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HOW DID THAT HAPPEN? 
 

Despite my protestations that  the last issue of Touchpaper was strictly a one-off  
editorial career,  somehow I find myself  sitting here with another issue to put  

Together!  So, once again, your guest editor is me,  Kathie Yeowell. 
If anyone feels that they would like to take on the job of Touchpaper editor on a 

more permanent basis or would like to help in any other way with OUCS, then they 
can contact any member of the committee (names and addresses on back page).   

What's happening in the 
Chemistry Depar tment? 

 
By:  Stuar t Bennett 

OUCS President 

During July and August, the Chemistry Depart-
ment at the OU takes on the air of the land of the 
living dead.  Residential schools, conferences 
and holidays cuts the population by a factor of 
ten.  You may spot the odd person (and there are 
some odd people) prowling the corridors but 
their movement is slow, there is a lack of pur-
pose and you have plenty of time to escape.  It is 
actually a great time to work as the telephone 

rarely rings, there are few meetings and the 
numbers of nonsense communications from 
both inside and outside the university dwindles 
to a trickle. Even emails take a holiday.  It gets 
busier in September but the ever-extending 
conference season takes a toll in the early part 
of this month.  Conference locations span the 
range from exotic, multi-houred flight to one 
hour by train to the canal capital of England. 



 By mid September, everyone is back and the 
place is buzzing: busy, active, endless meetings, 
emails and conflicting demands on one's time.  
But it is a different Department and that is very 
apparent at the Departmental meeting.  James 
Bruce took up a lectureship over the summer to 
join two recent appointments of Yao-Zhong Xu 
and Sotirus Missalides.  Their details can be 
seen on the Chemistry department web pages 
(http://www.open.ac.uk/science/chemistry). In 
addition, Jane Nelson (Staff Tutor in Northern 
Ireland) has retired.  One very noticeable effect 
has been to reduce the average age of the aca-
demic staff in the Department by more than a 
few years. This, together with the influx of new 
research students and postdoctoral workers, has 
made for a much more sociable and outgoing air 
even if the most obvious manifestation so far 
has been more evening trips to the pub! 
 
On a more serious note, we are now seeing the 
results of a need to shift the focus of the Depart-
ment.  Chemistry is every bit as vital a subject 
area as it was when the OU started (30 years 
ago) but it is not the same subject. Chemistry 
lies at the heart of so many areas of research 
such as biological processes, new 'smart' materi-
als and health and environmental investigations. 
With the (now not so) new chair David Shuker 
and the new academic appointments there is the 
basis of a strong team in the areas of molecular 
health, food and environment.  This research 
area will support the Department's next submis-
sion to the national Research Assessment Exer-
cise. The current RAE will publish its findings 
for all universities by the end of 2001.  As there 
is some talk of a new building for the Science 
Faculty, so it is hoped that the outcome of the 
RAE is favourable. Also to ensure that we de-
velop safe working practices in the research 
laboratories and at residential schools (and to 
keep us legal), Mike Batham joined the Chemis-
try Department as Health and Safety Adviser in 
August. 
 
The new Teaching Quality Assessment seems to 
be bumping along stony ground. There has been 
a series of pronouncements from the Quality 
Assurance Agency over the last year: it seems 
like each one contradicting the one before.  A 
gaze into the rather murky crystal ball suggests 
that there is unlikely to be such an assessment 
for Chemistry but it is expected that there will 
be a 'robust internal audit'.  I let you know what 

that means just a little after the QAA has finds 
out! 
 
Our teaching is also reflecting research.  There 
are three new courses for 2002 presentation be-
ing developed in the Department, two of which 
span other disciplines in and outside the Sci-
ence Faculty.  S205 The molecular world, the 
60-point second level chemistry course, in-
volves CD-ROM delivered material of which 
part is concerned with structure determination.  
This software, which brings together spectro-
scopic methods, was highly acclaimed at a con-
ference of university chemistry teachers at Lan-
caster in September. In addition students study-
ing the course will be supplied with word proc-
essing, spread sheet and molecular drawing and 
graphics packages.  The increasing use of mul-
timedia is also apparent in S216 Environmental 
science. A major effort has been put in here to 
create two virtual field trips, one based around 
the Teign catchment in Devon and the other, 
that comes at the end of the course, is in a the 
completely contrasting environment of the de-
sert of New Mexico.  These packages use map-
ping data linked to aerial photography, cover 
ecosystems, geology, topography and biomes.   
 
