What have we learnt?

Transmitting knowledge, facilitating learning c1960-2010

Apart from its role in determining the careers of many individuals, higher education has played a significant role shaping our culture and our social, religious, ideological and political institutions. Since the Second World War, in common with other Western societies, the UK developed mass higher education from an elite format. New universities, such as Sussex (1961) opened and existing institutions became polytechnics and later universities. In 1969 the Open University provided a new form of higher education institution. It worked with the BBC and the British Council to provide access for learners in the UK and overseas. The existing universities developed new student bases (eg Nottingham opened a campus in Malaysia in the 1990s and one in China in 2003). This was also a period when students created and engaged with a variety of communities, creating opportunities for informal learning. 

10.30-12.30 How have students been taught?

The doubts expressed about the equivalence of degrees from some universities compared to others have often been framed in terms of teaching methods. The University of Buckingham promotes its ‘Oxbridge style tutorial groups’ as ‘always exhilarating’ while in his keynote to the 2010 Association for Learning Technology Conference Donald Clark called the lecture a ‘hopeless pedagogic technique’. Others have promoted the validity and efficiency of a variety of methods including broadcasting, correspondence, telephone and online self-help groups. This session aims to promote discussion about how we understand the development of the current interest in student-centred learning and the facilitation of collaborative knowledge construction by active peer learners. 

13.30-15:30 What’s it like to be a student? Reflections on fifty years of change

Chair/commentator: Dr Dan Weinbren, History of the OU Project

Having considered the changes in how learning was supported over half a century, the emphasis this afternoon will be on reception. Some of the themes of the morning will be revisited but from different perspectives. In recent years considerable importance has been attached to the role of obligation and mutual dependency for learning. It has been argued that for learning to occur people need to be part of shared cultural systems and engaged in collective social action. How do we assess the effects of UK Higher Education on students who were unlike the mainstream students of c1950? What are the differences in the experience of students with disabilities, part-time, mature and female students and those studying at a distance? What has been the role of student involvement in the communities in which they have lived while studying? How has a sense of community with fellow students been constructed when those studying have been geographically remote from one another or remote from the UK?

15.30-16.30

Researchers attending this event are invited to support the creation of a network which, by drawing on notions associated with political economy, pedagogy and social history, will aim to co-construct a better understanding of the impact of the post-war evolution of mass higher education. Our assessment today of the experiences of participants in learning, be they in Scottish crofts, China, Sussex or in ‘their communities’ may enable new understandings of the roles of HE to be created. For this network to be externally funded it will be useful for us to demonstrate our collaboration is broadly beneficial and that it bridges gaps between institutions and disciplines.
Abstracts

Morning session

Widening Participation: the post-war scorecard
Professor Malcolm Tight, Lancaster University

Widening participation - though it has only recently been labelled as such - has been a continuing concern for policy makers and higher education institutions in the United Kingdom since 1945 (and before). This presentation will review the evidence for four key target groups – women, lower socio-economic groups, mature adults and ethnic minorities – to produce an overall assessment, a score card, of what has been achieved, and what remains to be done. It concludes that, while progress in the recruitment of women, mature adults and ethnic minorities has been substantial - though with some qualifications - it has been much less for lower socio-economic groups.

Supporting isolated remote learners
Professor Judith George, The Open University
This presentation focuses on the challenge of meeting the needs of learners in the remote and isolated communities in Scotland, and the needs of ALs (tutors) on the ground who supported them: 

· developing structures of support which met affective as well as cognitive needs

· the use of technologies as they came on stream

· developing tools for confident professionalism for the equally isolated ALs (tutors)
· the use of action research to evaluate innovation

· creative interactions with the wider educational context and a developing identity for the OU in Scotland.

This was a period of great change in adult education in Scotland; the Alexander report on community education, for example, the Scottish Committee on Open Learning, pilot work on credit rating and transfer, the impact of nationalism and local demands for university provision – leading to the creation of the University of the Highlands and Islands, and of the Dumfries Crichton Campus provision.  The OU played a significant role in all this, building a distinctive identity and making a unique contribution within Scotland and the wider educational context.

'Redrawing the Map of Learning'? The Experience at the First Plateglass University.

Fred Gray, University of Sussex

The University of Sussex, given its Royal Charter in August 1961, was the first ‘plateglass’ university. Five decades ago it was seen as part of ‘the greatest single expansion of higher education that England has ever known’. Sussex and the other new universities that followed it depended on critical elements of state intervention.

There was substantial new government funding for universities and students. And in place of the old apprenticeship system of university colleges controlled by the older and established universities, the new institutions began life as full universities – hence the Royal Charter – conferring their own degrees, ‘controlling their own curriculum and free to experiment as they think right’.

These new possibilities and freedoms allowed universities such as Sussex to innovate. To use the phrase of the first Vice-Chancellor, John Fulton, the Sussex mission was about ‘making the future’ for students and society by developing a radical new curriculum based on interdisciplinarity and using new organisational forms (departments were dispensed with). The purpose was to ‘provide undergraduates with the combined benefits of specialized and general education’. Asa Briggs, the driving force behind the developments at Sussex, saw this as ‘redrawing the map of learning’. But Sussex also drew on elements of higher education orthodoxy and could never (even if it had wanted to) throw off the tag of being ‘Balliol By The Sea’.

Just what was done at Sussex? What was the impact on students and faculty? How do we measure the success of the Sussex experiment? And how did the experiment change over time?

TV broadcasts: the public face of OU teaching – what did we learn over three decades?

Prof Andy Northedge

Three decades of Open University TV broadcasts present a kind of family album, offering fascinating glimpses of the university’s growth and development as it learned the craft of distance teaching in full public view. We see the various faculties working out how to use television to teach, how to design compelling programmes and how to speak to students in their own homes. The History of The Open University project commissioned a review of thirty OU TV programmes, spanning the 1970s, 80s and 90s to provide an overview of the range and variety of broadcasts and the ways they changed over the years. The review reveals rich variety, sharp contrasts and impressive ability to adapt and develop. This presentation will offer selected highlights and some general conclusions.

Afternoon session

Students in places:  general and particular
Prof Harold Silver

What the research on students and higher education (HE) tells us and does not tell us, e.g. history of sectors and structures, institutions, change and reputations.  

Meanings of student ‘experience’: expectations, perceptions (what kind and of what), the learning environment, outcomes, identities.  

Students, HE, Elites, leaders, participants, professionals, occupations.   Examples from 1960s – Robbins, Latey, choices, new universities, towards the OU, student movements – and late/end/turn of century, e.g. CNAA, polytechnics, colleges, policies and spokespersons 

Types of research on students (UK, US) and categories of students (full/part time, mature, gender, ‘adolescent’), persistence, success and failure, social class, statistics and people. A particular case - students with disabilities.  

Possible implications for the history of students in contexts (competition, marketing, policy….) and the history of the OU.

Internationalisation and the University of Nottingham

Prof John Beckett, University of Nottingham

The Times has described the University of Nottingham as being ‘the closest Britain has to a truly global university’. The University first began to consider developing international campuses, rather than simply attracting overseas students to study in Nottingham, in the early 1990s. The need to attract overseas students in a competitive market came together with an internationalisation strategy involving both teaching and research. By 2006, two campuses in Asia had been established, in Malaysia and China, and today Nottingham recruits more international students than any other UK university. This paper will examine internationalisation in terms of curriculum, teaching and student experience with particular reference to the campus at Ningbo, China, and will consider also the extent to which the UK higher education model has been successfully implemented in China. It will also address the question of inter-cultural understanding and the development of an international focus in teaching and learning for home students at Nottingham.

Student Community Action and Social Education, c. 1970-1985

Dr Georgina Brewis, Institute of Education

Student volunteering in the UK has a long history, from university settlements and missions in the nineteenth century to workcamps for the unemployed in the interwar period to CND protesting and Student Community Action (SCA) after the Second World War. However, there has generally been greater historical interest in the more overtly ‘political’ activities of students, ignoring other forms of social action that have shaped students’ lives. This paper will show that a study of student volunteering, fundraising or campaigning can deepen our understanding of the changing ‘student experience’ in late-twentieth century Britain. Based on Student Community Action publications and a witness seminar with the movement’s former leaders, this paper will focus on SCA and its contribution to the social education of university students in the 1970s and 1980s. It explores the educative function of participation for students themselves, arguably of greater value than students’ contributions to local communities. It shows how involvement in SCA was connected to a wider critique of the function of universities and course content, contributing to debates about broadening access to higher education. 

Distances and distance technologies.  A review of rhetoric and reality

Dr Janet Macdonald, Higher Education Consultant
How successful have distance technologies been at meeting the challenges of study at a distance?  To what extent has the rhetoric met the reality of life as a distance learner?  The OU has a long and proud history of deploying distance technologies to support learners and has developed a wonderful array of online tools with the potential to extend traditional methods of distance learning into new and exciting territory.  This presentation will focus on the student experience of learning with distance technologies over the past few years, drawing on studies of the practicalities, joys and perils of life as a distance student.  
Janet has 20 years’ experience as a tutor of remote students, a remote research student studying student perspectives on online learning, and finally from working with fellow staff in a “remote” national centre at the OU in Scotland. She has now retired from the OU and undertakes consultancy in online and distance learning.

