 1978 and I have just turned a 
‘young’ 60 years old, I feel 
behind the times – what are 
blogs, podcasts and fun areas? 
Oh, and ‘iPods’!?
mr rK hArgreAves, CornwAll

Tracy Buchanan, former Editor 
of Sesame and now member  
of the Platform website team, 
responds: iPods are basically  
a digital version of a Walkman, 
with the music stored on the 
hard drive. Podcasts are  
audio recordings (usually  
an interview), available to  
listen to on the internet or to 
download. A blog is a diary-
cum-commentary written by  
an individual and posted on the 
internet. Fun areas are where 
you can play online games or do 
other activities just for fun! You 
can experience a lot of these at 
www.open.ac.uk/platform
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On page 16 of the magazine 
there are new courses 
mentioned and the one that 
caught my eye was OU 
launches new phonics course. 
Please could you shed some 
light on this course: does it 
really exists, will it exist, is  
it part of something else...  
as I cannot find it anywhere?
mAnDA lusmore, viA emAil

Roma Malik, Course Manager, 
responds: The course  
you refer to is Linguistic 
phonics: teaching reading 
(GE068). The course launch 
was stalled due to unforeseen 
circumstances but will now 
launch on 25 March. Sorry  
for any confusion caused  
and I hope you are able to 
register to study the course. 

placing an adVert  
in sesaMe?
Dear Editor, I have been 
informed today by your 
advertising agency that 
Sesame magazine no longer 
offers OU students and alumni 
the opportunity to sell off 
material through the classified 
ads section. Is this true?
mr smith, viA emAil

 
Jan Henderson, Head of 
Publications, responds:  

A decision was made in 2008  
to send copies of Sesame only 
to those OU students who did 
not have internet access, or  
to those who had specifically 
requested to remain on the 
mailing list. This was for a 
variety of reasons, including  
an environmental one, and  
also to encourage students  
to view Sesame online and 
access the OU’s new  Platform 
website (see p34), which carries 
similar content to that which 
appears in Sesame – and  
much else besides.

A result of this has been  
that numbers of copies sent  
out in the traditional manner 
have dropped significantly  
per student-only issue (which  
occurs twice a year) – and  
as a result it has proved 
impossible to sustain a viable 
classified section with these 
reduced numbers.

greece is the word
Having enjoyed my ‘Greek 
years’ (A295 Homer, A294 
Athens) with the OU most of all 
out of all the courses I did for 
the Open degree, I would love 
to go on for Honours with a big 
third-level course on the same 
subject. Perhaps it could be 
called The Hellenic world,  
or Greece after the Athenian 

empire, etc. I know that there  
is a big Roman course in its 
final year now but somehow 
Rome doesn’t have the same 
appeal as Greece, which 
through the OU was a real 
discovery for me. Or what 
about a big course on Greek 
drama and poetry? I don’t  
think I’ll ever forget the effect 
Euripides’ Bacchae made  
on me, absolutely stunning!

Does the OU listen to pleas 
from its present, former, or 
future students for particular 
courses, or is it all down to what 
will bring the money in, 
especially in these hard times?
PAtriCK mCguire, viA emAil

Phil Perkins, Head of the 
Department of Classical 
Studies, responds: We do listen 
to students, in letters such as 
yours, also through OUSA and 
through formal student surveys 
of various types. All new 
courses take several years to 
produce and we aim to meet 
student demand if we can. 
There is no prospect of a purely 
Greek course in the near future. 
However, the replacement for 
the Roman-oriented course 
AA309 is a course on Greek 
and Roman myth (A330). I hope 
there will be something in it  
that interests you.

Monkeying around
The Autumn edition of Sesame reports that the 
OU has recently published a level 1 textbook 
entitled 99% Ape: How Evolution Adds Up.

There is some concern that this figure of 99% 
is factually incorrect and no longer accepted  
by the science community. 

A recent article in Science goes so far as to 
call the figure a ‘myth’ (Jon Cohen, Relative 
Differences: The Myth Of 1%, Science, 316,  
29 June 2007: 1836).

Allowing such errors to remain in textbooks, 
even if only in the title, does not inspire 
confidence in the otherwise undoubted quality 
of Open University material.
AnDrew sibley bsC, msC eDm (oPen)
viA emAil

Jonathan Silvertown, Professor of Ecology  
and Author of 99% Ape: How evolution adds  
up responds: You are of course absolutely 
correct that humans are not 99 per cent ape. 
Biologically we  are apes (just as we are also 
mammals), but the title of the book was not 
intended to be taken literally or we would have 
called it ‘100% Ape’, and that’s not very catchy, 
is it? The debate you refer to is not about what 
percentage of our genomes we share with apes, 
but the percentage we share with chimpanzees 
which are our closest living relatives. This issue 
is discussed at the end of Chapter 1 of the  
book. Since you are interested in evolution,  
do read the book, or better still study S170 
Darwin and evolution for which the book  
was specially written. 

99% Ape
h o w  e v o l u t i o n  a d d s  u p

e d i t e d  b y  j o n a t h a n  s i l v e r t o w n

99% Ape
h o w  e v o l u t i o n  a d d s  u p

ISBN: 978 0 565 09231 3

Price: £14.99

Size: 253 x 192 mm / 10 x 7½ in

Format: Paperback

Extent: 224 pp 

Publication: November 2008

Subject: Popular sceince; evolution

Over 200 colour photographs

For press and publicity enquiries, please contact:

Publishing, Natural History Museum, Cromwell Road, London SW7 5BD

Tel: +44 (0)20 7942 5336  Fax:  +44 (0)20 7942 5291

E-mail: h.trent@nhm.ac.uk  Website: www.nhm.ac.uk/publishing

For trade enquiries, please contact our sales representatives:

Frances Lincoln Ltd, 4 Torriano Mews, Torriano Avenue, London NW5 2RZ

Tel: +44 (0)20 7284 4009  Fax:  +44 (0)20 7485 0492

E-mail: sales@frances-lincoln.com  Website: www.franceslincoln.com

•  Colour illustrations and clear diagrams throughout 

•  Highlights the key turning points in evolutionary history 

and explores all the latest evidence

•  Clear and engaging text suitable for the general reader

•  Published to coincide with the 200th anniversary of 

Charles Darwin’s birth and the 150th anniversary of the 

publication of On the Origin of Species 

Written by a team of internationally-known experts from the 
Open University, UK, this is a comprehensive introduction to 
evolution and the latest thinking on the subject. 

Got something to say? Email Sesame at sesame@open.ac.uk with ‘Letter to the Editor’ in the subject header
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Do you remember the 
delights of the Atari games 
console? Were you the proud 
owner of an Amstrad computer? 
Technology has changed our 
world so quickly that for most 
adults, returning to their 
childhood would be a real 
culture shock. 

Just how much of a shock will 
be revealed in Electric Dreams, 
a new ou/bbC series which 
will transport a 21st-century 
family and their home back to 
the 1970s and the world of 
Spacehoppers, Chopper bikes 
and black-and-white TV. As the 
series progresses the family will 
move into the 1980s and then 
1990s, learning to master the 

gadgets of the time. 
Academic advisor to the 

series is Dr Ian Johnston, ou 
Technology staff tutor and 
popular technology enthusiast, 
familiar to viewers of the bbC2 
science challenge series Battle 
of the Geeks. 

“Electric Dreams will remind 
us how much our lives have 

changed during the last 40 
years,” he says. “When you live 
through steady change, it is 
hard to spot. but, for example, if 

I go away from home for a few 
days, when I return I notice 
changes in my two-year-old 
son that I wouldn’t have noticed 
if I had stayed at home.”

For many viewers it will be  
a nostalgic journey, with the 
opportunity to revisit, and learn 
more about, such forgotten 
gems as the brick-sized mobile 

phone. For the family involved it 
will mean doing without iPods, 
Google, Facebook and 24-hour 
multichannel TV, and getting to 

TV feature

Is family life better or worse now 
compared to that of the 1970s?
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The good old days?
A family is about to discover just how different home life was like in the previous three decades… 

grips with technology that 
wasn’t always user-friendly.  
For example, what will 21st-
century kids make of a record 
player and a phone without 
push-buttons? 

“It is an experiment that will 
challenge them but hopefully 
most of the stuff they will find 
interesting to use. It will be  
a reminder to the adults and a 
shock and eye-opener to the 
children,” says Ian. 

but nostalgia aside, the 
series poses a serious 
question: what has the ubiquity 
of technology done to families’ 
lives in the 21st century? 
Children have become 
consumers of technology in a 
way undreamed of in the 1970s 
or 1980s – a recent survey 
revealed that 85 per cent of 
three-year-olds have a TV in 
their bedroom, says Ian.

“Children no longer have to 
come into the living room to 
watch TV or sit on the hall stairs 
to use the phone. They spend  
a lot more time in their own 
rooms. The way that families 
function has changed as the 
family space has become more 
fragmented. The big question  
is – has the technology in the 
21st century actually made life 
any better?”

A housing regression 
How the Electric Dreams’  
family home went back in time
Transforming a home back  
to a 1970s one is no trivial task. 
As far as possible, authentic 
items from the period were 
used. many were hunted down 
and acquired through ebay. 
Some to be hired or loaned 
from museums and collectors. 

In 1970 there was a choice 
of only three TV channels: 
bbC1, ITV and bbC2; and 
programmes were only 
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“The big question is – has the 
technology in the 21st century 
actually made life any better?”
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The OU/BBC website www.
open2.net has information 
about all OU/BBC series. 
You can also discuss 
issues raised in 
programmes in the online 
forums and follow up  
a topic of interest with  
more in-depth information.

This section All the latest news on upcoming TV programmes co-produced by the OU and the BBC

RAdIO FOUR
Writing thE 
CEntury 
(thE sixtiEs)  
BBC RAdIO 4 
The series  

of daily dramas inspired by 
the real lives of people in  
the 20th century returns in 
may. The new series uses 
the diaries and letters of 
people living in the 1960s  
to recreate the sense of 
living through that turbulent 
decade. The series is  
due to begin on 9 may. 

TV Round-up 

Latest news 
BBC TV – spRIng

sIlVeRVIlle
BBC1
What will life 
be like as  
we grow old? 

Silverville, featuring life in  
a new ‘extra care’ housing 
scheme for the over-55s, 
provides a glimpse of the 
future for many of us. 

The six-part ou/bbC 
documentary follows the 
day-to-day lives of residents 
in a gated community  
in milton Keynes where 
everything they need  
– restaurant, bar, gym, 
swimming pool, computer 
suite – is under one roof. 
Silverville is scheduled  
to start screening in  
march on bbC1. 

The remains of a home after the  
earthquake caused a mudslide
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Update  Television

Course connection
The Open University 
has a wide range  
of Technology 
courses...
Engineering the future  
(T173) is an introduction  
to engineering from design 
concepts to manufacture, 
including historical 
developments and future 
prospects.

Networked living: exploring 
information & communication 
technologies (T175) looks  
at what ICT systems are,  
and their place in society.

Data, computing and 
information (m150) explains 
how computers work, and 
gives you an understanding 
of software, hardware  
and data.
For more information call 
+44 (0)845 300 6090 or visit 
www.open.ac.uk/courses. 
Quote sesame in any 
correspondence. 

Broadcast schedules, 
where available, are  
liable to change.  
Check TV listings  
for up-to-date details. 

broadcast at certain hours, 
mostly in the evening. The  
first open university TV 
programmes were screened  
in January 1971, on bbC2. 
They were shown outside 
normal transmission times  
– either early weekday 
evenings, or Saturday and 
Sunday mornings. Students 
had to be able to watch 
programmes at the times they 
were broadcast, as they had  
no way of recording them.

To re-create the authentic 
1970s TV experience for 
Electric Dreams, an old 
black-and-white television  
set of the time was used; 
although colour TV existed, 
very few people would have 
seen it. The set was fitted  
with pre-recorded DVDs of 
programmes of the time – 
including ou broadcasts. 

Electric Dreams will be 
shown on bbC4. Check  
listings for broadcast details.

“on 8 JAnuAry 2009 
there was a 6.2 magnitude 
earthquake at Poás volcano 
[Costa rica] while we were 
working on the crater rim. We 
were making gravity and 
biological diversity 
measurements at the time.

“There was intense shaking 
of the ground for several 
seconds and it was very hard to 
remain standing. new fractures 
opened up around the crater 
rim and there were several rock 
slides as parts of the crater wall 
crashed down to the crater 
floor. We moved back away 
from the rim and sheltered 
behind boulders to wait for 
aftershocks or in case there 
was an eruption. 

“The degassing from the 
crater increased in intensity 
and the landslides and shaking 
caused sulphur pools in the 
crater bottom to be disturbed  
so that the lake changed colour 
on the surface as yellow 
sulphur streaks appeared on it.

“We climbed out of the  
crater area and felt a few more 
aftershocks. Colleagues in the 
crater bottom also emerged 

safely. Further down from the 
summit, local villages were 
severely affected. Houses were 
destroyed; some completely 
disappeared in landslides and 
floods. more than 40 people 
lost their lives in these events 
and emergency services were 
hampered by blocked roads 
due to fallen trees, landslides 
and collapsed bridges. 
Aftershocks are still occurring 
more than 24 hours later. 

“We will be going back to  
the volcano over the next few 
days to resume our work.”

Open University 
volcanologist Dr Hazel Rymer 
reporting on an ongoing 
research project to investigate 
the environmental and 
ecological hazards posed  
by gas emissions at active 
volcanoes in Central America.

This is an extract from one  
of the Science, Technology and 
Nature blogs on The Open 
University/BBC online learning 
portal open2.net. To read more 
blogs by OU academics visit  
www.open2.net/blogs/ and  
also http://www.open.ac.uk/
platform/blogs/academic

All shook up

www.open2.net academic blog
ou volcanologist Dr Hazel rymer blogs on being 
on the rim of a volcano during an earthquake...
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Getting back to nature
The BBC/OU co-production Jimmy Doherty in Darwin’s Garden sees the rare breeds farmer 
and TV presenter recreating some of the influential scientist’s evolution experiments...

