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OU Voices - the personal stories of the Open University revealed though the Oral History Project.

In 2009 the Open University celebrated its 40th anniversary. To mark this and as part of the ongoing work to capture the history of the organisation, the University funded an Oral History Project. The project was based in the Library and managed by Ruth Cammies, the University Archivist. The project sponsor was Pro-Vice Chancellor David Vincent.

Between 2008 and the end of the project in 2010, the Project Officer, Dr Hilary Young, conducted over 70 interviews with academic, administrative, and regional staff and students/alumni. 

The Oral History Project presented an opportunity to capture a personal and alternative account of the University. This paper will focus on a small sample of the collection - looking at some of the more unique areas of the University, including the creation of OU modules, working with the BBC, designing home experiment kits and telephone tutorials.

Ruth Cammies

Raining on the OU parade?

This paper will cast a sceptical eye on two aspects of the OU utterly central to its raison d’etre – student success and widening participation.

Student success – the OU’s graduation rate has been dropping ever since it started.  It is now down to 22% - that is, more than three quarters of the students who start, fail to reach the finishing post.  There are many reasons which could be given for this, but the comparison must be with part-time students in conventional universities whose graduation rates are 38% - why does the OU do so much worse?

Widening participation – the OU’s move into e-learning is now excluding some 30% of the population who do not have internet access.  Is this moving too far from its original ethos?

This paper will suggest that both arise from poor policy decisions taken over a number of years which were never costed or evaluated properly.  The OU has always proudly described itself as a learning organisation: for it to prosper in future it’s vital that it doesn't indulge in self-deception and learns the lessons from these two vital histories.  

Ormond Simpson 

RCP - the second time as farce

The presentation begins with rehearsing the claims made at the founding of the OU that there was available a new rational approach to curriculum design and pedagogy – rational curriculum planning (RCP). RCP would make possible an expanded openness, stripping conventional academic discourse of its irrational elements – ‘irrelevant scholastic displays’ (Lewis 1970) – and exposing a rational kernel open to practical reason. The subsequent arguments and implications are summarised

The reappearance of RCP is traced as the result of OU principles being diffused throughout the rest of the HE sector: this diffusion is analysed as driven by a regulatory concern for quality assurance or enhancement rather than as a cutting edge for the rationalisation of academic discourse.

The career of the approach is discussed in sociological terms based on the work of Bourdieu and his associates on universities and their role in reproduction.

Dave Harris

The challenge of OU gender studies 1980-1990

In 1983 the OU offered its first undergraduate, second level, course in gender studies: U221: The Changing Experience of Women. Although a late entrant to the area- most other UK universities had begun offering gender studies well before this date- U221 and its replacement U207 were highly influential nationally and internationally in the development of gender studies as an interdisciplinary area of undergraduate study.

But the OU’s gender studies courses were special in many ways: they were multi-disciplinary, having their homes in the Science Faculty and Social Science Faculties respectively but engaging authors from every Faculty in the University. This opened up the curriculum to be wide-ranging, creative and contain more multiple perspectives than similar courses any in other universities. The multi- disciplinary nature of the course also challenged the course team who had to navigate the inevitable tensions between people coming with different knowledge bases and different ways of teaching and writing. The team were a group of scholars, researchers, teachers and activists representing all shades of feminist affiliation and disciplinary backgrounds.  In its first year U221 had over 700 registered students, 10% of whom were men, and 24% of whom were ‘associate students’ not registered for an OU degree, most of whom wanted only to study this new area: gender studies. 

The first years of the course saw it opening debates on a number of controversial issues such as single sex tutorial sessions and the provision of childcare at residential schools, the role of personal experience in academic work and the ethics of assessing this. 

This paper will review the rise and fall of gender studies in the OU from the early 1980s when, along with other courses such as Peace Studies and Development Studies, political and ethical movements were successfully placing themselves inside university curricula, to the late 1990s when the vocational turn in student course choice removed many of these from university curricula. 

