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Virtual learning Business courses

A virtual world of opportunities

If you're in full-time work and need ﬂe><|b|||ty, how about an online course asks Jessica Moore

nyone who saw Stuart
Baggs ‘The Brand’
squirm his way into the
semi-finals of The Ap-
prentice in December
knows that, in Lord
Sugar’s boardroom at
least, the gift of the gah
canget you along way. In real-world busi-
ness, however, it may not always be nec-
essary. A growing number are realising
thatitis possible to gain the required acu-
men without engaging in the cut and thrust
of face-to-face negotiation.

Emma McFarlane is among them. She
is studying for a BA in international busi-
ness and management, delivered by
Bournemouth University; and will complete
her course entirely online: “I canrelate the
work I'm doing to the real environment,
even though it’s distance learning.”

McFarlane, who was originally from St
Helens, Merseyside, left school after A-
levels and worked her way through the
ranks to a management role at a market-
ing communications company in Leeds.

“I'was ready to get out of education and
into work,” she remembers. “But years
later, when I had my son, it was a golden
opportunity to get some academic skills
to back up my experience.” At 36, she is
now completing the first year of her de-
gree. Online learning suits her lifestyle:
“We're living in Qatar, but we don’t know
how long we’re going to be here or where
we're going to be next. The online course
works well for me because nomatter where
Iend up in the world, I can still do it.”

Kaplan is an organisation that delivers
online business degrees in partnership
with the University of Essex, as well as on-
line professional business courses. “Our
core market is people in mid-to-late thir-
ties, who tend tobe in full-time work,” says
their website developer Daniel Todd. The
number of part-time students studying
Kaplan’s online business foundation de-
grees and BA top-up courses is growing
year on year, and they are consequently
looking to widen the number of online pro-
grammes they offer. Thereis “anundoubted
demand for online delivery”, they say.

“Our online business courses usually
require about 10 hours’ input a week,”
notes Todd. “Some people manage to put
morein, depending on their commitments
at home and work, but it is very flexible;
that's the whole premise of the courses.”

Itis certainly crucial to McFarlane . She
typically dedicates 12 to 15 hours a week
to her studies. “I feel confident that 'm
gaining the right skills for a real work en-
vironment,” she says.

Meanwhile, Ashridge Business School
is taking online education to a new level,
recently launching ‘Virtual Ashridge’.
Tony Sheehan, director of learning ser-
vices, explains: “If you think about what’s
happened to the web in recent years, in
terms of research - Google, Amazon, eBay
—-we're exposed to wonderful technology

at home, and it's a revolution in terms of

the way in which we can connecttolearn-
ing online. A virtual format allows knowl-
edge to be customised to organisational
learning frameworks, and to respond to
individual learning styles and needs.”

A number of Virtual Ashridge pro-
grammes are for professional develop-
ment, and participating business people
are encouraged to read broadly around
the topics of study. “Rather than saying,
‘Here’s your content, go and read and
browse’, we suggest related resources as
students work through that is very tight-
ly related to the document, video or audio
that they're currently reviewing. It’s teach-
ing and learning at a more personal level”

Thisis particularly relevant in the realm
of business, Sheehan says: “Nowadays,
everything is interconnected - so strate-
gy hastorelate to marketing and finance
and so on. Giving students rich signposts
to external links gives them a rounded
business knowledge and a deeper, more
relevant and useable understanding.”

Thebenefits of online and distance learn-
ing are many. “It saves time, it saves car-
bon. Part of the rush towards virtual is the
idea of getting more for less,” says Shee-
han. “People expect quality education from
home. One can achieve that with discus-
sion forums, telephone, sereen sharing,
Skype, web conferencing, video confer-
encing—thereis arange of channels tomake
virtual learning engaging, and less lonely
than it was five years ago,” he concludes.

“Any reasonable laptop will have ev-
erything youneed to study online” agrees
MecFarlane. “And the technical help that
you get from university staffis really good.”

After the humiliating series of inter-
views that saw Baggs ejected from The
Apprentice and dubbed “a blagger”, per-
haps he would do well to join those cham-
pioning the virtual business model.

‘ONE OF THE MAIN BENEFITS IS THAT THIS COURSE IS VERY FLEXIBLE"
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Teresa Garnett, 51, start-
ed her distance-learning
MBA with the Edinburgh
Business School in 2009.

“My life was going through
a period of change. At the
age of 49, | took redun-
dancy from my jobasa
project manager. Then,
while | was looking for my
next job, my husband died
very suddenly. So | decid-
ed to do something differ-
ent. Studying gave me a
new focus.

I didn’'t know if it would

commit to doing an MBA
full time. When | applied to

i mydistance-learning

: courses, | was living in Ed-

i inburgh, but was thinking

i about moving to the south

i of France. | wanted ta know
¢ that I would beable to con-
i tinue studying no matter

i where | happened to be.

One of the main bene-

i fits of this course is that

i it's very flexible. For ex-

¢ ample, | had been plan-

i ningtodo an exam in De-

¢ cember, but | moved to

¢ France shortly before

i then, so | decided to defer.
¢ I'mnow doing it in June. |

work out, so [ didn’t wantto

will take that exam in Ed-

¢ inburgh, but | could have
: chosen to sit it in France.

i More generally, tog, it's up
i to the individual how long
¢ your course takes you and
¢ how many hours you put

¢ ineach week, as long as

i you complete it within the
: set time frame. I'm aiming
¢ for around three years.

The only possible

: downside of a distance
: learning course is that
i youneed to be really

: self-motivated.

The course textbooks are

i very comprehensive.

i They're mainly there for

i old-fashioned peaple who

¢ still like to look at a book -

¢ the information is available
i ontheinternetas well.”

~+ With one ta ‘onetutor support and our lively student

In the fast-paced world of business it pays ta keep your
management skills up-to-date but how do you find the time for this
extra personal development? With The Open University MBA you
can take your career further without having to take time off work.
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With themes like critical engagement, creativity and global
awareness integrated throughout our programme, this
internationally recognised qualification couid really make
a difference to your career.

Learning that fits around your life

Our study method is designed to fit aroand the demands
of the modern manager. You study in your: ownﬁme =
whether that's at home, at work or ort the move B

Did you know? z

* Our business schoclis among the top 1% inthe
world with recognition from the top 3 international
accreditation bodies - AMBA, AACSB and EFMD

* 75% of FTSE 100 companies have sponsored staff
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Explore our MBA programme

- Www.openuniversity.co. uk/mbas
p 0845366 5035 Quote:GAMADW

The Open Universityis in:urpurated by Royal Charte{ﬁ 00391). an exempt charity in England and Wales and a charity
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