JIMMY DOHERTY fIRsT 
entered the limelight with 
Jimmy’s Farm, the TV series 
that looked at his attempt to 
become a pig farmer with little 
prior experience. More recently  
he fronted a BBC Horizon 
special, asking if GM food  
is the answer to the world’s 
food problems. As part of the 
BBC’s Darwin Season, Jimmy 
will be recreating some of 
Darwin’s experiments at the 
influential scientist’s home  
in Kent in the BBC/OU 
co-production Jimmy  
Doherty in Darwin’s Garden… 

What’s the idea behind  
these three shows?
It’s about being able to get 
down and recreate the 
experiments that underpin 
Darwin’s theory of evolution 
and really going back to the 
basics. For me, doing this really 
brings Darwin alive – he leaps 

out of the textbooks as being a 
young, dynamic scientist and  
a bit of a maverick. Which is  
a bit unusual, as when you  
think of Darwin you usually 

think of someone with a beard 
and a bald head. But he  
saw the natural world in  
a completely different way.  
How much prior knowledge 
of Darwin did you have? 
I did a zoology degree and 
Darwin is the father of many 
different disciplines – I was 
aware of his work on selective 
breeding and the work he did 
on livestock and pigeons. If  
you have any biology education 
then Darwin is always a 
presence. But to find out how 
he come to his conclusions  
was a revelation to me.

So were you ever tempted to  
pursue an academic career? 
That was the thing that I wanted 
to do but for me the academic 
route wasn’t necessarily the 
right route – I had too much 
burning desire to give it all up 
and become a pig farmer for 
some reason (laughs). 
What was the most 
fascinating thing you learned 
during the three Darwin’s 
Garden programmes?  
Some of the simplest things, 
which you sort of already know 
about but are underlined. The 
experiment about interbreeding 
was a revelation – about how 
detrimental it can be. Another 
thing was the sheer joy of of 
observing chimpanzees and 
how curious monkeys are. 

One of the worst experiments 
for me personally was when  
we did one of the Duchenne 
experiments, which is when a 
guy looked at expressions, and 
Darwin used some of his work 
when looking at evolution.  
I had electrodes attached to my 
face and passed electricity 

through my muscles to 
stimulate me to smile – it was 
like being tortured. There’s 
nothing like learning through 
hands-on experience!  
What did it feel like to be 
recreating the experiments 
at Darwin’s family home? 
That was very strange. Getting 
on and doing the experiments 
at Down House was great fun 
but, all of a sudden, when you 
find yourself sitting in Darwin’s 
study reading one of his 
documents, then you realise 
that you are treading in the 
footsteps of a giant.

Jimmy Doherty

Jimmy Doherty interview
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You are interested in the  
GM debate – what do you 
think Darwin would have 
made of  the GM issue? 
I think he would have found it  
a very interesting  technology. 
Whether he would have 
agreed with it I’m not sure.  
I think if he knew about DNA 
then that would have been 
a great revelation to him. 
You are involved in  
the Evolution Megalab 
experiment. Why should 
people get involved? 
It’s good for people to get 
involved in something science 
based. Science is often seen 
as geeky but it needs to be 
seen as something that is 
useful to humanity. 

(For more information see 
www.evolutionmegalab.org)

“There’s nothing like learning  
through hands-on experience!”

Course connection
Darwin and 
evolution (S170)

This level 1, 10-point course 
explains and explores the 
science of evolution for 
students who have little  
or no scientific experience.  
The book 99% Ape: How 
Evolution Adds Up, a 
collaboration by OU experts, 
forms the core of the  
course, explaining modern 
evolutionary theory and its 
relevance to current issues.
The book also illustrates  
a number of evolutionary 
case histories. 
Registration closes 15 May 
to start the same month.  
Call +44 (0) 845 3006090  
or visit www.open.ac.uk/
courses for more 
information. Quote Sesame 
in any correspondence.
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Courses
Time for reflection
Make your experience count (U122) enables students to look back on their professional,  
personal and academic experiences to gain a deeper understanding of learning... 

THE CURRENT ECoNomiC 
downturn has proved to be a 
perhaps unwelcome opportunity 
for many to take stock of their 
lives and pause for reflection. 

No matter what your situation 
is, Make your experience count 
(U122) is a course that will 
benefit anyone who is 
determined to analyse and 
reflect on their experiences in 
order to gain an insight into 
what they have learned. 

The 30-point course is ideal 
for anyone who is in paid or 
voluntary work, planning a 
career change, or wishing to  
re-enter the labour market. 

it is also suitable for 
students interested in 

undergoing personal or 
academic development, but 
who do not have a clear 
career goal in mind.

“it is quite a privilege to  
be a tutor on Make your 
experience count, as it 
enables you to work with such 
a diverse array of students 
who all come from a range  
of different backgrounds  
and all have different stories  

to tell,” says Course Tutor 
Claire Blanchard. 

“Through each of the 
assessments you get to build 
up an individualised picture  
of each of the students, which 
gives you personalised insight 
into their rationale and reasons 
for selecting this course to start 
their higher education journey 
with The open University. 

“i believe this course lays 
very solid foundations to enable 
students to not only be exposed 
to higher level study but to 
continue and further advance 
their studies.”

During the 16-week course, 
students will be supported by  
a personal tutor and their peers 
through moderated electronic 
forums, including their own 
tutor group forum. it is designed 
to support people in developing 

some of the cognitive and 
practical skills associated  
with studying in higher 
education. materials and 
assessments are designed to 
get students thinking about how 
they have learned things in the 
past and how to present these 
findings effectively. 

As the course progresses, 
students will have a clearer 
idea about how a learning 

This course is ideal for anyone who is 
wishing to re-enter the labour market

experience is defined. 
Examples could include 
learning to operate a machine 
or a piece of software; how to 
work as part of a team, or give 
 a presentation. Past learning 
doesn’t necessarily come from 
work or an academic setting  
– it could come from within the 
community or a social setting. 
For example, you could be  
the treasurer for your local 
playgroup, which involves 
volunteering to spend some  
of your free time working on  
the books at home. 

What skills, knowledge and 
experience have you gained 
from doing this? How have  
you developed your time 
management and budgetary 
skills to ensure you organise 
your day and balance finances?

Students will be expected to 
give examples of how they have 
learned from experience, by 
giving details of the processes, 
outcomes and development. 

By the end, they should have 
a clearer understanding of their 
personal development acquired 
through past learning and be 
able to plan goals for the future.

Registration for Make your 
experience count (U122) closes 
on 10 April for a may start. Call 
+44 (0)845 3006090 or visit 
www.open.ac.uk/courses  
for more information. Quote 
Sesame in any correspondence.

Thinking about a career change? 
This course could be for you

The latest information on new and exciting courses 

Make the change

To find out more about courses, go to www.open.ac.uk/courses  Spring 2009 | Sesame 240 17
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Darwin and evolution

New courses

EvEry quEstion from 
‘What shall we eat?’ to ‘is it 
possible to defeat death?’  
can be tackled from religious 
perspectives, says religious 
studies course team chair 
Graham Harvey. 

A880, a 120-point 
postgraduate course, is the 
first part of an MA in Religious 
studies which will develop 
students’ skills in engaging 
with significant issues and 
methods in the academic  
study of religion. 

it will also look at the broad 
range of religious activities 
which encompass everything 
from dramatic ceremonies to 
everyday lifestyles. “in this 
course students will have 

CHArlEs DArWin is  
a hot topic this year – it’s 
both the bicentenary of  
his birth and the 150th 
anniversary of the publication 
of his influential work, On  
the Origin of Species. so it’s 
no surprise that the ou’s 
new level 1, short course 
Darwin and evolution (s170) 
has already proved popular.

Course chair, Dr Peter 
skelton, says: “there will be 
growing media-inspired 
interest in Darwin in 2009  
and this course is ideal for 
anyone interested in following 
up the theory of evolution  
and its implications for us 
today in greater detail.”

the course forms part of 
several existing courses that 
address the work and legacy 
 of Charles Darwin, including 
Evolution (s366) and 
Philosophy and the human 
situation (A211).

the course offers an 
explanation of modern 
evolutionary theory and a 
fascinating case history of  
the origin of humans and the 
way our minds work.

Darwin and evolution (s170)  
starts late may, with registration 
closing on 15 may. Call +44 
(0)845 3006090 or visit www.
open.ac.uk/courses for more 
information. quote Sesame  
in any correspondence.

opportunities to engage with  
a remarkable range of religious 
activities and ideas using  
a selection of scholarly 
approaches,” says Graham.

the course has four main 
sections which include: 
Controversies in religious 
studies, religion in modern 
Britain, Approaches to the 
study of religion and methods.

Evolution explained

A question  
of faith

Religious beliefs Could you make a career change?

Lending a sympathetic ear

CounsEllinG skills 
are very much in demand  
at the moment owing to  
a shortage of qualified 
counsellors. the ou’s 
Foundation degree in 
counselling (G14) gives 
anyone with a strong desire 
to become a counsellor  
the opportunity to gain a 
professional qualification. 

the course, provided  
in partnership with the 
Counselling and 
Psychotherapy Central 
Awarding Body (CPCAB), 
gives students an 
understanding of the theory 
and skills required to become 
a professional counsellor. 
for this 240-point foundation 
degree you must take a 
compulsory level 1 course 

and a choice of level  
2 courses (including ED209 
Child development). 

on successful completion  
of the required courses you  
will be awarded a foundation 
Degree in Counselling. 

Buddhist monks on a pilgrimage  
to Bodhgaya, India 

Counsellors can specialise in  
a number of different areas

Evolution course marks Darwin bicentenary...

mA in religious studies   

train to become a professional counsellor
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Insect specimens on display  
at the Darwin Centre, Natural 
History Museum, London
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Wire transfer

CrACkEr mAy HAvE a 
lot to answer for… but there 
has been increased interest 
in the areas of forensic 
Psychology and Criminology. 

the ou has two 
postgraduate courses that 
anyone who has a keen 
interest in these fascinating 
areas can sign up for. 
there is the 120-point 
Postgraduate Diploma in 
Forensic Psychological 
Studies (E34) and the MSc in 
Forensic Psychology and 
Criminology (f49).

Programme manager for 
psychology Chris Williams 
says E34 explores questions 

UnDErStanDing  
health (y178) is aimed at 
anyone who is interested in 
learning about health and 
developing their computing 
skills at the same time.

this new pilot course will  
be launched in september  
and will look at the factors  
that play a role in determining 
our health and wellbeing. 

the course, which lasts  
for 22 weeks, explores some 
of the current concerns about 
health, including obesity, 
alcohol abuse, smoking  
and stress at work.

there is a course website, 
and there will also be guidance 
offered for those who have not 
had much previous experience 
of computers and the internet. 
And if you do not wish to use a 
computer, you will still be able 
to achieve 10 credits (instead 

in tHEsE DiffiCult 
times, a welcome new 
postgraduate course is 
focusing on genuinely 
employable skills.

if you enrol for the Cisco 
Certified Networking 
Professional 30-point 
advanced routing (t824) 
course, you could gain an 
international industry-
recognised qualification that  
is much in demand.

the course will provide  
you with the knowledge, 
understanding and skills to 
deploy and manage a range  
of internal and external routing 
protocols for a large-scale 
network using Cisco 
equipment. there are also 
plans to offer similar microsoft 
qualifications in the future.

t824 complements the  
t216 Cisco networking 
undergraduate course. 

such as: ‘Can witnesses have 
memories of crimes that never 
happened?’, ‘Does offender 
profiling assist criminal 
investigation?’, ‘Why do people 
become terrorists?’ and ‘Why 
do people confess to crimes 
they did not commit?’

f49 will also tackle a range 
of issues such as youth justice, 
social control, interviewing 
suspects and witnesses, 
offender profiling, terrorism, 
detecting deception  
and psychological disorders 
such as psychopathy.

the minimum entry for  
both of these courses is a  
UK honours degree. 

of 15) towards a qualification.
y178 is a good introduction 

to ou study for those with no 
experience of higher education, 
giving you the confidence to 
tackle longer level 1 courses 
such as an introduction to 
health and social care (k101). 

Networking opportunities

Forensic Psychology  
and Criminology

Understanding  
health 

Cracking the mind

Health and wellbeing

Forensic psychologists  
work closely with the police

Get connected with the advanced routing course

Understanding health (Y178) 
examines issues such as obesity

ou teams up with Cisco

Analysing the criminal mind

learn more about health issues...
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Summer lovin’
The summer issue of Sesame will be 
available to view online from 26 June

Advertisement

Visit www.open.ac.uk/sesame  
to view Sesame online



WHEN KIRSTYANNE 
Sharkey-Daly discovered a 
lump on her neck at the age  
of 18, she was told by both  
her doctor and a specialist that 
it was “a harmless cyst”. Later 
finding out that the lump was 
cancerous (thyroid cancer) was 
devastating news, especially 
for a young woman who had  
a full and active life working  
full time as a sports coach and 
beginning two Open University 
IT courses in her spare time. 

“Once the doctor and 
specialist found out what it was, 
they were brilliant with me and 

Book of Hope
At 18, OU student Kirstyanne Sharkey-Daly was stunned when she was diagnosed with thyroid cancer. 
Five years on, and after studying Creative writing (A215), she’s now written about her experience... 

But I was off for four months, 
because I was struggling when 
I moved my head and eating.”

But the time off gave 
Kirstyanne an opportunity to 
concentrate on her studies  
and achieve a Certificate in 
Computing and Information 
Technology later that year.

Last year, Kirstyanne 
 decided to change the course 
of her OU studies and switched 
to an Open Degree, taking up 
Creative writing (A215), having 
written for pleasure when she 
was at school. 

“I really enjoyed the fiction 
and I learned a lot, especially 
about how to use dialogue  
and how to set out plots. 

“It’s good to get feedback  
not only from the tutor but from 
other students as well, which 
helps pull everything together.”

It was while speaking to 
other students who dreamed  
of being published that the 
23-year-old came up with the 
idea of self-publishing an 

anthology of creative writing,  
in aid of Cancer Research UK. 

 “So very many people have 
been touched by cancer in 
some way. I wanted to create 

something that would not only 
provide a way for talented 
writers to get published but  
also to raise money for a good 
cause which is close to so 
many people’s hearts.”

