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Work in progress
Stephen Hoare reports on the distancelearning course that uses
your job as the raw materials
Stephen Hoare
The Guardian, Friday 20 August 2004 02.43 BST

Tom Whitehead, a teaching assistant from Parklands junior school in Havering, has
ambitions to teach. Turning his back on an eightyear career working as a geological
surveys technician on North Sea oil rigs, he decided to bring his experience to the
classroom.
"I settled down as a house husband and when my kids were old enough I started an
Open University degree in science, and got a job as a lab technician at a secondary
school," he says. "But then I decided that my vocation lay with primaryage children. If
you can reach them young you can inspire them. So I changed my job  and my degree."
Last September, Whitehead enrolled on a new online degree in learning technologies
from Ultraversity, the distance learning arm of Anglia Polytechnic University (APU).
Anyone who has a job that involves the use of information and communications
technology in any shape or form can take their subject to a higher level by learning
about the theory and practice of communications. "This is a degree about learning and
research using new technologies," says project leader Carole Chapman. "It is aimed at
adults in work, and the ages of students range from 18 to 50 and above."
The degree is particularly relevant to junior staff working in education, the health
sector, youth work, social work and even new media. Ultraversity had promoted its
degree through its links with employers and Whitehead's employer, the London
Borough of Havering, pointed out its career development potential. The course content
is directly related to the job you are doing. The tasks you perform as part of your job
can be used as the raw material for analysis, discussion and ultimately your
assignments. These reflect the participants' ability to apply knowledge learnt to real
life situations.
Online assignments are backed up with input from an online tutor, student chatrooms
and threaded discussions. Students must also have a workplace mentor, who in
Whitehead's case is his headteacher. "I am submitting the work I do at school where
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relevant," explains Whitehead. "I have submitted an assignment based on some
educational software I've been using with the children."
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Ultraversity has designed its course to meet the needs of adult students who may have
left school with none or few qualifications, or who may simply have failed to get into
university. Chapman explains that students tend to be highly motivated because they
have personal aims and ambitions. The role of the online tutor is to get students to
compete against themselves as they gain in confidence.
Philip McCann, 25, a nursing auxiliary from Ulster, has proved himself a wellregarded
assistant in the operating theatre. He left school without Alevels, but having found a
vocation, he wants to boost his job prospects. Studying learning technology is the ideal
way.
"I'm taking part in online discussions with 10 to 15 nursing auxiliaries from all over the
UK," he says. "We are sharing ideas and I am now reflecting on workplace procedures
and how to respond better to critical incidents."
APU's online department has devised teaching materials relevant to the needs of adults
in employment. "We allow students to submit assignments in a range of ways," says
Chapman. "It could be audio, video, a series of still images, or a mind map. Some
people have even submitted a poem, narrative or story as evidence of study. What
matters is that the student can create and sustain an argument as well as being able to
access expert resources."
Online degrees also provide a viable option for students who are unable to afford
tuition fees. The cost of the Ultraversity course is £600 a year. "This is very much
about broadening access," says Chapman. "The government has been talking about 50%
of young people going to university. Our online degree is going to provide more people
with a way of study that enables and empowers them."
Case studies
"I want to go into press photography"
Vicky McIlvenny, 20, is studying for an HND in photography at Tameside College,
Manchester
"I did a national diploma in photography at Tameside College and decided to stay on to
do the HND. It's a twoyear course and I've just come to the end of the first year. So far
it's been brilliant. I've picked things up quite easily. We have quite a few tutors who we
can go to for help. There are only six of us on the course, so we've got to know each
other and the tutors really well. It's half lads and half girls, all around the same age. I
know quite a lot of people because I've been here for three years now. There's a real
family atmosphere at the college.
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The course is fulltime. We have two and a half days of college and the rest of the time
is free to do our own photography. I like printing in the dark room and the workbased
stuff best because it gives us an insight into what it's going to be like when we start
work.
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We did some work for the performing arts department where we had to take
photographs of dance, music and drama students, and put them around their
department. It was good workbased experience. I like the individual work as well. In
the second year we'll be doing more individual stuff because there will be less tutor
involvement.
I thought the course would be more digitalbased than it is, with the industry going
that way. I'm planning to do some digital work next year because I eventually want to
go into press photography.
At the moment I've got a parttime job in a pub, but I'm hoping to get some work in a
friend's photographic studio over the summer. When I finish college, I want to do a
topup year in press photography at Sheffield University to turn my HND into a
degree."
"We went to the slums of Nairobi to visit the sick"
Richard Amungwa, 27, is studying for a foundation degree in healthcare at Totton
College, Southampton
"I did a diploma in philosophical and religious studies in Uganda while doing voluntary
work alongside missionaries, some of them doctors. We went to hospitals and to the
slums of Nairobi to visit the sick and to work with nurses, and I became interested in
the health field. I thought the course would help me to decide exactly what area to go
into because it covers occupational therapy, mental health and general nursing.
I'm very happy at the college. The course is going well, apart from the fact that, because
it's new, some of the tutors are still finding their feet. The work is quite demanding 
you need to put in the time and be determined. It runs for three days a week and for
the other two days I've been working at Western community hospital in Millbrook to
get more ward practice.
I've been on three placements so far. The last one was in the daycare unit at
Southampton general hospital. I've also worked with a surgery in Southampton; I went
out with a community nurse and a community psychiatrist giving mentalhealth tests
to patients, and with the rehabilitation team and care assistants. It's been great to be
able to gain experience with such a variety of people.
My mentors have been very supportive. They have arranged for me to go to other
places when I wanted to learn something specific that I could not learn on the
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placement I had been given. The tutors are very encouraging and respond to requests
for help, which helps you to keep going.
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I've just finished my first year and there's one more to go. After that I would like to
work in mental health care or general nursing here for a while, then I plan to go back
home to Cameroon.
Interviews by Katie Shimmon

More from the Guardian

What's this?

Northern Ireland unionist parties blamed for fuelling
flag protests 02 Mar 2013

More from around the
web

What's this?

'My dress is back to front' Susanna Reid has wardrobe

Man dies in 'russian roulette' incident 05 Mar 2013

malfunction on BBC Breakfast (Express)

Meet the three other survivors from English football's
1,000 club 01 Mar 2013

How to improve your CV whilst at university
(Milkround)

Vicky Pryce trial: jury retires to consider verdict 05 Mar
2013

7 investment traps that could harm your wealth
(Hargreaves Lansdown)

Peter Hardwick obituary 28 Feb 2013

Schools Guide 2012 (Tatler)

Could beditation be the answer to exam nerves? 04 Mar

Consumer Services Industry: Market Research Reports,
Statistics and Analysis (Report Linker)

2013

The 8 worst UK cities and towns to live in (EHow)

Ads by Google
Distance Learning Online
Online University Qualifications. Browse Courses & Apply Online!
RDI.co.uk/DistanceLearning
Tutor Positions Available
Tutors wanted to open and develop maths & English tutoring centres.
www.Kumon.co.uk/TutoringJobs
MSc Programmes
Enhance your career with an MSc from the University of Edinburgh
www.businessschool.ed.ac.uk/msc
© 2013 Guardian News and Media Limited or its affiliated companies. All rights reserved.

www.guardian.co.uk/education/2004/aug/20/choosingadegree

4/4

