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COUNCIL 

MINUTES 

This paper presents the confirmed minutes of the meeting of Council held on 28 January 2025 
via Microsoft Teams.   

Action Required 

Council approved these minutes as a correct record at its meeting on 13 May 2025.  

Present via Teams 

Malcolm Sweeting, Chair  
Josie Fraser, Interim Vice-Chancellor  
Robert McCracken, Treasurer   
Natalie Baker, President, Open University Students’ Association  
Emma Barker, Senate representative   
Hossam Kassem, Senate representative  
Gary Elliott-Cirigottis, Senate representative   
Eileen Scanlon, Senate representative 
Rob Parker, Senate representative    
Andrew Kolapo, Student representative   
Tony Cox, Associate Lecturer representative  
Sas Amoah, member of non-academic staff   
Julia Goodfellow, external co-opted member  
Paul Gray, external co-opted member 
Nikki Humphrey, external co-opted member  
Paul Kett, external co-opted member,   
Jas Mann, external co-opted member  
Rashik Parmar, external co-opted member 
Tevin Tobun, external co-opted member 
Ceri Doyle, external co-opted member 
Liz Bromley, external co-opted member 

In Attendance 

Dave Hall, University Secretary 
Paul Traynor, Chief Financial Officer  
Ian Pickup, Deputy Vice-Chancellor  
Camilla Briault, Director, University Secretary’s Office   
Laura Chambers, Head of Governance  
Sue Thomas, Senior Manager, Governance  
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Members of the Vice-Chancellor’s Executive  
Vikki Matthews, Group People Director 
Ceri Rose, Director of Strategy, Marketing and Communications  
Emma Stace, Chief Digital and Information Officer  
Klaus-Dieter Rossade, Executive Dean, WELS 
Adrienne Scullion, Executive Dean, FASS 
Mark Durkin, Executive Dean, FBL 
Nick Braithwaite, Executive Dean, STEM 

Apologies 

Andrew Dickinson, external co-opted member 

1 WELCOME 

 The Chair: 

a) Welcomed members to the meeting and thanked them for accommodating the additional 
meeting.   
 

b) Explained that the intention was to continue the discussion started at the last meeting on 
the University’s response to the fall in student numbers and resulting financial challenges.   

 
c) Informed members that the discussion would inform preparation of a strategic outline for 

discussion at the next meeting in March.  A report would also be prepared for that meeting 
summarising a range of issues and policy debates brought to Council recently.   

2 GROWTH AND WORKING SMARTER     PRESENTATION  

2.1 The Interim Vice-Chancellor, Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Students) and University Secretary 
explained: 

 a) The reasons why the University needed to respond urgently to the current financial 
situation and focus on its strengths.  Research showed a demand for faster pace of study 
and curriculum currently not offered.   

 b) That critical capability gaps included the pace of implementation, the University’s systems 
and its responsiveness to evolving student need.  The University needed to be more agile 
and aligned and focus on areas where the most significant differences to student success 
could be made.  This was an opportunity to evolve and to simplify the student journey and 
work would be under the banner of “Growth and Working Smarter” (GWS).   

 c) The University needed to be bold and act decisively on opportunities that delivered 
immediate impact.  The areas upon which effort would be focussed were: 

 Alignment of learning and assessment to student goals and real-world skills; 
 Commercially informed curriculum decisions for faster responses to market needs; 
 Provision of greater choice for students over pace of study and increasing full-time 

offer. 
 

d) Increasing the full-time offer to students would involve developing study calendars that 
enabled full-time, part-time and modular study and introduction of study blocks for greater 
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flexibility.  This would also involve streamlining systems and processes to reduce 
institutional complexity. There would also be an opportunity to focus on how the summer 
break could be used more effectively to support students.    
 

e) Work would also focus on simplifying reservation and registration processes for students.   
The credit transfer application system would be standardised to make it easier for students 
to build upon prior learning.  It was estimated that approximately 2,500 students who 
started a credit transfer application did not register to study with the University.   
Continuation of studies would also be made easier for students, with work starting on an 
automatic, rolling enrolment process (although this would need to consider mandatory and 
optional study pathways).     

 
f) Student feedback indicated that they enjoyed applying their studies to real life and work 

situations.  Work would start to enhance and broaden the approach to authentic, purpose-
driven assessments that were flexible and student-centred. 

 
2.2 The Executive Dean, Faculty of Business and Law informed Council that: 

 a) Streamlining the curriculum pipeline would enable business-informed curriculum decisions 
for faster responses to market needs.  This would be challenging for the University, but the 
intention would be for creative and innovative ideas for curriculum to enter into 
development and launch (and review and refresh) much more quickly than at present.   

 b) Several new qualifications were due for first presentation by 2027/28 with other subject 
areas under active consideration.  This was a very positive prospect for the University.  
However, in being more responsive to market demand, the University would need to 
become more tolerant of failure with some qualification offers.   

 c) Clearer definition of accountability for curriculum decisions and delivery would be essential 
to achieving greater agility.   This would involve streamlining curriculum governance and 
building trust across marketing and academic teams to work horizontally across the 
organisation to support prioritisation.   

2.3 The Deputy Vice-Chancellor explained that:  

 a) Improved and coherent sharing of data would be essential to drive student success and 
financial stability.   

 b) This would involve a focus on “know our student” to enable improved understanding of 
information about students and application of this to student interactions and provision of 
performance dashboards open across teams.  The aim would be to improve understanding 
of a sense of belonging for students.   

 c) Foundations of the core student experience would be simplified to focus on delivering a 
high quality, consistent experience.  Standardisation of enrolment and assessment 
processes would reduce complexity, and the focus would be on a more intuitive and 
personalised approach.  