Visit http://tinyurl.com/
cp7fho to find out more 
about Kirstyanne’s book. 

told me everything I needed to 
know,” said Kirstyanne, who 
then lived in Manchester.

“I went for the operation six 
weeks later and went into 
hospital at lunchtime, had it 

done the next day, and was  
out the day after that. 

“The operation had got rid  
of everything, which meant  
I wouldn’t need radiotherapy. 

Inspirational

Creative writing (A215) 
will help you develop 
your skills; Kirstyanne 
Sharkey-Daly (inset)

Course connection
Creative writing 
(A215)
If you are bursting with ideas 
and would like to write fiction 
or poetry, this level 2 writing 
course could help you on 
your way to being published. 
The 60-point course offers  
a range of strategies to  
help you develop as a writer 
and encourage you to build 
confidence in drawing  
from your memories and 
observations, and finding 
your voice. There are five 
tutor-marked assignments 
and an independent project 
that will form the end-of-
course assessment, plus  
two day schools. Registration 
closes 11 September for an 
October start. Call +44 (0)845 
3006090 or visit www.open.
ac.uk/courses for more 
information. Quote Sesame 
in any correspondence.

“I wanted to create something that 
would raise money for a good cause 
that’s close to many people’s hearts”

People

To find out more about courses, go to www.open.ac.uk/courses  Spring 2009 | Sesame 240 21

Everything to do with you, from inspirational stories to fascinating interviews

PH
O

TO
: ©

 C
H

r
is

 s
C

H
m

id
T 

/ 
is

TO
C

kP
H

O
TO

.C
O

m



PH
O

TO
: R

a
n

ki
n

People Interview

Sesame 240 | Spring 2009  To find out more about courses, go to www.open.ac.uk/courses  22

Writer Ian Rankin



Best-selling crime 
writer ian rankin has a strong 
association with the Open 
University. not only did he 
complete the Start listening to 
music (A179) course last year; 
he is an honorary graduate; his 
wife has studied at the OU on 
and off for 10 years; and his 
mother-in-law was a lecturer at 
the University. rankin’s writing 
career took off 20 years ago 
when he introduced the 
irascible detective rebus, 
whose cases exposed the 
sordid underbelly of edinburgh 
society. in 2007 ian retired 
rebus in Exit Music (the gruff 
policeman reaching the age of 
60) and last year he published 
Doors Open, his first novel not 
to feature his renowned 
detective character…

Tell us about your OU  
course experience 
For my birthday my wife bought 
me a 12-week OU course 
called Start listening to music.  
Having been absent from 
formal education since 1986,  
i have to admit i found it a 
challenge. You have to be 
self-motivated – there were 
plenty of online ‘tutorials’ and 
opportunities for discussion 
with fellow students, but finding 
time for these was a real 
challenge. Despite my 
occupation, i am not the most 
computer-literate of individuals 
and i found it hard to access 
some sites etc. luckily, my wife 
has been an OU student for 
over 10 years (on and off) and 
showed me how to submit 
essays and then retrieve my 
marks (yes, i did pass the 
course!).  my biggest problem 
was time. Work that was 
supposed to be spread over 

Crime pays
Sesame caught up with Open University honorary graduate and author ian rankin, the creator of 
Inspector Rebus, as he takes a break between completing his first OU course and starting his next 
novel. He talks about study, writing and the possibility of rebus making a comeback… 

has no background in music 
(except as a casual consumer).

The OU’s Start writing fiction 
(A174) course is extremely 
popular. What separates 
those who become published 
from those who do not? 
the one thing you need above 
all else if you want to become  
a writer is the opportunity to 
write. After that, you need a 
measure of confidence, a lot  
of luck, and the ability to learn 
(either by being self-critical,  
or by accepting the advice of 
others). there needs to be a 
reason why you’re writing –  
a story you feel the need to  
tell. i doubt that any creative 
writing course in the world can 
take the non-writer and make 
them a writer. What courses 
can do is help people with 
ability become better writers.

Tell us about the short novel 
you wrote for the Quick 
Reads initiative...  
each year a few well-known 
writers contribute a piece of 
work to the campaign, which 
aims to help adults with literacy 
concerns. On 1 march, it will 
publish my short novel A Cool 
Head. it was quite a challenge:  
i hadn’t appreciated some of the 
problems readers might have 
with my work (e.g.: character 
names being too similar; 
sudden shifts of point of view  
or location). What i’ve tried to  
do is tell a fast-paced story with 
a minimum of fuss, and i think  
it works... but that’s down to 
readers to judge.

What you are currently 
working on? 
i’ve delivered a graphic novel to 
Vertigo comics in new York 

and they hope the result will be 
published in the autumn. i’m 
about to start work on a 
brand-new novel, but i don’t 
know much about it as yet 
except the title (and i’m keeping 
that under wraps). i usually 
spend the first half of each year 
writing, then the second half 
touring to promote what i’ve just 
written. it makes for an odd 
imbalance, especially as 
concerns home life. i’m also 
working on a film project, but 
it’s going to have to take a back 
seat until the new novel is done.

Will Rebus be brought out  
of retirement for this book?    
there may be a role for him, but 
he won’t be the focus. that’s  
as much as i’m giving away.

Course connection
Start listening to 
music (A179)

this level 1, 10-point course 
aims to introduce new ways 
of listening to music and 
focuses on the principles  
of ‘perceptive listening’. 
the course covers a broad 
range of genres including 
examples from classical, 
jazz, popular, folk and world 
music, and looks at analysis, 
stylistic and historical 
awareness, orchestration, 
composition, performance 
and music engineering. 

the next course presentation 
begins in October 2009.  
For more information, call  
+44 (0)845 3006090 or  
visit www.open.ac.uk/
courses. Quote Sesame  
in any correspondence.   

People InterviewRead, watch and listen to interviews with other high-profile figures at www.open.ac.uk/platform
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several weeks would somehow 
have to be completed over a 
panicky final few days. But I did 
learn a lot. i was introduced to 
new musical genres, was 
educated into ways of actively 
listening to music (as opposed 
to the more passive occupation 
of ‘hearing’ it). And at the end of 
it i realised i still have a tin ear.

How did the experience 
compare with your time at 
university in the late 70s? 
i did my undergraduate degree 
at edinburgh University 
between 1978 and 1982, then 
went back in 1983 for three 
years to work on a (never 
completed) PhD. it was a totally 
different experience from my 
OU course – there was 
constant interaction with 
students and staff during my 
time at edinburgh. With my OU 
course, i managed to take part 
in a single online tutorial, 
submitted two essays by email 
and received marks (and 
comments) the same way.  
However, my wife’s studies do 
include physical (rather than 
virtual) tutorials and occasional 
weekend and summer schools, 
so i appreciate that the OU 
does offer these as well.

Do you think the OU is a 
good alternative to a more 
typical university education?  
i know from my wife that the OU 
offers an education every bit as 
valid and challenging as that 
available within the traditional 
university structure. i’ve tried 
reading some of her textbooks 
(on the classical world), so 
i know how hard she works.  
my own course was short  
and introductory, but still 
challenging to someone who 
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Platform

Platform, The Open University community website for students and alumni, launched late last year. Since 
then, thousands of people have enjoyed being part of the site, with the OU community all over the world...

Platform is packed with a variety of content, including video interviews

Platform polls

There are regUlar 
topical polls conducted on 
Platform. here are some  
of the questions we’ve 
asked and how you voted... 
What do you think of  
6% hike in rail fares?
16% OK if it improves  
services; 7% not  
bothered; 77% rip off! 
Should a person have  
a right to die through 
assisted suicide?
92% yes; 8% no
Research suggests 
romcoms damage 
relationships? Do they?
19% yes; 81% no
Are you feeling positive 
about 2009? 
74% yes; 26% no
 
Check the homepage  
to see the latest poll 

PlaTfOrm, The OPen 
University community website 
for students and alumni, 
launched late last year. Since 
then, thousands of people  
have enjoyed being part of  
the site, with The Open 
University community all over 
the world reading about and 
having their say on everything 
from events at the OU to the 
top stories in the news. 

Students can benefit from 
discovering what the OU’s 
academics have to say on  
the news hitting the headlines, 
while also reading features  
to help with their studies in 
‘Campus’. The ‘Blogs’ sections 
includes a blog from a student 
– go check it out to see if 
you’re experiencing the same 

joys and tribulations. Plus 
you can chat to fellow 
students in the forums.

alumni can read stories 
from other people who have 
studied with the OU and find 
out what they’ve got up to 
since finishing their studies. 
You can also read about 
brand-new courses in the 
‘news’ section and get 
careers advice in ‘Campus’. 

There’s also a whole 
section dedicated to you  
with updates from The Open 
University’s Development 
Office, providing information 
on how you can support  
the OU through advocacy, 
Volunteering and fundraising. 
There’s much more to 
experience, too, so to make 

sure you are involved, head  
to www.open.ac.uk/platform 

PROVIDING A PLATFORM
The blogs section of Platform 
is doing just what we hoped  
it would: provoking thought, 
making people laugh and 
making people rant. Our 
student bloggers are attracting 
a lot of attention. Philosophy 
postgrad Kathryn Koromilas 
blogs about adjusting to a 
mode of studying that doesn’t 
take place in a traditional bricks 
and mortar university. 

Our popular alumni blogger 
Captain Dean andrews, who 
completed his raf-sponsored 
OU mBa in 2003 and blogged 
about the challenges he faced 
while developing Basra 

airport, recently posted his 
final blog from Iraq after being 
re-posted to high Wycombe. 
See the ‘alumni’ section of 
the ‘Blogs’ area. 

academics have been 
keen to blog too, discussing  
a range of topics from the 
‘shoe protest’ against george 
Bush to one academic’s 
search for energy-efficient 
Christmas lights. go to the 
‘academic’ section in ‘Blogs’ 
for more information. 

The forums in the ‘Join In’ 
section have proved incredibly 
popular, with you discussing  
everything from ‘Can and  
do people really manage to 
change their life direction after 
40?’ to ‘Which book changed 
your life?’ So, come on, join in!
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Prince Harry’s use of a racist slur became the subject of an academic blog

You’ll be able to read a host of 
different blogs on Platform 

Exclusive competitions and offers
eaCh mOnTh, PlaTfOrm 

gives you the chance to win 
your Open University set 
course books, courtesy of 
bookseller eddington hook. 

Platform also has offers  
for special deals on tickets  
to watch West end hits, such 
as classic ghost story The 
Woman in Black, courtesy  
of TotallyTheatre.com 

Previous competitions  
have included the chance  
to win a cottage holiday  
with Cottages4you, which 
offers a choice of over 15,000 
holiday properties throughout 
the UK, Ireland, france,  
Spain, Portugal and Italy. 

for more information head 
to the ‘Time Out’ section. 

PlaTfOrm aImS TO 
respond to news hitting the 
headlines with expert 
commentary from the OU’s 
academics, students and 
alumni. Since its launch, 
Platform has rapidly responded 
to a host of news items. for 
example, when Parliament 
granted the go-ahead in 
January for a third runway to 
be built at heathrow, OU 
student geraldine nicholson 
gave Platform an interview 
about how her family life would 
become “intolerable” if the 

expansion took place. The 
mum of three, who lives in 
West Drayton and is studying 
towards a modern languages 
degree, took time out from 
fielding calls from media 
around the world to chat to 
Platform. her story (‘Intolerable 
airport plans: an OU student’s 
point of view’) can be read at 
the ‘OU Community’ area of the 
Campus section of Platform.

Tricia mulcahy, an associate 
lecturer on The Open 
University’s Death and dying 
(K260) course, responded to 

Expert comment on the hot news issues
In the news

Win! Win! Win!

the announcement that new 
rules regarding drug approval 
are to be introduced in the nhS. 

The decision means 
terminally ill patients will have 
additional access to life-
extending treatment. See the 
‘health’ section of the news 
area for more.

In light of the furore over 
Prince harry’s use of a racist 
word towards a fellow army 
officer, former tutor and reader 
in British history at the OU Bill 
Purdue blogged for Platform. 
he gave examples of previous 
royal gaffes, as well as his 
opinion on the news. To read his 
entry head to the ‘academic’ 
area of the blogs section. 

Visit www.open.ac.uk/
platform for more blogs.

Guest bloggers

a nUmBer Of  
high-profile people have 
featured as guest bloggers 
for Platform during the past 
few months. Those who  
have chosen to write on 
topics close to their heart 
include legendary 
astronomer Patrick moore, 
who blogged on the crisis 
facing science. 

Platform also invited 
activist Katrina forrester, 
from the climate action  
group Plane Stupid, to blog 
just a few days after the 
group’s headline-grabbing 
protest at Stansted airport  
in December. 

Phil Beadle, best-known 
for fronting the Channel 4  
TV series The Unteachables, 
blogged on the UK’s 
stuttering education system, 
calling for social workers  
to be based in some 
secondary schools. 

Their views in turn 
attracted plenty of comment 
and debate from students 
and alumni who were keen  
to voice their opinion.

guest bloggers will 
feature on Platform regularly, 
so make sure you visit the 
Blogs area of Platform to 
discover the latest hot topic  
of discussion. Visit www.
open.ac.uk/platform then 
click on ‘guest Columnist’.

A protester from Plane Stupid 

Astronomer Patrick Moore
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Crowne Plaza, Holiday Inn  
& Express by Holiday Inn 

Enjoy 25 per cent 
off weekend leisure 
breaks at more  

than 400 hotels across the  
UK, Europe and the Middle 
East. This offer is available 
Friday, Saturday and  
Sunday nights until 31 
December 2009. To book call 
+44 (0)870 400 8135 quoting 
‘Exclusive Rate’. Or visit  
www.ichotels.com/exclusive 

On foot holidays
is offering a  
£50 per person 
introductory 

discount off its 2009  
self-guided walking holidays  
in Europe. Please quote  
‘OU Alumni Offers’. See  
www.onfootholidays.co.uk  
or call 01722 322652.