There is a wealth of climatic, hydrological and 
geological data, information on flora and fauna 
together with field guides and data on seasonal 
changes. Much of the software for these 
courses has been developed by Phil Butcher 
and his team. The Signals and perception 
course S329 spreads it wings even further in-
volving academics from chemistry and biology 
from within the Science faculty and also from 
the Psychology department of the Social Sci-
ences Faculty. 
 
What is next?  Two science-based courses that 
look like early runners are a level-1 Information 
and Communications Technology course and a  
                                       ...continued on page 6: 



Student Membership of the 
Royal Society of Chemistry 
 
 
 
The Royal Society of Chemistry is the professional body and the learned society for the chemical 
sciences. It is a modern, energetic and proactive organisation. 
 
As a member of the RSC you can take advantage of our extensive range of professional and sci-
entific services, designed to support you throughout your career. In brief, becoming a member 
will enable you to benefit from: 
 
· Worldwide recognition of belonging to your professional body 
· The Library and Information Centre, accessible from anywhere in the world 
· Massive savings on books and journals: up to 35% off RSC books and journals; 30% off 

Wiley books; 20% of Pearson books including titles by Longman 
· Networking opportunities with 47,000 members of the RSC worldwide 
· Reduced rates on an extensive programme of national and international meetings, conferences 

and seminars 
· Access to and participation in specialist groups covering all aspects of the chemical sciences 
· Advice and guidance on scientific and professional issues, including continuing professional 

development activities 
· Specialist careers guidance and employment advice 
 

Plus you will receive 
 
· A free copy of our job-search guide, Got a degree? What next… 
· A voucher for £20 off selected RSC Books  
· Chemistry in Britain – the essential monthly magazine for the chemical sciences, sent free of 

charge to all members 
· New Elements - our newsletter for younger members which helps you get the most from your 

membership 
 
Student membership of the Royal Society of Chemistry offers exciting opportunities to all those 
involved, working or qualified in the chemical sciences. 
For an information pack, please contact: 
 

Clare Viney 
Membership Promotion Executive 
Royal Society of Chemistry 
Thomas Graham House 
Science Park, Milton Road 
Cambridge   CB4 0WF, UK 
 
Tel: +44 (0) 1223 432267 
Fax: +44 (0) 1223 432133 
Email: memprom@rsc.org 
 
Membership application forms and further information can also be found on our web site at www.
rsc.org/members/memindex.htm 
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With comments and graphics by Kathie Yeowell. 

K	L/M�NPO6Q	RSR	LSTVUWQYX6Z\[^]P_V`baH`WRPc6QVM

[	ZWR\Q^RW]\d	ZS]SePO6U	f\dS[PLWLVd^]WRgc\LPh

RPcVZ�[	]\Q	RSZ	TVU	R\UPL	_�L6i

jWk

L	OVfPc	X6]�X6ZWl\m"h6]\Q"X6l	LWT	OVfWZ	Ton

This is my (Kathie’s) reaction when I  real-
ised that somehow I  had landed the job of 
editing the last version.  How this happened 
is still a mystery to me!                                  

                       
So, having forgotten all about it for the in-
terim two months, the call arrived explain-
ing that it was due up in Manchester the fol-
lowing week.  The reaction was: 
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So there’s a little bit more to it than the 
final result that arrives through your let-
terbox but at the end of the day it’ s all 
down to  



SO nobody recognised our mystery 
swimmer (well nobody who wasn’t actually 
there)?  Your secret is safe then Frank….. 

...BUT we did have a very good suggestion 
from Dave Brown for a suitable caption: 
 
“Over-dedicated chemist drowns trying to meas-
ure reaction rates at infinite dilution”  

..continued from page 2: 
level-3 Project course.  It would be good if 
we can get these available very soon, as they 
are central to several programmes of study.  
Talks on named degrees are progressing but 
no final decision has yet been made on which 
single subject named degrees might be of-
fered (and when they may appear).  In addi-
tion, the Department will be looking to update 
and restructure our third level courses and re-
move the residential schools.  The plan is then 
to offer additionally 10-point residential 
school courses at level-3. Two new Masters 
modules S807 and S809 have also been de-
veloped in the Department. 
 
