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The Open
University
COUNCIL DEVELOPMENT SESSION AND BUSINESS MEETING

MINUTES

This paper presents the confirmed minutes of the development session and meeting of Council
held on 23 September 2025 at 9.30 am in Library Seminar Room 4, The Open University, Milton
Keynes, MK7 6AA.

Action Required

Council approve these minutes as a correct record at its meeting on 18 November 2025.

Present

Julia Goodfellow, external co-opted member and Vice-Chair (in the Chair)
Malcolm Sweeting, Pro-Chancellor * (up to minute 6)
Robert McCracken, Treasurer

Dave Phoenix, Vice-Chancellor

Natalie Baker, President, Open SU

Emma Barker, Senate representative

Hossam Kassem, Senate representative

Gary Elliott-Cirigottis, Senate representative

Magnus Ramage, Senate representative

Rob Parker, Senate representative

Andrew Kolapo, Student representative

Tony Cox, Associate Lecturer representative

Sas Amoah, member of non-academic staff

Kerry Anthony, external co-opted member

Liz Bromley, external co-opted member

Ceri Doyle, external co-opted member

Nikki Humphrey, external co-opted member

Jas Mann, external co-opted member

Rashik Parmar, external co-opted member

Observers for Development Session

Kelly Smith, Finance Committee external co-opted member
Philip Robert-Tissot, Finance Committee external co-opted member *
Ahmer Huda, Audit Committee external co-opted member *

In Attendance

Dave Hall, University Secretary

Paul Traynor, Chief Financial Officer

Josie Fraser, Deputy Vice-Chancellor

Camilla Briault, Director, Governance, Compliance and Legal Services
Laura Chambers, Head of Governance

Sue Thomas, Senior Manager, Governance

Vikki Matthews, Chief People Director
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Emma Stace, Chief Digital and Information Officer

For the Development Session:

Ceri Rose, Chief Communications and Marketing Officer

Mark Durkin, Executive Dean, FBL

Mike Fernando, Executive Dean, STEM

Adrienne Scullion, Executive Dean, FASS

Mark Brandon, Interim Pro Vice-Chancellor, Research and Innovation
lan Pickup, Pro Vice-Chancellor Students

Guy Mallison, Interim Director of Strategy

Jake Yeo, Director, Research and Enterprise

Gemma Maldar, Head of Research and Development

Helen Fisher, Head of Research Strategy and Governance

For the Business Meeting

Minute 5: John Rushforth, external consultant®

*participation via Microsoft Teams
+Proxy Form received

Apologies

Andrew Dickinson, external co-opted member +
Paul Gray, external co-opted member+
Tevin Tobun, external co-opted member

2.1

WELCOME
The Vice-Chair:

a)

b)

Welcomed everyone to the development session and business meeting. She
explained that she would be chairing the meeting as the Pro-Chancellor was
participating remotely.

Reported that external members participating in the meeting were not in a majority as
required for quoracy by the Standing Orders. Proxy Voting Forms had been received
from those members absent to enable the business meeting to be quorate.

DEVELOPMENT SESSION
STRATEGIC AMBITIONS AND REFLECTIONS
Introduction

The Vice-Chancellor introduced the session and reported that:

a)

b)

The financial year (2024/25) was on track to end with an operating surplus of
approximately £4m. This was a very significant achievement.

Student number intake for 25J (October 2025) had exceeded planning assumptions.
Continuing student numbers were slightly above forecasts and reflected improvements
in Level 1 retention. New student recruitment had performed particularly strongly.
Further analysis would be undertaken of the composition of this new recruitment and
those academic areas performing well.

Work on developing a new strategy for the University would focus on three core areas:
creating societal impact, advancing social mobility, and empowering communities
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through partnership. These areas would be explored in depth during the session. The
intention was for wide consultation and discussion with stakeholders before the final
strategy came to Council for approval in July 2026.

Marketing Insight

2.2 The Chief Communications and Marketing Officer gave a presentation drawing attention to
the current market fact base and brand awareness and recognition.

2.3 Council:

a) Expressed concern that the requirement to pay fees upfront for postgraduate taught
courses might be having an adverse impact on postgraduate student numbers. The
Chief Communications and Marketing Officer and Vice-Chancellor acknowledged the
University was different to other institutions in this respect and this point would be
considered further.

b)  Reflected that the market was increasingly competitive with different study options
being offered by other providers.

c)  Enquired whether the outcome of a recent judicial review in relation to franchising
higher education provision would have any relevance for the University. The Vice-
Chancellor confirmed that the position was being kept under review.