Alumni Subscriptions
Save up to 70 per 
cent on magazine
subscriptions on  

a host of top titles, including 
Business Week and Time.  
To find out more, visit www.
alumni-subscriptions.co.uk

Walking with Wine
offers fully guided 
wine and walking 
holidays in Spain 

and Italy, allowing you to 
wander through vineyards  
and visit wineries, and caters 
for couples, singles and small 
groups. For detailed itineraries 
and to claim your £50 per 
person discount, see  
www.open.ac.uk/platform

LA Fitness 
is offering OU 
members 
discounted 

membership and a free trial 
(including 15 per cent off the 
club, group and off-peak rates) 
and a free two-day pass.  
www.open.ac.uk/platform/
member-benefits   

Open Fairways
is offering a special 
membership rate  
of £79 (RRP £99), 

entitling you to play half-price 
golf at over 1,200 premier 
courses worldwide. Call  
+44 (0)28 9073 1055  
and quote OUA. Or visit 
 www.openfairways.com 

I-Jewellery.biz 
is offering high-
quality designer 
jewellery with a 

discount of 15 per cent on 
complete ranges on a variety  
of websites including www.
diamond.uk.com, www.gold.
uk.net, www.silver.uk.net.  
For more information and  
to access the discount code, 
visit www.open.ac.uk/
platform/member-benefits. 

Cottages4you  
is offering a 10  
per cent discount 
on its 15,000 cosy 

cottages, traditional gites,  
rustic chateaux and modern 
villas throughout the UK, 
Ireland and Europe. Visit  
www.cottages-4-you.co.uk/
openuniversity or call  
+44 (0)845 268 0539.

Yokmok adventures
 is offering 7 per 
cent discount  
on all guided 

adventure holidays. Choose 
from holidays in the Alps, 
Spain, France, Italy and more: 
Hiking & trekking, Bicycle tours,  
Photographic holidays, Kitesurf 
camps and Ski & snowboard 
vacations. Visit www.open.ac.
uk/platform/member-benefits

Cotswold Outdoor shop
Get great
discounts on a host 
of outdoor clothing 

and equipment from top brands 
such as The North Face. Visit 
www.cotswoldoutdoor.com and 
enter AF-OU-A2 in the 
promotional code window for 
your OU special discount.

Egmont.co.uk
The UK’s largest 
publisher of 
children’s books  

and magazines is offering  
OU members a 20 per cent 
discount on all books bought 
on www.egmont.co.uk/OU,  
as well as free P&P. Visit  
www.open.ac.uk/platform/
member-benefits for more 
information and discount code.

COntInuIng OFFErS
APH

Pre-book your 
airport parking  
and save up to 25 

per cent (T&Cs apply, see 
website for details). Save an 
additional 15 per cent discount 
off APH-owned car parks and  
a 10 per cent discount off all 
other participating third party 
car parks. Visit www.aph.com/
openuniversity or call 0870 
737 7671 quoting ‘TOU’.

nEW OFFErS
I adore your

Looking for 
adorable gifts and 
jewellery? Save  

10 per cent off all gifts over  
£20 with iadoreyour.com and 
receive free delivery* on all 
orders. Visit www.iadoreyour.
com and enter OPEN8 in  
the promotional code box.  
*UK delivery available only

Just Champagne 
Get 10 per cent  
off Champagne  
gifts and 10 per cent 

off wine, port and spirits gifts at  
www.justchampagne.co.uk 
and www.justdrinkgifts.co.uk 
Includes 10 per cent off delivery 
charges. Visit www.open.ac.
uk/platform/member-
benefits for the discount code.

the AA
is giving you the
chance to save
25 per cent on

AA membership at enrolment
and 10 per cent at renewal for
each year that this discount
continues (T&Cs apply, see
www.open.ac.uk/platform/
member-benefits for more info).
To claim your discount, simply
call 08705 444 222 and quote
reference OU 688.

Sea France
is offering a 10  
per cent discount 
on the cross-

Channel Dover-Calais*  
route. To book online and 
access the discount code,  
visit www.open.ac.uk/
platform/member-benefits  
or call +44 (0)871 2222 500  
to book. *You must depart  
from Dover.

Member benefits

Great discounts for OU
alumni and students
Visit our website for more information on offers and for links to all discounts* at www.open.ac.uk/platform/member-benefits  
If you are unable to access the website please call +44 (0) 1908 653815 to request a flyer. 

* Reference in this publication/website to any specific commercial 
products, process, service, manufacturer or company does not 
constitute its endorsement or recommendation by The Open University.
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Early in hEr battle  
with Barack Obama for the 
Democratic presidential 
nomination, hillary Clinton 
quoted a well-known line in  
US politics – politicians “have  
to campaign in poetry, but 
govern in prose”. near the 
outset of a long and tense 
political battle, Mrs Clinton  
was issuing a warning: you  
may be inspired by Obama’s 
poetry, the rhetoric of ‘hope’ 
and ‘change’, but he is 
inexperienced, and the  
day-to-day grind of office 
demands a different style  
and different skills.

inauguration day on 20 
January – rehearsed, staged 
and securitised to within an 

inch of its life – saw more 
Obama poetry, with flashes  
of the ghosts of George 
Washington, abraham  
lincoln and John F Kennedy, 
accompanied by the historic 
symbolism of a black family  
in the White house. But the 
new president also invoked 
realism, responsibility and  
hard work in the face of  
huge challenges.

The prose part of the job 
began weeks earlier, the day 
after Obama’s extraordinary 
election-night victory speech in 
Chicago. he moved quickly to 
get his cabinet in place, the 20 
or so heads of key government 
departments and agencies, 

More than 
words? 

Mike Saward, Professor of Politics  
at the OU, wonders hopefully whether 
President Obama’s actions will live  
up to his spellbinding rhetoric...

and White house staff in place. 
headed by Mrs Clinton, now 

safely inside the tent, in the 
central role as Secretary  
of State, the team includes 
Chicago loyalists, harvard 
intellectuals, Wall Street 
regulators and members  
of Congress (and even a 
republican). 

There have been hiccups. 
Senator Bill richardson, the 
US’s most prominent hispanic 
politician, pulled out of his 
planned role as Commerce 
Secretary to fight corruption 
allegations; and Timothy 
Geithner, Treasury Secretary 
nominee, was embarrassed  
by an unpaid taxes story. But 
Obama is perceived to have 

moved quickly and calmly 
pulling his team and his polices 
together; his approval ratings 
are sky-high. 

Through the transition 
Obama said ‘there was only 
one president at a time’, not 
least when pressed for his 
views on the Gaza crisis. But 
the perception is that he has 
managed well the tricky job  
of not Being President. 

Within three days of the 
election he was presiding  
over press briefings and 
‘cabinet meetings’ rich in visual 
cues of presidential power, 
visual assertions of control.  
not yet prose, but perhaps 
poetry with a purpose? and  

he and his nominees have 
signalled real policy shifts  
– on engaging with iran and 
hamas; on bailouts and banks; 
on his intention to close the 
controversial detention camp  
at Guantanamo Bay. and now, 
with his feet under the desk  
at the White house’s Oval 
Office, the 44th president 
shows every sign of wanting to 
make tough decisions quickly.

The presidential transition  
is one of many transitions  
– economic, international,  
and symbolic. is it Obama’s 
transition from poetry to prose? 
Time will tell, and Obama’s 
demonstrated skills at 
managing high expectations 
will be tested. Perhaps he can 
become a master of a new 
political style. Prose poetry has 
been defined as ‘work in prose 
that has some of the technical 
or literary qualities of poetry 
(regular rhythm, definitely 
patterned structure, emotional 
or imaginative heightening) but 
that is set on page as prose’.  

The Obama style – calm, 
thoughtful deliberation catchily 
delivered – may achieve 
something of that rhythm and 
pattern. Familiarity will dilute its 

“The Obama style – calm, thoughtful 
deliberation catchily delivered –  
may achieve a rhythm and pattern”

Course connection
Introducing the 
social sciences 
(DD101)

Psychology, social policy  
and criminology, geography 
and environment, politics  
and international studies, 
economics and sociology  
are all covered in this 
introduction to the social 
sciences. This new course  
about contemporary society 
will help you progress to 
related level 2 courses. 
registration closes 11 
September for an October 
2009 start. Call +44 (0)845 
300 6090 or visit www.open.
ac.uk/courses for more 
information. Quote Sesame 
in any correspondence.   

Could President Obama’s actions 
speak even louder than his words?

People OpinionRead, watch and listen to interviews with other high-profile figures at www.open.ac.uk/platform

27

power. Think of how time and 
reality chipped away at the 
effectiveness of Tony Blair’s 
charismatic turns. But how it 
turns out matters, for the US 
and for many others around  
the world; we are all in for an 
interesting ride.

To find out more about courses, go to www.open.ac.uk/courses  Spring 2009 | Sesame 240
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shape
careerin

yourGet

Looking for a full-time business opportunity?

For more information call today on:

 01279 636988
or email: new@lighterlife.com
www.lighterlife.com

As a LighterLife Counsellor you’ll enjoy:
• a rewarding new career
• the backing of an established company
• full training
• professional marketing support
•  high earnings potential

Become a LighterLife Counsellor  
and earn a great income helping  
others lose weight  
LighterLife is a weight-loss and weight-management programme  
specifically for people 3 stone or more overweight. We are currently  
looking for highly motivated individuals to invest in their own business  
with the backing of our successful national brand. 

PriorityAreasBirmingham& Wales 

Advertisement
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OU at 40
Let’s celebrate
The Open University is getting ready to celebrate four decades of educating people far and wide.  
Here are just some of the events that are taking place throughout the year…

THe Open UniversiTy  
is marking four decades of 
educating people far and  
wide, young and old, with  
a series of events across the 
country beginning 23 April. 

The University will be holding 
the events to celebrate bringing 
accessible, high-quality learning 
to everyone, irrespective of who 
they are, where they are or 
what they do. The packed 
programme includes an 
anniversary concert at Milton 
Keynes Theatre, close to the 
OU’s headquarters, plus many 
other events in each of the 
University’s regions and 
nations. Additional activities 

include a special degree 
ceremony to be held in the 
shetland isles (the location of 
the highest proportion of OU 
students per capita) and a 
series of lectures from OU 
honorary graduates. Those 

confirmed to take part at the 
time of going to press include 
a lecture from journalist  
Kate Adie at the sunderland 
national Glass Centre; one 
from politician Trevor phillips 

in London; and performance 
poet Benjamin Zephaniah will 
be at peterborough Library. 
email alumni@open.ac.uk  
for further details.

The anniversary concert 
performed by the Milton Keynes 

City Orchestra, will open with 
Leonard salzedo’s Divertimento 
– the fanfare which was used to 
signal the beginning of OU 
television programmes. To 
purchase tickets, which range 

from £10-£30, call 01908 
558311. To claim a discount 
quote “OU Alumni 40”.

There will also be a chance 
for students and alumni, as well 
as their family and friends, to 
visit the OU’s Milton Keynes 
headquarters to see at first-
hand some of the facilities at the 
OU and research that underpins 
their courses. The Open 
Unlimited event on 27 June  
will also show how teaching 
programmes are developed  
and the latest technological 
advances in study methods.

Also occurring is an inaugural 
lecture series, which will be  
held at the headquarters. For  
a complete list of the dates  
and lecture topics, visit www.
open.ac.uk/inaugural-lectures/

To request a place at any of 
the inaugural lectures during 
2009, please email the events 
and exhibitions Co-ordinator at 
d.o.stanley@open.ac.uk

shirley Jones, 40th 
Anniversary project Manager, 
said: “A fundamental element of 
the celebration is to reflect the 
achievements of the University 
during its 40-year history. “The 
OU’s successes and pioneering 
spirit will be recognised and 
reflected in a number of events 
in each region. students have 
always been the life-blood of the 
OU and they will play a vital role 
in the 40th celebrations.”

Students and alumni are invited  
to play a key role in the OU’s  
40th anniversary celebrations

“Students have always been the 
lifeblood of the OU and they will play  
a vital role in the 40th celebrations”

Celebrating 40 years of The Open University

What’s happening?



Renaissance
Florence
18 – 22 May ‘09

Bruges & Antwerp:
Art in Northern
Europe
03 - 08 June ’09

Prague: Art &
Culture
18 – 22 June ‘09

New York &
Philadelphia: Art &
Culture
02 – 07 Sept ‘09

Pisa and Lucca
28 Oct – 01 Nov ‘09

Vienna: Art &
Culture
29 Oct – 02 Nov ‘09

Madrid, Toledo, El
Escorial
18 – 23 Nov ‘09

Paris: Modern Art
20 – 23 Nov ‘09

Venice: East Meets
West
01 – 06 Dec ‘09

AHST

May - December 2009

Committed to providing
activities that support your studies

Siragusa Ltd, Unit 26, JBJ Business Park, Northampton Road, Blisworth, Northants,
NN7 3DW, UK Tel: 01604859491 Fax: 01604 858511

ahst@siragusa.co.uk www.siragusa.co.uk

Visit www.siragusa.co.uk for further details,
the latest copy of the AHST Bulletin and to

register to receive the Bulletin via email

Gallery & Museum Visits for AA100, A216,
A219, AA309, AA315, AA318/A840

UNIVERSITY 
BOOKSEARCH

www.universitybooksearch.co.uk
Recycling Open University course material for 
the benefit of students throughout the world

SELLING COURSE MATERIAL
Register on the web-site for just £5 and you 

can advertise as many courses as you like for 6 months!

BUYING COURSE MATERIAL
There are thousands of second-hand courses for sale 

on the web-site – visit www.universitybooksearch.co.uk
and search for the course you want.

For further details please contact:  Jo Hunt
jo@universitybooksearch.co.uk

Tel .No: 01395-442174

Advertisement



Foreign students 
traditionally had to move to  
the uK if they wanted to study 
at a British university, but the  
ou takes the university to its 
international students with  
its distance-learning courses 
and also with partnerships  
with other countries. 

the open university 
Worldwide (ouW) was 
established in the 1990s  
to meet the demand from  
an increasing interest from 
countries around the world  
to set up universities based  
on the ou model. there are 
now about 50 universities 
internationally that call 
themselves ‘open universities’, 
although, despite sharing 
similar characteristics to the  
uK open university, each  
one is independent. 

the interest was first 
sparked in the early 1970s, 
when the ou’s success was 
recognised internationally by 
educationalists who became 
curious about its methods. 
there was nothing that really 
matched the ou, although 
there were correspondence 
colleges and external degrees 
run by a handful of British 
universities. to begin with,  
ou academics provided 
consultancy to other countries, 
helping with systems, 
administration, teaching 
models and open learning  
and admission. 