The paper will ask: What was the impact of OU gender studies courses and their spin off books and research, both inside and outside the OU, and what has been their legacy?

Gill Kirkup and Liz Whitelegg
How have pedagogic techniques and tools evolved within the University and outside it?

My perspective in this paper is to comment from being a writing member of various OU course teams – I also took on the role of an IET person on course teams in various ways, but I found this role much easier to fulfil from being in an author or chair position on a course team, rather than purely as an educational technologist.

In terms of pedagogy however it was one of the earliest appointments to the Institute of Educational Technology – Derek Rowntree – who had a large influence on the pedagogy of OU course teams across all faculties for at least the first two decades. Derek Rowntree wrote many ‘how to’ books on the subject of writing materials for students studying at a distance from their teachers and these texts covered all the main issues that were the focus of how to teach remotely from your learners – researching your ‘audience’, setting out your aims, identifying your learning objectives, deciding what and how to teach, assessment, evaluation and management. But it was Derek’s idea of ‘the tutorial in print’ that provided a metaphor that so many of the early course team academics could relate to and could adapt to their own courses, almost whatever the discipline. The idea of having a conversation with a student as in a tutorial, conveyed the right tone and atmosphere for many academics, and they found it feasible to move from that to think through how they needed to adapt what they might normally do, in order to teach effectively in the circumstances of not being face to face.

Moving from that to our present circumstances of developing texts for the web and creating a rich environment of web tool activities, resources, simulations and interactions, the idea of a single metaphor – even that of a conversation – carries nowhere near the power that it once did. Conversation is the stuff of forums – albeit that teachers are now ‘in’ those forums in many cases and engaging directly in conversation without the need to imaginatively reconstruct the seminar room or the tutorial. But the web can be both a personal medium and yet a medium not conducive to the redundancy and the discursive length of academic conversation and explanation. A4 pages of text do not convert effectively to the Web interface. Pedagogy now is about defining the nature of activity that a student engages in, as a route into the achievement of learning outcomes. It seems as if each new wave of technology requires the old to be abandoned in order to accommodate the new. However this cannot actually be the case – we cannot forget ‘old’ pedagogies but typically evolve from them into something new. And huge amounts of learning have been done by what we used to call course teams (now module teams) in order to create courses that incorporated new approaches to assessment, to reflection, to creating small free standing chunks of resource that could be more easily updated, to providing ‘student-centred’ texts not tutor dominated texts, and so on. Constructivism as an educational approach dominated much of the general tone of how course teams talked about their pedagogy in the nineties and to some extent still – starting from where the learner is at, making connections between existing knowledge and new knowledge, giving choice, making the reasons for how courses are set out and structured explicit, and so on. And student workload and feedback (from both tutors and students) has played a key role – important from both a behaviourist and a constructivist perspective.

So the range of what we might incorporate into an overview of pedagogies and their evolution brings together people, theories and practical innovation and advancement. What we might learn from this is that the whole is greater than the parts - not only in terms of good course but also in terms of the course teams that are working across the university. They do influence each other, and though the spread of ideas may feel more like osmosis than explicit communication, somehow good ideas and approaches get through and build up a rich reservoir of available strategies and tactics – pedagogy yes but on the ground, graced more by the language of the discipline and the immediate team experiences than by any educational theory. We can see these more easily perhaps retrospectively than in the day to day of production. But tracing the links and identifying the key moments is one of the aims of this paper.

Mary Thorpe

Development of home computing and CMC

This paper will consider the development of home computing and computer-mediated communication (CMC) in the University, with an emphasis on the former Faculty of Technology. The breakthrough came when personal computers could be purchased or rented at a price that put them within reach of the vast majority of students. After earlier smaller-scale experiments, the course An Introduction to Information Technology: Social and Technological Issues, first presented in 1988, used the CoSy computer conferencing system to enable 1500 students or more per year to become part of an on-line community – a commonplace notion now, but highly unusual in the late 1980s. The adoption of a general ‘home computing policy’ in 1988 was an enormous and controversial step for the University. The Technology Foundation Course introduced the use of a home computer in 1989, and in the mid nineties took the decisive step of requiring a predicted 4000 students or more to collaborate on line, using the FirstClass graphical-interface CMC system rather than the command-line CoSy. Over the next few years, CMC became commonplace for many OU courses. Online communication between students, tutors and course teams rapidly increased; online tutorials were introduced; dialogue and interaction became more important; and teaching material was made increasingly available online in addition to more traditional formats. At its height an introductory course You, your Computer and the Net introduced personal computing and online activities to over 10 000 students per year.

