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“Nearness learning” is a more appropriate term for what the Open University's business school offers, according to its dean in an interview for “Which MBA”, published by the Economist Intelligence Unit


When the Open University (OU) was founded in 1969, it represented one of the most important educational innovations of the 20th century, not just in Britain, but across the world.
Established by Britain's then prime minister, Harold Wilson, it is considered by many to be the first university to offer genuinely high-quality degrees through distance learning. It was originally to be called the “University of Air”, because most of its lectures took the form of late-night broadcasts on the BBC. Indeed, for many Britons of a certain age the Open University will be a formative memory. Long before Britain had transformed itself into a 24-hour society, most will remember the sinking feeling of finding out that, come midnight, the only thing on their television was a hirsute OU professor, dryly working his way through the laws of thermodynamics.
The idea of offering university-level education to those without the opportunity of attending a campus certainly caught on. The university currently has around 200,000 students at undergraduate and postgraduate level and has been much-emulated around the world—both by fly-by-night institutions and the world's most prestigious schools (Columbia, Stanford and Chicago, for example, are now partners in a distance learning university).
The year-long interview
The business school, younger than its parent university by 14 years, has continued on the quest to democratise education, this time for future managers. The key to its mission can be found in the name itself: open. With courses delivered in 30 countries, and prices scaled to reflect local market conditions, potential students at OUBS are not constrained by geography or cost.
Perhaps even more importantly, unlike at most other top business schools, students are not turned away because they lack work experience or have a patchy academic record. Rather, they are channelled into the school at the appropriate level. This might be straight onto an MBA programme, or, for those without the immediate skills to study at that level, a year's certificate programme that they must pass before tackling the MBA proper.
“I don't buy the argument that excellence has to be elite,” says James Fleck, the school's dean.
“It's not that we just take anyone. We provide a ramp of access. What most schools do is select fiendishly at the postgraduate level. We're open at the level of identifying where people should enter. Rather than just basing a decision on a GMAT test that lasts a few hours, or an interview that lasts an hour, students on the diploma course effectively have a whole year interview [before being assessed for entry to the MBA].”
It is a popular approach. OUBS is Europe's largest business school; it currently has around 6,000 students on its MBA track—none of whom will even step foot on its campus in Milton Keynes, 45 miles north of London.
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OUBS currently has around 6,000 students on its MBA track
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The programme is designed for those wanting to study while carrying on with their everyday life, and the average MBA takes nearly five years to complete. However, one of the criticisms levelled at distance learning courses is that students spend a lot of time working on their own, and therefore require a hefty dose of self-motivation, and consequently drop-out rates can be high.
Professor Fleck rejects this suggestion. He says that, in keeping with the school's democratic approach to education, non-completion of the MBA programme is not seen as a failure: “Because we're starting out to provide them with educational opportunities, there’s no expectation that everyone has to finish. It's really to give people the opportunity to go as far as they want, or need, to go.”
Both near and far
One of the things that makes OUBS's distance-learning model stand out is a commitment to original and innovative course material. Material is through partnership: someone who will research the area, and pick out the latest knowledge; and a pedagogue who can tap into the school's expertise in both practice- and professional-based learning.
Such a commitment does not come cheap—the school invests up to £2m developing a full year's programme—but Professor Fleck believes that OUBS's approach has discernible advantages over more traditional methods.
“Face-to-face teaching really means one person who writes down what they think they know. It’s a process whereby the notes of the lecturer are transferred to the notes of the student without passing through the brain of either, whereas the whole point of our course materials are to engage and to take the student on a learning journey. So the students interact with the course material.”
But, says Professor Fleck, this is only possible because the school employs tutors who can breathe life into the material. And because the tutors, like the students, are spread across the world, they can also offer local insight.
“They’ll draw on their own experience of business,” he says. “They certainly don’t just tell the students what the knowledge is. And what we find working in some traditional places, such as Singapore, is that it's a real challenge to get across to the students that the role of the tutors is not to lecture, nor to teach in the traditional fashion, but to facilitate discussion.”
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A submarine lieutenant recently sat his final exams submerged several miles under the Atlantic
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Despite the remoteness of the school's students—a submarine lieutenant recently sat his final exams submerged several miles under the Atlantic—the dean himself dislikes the term 'distance learning'.
“I actually prefer the term 'nearness learning'," he says. “When I was lecturing at Edinburgh, in some of the MBA classes there would be 450 students at the lecture theatre. And the people in the back row—you could hardly see the colour of their jerseys. Now that's distance learning!
“It’s quite different from the model that we've designed. We specifically designed all of our courses at the ratio of at most 16 students per tutor. And the tutors have discretion to help students on an individual basis if they need it.”
Furthermore, distance learning doesn't necessarily mean hitching a ride with every new technological bandwagon. Despite his background in innovation dynamics, Professor Fleck says that, when it comes to learning, the key is to use proven technology—and that certainly includes old-fashioned, printed course books.
“People do get caught up in the 'gee-whiz' aspect [of a new technology] without looking at its educational value. OU started out [in the 1960s] using BBC broadcasts—talking heads at 2am. But some schools now think that is the latest development in distance learning—investing a lot of money in studios to record their star lecturers. All they are doing is using new technology to substitute for the classroom. So it's not really radical at all. Even if you do it from a virtual island in cyberspace, what is that actually adding educationally?
“Yes we do use technology—we are probably the leading user of electronic conferencing—but it is not about interacting with the technology, but rather about how the technology can support people in their learning. There is no killer technology out there that is going to completely revolutionise e-learning.”
Unlike, he could have added, his own institution.