Antony gribbon, Managing 
director of ou Worldwide, said: 
“the link between knowledge 
and economic development 
has never been stronger, but  
in many parts of the developed 
and developing world the gap 
between supply of and demand 
for higher education is actually 

The OU’s global reach
the ou didn’t set out to achieve a global presence but as its reputation grew, countries around the world 
became intrigued about the university’s use of technology and quality of education on a large scale...

university model and take it to 
foreign countries – which 
means, in theory, we are not 
contributing to the brain drains 
in those countries. We are 
more attractive to emerging 
economies, developing 
countries and newly 
industrialised countries where 
there is the greatest need  
for rapid expansion of higher 

education to help boost 
economic growth.”

the ou has strong 
partnerships with Hong Kong, 
singapore, ethiopia, russia, 
China, the us and south Africa. 
it also assisted in establishing 
the Arab open university, 
which operates out of seven 
countries: egypt, saudi Arabia, 

Bahrain, Lebanon, oman and 
Jordan, with an HQ in Kuwait. 

one example of where  
the ou has supported a 
government is ethiopia. its 
leader Meles Zenawi swept  
to power in 1991 when rebels  
of the ethiopian People’s 
revolutionary democratic 
Front overthrew the then 
government. it rapidly emerged 
that high-level management 
skills would be key to steering 
the future of the country. He 
was then advised by a friend  
to take up an MBA at the ou. 
After making enquiries, the ou 
was able to get funding from  
the un and support from the 
British Council and began to 
deliver a management training 
programme. in 10 years of 
working in ethiopia, more than 
240 MBAs were awarded to 
senior civil servants, military 
leaders and politicians. 

getting wider. the ou’s 
methodology and pedagogy 
are well placed to help to 
narrow that gap, through 
international development 
programmes and in 
partnerships.”   

dominic newbould, director 
of external relations for ouW, 
said: “the ou and the really 
successful open universities 

operate at industrial scale so 
you can drive down the unit 
costs. the work we are doing  
is about understanding the 
local needs in any particular 
country and negotiating a 
model that supplies that need.

“instead of recruiting 
international students to come 
into the uK, we have the uK 
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Did You Know? More than 150,000 African student teachers use free OU materials
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Spotlight

Professor Gourley with Carlos Lopes,  
Executive Director of UNITAR (United  

Nations Institute for Training and Research)

The OU has strong partnerships with 
Russia, China, the US and others

40th anniversary OU Worldwide
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40th anniversary Technology

Evolution of technology 
Right from the start The Open University embraced pioneering approaches to higher education.  
But its relationship with new technology has, and continues to be, a delicate balancing act…

The OU was founded on 
the belief that communications 
technology could bring 
high-quality degree-level 
learning to people who had  
not had the opportunity to 
attend campus universities 
– the partnership with the BBC 
is one such important method 
of providing higher education  
to the general public. In 1971 
the first OU programme to  
be screened was Open Forum 
– a news, information and 
discussion programme about 
the University – which was 
followed by the first course-
related broadcast, 
Mathematics: introduction.

In addition to the 25,000 
students who had enrolled  
on to the course, there was  
the ‘drop-in’ audience which 
watched the ground-breaking 
programmes, covering the four 
foundation courses in 
humanities, Mathematics, 
science and Understanding 
society. The television 
programmes, which were 
filmed in black and white at 
alexandra Palace, were a 
handicap to teaching science 
because lecturers were unable 
to demonstrate anything which 
relied on colour. 

Veteran broadcaster 
Professor Michael Drake, 
former Dean of the social 
science Faculty, said: “I’m 
surprised they were as 
watchable as they were, 
because they all started as 
lectures with illustrations.” 
eventually it was assumed that 
students would have access to 
colour television sets; and a 
similar situation occurred again 
a number of years later with the 
advent of the video recorder.  

“when video recorders came 
in it meant that students could 
record TV programmes at night 

hours and it became more 
cost-effective to post video  
and audio tapes to students. 

The BBC broadcasts had 
provided useful publicity for  
the University, and today the 
collaboration has been taken to 
the next level, reaching millions 
of informal learners through 
more mainstream programming 
aimed at inspiring people to 

make the transition from 
passive viewers to active 
learners. The TV series Coast 
was given the first ever BAFTA 
award in the Interactive 
category, recognising its 
innovative content on the 
website linked to the 
programme. Visitors can learn 

about preserving the British 
coastline, look at postcards  
and download podcasts. 

In the past there have been 
examples where students had 
no access to the technology – 
so the technology was sent to 
them. In the early years this 
would come in the form of 
home experiment Kits, which 
were sent out to thousands of 
students studying the Science 
Foundation (s100) course  
in the early 1970s. These 
included the Mcarthur 
microscope, which was 
adapted from an original metal 
design to make a cheaper, 
lighter moulded plastic model. 

students studying biology 
were lucky enough to receive 
pickled sheep brains, which 
could then be dissected with 
instruments supplied in the kit. 
Geology students weren’t able 
to receive authentic samples of 

and play them at a more social 
hour,” said emeritus Professor 
Russell stannard, former 
Pro-Vice Chancellor and head 
of Physics. “But then we 
thought if students are watching 
a video recording, they can 
stop and start the programme, 
which alters the structure of the 
programme. Before video you 
couldn’t go very deep into the 

material because you had to be  
careful not to overload the 
programmes. But once they 
were able to stop and start a 
programme, it meant that you 
could pack a lot more in.”

Over time, however, the  
BBC wanted to increase its 
mainstream output in the early 

“Students studying biology were lucky 
enough to receive pickled sheep 
brains which could then be dissected”

Spotlight

OU staff working on a project to 
develop a new language for the BBC 
Microcomputer during the early ’80s



fossils on a mass scale, so 
replica fossils (produced in  
a garage) were also sent to 
students. In some cases, even 
computers were sent out to 
students. These included the 
64KB heKTOR III (a single 
board computer built by the OU 
for the TM222 course, which 
came with a 104-page manual), 
which was preceded by 
DesMOND (Digital electronic 
system Mode of Nifty Devices). 
In the early 1980s computer 
courses used mainframe 
systems and students had to go 
to regional centres to type in 
their answers and get print-
outs. In the 1990s, more and 
more courses, mainly Maths, 
Computing, Technology and 
science, started to use 
multimedia in their courses. 

For example, the 1998 
science course s103 used 
video footage of flora and fauna 
on the Galapagos Islands. This 
footage was re-worked last 
year for iTunesU (the ‘U’ 
standing for Universities) and 
after promotion from apple, it 
quickly became one of the most 
popular downloads on the site.

More recently a virtual  
field trip was delivered in 
Environmental science (s216), 
which meant students could 
carry out measurements, 
observations and analysis of 
the growth of heather in the 
Teign Valley in Devon without 
having to leave their homes.

EVOLVING LEARNING
Despite the dot.com boom  
of the 1990s, a survey by The 
Campaign For Learning in  
1996 revealed that technology 
ranked low on people’s 
favourite methods of learning  
– just seven per cent said they 
preferred to use the internet  
for teaching. Former Vice-
Chancellor sir John Daniel 
examined this apparent 
scepticism in his book Mega-
Universities and Knowledge 
Media: Technology Strategies 
for Higher Education. 

he wrote: “a new educational 
technology may be unique, but 
does it teach better? will the 
array of new devices and media 

simply create bewilderment? Is 
the extra cost worth it? has the 
University bothered to explain 
where the benefits for them 
might lie?” The OU’s David 
wilson, Director of strategic 
Development (LTs), says 
technology in learning has to  
be “integrated, interactive and 
bridge distance” as well as 
providing support for students. 

he believes that students  
can be given a more authentic 
and intergrated learning 
experience, which can be 
delivered online through a 
Virtual Learning environment 
that brings together news 
feeds, e-conferencing, forums, 
links to the library and wikis. 

David said: “The course 
teams first need to be sold on 
new technology before it goes 
to the students. There are those 
who are looking far ahead into 
the distance and there are 
others who are concerned 
about disadvantaging students 
who are not into technology. 

“The balancing act is not 
putting off students who are 
joining the OU for the courses, 
while making good use of the 
technology. The online 
environment will be one that 
many students are using 
already and there are aspects 
of the online world that are fairly 
basic and our students are 
expecting us to exploit that.”

The University has many 
channels that now means 
people can find material for 
themselves, rather than have  
it given to them via TV, radio or 
the post. OpenLearn makes 

OU materials freely available 
on the internet with state-of-
the-art learning support and 
communications tools to 
connect learners and 
educators around the world. 

It has been used by staff  
who work with disadvantaged 
children at Barnado’s, who have 
joined an online community to 
improve their skills. 

NEW ADVANCES
The OU’s Knowledge Media 
Institute (KMi) carries out 
research and development  
for technologies which are 
adopted by the University as 
well as other institutions and 
organisations. examples of its 
current work include Flash 
meetings, which looks at the 
nature of online conferencing, 
and aims to help users to work 
and meet more effectively. 

socialLearn is the latest 
social web initiative to come  
out of the OU. Recognising that 
web 2.0 technologies are 
changing the way people teach 
and learn, the socialLearn 
team are working on an online 
platform to support people in 
their use of such technologies 
for learning. It is informed by 
the latest research in next-
generation learning design, 
placing the learner at the centre 
of an educational experience 
based on their needs and 
interests. web applications, 
networks and resources will 
come together, enabling the 
individual to direct what and 
how they learn, and with whom.  
http://openlearn.open.ac.uk/

Technology has enhanced  
students’ learning capability
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40th anniversary Technology

A history of technology  
at The Open University

1983 The OU Production 
Centre pioneers the use  
of lightweight VT recording 
for non-news programmes.
1985 Video cassettes made 
available to students to loan.
1993 experimental course 
Renewable energy 
technology (XT001) 
presented entirely through 
computer-mediated 
communication. 
1993 The homer CD-ROM  
is the OU’s first venture  
into multimedia and is used  
as part of Homer: Poetry  
and society (a295).
1994 The human Cognition 
Research Laboratory hosts 
the Virtual summer school.
1995 Knowledge Media 
Institute is set up in 
recognition of the need for 
the OU to be at the forefront 
of research and 
development. 
1996 First undergraduate  
to use the internet as part of 
the Infosystems activity at 
T102 summer school.
1999 You, your computer  
and the net (T171) is the first 
fully online course at the OU.
2000 First virtual graduation.
2001 The OU’s intranet is 
developed and launched.
2001 OU produces 773,000 
CD-ROMs and 3,000 DVDs.
2002 Lyceum developed  
and introduced (allowing 
groups to speak to one 
another over the internet).
2004 First phase of the  
Virtual Learning environment.
2005 OU announces that it 
will use Moodle as the basis 
for its own VLe. 
2006 OU’s first island 
materialises in second  
Life virtual world.
2007 work begins on the 
Digital audio Project to  
create and distribute digital 
talking books. 
2008 OpenLife replaces 
CeTLment in second  
Life virtual world.
2008 Launch of OUView 
YouTube channel.



Advertisement

The Open University was 
founded on an ideal – that
everyone has the right of
access to a good education.

For many people, their
financial situation or
disability can be barriers to
study. We are committed to
overcoming these obstacles
through providing assistance
where it is most needed.

A legacy or donation from you
will enable us to help more
people achieve their goals. 

A Legacy
for Learning

“We are proud that we can open up
education to students whose
financial or personal circumstance,
or lack of formal qualifications
might otherwise have meant that
they were denied this chance.

By deciding to remember The Open
University in your will we can
continue to offer this fulfilling
experience to everyone who wants to
expand their learning and broaden
their outlook – regardless of
circumstances.”

Professor Brenda Gourley, 
Vice Chancellor, The Open University

For more information contact: 
The Legacy Officer
The Open University
Freepost ANG5780
Milton Keynes MK7 6BR
Tel: +44 (0)1908 659141
Fax: +44 (0)1908 653815
Email: oudo@open.ac.uk
www.open.ac.uk/legacy

The Open University is incorporated by Royal Charter (RC 000391), an exempt
charity in England & Wales and a charity registered in Scotland (SC 038302).



The Open UniversiTy 
Oral history project has been 
established to document the 
recollections of academic, 
administrative, student/alumni 
and regional staff from the 
batch of first appointments  
in 1969 and the first students 
taking courses from 1971 
onwards. With around 70 
interviews scheduled, the 
project offers a great deal  
of rich material about the 
history of The Open University 
and provides personal 
accounts of the institution’s 
history as told by the people 
involved in its development  
at all levels.

The Open University’s 
history since the 1960s 
matches a period of rapid 
change in higher and adult 
education. The pioneering  
and development of the 
pedagogy and technology  
of distance learning was based  
in a wide range of skills and 
experience, both academic  
and non-academic. Oral history 
interviewee Terry Lewins 
enrolled with the OU in 1971. 
he was a recently qualified 
primary school teacher in 
Coventry at the time and  
was one of many teachers  
to enroll in those initial years  
in order to gain a degree. 

in his interview Terry spoke 
of the balancing act studying 
part time and working full time. 
Terry said: “i was carrying a 
teaching load as well and doing 
all that marking. Then after two 
terms at The Open University  
i went into primary education, 
so i had a new job as well.  

“so there were lots of sorts  
of balls in the air. We didn’t  
have any children. My partner 
Margaret was very supportive, 
so i would get home in the 

Oral history in the making
As part of the 40th celebrations, The Open University is recording its oral history  
with a wide range of contributors who were involved in the early life of the OU…

those with no previous 
qualifications, who were 
traditionally excluded from 
higher education, to apply  
to study for a degree. The 
recording of the recollections  
of those individuals involved in 
such an innovative educational 
institution provides much 
historical value. 

With the aim of interviewing  
as many people from as diverse 
a sample of roles across the  

life of the University as 
possible, including those 
involved in the early days and 
those currently managing the 
day-to-day running of the 
University, the project will build 
a collection of unique stories 
from across the OU’s regions 
and nations. 

