
Teaching 

A key book on statistics (give reference?) has an insightful review on the nature of data and 

observations. One of the most important life skills is to develop critical insight. In our online life we 

need to weed out ