
Research Fortnight, 14 February 20186 briefing

Clouded future
A growing row inside The Open University is putting the spotlight on clashing 
visions of higher education in a digital world. Eleni Courea reports.

‘The campaign 
to move online 
isn’t as awful 
as people 
make out.’

At the 1963 Labour Party conference in Scarborough, 
Harold Wilson floated the idea of a “university of the air”. 
Long-distance learning, Wilson said, would give every-
one who had missed out on university a second chance. 
And so The Open University was born.

The institution’s founders were set on it being a prop-
er university in every sense, and true to that vision it has 
expanded heavily into research since the 1990s.

But half-a-century after its establishment and with 
two million students taught, this venerable institution is 
in trouble due to government cuts and fee hikes. Student 
numbers plummeted by 30 per cent between 2010-11 and 
2015-16 at The Open University, threatening its viability.

Against this background, vice-chancellor Peter 
Horrocks reckons it is time for the university of the air to 
become the university of the cloud. But his vision of inter-
net-based learning is at the centre of a conflict between 
senior management and a growing number of academics, 
some of whom stand to lose their jobs due to the reforms. 

An internal survey of Open University staff leaked to 
Research Fortnight last week showed that just 21 per cent 
of the 5,151 respondents said they had confidence in how 
senior management is dealing with organisational change.

The conflict has finance at its heart. “The projections 
we’ve made around student numbers and fees put us in 
a potentially challenging place over the next few years,” 
says Kevin Hetherington, The Open University’s pro vice-
chancellor for research and academic strategy. “If we 
continue as we are, we will eventually move into deficit.” 

In response, the management is planning cutbacks 
to academic staff. “We’re not yet in a position to say 
how many or when,” Hetherington says. The university 
has also closed eight regional study centres—that pro-
vide face-to-face teaching—in favour of online courses. 
Hetherington says the closures have freed up resources. 
“Now we can support students outside working hours.” 

But the closures have also triggered critical letters 
from former Open University tutors to newspapers. 

“Students are less and less well supported 
with the closure of regional offices,” says 
Paula James, a retired senior lecturer in 
classics who authored one of the letters.

James was staff tutor at the university’s 
south-east region centre, which was the 
first to be shut down in 2014. When the 
university was founded in 1969 it had 
no face-to-face teaching, but that model 

“didn’t work” and returning to it threatens to bring 
things full circle, James says.

She also points to a growing number of highly paid 
officials at the institution. The number of staff earning 
more than £100,000 a year rose from 11 in 2008-9 to 24 
in 2016-17, according to Open University financial state-
ments. Horrocks earned £360,000 last academic year.

A spokeswoman for the university said in a statement 
that the institution had hired more senior staff in 2012 
to set up and run FutureLearn, its online course provider. 
And it expanded its senior team in 2014-15 “to diversify 
income and manage the challenges” facing part-time 
higher education, she said.

Not every researcher is critical of the reforms. A lec-
turer who did not want to be named said his face-to-face 
tutorials were poorly attended. “Typically you would get 
10 per cent student attendance. You’d be lucky to see four 
students from your group of 25. Now I do online teaching 
sessions and get 150 people who I can interact with,” he 
says. “It’s different and takes thought, but the campaign 
to move online isn’t as awful as people make out.”

The Open University is unique as it caters exclusively to 
distance learning, but Horrocks believes that the impact of 
digitisation will be felt across the higher education sector. 
In a speech at Durham University in November 2017, he 
called on UK institutions to establish “one coherent and 
inter-transferable university digital system”, or face com-
petition if technology companies move into education.

“It might be that LinkedIn degrees would soon be pre-
ferred to Russell Group degrees, especially for roles in 
multinational companies,” Horrocks warned. “The brands 
of any UK university would be puny in comparison.”

Richard Allen, an emeritus professor of English at The 
Open University, led a review on student support in 2007, 
when some stresses were already evident. “It concluded 
that we needed more of a joined-up use of new technol-
ogy”, he says, “but also argued for the regional network 
to have a stronger academic presence, to maintain the 
university’s status as a national institution. In the end, 
they just picked up the technological suggestions.” Now 
there is no fallback option in case of failure, Allen warns. 

Opposition to change is growing: James claims that 
an open letter against the reforms was signed by about 
100 people, but was withdrawn after jitters among signa-
tories worried about their careers. Even so, if The Open 
University is to change, it’s unlikely to happen quietly. 
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