Those interviewed will 
include gardeners, delivery 
drivers, security staff, estate 
managers, caterers, course 
material distribution staff, 
managers, senior University 
staff, designers, broadcasters, 
administrators, careers 
advisors, and central and 
regional academic staff, as  
well as students. 

The project is managed  
by the University Archivist ruth 
Cammies and interviews are 
being conducted by Dr hilary 
young, the project Officer.  
ruth and hilary are based in 
the University Archive. 
professor Joanna Bornat,  
who is based in the Faculty  
of health & social Care at The 
Open University, is advising  
the project, which will continue 
until July 2009. The collection 
of oral histories will be 
deposited in the OU Archive 
and archived in digital form. 

HOW TO GET INVOLVED
if you were one of the first  
Open University students who 
enrolled in 1971, were active in 
The Open University students 
Association (OUsA), wrote for 
Sesame or merely have at 
some point been an OU 
student, the Oral history 
project team would love to hear 
from you. if you are interested 
in contributing to the project, 
click on the link to the Oral 
history project at www.open.
ac.uk/library/archive

evening, eat – then i would 
probably go upstairs and  
do two hours’ work.  

“so i was very disciplined 
about that. i remember being 
interviewed for a job and was 
asked ‘What did The Open 
University teach you?’ – it 
taught me to prioritise.”

The Open University led  
the way in higher education  
for all in a more democratic 
approach that encouraged 
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History

Do you have an historical connection to The Open University? 



The Open UniversiTy’s 
vision is as bold as it is simple. 
it aims to help create a better 
world by making education 
available to anyone, anywhere. 
While achieving this aim is far 
from straightforward, it will 
improve life chances for 
millions and help lift people  
out of poverty. 

The OU is uniquely placed to 
accomplish this target, because 
it has worked for the past four 
decades making learning 
available to anyone in the UK, 
and now, with the benefit of 
technology, to anyone in the 
world. The three elements that 
make up this vision of globally 
accessible learning are... 

To develop technology to 
enable education to be delivered, 
not-for-profit, anywhere in the 
world and to devise appropriate 
course content. This has been 
spearheaded by OpenLearn 

(see p4) and Open source 
projects, which give access 
to free educational materials 
worldwide. 

To remove social, financial 
and physical barriers to 
learning. At present the 
University provides financial 
support to more than 40,000 
students funded largely by 
alumni donations, and 
 has 11,000 students with 
registered disabilities. 

To make education available 
to the poorest in the world and 

OU’s global 
ambition
As it celebrates its 40th anniversary, The Open 
University is building on its successes by  
embarking on an even more ambitious mission…

all regardless of qualifications,  
as well as offering support  
to low-income students  
and equipment to students  
with disabilities.

There are more than  
a dozen projects overseas 
underway, with a historical 
focus on Africa, with the 
Teacher education in sub-
saharan Africa (TessA) 
project, which will have a 
profound impact on the  
futures of millions of children. 
supported by The William  
& Flora hewlett Foundation  
and Allan & nesta Ferguson 
Charitable Trust, TessA is  
a consortium led by The Open 
University to educate hundreds 
of thousands of teachers and  
to post excellent teaching 
materials online. 

Like all big ideas, changing 
the world through education  
will start relatively small and  
the OU is focusing on raising 
£20m in donations by 2012,  
to set alongside support from 
governments and other 
organisations. 

paul Dennett, interim 
Director of Development, said: 

“We truly believe that what we 
are doing is different, that  
the joy of having one’s mind 
engaged and opened, achieved 
by many British people since 
our founding, is an idea that  
can be applied anywhere. 

“We hear so many stories  
of the life-changing effect we 
have had on our students, which 
indicates that aspiring to a global 
role is the logical next step in the 
globalisation of learning.

“if you want to provide 
opportunity, develop better 
health and knowledge in the 
world’s poorest nations, or 
support a university with superb 
teachers and motivated 
students, we urge you to join us.

“The Open University 
promises that every donor  
will be shown the fruits that 
their giving has delivered,  
and will offer real access to 
these ground-breaking projects 
for higher level donors.

“This means that you could 
be sitting with us in an African 
classroom, seeing teachers 
and students shape their  
own learning and understand 
what it can bring them.”
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those with least access to it. 
This work has already begun in 
Africa with its TessA (Teacher 
education in sub-saharan 
Africa) programme (see below). 

in order to achieve these 
goals, the OU must establish  
the necessary programmes, 
infrastructure, brand and 
strategy during the next decade. 

Of course, this will be 
expensive and time-
consuming, requiring hard  
work from skilled staff and  
the investment, over time,  
of hundreds of millions of 
pounds in projects and 
programmes at ground level. 

it can be achieved only  
with dedicated educational 
partners, donors, governments, 
international welfare 
organisations and, most 
importantly, by students. 

But the OU is in an ideal 
position to help make these 

aspirations a reality. its 
expertise in distance learning  
is unmatched and throughout 
its history the University  
has continually developed 
technology to improve  
quality and accessibility of  
its educational materials. More 
than three million people have 
accessed the free high-quality 
educational resources 
available on OpenLearn since 
its launch in October 2006. 

The OU is also unique in  
the UK because it is open to  

The OU’s Teacher Education in Sub-Saharan Africa (TESSA) project  
will have a profound impact on the futures of millions of children

World aid

40th Anniversary Globalising

“If you want to support a university 
with superb teachers and motivated 
students, we urge you to join us”



40th anniversary appeal
To realise The Open University’s visionary plan for worldwide equality in education,  
the OU is launching a new 40th anniversary appeal – and your help is needed…

to higher education. 
The 40th appeal is asking 

everyone who’s had the benefit 
of an OU education to give 
£23.50 towards the appeal. But 
as all things are 40th-related, 
that £23.50 actually rises to 
£40, at no extra cost to you, 
thanks to Gift Aid and a new 
government ‘matched giving’ 
scheme. 

How you can contribute  
to a brighter future
•	 £40	could	help	towards	

childcare costs so a parent 
doesn’t have to miss a 
valuable tutorial

•	 £400	could	pay	for	a	
computer – an increasingly 
essential learning tool

•	 £4,000	could	enable	36	
students to study Openings 
courses – boosting their 

 RiGhT fROm The start, 
the OU has been committed  
to making higher education 
accessible to all. The famous 
‘open doors’ policy has given 
many hundred of thousands  
of people the chance of a 
first-class university education 
– regardless of their 
background or qualifications. 

Of course, for many people 
there are financial as well as 
academic barriers to 
overcome. Thanks to the 
generosity of its supporters, 
during the years, the OU  
has been able to help 
thousands of disadvantaged 
students to study. Last year 
alone, donations reached 
nearly £500,000 from alumni, 
students and staff, enabling the 
OU to help students in many 
different ways – from funding 
course fees, books and 
equipment to helping with 
travel, childcare costs and 
providing practical and 
specialist assistance to 
students with disabilities.

The aim of this new  
40th appeal is to extend that 
opportunity so that no one 
should be denied access  

To find out more about courses, go to www.open.ac.uk/courses  Spring 2009 | Sesame 240

40th anniversary appealDid You Know? The Open Library receives more than 2.5 million page views each year

37

Fundraising

confidence and skills as  
they take their first steps  
into higher education

•	 £40,000	could	fund	the	
development of specialist 
learning materials for 
students with disabilities.

forty years ago, there were 
plenty of people who thought 
that the OU was an impossible 
dream. Today, the OU supports 
the largest online academic 
community in the world. With 
your help, the OU has the 
experience, the expertise and 
the will to achieve the 
impossible again.

if you’d like to donate online, 
please visit  www.open.ac.uk/
donatenow. To keep up to date  
with the progress of the  
40th Anniversary appeal, visit  
www.open.ac.uk/fundraising 

Here is my gift of:
£23.50 Other amount  £

i enclose a cheque made payable to The Open University Donations Account

i wish to donate by masterCard/CAf card/Visa Delta/OU Visa/maestro (delete as applicable)

if you are donating outside of the UK, please use a credit card. Donations by card are accepted in GBP only.  
The amount debited from your account may differ due to the exchange rate when the transaction is processed.

Start date expiry Date maestro issue No. Security code*

   *last three digits on the signature strip on the back of your card

Card number (maestro only)

(UK only)

Please tick here to enable The Open University to reclaim the tax you have paid on 
your donations in the past six years and any future donations you make.  
You’ll	find	more	details	about	GiftAid	at	www.open.ac.uk/giftaid

Your details:

Name 

Address

Postcode

Student No

You can also make your donation 
online at www.open.ac.uk/
donatenow or call 01908 655854
Sme09SC

Please return this form to: The Open University Supporters’ Fund, The Open University, The Development Office,  
FREEPOST ANG5780, Milton Keynes MK7 6BR. Thank you

Your	details	are	held	in	accordance	with	the	Data	Protection	Act	1998	and	will	be	treated	confidentially	and	sensitively	for	the	benefit	of	the	OU	and	its	members.	 
For	more	information	on	the	OU’s	Data	Protection	policy,	visit	www.open.ac.uk	or	contact	+44	(0)1908	653994

The OPeN UNiVeRSiTY iS iNCORPORATeD BY ROYAL ChARTeR (RC 000391), AN eXemPT ChARiTY iN eNGLAND & WALeS AND A ChARiTY ReGiSTeReD iN SCOTLAND (SC 038302)
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Research
A round-up of the latest research news from The Open University 

The resulTs of a recent 
expert review of nearly 160 
higher education institutions 
saw more than 50 per cent of 
the university’s research rated 
as ‘internationally excellent’ and 
‘world-leading’. The research 
Assessment exercise (rAe 
2008), a thorough evaluation  
of the quality of uK universities’ 
research activities, revealed  
that the ou is now ranked 43rd 
in the top 50 higher education 
institutions in the uK, according 
to the Times higher education 
Table of excellence. 

The results reaffirm that  
all ou courses are informed  
by and developed from an 
academic base, which has been 
benchmarked for excellence and 

recognised as world class. They 
also assure those who have 
donated to or invested in the  
ou that their contribution is put 
to good use, in supporting both  
key projects and the related  
staff and research students.

“The acknowledgement of the 
ou as a research leader adds 
value to an already highly rated 
commodity, the ou degree,” 
said Professor Brigid heywood, 
Pro-Vice Chancellor for 
research and enterprise.

“The rAe results provide 
assurance to our students that 
the university stands equal to 
other quality-rated institutions, 
while remaining distinctive  
and innovative in its approach 
to teaching and research.”

ou celebrates research performance

OU’s research highly praised

World-class research

Other news

All that  
jazz! 

OU cancer 
expert lauded 

When in  
Rome... 

Something  
to talk about...

ou ACAdemiCs from  
the faculties of social sciences  
and Arts have secured almost 
£500,000 for a research project 
entitled ‘What is Black British 
Jazz?’ The team will work 
closely with leading figures  
in British jazz, the Arts Council-
supported Jazz services,  
jazz record label dune music, 
the Centre for Black music 
research in Chicago and the 
British library sound Archive. 

dr soTiris missAilidis 
has been awarded the 2008 
mike Price fellowship, 
sponsored by the european 
Association for Cancer 
research and the european 
Cancer organisation. The 
fellowship enables cancer 
researchers to visit a european 
institution in order to undertake 
a specific project related to 
cancer research, from basic 
science to treatment or care.

leCTurer in ArT history,  
dr Carol richardson, has 
received one of the prestigious 
Philip leverhulme prizes for 
2008. The prizes are awarded 
to outstanding young scholars 
who have made a substantial 
contribution to their field of 
study. Carol’s work addresses 
the relationship between 
history, culture and art  
in renaissance rome, 
pioneering studies of artefacts. 

dr PAul PiWeK of the  
ou’s maths, Computing & 
Technology faculty has recently 
been awarded a £170,000 grant 
to develop the theory and 
technology for automatically 
creating dialogue content from 
text in monologue form. There 
is evidence to suggest that the 
presentation of information in 
dialogue form can be more 
effective than monologue in 
settings such as tutoring.

The new Jennie Lee building  
– a facility that supports 
ambient technology research
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Research Focus

Professor of Planetary Sciences Ian Wright,  
of the OU’s Faculty of Science, talks about alien 
life, why the discovery of water on other planets is 
so important, and how the future of humanity rests 
on us colonising the stars. Scott Russon reports...

Recent develOPmentS 
in our understanding of life  
in extreme environments,  
in exploration of our solar  
system and in the detection  
of exoplanets have all led  
to the real possibility of 
detecting life beyond earth. 

Such activity is undertaken 
by academics at the Open 
University’s centre for  
earth, Planetary, Space  
and Astronomical Research 
(CEPSAR), the significance 
and originality of which is 
recognised internationally. 

Here, Professor of Planetary 
Sciences Ian Wright discusses 
the broad subject of the  
search for extraterrestrial life...

What are the ways in which 
the science community as  
a whole is seeking signs  
of extraterrestrial life and 
what aspects is The Open 
University involved with?
Scientists are involved with 
space exploration, documenting 
the nature of bodies in our  
own solar system, and using 
astronomical telescopes to look 
for evidence of planets around 
stars beyond the Sun. In both 
cases the emphasis is on 
increasing our knowledge and 
understanding of the natural 
world; the presence or absence 
of life is just one aspect of  
this endeavour (i.e. the search 
for life is not a raison d’être). 

Scientists are also engaged 
with trying to comprehend  
the limits of the only form of life 
that they currently understand 
(that on earth). this may involve 
activities such as assessing the 
survivability of living entities in 
hostile regions like outer space. 

meteoriticists study  
the fossilised remains  
of objects formed early in  
the history of the solar system 
(meteorites equal fragments  
of asteroids) and use forensic 
techniques to try and 
understand the details of planet 
formation and the prebiotic 
processes that ultimately led to 
the origin of life. meanwhile, 
astrochemists investigate the 
mechanisms that occur in 
interstellar space, which were 
responsible for producing the 
organic building blocks for life. 
And then there are activities 
such as SetI (the Search for 
extraterrestrial Intelligence) 
where the skies are monitored 
specifically for patterns of radio 
signals that are imagined could 
have been produced by 
intelligent life. 