Academic Growth priorities

2.4 The Deputy Vice-Chancellor informed Council that:

a)  The Curriculum Strategy Group (CSG) had been prioritising new curriculum
opportunities for 2027 (27J) onwards. Changes would be delivered to expedite
curriculum production, create capacity and prevent risk to new qualifications being
ready for 27J. A business case for investment was due to be considered by the Vice-
Chancellor's Executive (VCE).

b)  The business case for investment in systems to improve credit transfer processes and
develop auto enrolment for continuing students was also being considered by VCE.

c)  Work was continuing on changes to the University’s study calendar to support students
wishing to study at full-time pace. A model would be agreed and its implementation
tested by early adopter modules ahead of a wider roll out. The investment case for the
early adopters would be considered by VCE in October 2025.

d) Improvements to learning and assessment were being accelerated to achieve
improved student retention, continuation and completion rates. A test and learn
approach would be adopted and the investment case for the discovery/initial work
would be reviewed by VCE in November 2025.

2.5 Council:

a) Commended the ongoing work and asked whether there were any impacts on
employee relations.

b)  Acknowledged that the project teams were highly engaged with the priorities but asked
if the wider University was ready to embrace such significant changes. Shifts in culture
had not always succeeded in the past.

c)  Sought clarification on how standardisation of the study calendar would operate to
avoid excessive pressure on teams working in areas such as Academic Services.

2.6 The Vice-Chancellor, Deputy Vice-Chancellor and Chief People Officer:
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Reported that conversations with trades unions had to date been positive. Concerns
had been raised over the impact of Al on jobs, and it had been emphasised that Al
could help to make roles more efficient and improve support to students.

Assured Council that academic and professional services project leads were engaging
with staff and running events to explain the ongoing work. It was acknowledged that
the situation could be challenging, and it was important communications were clear to
staff so changes were not unexpected, and they were able to engage collectively.

Explained that work was continuing to explore the full implications of changes to the
study calendar.

Reported that several initiatives were underway exploring creative and practical ways
GenAl could enhance Learning, Teaching and Assessment (LT&A) for both students
and staff. It would be essential to understand the aims and objectives of using Al
before embarking on ideas and projects.

Development of a new institutional strategy

2.7 The Vice-Chancellor reflected that:

a)

b)

The University’s mission was as relevant now as it had been at its inception in 1969.
The key issue was to focus on the University’s role in the sector now and its challenges
and ambitions.

The new strategy must address the need to respond to changing realities and demands
including globalisation, rising inequity, shifting labour markets, political upheaval,
climate uncertainty, increased competition, and the growing demand for more flexible
and inclusive learning.

Through the new strategy the University would grow and focus on where it could make
the greatest impact on individuals, communities, and society.

The new strategy would build on the current Academic Growth Priorities and consist of
three interrelated pillars:

> Pillar 1: Creating Societal Impact to extend access and the University’s reach
and impact across society.

> Pillar 2: Advancing Social Mobility to ensure every student had the greatest
opportunity to succeed.

> Pillar 3: Empowering Communities to engage through partnerships to make
impact across different communities.

2.8 Council commented on the importance of:

Connecting with those students currently not reached, potentially through partnership
models, for example with colleges.

Enabling the University’s research to address real life issues and societal challenges.
This could be via engagement with colleges or businesses to identify research ideas.

Designing curriculum and qualifications to remove barriers which create inequity in
student achievement. It was important to establish of equity of outcomes for students
as well as equity of opportunity.

Working with communities to create impact and be seen and understood to make a
difference to society such as building competency in engagement with IT to improve
social mobility.
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2.9 After breaking into groups to discuss the three interrelated pillars in more detail with members

of VCE, further points were reported back:

a) The importance of ensuring the differentiation of the University from other providers
and providing a sense of belonging to enhance the student experience.

b)  Students’ self-articulated goals and ambitions needed to be understood and supported.
These could be different to those of external regulators.

c) A clearer understanding of the University’s perceived role in communities was required
to envisage how the University could have impact.

2.10 The Interim Director of Strategy commented that:

3.2

4.2

5.1

a) The group discussions had reflected support for the concept of the strategy being
focussed on the three pillars identified and building on current Academic Growth
Priorities. Further work was underway to develop the connectivity between them.

b)  An extensive process of engagement with staff and students would run throughout
November and December 2025. An update would be presented to Council at its
meeting in November 2025 with a more extensive discussion at the meeting in March
2026.