 2.4 The Group People Director explained that: 

 a) Culture and behaviours needed to change to deliver the outcomes described.  There 
needed to be less deliberation and perfection of ideas and more decisive action, openness, 
and trust.   
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 b) The current culture was described as ‘paralysis by analysis’, with too much time spent on 
analysing problems, consulting and perfecting ideas.  The aim was to move towards 
collaborative, aligned action by 2027 with staff working towards clear priorities and clearer 
ownership, with agile decisions delivered at pace.  In the longer term, the focus would shift 
to outcome-oriented delivery with increased agility and flexibility to adjust priorities.   

 c) To achieve these transformations, small practical changes would be encouraged that 
would make a significant difference.  These would include opening online calendars as 
default, improving meeting culture and efficiency, and acknowledgement of learning from 
failed experiments to reinforce a sense of growth and innovation.  Leaders would be asked 
to adopt more open approaches and give clear direction to teams to take decisions and 
solve problems themselves.   

2.5 Council: 

 a) Supported the proposals for greater study flexibility but sought assurance that students 
would be able to switch between full and part time study without long gaps.   

 b) Reflected that ownership of curriculum would present challenges in its governance and 
would require cultural shifts within the University.   

 c) Welcomed initiatives to speed up curriculum development and launch but sought 
assurance that high standards of quality would prevail.  It was also suggested that 
opportunities for developing curriculum in partnership should be explored.   

 d) Encouraged investigation of commercial opportunities around the University’s research.   

 e) Emphasised the importance of engaging with employers to ensure students studied the 
areas most beneficial to future employment.   It would be essential to keep abreast of the 
competitive landscape to ensure opportunities were not missed.   

 f) Noted that improving systems and data would take time and investment, and enquired 
whether existing systems were sufficiently robust to help progress these ambitions.  It 
would also be essential to ensure systems were compatible and linked together so staff 
and students benefitted.   

 g) Welcomed the ideas to improve culture and supported the concept of empowering teams 
to make decisions.  However, it was acknowledged that previous similar initiatives had not 
worked well due to behaviours and clarity was sought on how success would be evaluated.  

 h) Asked how the aims and ambitions would be communicated to staff.   

 i) Sought clarification of the work currently underway on digitalisation and how that work 
would align with GWS.  It was essential that the impact of AI on organisations and society 
was understood and monitored.   

2.6 The Interim Vice-Chancellor, Deputy Vice-Chancellor, Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Students), 
Executive Dean, Faculty of Business and Law, University Secretary and Group People 
Director explained that: 

 a) Introduction of different start dates was being investigated, and students would be able to 
flex between different study provision.    
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 b) Speed would not compromise quality and standards.  Partnerships would be investigated 
further; the University currently offered some curriculum in smaller specialist areas via 
partnerships.   

c) There had been significant investment in data systems and the University’s ambitions may 
require new systems in some areas, with more coherent and focussed usage.   Current 
work on digitalisation of services would be interwoven with GWS though it was possible 
there would be some reprioritisation of projects.  Digitalisation was a key element of how 
the University delivered its ambitions.  Council would be updated on this work.     

 d) Cultural change would be evident through the transformations achieved.  The approach 
was more iterative and collaborative than in previous projects.  The accountability and 
outputs would be clearer, and leaders would be much more open with teams to foster 
collaboration and agility.   

 e) A range of methods would be used to communicate the plans across the University.  Town 
Hall meetings had a purpose in sharing messages, but leaders would play a key role in 
delivering nuanced communications to their teams and establishing trust.    

 f) Other strategic projects would be aligned to the GWS initiative as the key driver of change.  
It was acknowledged that the University had a very complex structure, and work was 
underway to examine overlap of activity between units.   

 g) The next steps would be to develop operational plans and align the work of the sprint team 
to the rest of the organisation.  This work could be challenging as there would be pressure 
on teams to prioritise and adapt behaviours.  The new Vice-Chancellor would be briefed on 
progress prior to his joining in July 2025; however, the work needed to start straightway.    

2.7 The Interim Vice-Chancellor reiterated that: 

 a) The GWS plans offered the opportunity to prioritise and modernise to create efficiencies. 

 b) The benefits for students would mean a simpler, more intuitive student journey from the 
27J presentation onwards.  Rolling enrolment, standardised assessments, and 
qualification-based registration would remove barriers, and better data and insight would 
allow development of a more personalised experience in the future. 

 c) For the organisation, it would mean future financial sustainability through focussing on the 
changes that would bring about the most significant impacts and securing a stronger, more 
competitive position in the market.   

 d) The greatest success would be cultural with an emphasis on embedding trust, openness, 
and accountability to create a high-performing, collaborative environment where outcomes 
were delivered consistently and with purpose.  

2.8 The Chair:  

 a) Thanked all those involved for a very informative and focussed presentation.   

 b) Reflected that it was encouraging and reassuring to see the progress made since the
 last meeting and requested a further update at the next meeting on 4 March 2025.   

c) Suggested that any further comments or reflections be emailed to the Interim Vice-
Chancellor so those points could be addressed ahead of the next meeting.   
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2.9 Council noted the presentation.   

3 STRATEGIC FACTBASE SUMMARY    C-2025-01-01 

 Council noted the summary.   

Future Meeting Dates 

Tuesday 4 March 2025 - Nation Visit: Edinburgh (Arrival afternoon of 3 March 2025)       
 9.30 to 16.00 (timings to be confirmed)      
Tuesday 13 May 2025 - 10.00 to 16.30 in Milton Keynes      
Tuesday 8 July 2025 - 10.00 to 16.30 in Milton Keynes 

 
Dave Hall, University Secretary  
Sue Thomas, Senior Manager, Governance  
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