At the OU we have no 
specific involvements with 
SetI, other than individuals’ 
personal interests in the 
programme, but we are 
engaged with all the other 
areas of study. I am interested 
in all aspects of life, including 
the more philosophical facets 
of the subject (which is slightly 
heretical for a scientist). I’m 
thinking here of the theological 
angle, or other interesting 
speculations, such as the  
idea that we are computer-
based phenomena and  
already exist within the matrix!

What signs of life (beyond 
watching the night sky  
and monitoring for radio 
waves or signals) are 
scientists looking for?
Studying a rock from another 
planet, a scientist might  

be looking for morphological 
evidence of life (a 
characteristic shape, or 
physical feature), or a chemical 
signature that could be 
interpreted as arising from 
biology. Alternatively, while 
looking at planets from afar, 
one might be looking  
for atmospheric signals  
that give the game away  
– indicators such as the 
presence of oxygen or 
methane, for instance. earth 
didn’t always have oxygen  
in its atmosphere; it is a 
by-product of life and would 
rapidly disappear if all life  
was suddenly removed. 

When scientists talk about 
alien life, they’re not 
necessarily talking about  
little green men, are they? 
What are the types of ‘life’ 
that scientists are seeking? 

I refer to Exploring science 
(S104): “living organisms are 
defined as those that have 
attributes of reproduction, 
growth and metabolism”.

If we find life in the sense of 
being bacterial, and it is truly 
alien to Earth, would you ever 
feel comfortable about 
samples being returned to 
our planet because of the 
issue of contamination and 
the potential ramifications? 
About 100,000 tonnes of 
extraterrestrial material arrives 
on the earth’s surface every 
year. most of this is in the form 
of fine dust; every one of us 
breathes some of this stuff  
in. A significant fraction may  
come from mars, a body that 
some scientists believe could 
harbour (bacterial) life. So, 
maybe we are subjected to  
this all the time. Having said 

Star trekking The Very Large Array (VLA) radio telescope 
at Socorro, New Mexico – the world’s 
largest radio telescope array
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Did You Know? Each week 3.5million people watch OU programmes on TV Research Focus

that, anyone who gets ill as  
a consequence of their natural 
defences not being up to an 
onslaught of bacterial infection 
(e.g. mRSA, or the kind of  
bugs that cause pneumonia  
as in the case of the 1918 ’flu 
pandemic) would be extremely 
circumspect about dabbling 
with the unknown. However, as 
a species we have evolved to 
where we are now because of 
our forebears’ experiments with 
risk (crossing oceans, 
confronting wild animals, eating 
new and possibly poisonous 
plants, etc). 

You’ve said previously that 
for humanity to survive  
we need to colonise other 

planets, but how far off are  
we from that ever being a 
reality? There is obviously 
the question of detecting 
suitable planets, but are the 
limitations of existing space 
transportation a bigger 
challenge to conquer first? 
this really is a matter of faith, 
and one that impinges upon the 
question of “why are  
we here?” Homo sapiens 
(humans) have a window  
of opportunity in which to  
take steps to colonise worlds 
beyond earth. this window  
will not remain open forever 
(we will either wipe ourselves 
out by destroying our own 
habitat, or we will simply run 
out of natural resources). the 

mandate for a technological 
civilisation is to boldly go. We 
will either rise to this challenge 
or we will not. Of course  
it doesn’t have to be us  
– it may be our evolutionary 
successors. In terms of how 
we ultimately do it, space 
transportation is only a 
constraint if we think of having 
to move around 100kg parcels 
of blood, muscle and bone.

If we were to discover a 
habitable planet, would it 
ever be sterile or would the 
fact that it was habitable 
mean that some form of  
alien life would be present? 
cool question. Again, probably 
depends on your world-view 
(and let’s be clear, there  
are many millions of people 
worldwide who believe in the 
literal truth of the Bible). my 
personal feeling (faith?) is that 

within the context of the laws of 
physics that operate in our 
Universe it would be impossible 
to have a planet like earth, in a 
planetary system like ours, and 
not have life. In which case, life  
in the Universe is likely to be 
commonplace. Our galaxy 
contains 100 billion stars; even 
if only one in a million of these 
has an earth-like planet (with 
life) that still means there are 
100,000 of them in our galaxy 
alone. And don’t forget, there 
are 100 billion galaxies!

Why is the discovery of water 
on another planet so crucial? 
Our current understanding of 
life is very geocentric. In other 
words, when we talk about ‘life’ 
we generally mean ‘earth life’. 
And this extends to our search 
for life beyond earth – we are 
looking for something that 
looks like the life we know and 
love. In this context, water is an 
imperative (incidentally water is 
pretty common out there in 
space). With our earthling hats 
on, we wouldn’t expect to find 
life in the Sun. But, what if 
there is a different form of life 
based on magnetic fields? In 
this case water would be 
irrelevant.

Could there be things out 
there that don’t play by  
the rules that we wouldn’t 
consider as ‘life’?
I think our brains are hardwired 
to think about geocentric life. 
All of us here are thinking 
within the practical bounds  
of realism that we use in 
science. But if we let our minds 
wander a bit there is no reason 
why there shouldn’t be life in 
the sun in our solar system. 
there’s a huge amount of 
energy available, but there’s no 
water there or other such 
things. It is a question of  
how we define life and at the 
moment we can only really 
think about the kind of life  
that we understand on earth.

What have been the most 
significant discoveries in 
terms of CEPSAR’s areas  
of interest and how much >

“We will either wipe ourselves out by 
destroying our own habitat, or we will 
simply run out of natural resources”
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advancement has occurred 
since Neil Armstrong walked 
on the moon – have we taken 
any further “great leaps for 
mankind”? 
In many ways the society  
we live in 40 years since neil 
Armstrong walked on the moon 
bears no relationship to that  
in existence during the Apollo 
era. there have been huge 
advances in technology, 
communication and medicine, 
and our overall understanding 
of the natural world has 
progressed enormously. And 
yet, in many other ways our 
society is exactly the same. 
there is still inequality in the 
world, still much by way of 
human suffering, and one still 
bleeds after a cut to the skin. 
Interestingly, we no longer 
possess the technology to  
put a human on the moon. We 
(the global human race) have 
no rockets that are capable of 
putting humans into lunar orbit. 
the Americans have nothing 
and only barely keep the 
Shuttle programme going 
(which puts people 200 miles 
above our heads, versus the 
250,000 miles it takes to get to 
the moon). the Russians have 
heavy-lift rockets, but you’ve 
got to have a spacecraft that 
can get to the moon, land, 
survive, allow egress, launch  
off the surface and get back to 
earth. they don’t have such  
a thing and, of course, never 
have. the most likely way the 
technology will reappear is via 
another space race (this time 
between china and the rest).

Furthermore, for all of our 
apparent advances, people in 
the West don’t seem to be any 
happier than they used to be. 
Recent events in the global 
world of financing and banking 
demonstrate how fragile our 
economy is. Recall that the 
(first) space race was fuelled  
by differences in global 
ideology, between capitalism 
(the free market) and 
communism (state control). 
Ironically, although the former 
was deemed the winner, it  
is the principles of the latter that 
are being used to try and solve 

the global recession. And then 
there’s global climate change.

We often hear about carbon-
based life forms, and we  
know what they are, but we 
also hear about silicon-based 
life forms – what is the theory 
behind them? 
carbon bonds readily with 
hydrogen and forms a myriad 
of organic compounds (some 
small, some large, some 
complex, some as chains, 
some as rings). Silicon, on the 
other hand, bonds readily with 
oxygen to form large-scale rigid 
structures such as rocks 
(indeed, the rocky crusts of 
planets). there is nothing 
amazing about what carbon 
and silicon do – the fact that we 
are here to ponder the meaning 
of existence is testimony that 
the laws of physics in our 
Universe allow these things to 
happen. life, as we understand 
it, needs the variety inherent  
in the catalogue of carbon-
based organic molecules, and 
a silicon-based surface to stand 
on. there are many examples 
in the biological inventory of 
earth where carbon-based  

life employs silicon – the stings 
of a nettle, for instance.

Which is the area that needs 
to improve the most in order 
to further space exploration  
– is it transport and related 
aspects, such as the idea  
of hypersleep/stasis and  
warp drives, etc, which are 
commonly seen in sci-fi?  
Aren’t our research efforts 
quite limited as we largely 
operate remotely? 
compared to the average  
sci-fi movie, our efforts at 
space exploration are in  
the Stone Age (I suppose 
future historians will rather 
pejoratively refer to this as the 
Rocket Age). We simply have 
to keep going. columbus didn’t 
get out of bed one day and say, 
“I’m going to build something 
called a ship, and then later I 
will demonstrate, to europeans, 
the existence of the Americas”. 
Rather, this came on the back 
of thousands of years of 
experiments with sailing craft.  
If governments or national 
agencies don’t want to pursue 
the development of space 
transportation then there’s a 

queue of privateers waiting to 
pick up the challenge, e.g. 
virgin Galactic, which will soon 
be running regular tourist trips 
to space. the people that will 
finance this new frontier want 
to go into space themselves – 
they do not want to send a 
robot with a camera.

Are there scientists who 
would take the claims of 
people who have witnessed 
visiting life forms seriously?
the number of people who 
claim to have had this 
experience is enormous. It’s 
not difficult to understand  
why that is; from a cultural 
perspective, the rise of science 
fiction. It’s almost as if people 
feel comfortable that aliens are 
out there. I believe we don’t like 
to think that we are alone in the 
Universe. that is just too 
frightening a prospect.

For more on aspects of OU 
space research, see http://
cepsar.open.ac.uk/index.htm

Course connection
Exploring science 
(S104)

this course explores a range 
of topics including the origin 
of life, genetics, evolution 
and biodiversity; sources of 
energy and global warming; 
earthquakes and volcanoes; 
food and drugs; the structure 
of the atom; and, of course, 
the solar system and the 
origin of the Universe. You 
should have some science 
and basic mathematical 
skills, such as provided by 
the 10-point course Science 
starts here (S154).  
Exploring science provides 
the foundation for studying 
science at higher levels. 
Registration closes  
11 September 2009 for an 
October start. call +44 
(0)845 300 6090 or visit 
www.open.ac.uk/courses. 
Please quote Sesame  
in any correspondence.

“Interestingly, we [as a planet]  
no longer possess the technology  
to put a human on the Moon”

Buzz Aldrin walking  
on the Moon in 1969
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Endings arE powErful: 
the way a story concludes 
shapes our understanding of 
what has gone before. This is 
why professor richard allen 
chose to make endings in 
literary fiction and on film the 
focus of his inaugural lecture. 

“The success of the ending  
is of crucial importance to the 
experience of a narrative,” he 
said. “generally an ending has 
just one chance to secure the 
place of the narrative in the 
reader’s or the audience’s 
imagination. The way they do 
this is by being the summation 
of the logic of the plot.”  

so in the classic detective 
story, Hercule poirot, for 
example, sits the characters 
down to listen to him  
re-organise the network of 
clues that have already been 
set out in the narrative. if 
something completely new to 
the plot is suddenly introduced 
into the last scene, we find  
the ending less satisfying.

stories impose a kind of form 
and order on the chaos of life. 

frank Kermode, on whose book 
The Sense of an Ending allen 
draws on in his lecture, uses the 
analogy of narrative as a clock. 

“The clock’s tick-tock i take  
to be a model of what we call  
a plot, an organisation that 
humanises time by giving  
it form,” Kermode writes.  
“The interval between tock  
and tick represents pure 
successive, disorganised  
time of the sort we need to 
humanise” through fiction 
where it becomes tick-tock.

Telling tales
professor of literature richard allen evokes the power of storytelling in arenas  
as diverse as classic novels, Bollywood films, Poirot and scenario planning...

holds the possibility of a 
feminist message: the notion 
that man and woman could 
escape from the conventions of 
society. But austen opts to give 
the seal of approval to the calm, 
socially acceptable relationship 
of Elizabeth and darcy, rather 
than “assertive wild femininity” 
as embodied in lydia’s foolish 
elopement with wickham. 

But while watching a film  
or reading always involves 
surrendering one’s imagination 
to the author, there is some-
times scope for that surrender 
to be limited. Charles dickens’ 
David Copperfield is an 
example of where “the tick-tock 
of the author’s logical and 
ideological view might seem to 
falter”, said professor allen. 

The ostensible narrative is 
one of david’s journey from 
friendless child to patriarch, 
picturing himself journeying 
along the road of life with his 

wife agnes and their children. 
But set against this 
heterosexual narrative is 
david’s intense, almost 
erotically charged relationship 
with his school friend steerforth. 
dickens works against this 
suggestion by making 
steerforth a villain and 
eventually killing him off, but the 
power of the writing allows the 
reader to feel the relationship 
with real force before it is 
suppressed in this way. 

Endings can also be open 
and ambiguous, so the reader 
or audience has more than one 
possible way of interpreting its 
meaning. professor allen 
illustrated his examples with 
Brokeback Mountain, deepa 
Mehta’s equally controversial 
1996 film Fire, and shyam 
Benegal’s 1975 Hindi film 
Nishant (Night’s End).

a discussion of endings is 
relevant to the storymaking that 
is part of organisations’ 
strategic management, as 
stories are developed formally 
as part of the scenario planning 
process and used to formulate 
strategic plans. professor allen 
poses a series of questions for 
scenario planners. do we want 
our scenarios to embody such 
a strong ‘tick-tock’ that they 
appear determining? How do 
we manage the kind of 
dissident meanings that escape 
as they do in David 
Copperfield? Can we develop 
plans which have both the 
rhetorical power of an ending, 
and the openness of a coda? 
Equally, if we want to end the 
narrative to evoke a single 
outcome, how do we manage 
to make it an engaging 
experience for the audience?

See the full lecture at  
http://stadium.open.ac.uk

The rhetorical power of 
endings translates into 
ideological control over the 
arguments in the rest of the 
narrative and the reader’s/
audience’s understanding of it. 

“it is not at all far-fetched to 
think of Jane austen as 
engaged in scenario planning 
when she was writing a novel 
such as Pride and Prejudice,” 
said professor allen. “what 
austen is doing is envisaging 
the kinds of different futures 
that could arise in England in 
the early 1800s but in the end 
she chooses – she closes off 
the narrative into one scenario.” 