UPDATE ON RESEARCH ACTIVITY

The Interim Pro-Vice-Chancellor, Research and Innovation (PVC R&l), Director, Research
and Enterprise, Head of Research and Development and Head of Research Strategy and
Governance gave a presentation on research activity at the University, planning for the REF
2029, and collaboration through ResearchPlus.

Council:

a) Reflected that in assessing the overall net benefits from investment in research, it was
important to note that many tangible benefits of undertaking research were not
necessarily measurable. Research also influenced and underpinned teaching at the
University. The Director, Research and Enterprise explained that a range of measures
was used to assess impact and value of research including brand recognition.

b)  Noted that Finance Committee would be examining funding of research in detail at a
future meeting.

c) Enquired whether the Open Societal Challenges Programme would continue in light of
financial restrictions. The PVC R&I reported that the initiative had been very
successful in highlighting the benefits of research and would be considered in the light
of development of the new strategy.

COUNCIL BUSINESS MEETING
CHANCELLOR APPOINTMENT PROCESS: UPDATE

The Vice-Chancellor updated Council on the consideration of nominations from a rich and
diverse field for the role of Chancellor by the Joint Committee of Council and Senate.

Council noted the report.
REVIEW OF COUNCIL EFFECTIVENESS AT THE OU: REPORT C-2025-05-01

John Rushforth, external consultant, introduced the report of his review of the effectiveness of
Council and drew attention to

a)  The conclusion that governance at the University was fundamentally sound.
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b)  The list of recommendations which included creating opportunities to enable talented
members of Council to contribute more to the University's development, enhancing the
student voice on Council, and establishing a new shared understanding between the
Senate, the Council, and the Executive regarding their respective roles and operations.

5.2 Council:

5.3

5.4

7.2

a) Welcomed the report and thanked Mr Rushforth for his careful assessment of the
effectiveness of Council. The importance of alignment and engagement between
Council, Senate and the Executive was endorsed.

b) Acknowledged that Recommendation 5 proposing that agendas for meetings prioritise
three key topics was helpful, but this had been considered previously. Whilst agreeing
that fewer papers per meeting was desirable, it was noted that several items required
consideration at specific times during the year and these would be difficult to change.

In reflecting on the views expressed, John Rushforth commented that:

a) It was essential to establish Council’s clear expectations of Senate’s role in effective
oversight of academic standards and quality and achievement of the University’s
academic ambitions.

b) There may be areas of mutual interest between Senate and Council such as
sustainability, EDI and digital technology and the University should explore how to
consider these effectively.

C) Consideration could be given to other ways of updating Council on some items of
business to free up time in meetings to focus on key priority areas. The intention
would be for agendas to include fewer items to encourage more in-depth and strategic
debate.

The University Secretary drew attention to the proposed Action Plan appended to the report
and explained that these actions would be considered by the Charter and Statutes Review
Group, Governance and Nominations Committee and the Secretariat.

Council noted the report.
PERFORMANCE OF THE CHAIR: COUNCIL MEMBER REFLECTIONS

Council members commented on the performance of the Chair to inform the Vice-Chair's
appraisal meeting with the Chair.

PROCEDURES FOR THE APPOINTMENT OF PRO-CHANCELLOR C-2025-05-02

The University Secretary explained that Council was invited to review the role description for
the Pro-Chancellor and agree the recruitment process.

Council:
a) Reflected that the following areas were important to emphasise in the role description:

> Realistic expression of the time commitment outside of formal committee
meetings.

> Respect for the mission and ambitions of the University and be a strong
advocate for the University.

> Strong interpersonal skills.
> Ability to establish a constructive working relationship with the Vice-Chancellor.
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> Commercial/legal/political experience would bring different perspectives to the
academic environment.

> Experience of transformation and strategic change in an organisation.
b) Requested that the role description be discussed further at the next meeting.

7.3 Councill
a) Approved the proposed timeline and consultation mechanism.

b) Noted the membership of the subcommittee of Governance and Nominations
Committee to manage the appointment of the Pro-Chancellor.

Future Meeting Dates

Tuesday 18 November 2025

Tuesday 3 March 2026 - Nation Visit — Cardiff (Arrive afternoon of Monday 2 March 2026)
Tuesday 12 May 2026

Tuesday 7 July 2025

Timings: 10am to 4.00pm approximately

Dave Hall, University Secretary
Sue Thomas, Senior Manager, Governance
24 October 2025
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