Finally, to indicate the lengths to which we 
are prepared to go to make things happen, I 
paint you a scene: the British Embassy in Bei-
jing, China, Peter Taylor standing his ground 
against British diplomatic bureaucracy at its 
convoluted best.  Peter interrupted a three-
week holiday in China and Hong Kong to 
make a personal case for a UK study visa for 
a Chinese research student to work for a 
higher degree at the OU.  We hope to hear 
that Peter's table thumping was successful any 
day now. 

 

Some Unknown Laws: 
          Original sources unknown 
 
1. When all else fails, read the 

instructions. 
2. Nothing is ever a complete 

failure; it can always serve as a 
bad example. 

3. Any sufficiently advanced 
technology is indistinguishable 
from magic. 

4. A closed mouth gathers no 
feet.  

5. Blessed is the end user who 
expects nothing, for he/she 
will not be disappointed. 

6. For every action, there is an 
equal and opposite criticism.  

7. Things get worse under pres-
sure. 

8. The man who can smile when 
things go wrong has thought of 
someone he can blame it on. 

9. It works better if you plug it 
in.  



FUSION:   A New Physics Society for Open University   
                   Students 
 

Paul Ruffle—Publisher 
Fusion - The Open University Physics Society 

Fusion - The Open University Physics 
Society has been formed by five 
students who met up as a result of an ap-
peal on the Open University 
FirstClass on-line conferencing system, 
and with help from the Institute of 
Physics, to which it is affiliated. 
 
The Society is for all Open University stu-
dents (including post graduate and 
research), academic staff and tutors, plus 
anyone else who 
is interested in 
the world of phys-
ics and who 
would like to con-
tribute to the aims 
of the Society. 
 
There will be a 
quarterly News-
letter covering a 
variety of topics 
including feature 
articles, faculty 
news, course re-
views and details 
of Fusion events. 
Members will also 
be able to air their 
views on various 
courses they 
have 
taken and any other aspects of physics 
that take their interest. 
 
Members will also be able to get in touch 
with one another via a contact 
list and participate in the various Fusion 
events that will be organised. 
 
Fusion will not duplicate the activities of 
the Institute of Physics which 
runs a full programme of topical lectures, 
but will complement them, 
particularly in the summer months when 

other academic institutions are 
dormant. This will include visits to such 
places as the Science Museum in Lon-
don, the Rutherford Appleton Labora-
tory in Oxfordshire, and CERN, the 
particle physics research centre at Ge-
neva. 
 
Fusion also aims to promote communi-
cation between the student body and 
the OU Department of Physics and As-

tronomy at 
Milton 
Keynes. This 
will involve 
staff profiles, 
visits to the 
campus, lec-
tures and 
seminars on 
current re-
search pro-
grammes, 
and plans for 
the future. 
We hope this 
will allow stu-
dents to influ-
ence the 
Physics De-
partment in 
future devel-
opments in 

the curriculum. 
 
The Fusion web site can be found at 
www.oufusion.org.uk and features 
information on how to join Fusion plus 
news, stories, reviews, events, 
feedback, constitution and committee 
member profiles, plus numerous phys-
ics related links. Alternately you can 
email (jim@oufusion.org.uk) or tele-
phone (01273 505550) Jim Grozier, the 
membership secretary. 
 

 



President 
Stuart Bennett 
Chemistry Department 
The Open University 
Milton Keynes 
MK7 6AD 
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Valerie Rutherford 
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Griffithstown 
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Colchester Revision 
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Who’s Who in OUCS 

I s there an ar ticle you would like to see 
in Touchpaper? 

 
If you have any suggestions for an item 
you would like to see in Touchpaper, or 
if you would like to write an article your-
self, then please contact any member of 
the committee (names and addresses 
above) .  Your suggestions and articles 
would be most welcome. Revision Events 2001 

 
Sadly both the Bristol and Colchester revision 
days had to be cancelled this year due to insuf-
ficient numbers of students applying.  How-
ever, both the York revision weekend and the 
Glasgow revision day went ahead.    I hope 
those of you who attended these events found 
them useful. 