The development of 
Elizabeth Bennett into an 
enlightened and fulfilled woman 

At the end of the story detective 
Hercule Poirot reveals how  
the murder was commited

Scholar’s address

“Generally an ending has just one 
chance to secure the place of the 
narrative in the reader’s mind”
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Student support review

Support
How The Open University opens up learning for all

Student support trials
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Changes to the services that The Open University provides to its students are being considered  
in a pilot project. Sesame finds out what is involved, who it may affect, and how…

LAST YEAR THE 
University’s governing body, 
Senate, gave the go-ahead to 
the biggest shake-up of student 
support at the OU for years.

Approved were a series of  
28 recommendations that will 
make every student in the 
University part of a wider 
academic community specific 
to their subject or award area, 
with opportunities for online 
academic networking. There 
will also be a shift in University 
resources with a greater share 

of resources focused on less 
experienced students.

This year, a select number  
of students across all of  
the OU’s faculties will be  
taking part in pilot schemes  
to test out a new system of 
Student Support Teams.  
The recommendations are  
the result of a two-year long 
Student Support Review 
carried out by the University.

One of the most radical 
changes put forward in the 
Student Support Review is the 

Some students may experience a new  
type of student support from the OU

setting up of new Student 
Support Teams, each of which 
will have responsibility for  
a number of named students  
in the same subject area.

The aim is to provide a 
greater continuity of service 
throughout the student’s time 
with the OU. Unlike course 
tutors, the Student Support 
Teams will not change as a 

student progresses from 
course to course within a 
subject area. The team will 
have an overview of their 
progress and continue to 
support them between one 
course and the next.

The teams will work with  
a student’s Associate Lecturer 
to provide a one-stop shop for 
all student queries. Either these 
will be answered by the team  
or the team will assist students 
in accessing support from 
specialist OU departments.

THE PILOT INTRODUCTION
The teams are being 
introduced this year in the form 
of pilot schemes on a limited 
number of courses. Students 
whose courses have been 
chosen for the pilot will be 

informed by the University 
before their course starts. 

Rachel Burn, Programme 
Manager of the Student 
Support Review, said the 
Student Support Teams will  
be organised on the basis of 
the student’s academic subject 
area as well as, in some cases, 
their geographical location. The 
teams will be their first port of 

call to answer all their queries 
about The Open University. 

“As well as being a reactive 
service, we want the teams  
to pilot giving students more 
proactive support with their 
study,” she added. 

“So if there are indications 
that a student is struggling,  
we want to get in touch and  
ask what the problem is and 
see how we can aid them. 

“We also want to support 
students to progress from  
one course to another,  
instead of feeling that they  
have disappeared as far as  
the University is concerned 
once they reach the end of  
their course. 

“It’s about the University 
taking a more holistic approach 
to student support.”  >>

“The Student Support Review is about 
The Open University taking a more 
holistic approach to student support”
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FAQs about the 
Support pilot  

Why is the University 
carrying out these pilots?
Currently, the OU supports 
students on a course-by-course 
basis, which provides great 
flexibility for students. But we 
know from many students that 
they feel they are forgotten by 
the University between courses 
and that no one is taking a 
long-term view of their studies. 

We also know that 85 per 
cent of students come to the 
OU with the intention of 
completing a programme of 
study with us, not just a one-off 
course. The Review is therefore 
designed to pilot supporting 
students as if they were 
intending to have a long-term 
relationship with us by 
supporting students from one 
team throughout their studies 
with the OU. We want more 
students to stay with the 
University until they have 
achieved their goals and gained 
an award. Eighty-five percent of 
students told the University in 
the 2007 Courses Survey that 
they were studying to gain a 
qualification. But fewer than half 
actually re-registered for 
another course in the next 
academic year. The pilots are 
designed to test the idea that 
students are more likely to 
progress from course to course 
if they are supported by the 
same team throughout their 
whole programme of study. 

Which courses/programmes 
are included in the pilots?
Full details of the pilots have 
not been finalised yet. At  
the time of press, nine pilot 
schemes have been announced 
on courses and programmes of 
study in the following areas: 
awards in Arts and Humanities; 
the foundation degree in Sport, 
Fitness and Health; Health  
and Social Care in Scotland; 
Engineering programme 
undergraduate courses; the 
Global Online Certificate in 

Management (with The Open 
University Business School); 
Science Level 1; Social 
Science Level 1; Physical 
Sciences Level 2 and 3;  
Social Sciences postgraduate.

Will all the students on 
courses in these 
programmes be included?
No, only a certain number of 
courses have been selected. 

How will I know if I’m taking 
part in a pilot?
You will receive correspondence 
informing you and giving you all 
the relevant information before 
your course starts. 

I’m taking part: does it mean  
I won’t have a personal tutor 
any more?
You will still have a personal 
course tutor just as before. The 
Student Support Teams will 
work with your tutor to support 
each other to support you.

So what difference will  
I notice?
In addition to your course tutor, 
you will be allocated a Support 
Team based on your subject 
area/qualification, which you 
can contact via email or 

telephone. The team will act  
as a ‘one stop shop’ for all your 
queries about the OU. When 
you finish your course you can 
still call on the services of the 
team, and when you move 
on to another course you will 
still have the same team 
supporting you (unless you 
radically change subject areas, 
in which case you will be 
handed over to another team). 

Who is on the Student 
Support Teams?
Tutors and academics in your 
subject area and student 
support staff from Student 
Services.

Can I opt to take part in  
a pilot scheme?
No, it will depend on whether 
the course you are doing is 
participating in the pilot or not. 
However, the OU is still 
interested to hear your views 
about the idea and it will be 
setting up an online forum  
to accompany the pilots.

I’m not taking part in a pilot: 
what difference will I notice?
The OU is implementing 
several changes outside of 
pilots such as subject-specific 

websites, so over time you 
should notice small changes.  
If you are not part of a pilot, you 
will not be allocated a Student 
Support Team and will continue 
to be supported as before. If 
the pilots are successful and 
changes approved by Senate, 
these Teams could be rolled 
out across the whole University 
after 2011.

When will the pilot schemes 
start?
The system is being developed 
now. The first courses involved 
in the pilots will be starting in 
May 2009.

How long will they last?
Until July 2011, when they will 
be evaluated and the OU will 
decide if it wants to introduce 
Student Support Teams on all 
university courses.

I don’t want to follow a 
programme of study or get 
an award, I just want to do  
a one-off course. What if  
my course is part of a pilot 
scheme, will I be excluded 
from the pilot? 
No, you will still have the 
benefit of a Student Support 
Team, whether you sign up for 
an award programme or not. 
Only two per cent of students  
in the 2007 Course Review  
told us they were doing a 
course as a ‘one-off’. But if  
you want to, that’s fine.

How will I know how the 
pilots are going?
Students will be kept informed 
of the progress of the pilots 
through regular meetings with 
the Open University Students 
Association (OUSA), reports  
in Sesame and on the new OU 
community website, Platform.

What if I have any further 
queries?
You can contact the Student 
Support Review Team at 
Student-Support-Review@
open.ac.uk 

Answers provided by Rachel 
Burn, Programme Manager of 
the Student Support Review

A new method to aid students could  
mean a fresh approach by the OU
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What did you study with  
the OU and what was your 
reason for doing so? 
I have two OU degrees:  
a BSc (Hons) and a Batchelor  
of Laws (Hons). While  
I studied both degrees for 
work-related reasons, neither 
was aimed at advancing  
my career, although both  
had that impact. 

I took the BSc when working 
with construction professionals 
(architects, engineers, etc).  
It seemed to me that, when 
wrestling with management 
issues together, they looked  
at and/or solved problems 
using a clear intellectual 
framework. My approach  
was rather less structured.  
As I left school having just 
scraped through A levels, I 
decided to venture into degree 
level study to see if that could 
help me develop a more 
structured way of approaching 
business issues. I could not 
contemplate being a full-time 
student, so I looked at 
distance learning – the OU 
being the obvious choice. 

What did you gain from  
your OU experience?  
I acquired the intellectual 
framework I wanted and  
I became computer literate  
(an unintended spin-off which 
has been massively useful).  
I studied with like-minded 
people with a genuine appetite 
for learning and the summer 
schools were exhaustingly 
good fun. It gave me the 
self-assurance to interact with 
my professional colleagues 
and the confidence to make  

Phil 
Cousins, 
OU graduate 
and the HR 
Director of 

national commercial law 
firm Beachcroft...

Employment tips

Employer focus
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Employment
news
Online forums
The Careers Advisory 
Service has organised  
a number of online forums 
on a range of career  
and course-related  
topics for 2009. 

In April, the ‘What 
Employers Want’ forum 
will be taking place and  
will feature a number of 
public sector employers 
from local government,  
the civil service and the 
NHS. 

In addition to this  
and the other forums that 
took place at the end of  
the year and earlier in  
2009 (Entering Teaching; 
Volunteering; and Science) 
other planned forum topics 
include Psychology (April);  
Arts & Humanities (May); 
Law (June); and Social 
Sciences (June/July). 

If you miss any of the 
forums, don’t worry. 
They’re all available as 
read-only for a year. Go 
to the award-winning 
website to find out more. 
www.open.ac.uk/careers/
secure/forums.php

New careers publication
A new edition of OU Study 
and Your Career is now 
available. 

This booklet looks at  
the career benefits of  
The Open University study, 
and how your choice of 
course may affect your 
career plans. 

You can request one 
from your regional or 
national centre, or 
download a copy at the  
OU Careers website:  
www.open.ac.uk/careers/
publications.php   

“The OU gave me the self-assurance 
to interact with my colleagues and the 
confidence to make a career move”
a career move into personnel.

Subsequently I joined a law 
firm, Beachcroft LLP, as an HR 
Manager. I found that, despite 
always having got on well with 
most people, it was challenging 
dealing with lawyers. I found 
conversations were sometimes 
rather ‘adversarial’. I wondered 
if I might benefit from 
understanding how lawyers 
were trained. Coincidentally  
I saw an advertisement for  
the OU Law degree. 

What was the impact of 
taking the law degree?  
I began to see how lawyers 
operated: they are taught to  
be methodical and painstaking 
and, in part, view the world in 
that way. So it helps to ensure 
that serious business 
discussions follow a logical 
and connected route – ‘blue 
sky thinking’ is not usually  
the order of the day. Secondly,  
I enjoyed studying the law;  
I could see its relevance to 
everyday life. I completed  
the course, in December 
2007, well into my fifties.   

How has the OU helped 
benefit your company? 
Personally speaking, my 
Beachcroft career benefited, 
as I am now the HR Director.

We are also trying to 
promote diversity and, while 
our diversity statistics are 
relatively good for a law firm, 
we want to do much more.  
I was thinking about how  
to achieve a more diverse 
workforce when an obvious 
thought struck me – where 
better to find a group of diverse 
students than the OU?   

So what should OU students/
alumni who are interested in  
a career with Beachcroft do?
Firstly, they should have  
a look at our website (www.
beachcroft.co.uk). Our training 
programme spans two years  
but before you start a training 
contract you will need to pass 
the Graduate Diploma in Law 
(GDL) and the Legal Practice 
Certificate (LPC) if you are  
a non-law graduate and the 
Legal Practice Certificate  
if you are a law graduate. 
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“Did You Know? More than 14 million UK people visit at least one blog in one month (source: comScore)”
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Student Software Savings
Microsoft

includes: Office Pro Plus & AVG internet Security 2 year license

Must have software combined in an outstanding Student Starter pack! 
This Pack has everything you need to start your studies.

Office Pro Plus includes: Word, Excel, Power Point, Outlook, Publisher, Access &
more. The newly released AVG Internet Security 8 includes: Anti-virus, Anti-

spyware, Anti-spam, LinkScanner and Firewall providing the ultimate protection. 

Office Pro Plus 2007
Your Price: £68.50 

RRP: £342.53  You Save 80%

RRP: £349.98  You Save 80%

Office for Mac 2008
Your Price: £58.71

RRP: £293.59  You Save 80%

Student Value Pack: 
Only £92.98 with Free Delivery

RRP: £381.67 You Save 76%

FiND ThESE AND MANY OThER MiCROSOFT OFFERS AT WWW. STUDENTExPRESSWARE.CO.Uk/OU

New Products

Office Standard 2007
Your Price: £58.71

RRP: £303.37  You Save 81%

Office Enterprise 2007
Your Price: £78.29

RRP: £472.87 You Save 83%

Expression Web 2.0
Your Price: £44.03

RRP: £257.87  You Save 83%

Photoshop Elements 7
+ Premiere Elements 7

Your Price: £84.05
RRP £113.85  You Save 26%

Photoshop Elements 7
Your Price: £44.85
RRP £74.75  You Save 41%

Dreamweaver CS4
Your Price £91.01

RRP £385.25  You Save 76%

Master Collection
Your Price: £454.25

RRP £2,264.35  You Save 81%

Design Premium
Your Price: £270.25

RRP £1,436.35  You Save 82%

Adobe CS4

Great
Value

Full
Range
Online

Voice Enabled Mind Mapping

All prices include VAT. Delivery charges may apply on some products. Prices correct at time of going to press. Terms and Conditions apply. E&OE.
Student Expressware is brought to you by Citnexus. Offers only available to current Students.

sales@studentexpressware.co.uk | 01453 827899

We sell full version 100% genuine software which is not scaled down for student purposes

www.studentexpressware.co.uk/ou
Find these and many other products at:

SAVE
85%

Windows Vista
Ultimate Upgrade
Your Price: £78.29

RRP: £244.63  You Save 68%

Visio Pro 2007
Your Price: £56.76

RRP: £405.17  You Save 86%

VoxEnableTM

Just
Launched

Capture, organise
and communicate
information, all
controlled by the
power of your voice
- all the benefits of
mind mapping
without a keyboard

Your Total Package Price: £139

VIS 12”
Graphic Pen
Tablet in grey.
Finally, a
graphic pen
tablet that is                            

Your Price: £91.69
RRP: £107.00 You Save 15%

simply the best value money can buy! 
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