Chris Bissell

Adult education at the BBC: from the centre to the margin

Among the many institutions and initiatives that form a pre-history of the Open University is the adult education provision of the BBC. This paper traces the uneven fortunes of BBC adult education, and tries to unpick some of the influences on its trajectory.

Adult education began almost as soon as the BBC began, and was central to John Reith’s conception of public-service broadcasting. In the first ten years of the Corporation, adult education programmes were broadcast at prime listening time, and in the output of the Talks department there was little distinction between educational and non-educational broadcasts. A few decades later, a very different picture emerges, with adult education confined to the margins of the schedules, unpromoted and apparently unloved.

Although the story of adult education at the BBC is very particular, I want to suggest that some universal factors bear on its story. Relevant issues here are what we mean by education, what can realistically be achieved by particular modes of education, and what the appropriate aspirations for educators and learners are. Over and above this, adult education at the BBC has not been isolated from wider trends in adult education and in culture generally.

This paper draws on archival research at the BBC, and is an off-shoot on my recent PhD thesis 'Speaking of Science', concerning science broadcasting on BBC radio.

Allan Jones

Teaching and technology in the Arts Faculty

One of the assurances that the OU would carry weight when it was founded was the association with the BBC, carrying forward the idea of the ‘university of the air’. The early TV programmes broadcast on BBC2 in black and white, and radio programmes broadcast on Radio 3, drew the public’s attention to what the OU was doing. Beneath this publicity, however, real changes were taking place in the idea of what teaching with TV and radio involved. In this paper, I shall explore and illustrate the ways in which, in the Arts Faculty, teaching and the changes in technology moved hand in hand. Initially we used 25 minute programmes in a lecture format, and then moved on to the idea that for our students TV was an alternative to a field trip (we began here to use 50 minute programmes). When video came in we continued to transmit programmes but expected students to record them. Transmission became simply a medium of delivery. Increasingly, students asked for the videos to be sent them rather than relying on the fickleness of the video recorder. Once we started to send students material directly we were liberated from the 25 minute programme format and we began to experiment with ‘interactive’ video, encouraging students to stop and start the tape, to mix the use of different kinds of course material. This provided the basis for moving into DVD which allows us to index pictures and gives students (viewers) control over the images. The challenge has been to use the media to the greatest effect while not disadvantaging students who are not at the developing edge of consumer electronics.

Anne Laurence   

Distance Education via the Internet: the development of the eTMA system

This paper describes the development of the university’s electronic tutor marker assignment system and how it enabled the university to engage in distance education via the internet.  We begin by describing the genesis of the eTMA system and its development in the then Maths and Computing Faculty as a way of supporting global learners for the new 2nd level course in computing (M206).  The paper outlines the goals of the eTMA system and how they arose from a more fundamental need to support learners online.  We discuss the perceived needs of learners and tutors and how we investigated those needs and trialled the system using a user-centred design approach.  The paper also chronicles the development of the tutor marking tool and its role in supporting the marking of electronically submitted assignments.  This historical review reports on the process involved in embedding the eTMA system as a university-wide system and the three years of trials required before sceptics were convinced of its value.  We reflect on the ten years it took for the eTMA system to be the de facto means by which students would submit a TMA.  We conclude by illustrating the cost savings to the university of this technological innovation, as well as the pedagogical advantages it has brought for students and tutors alike and its position as the standard by which other universities measure their own provisions in this area.
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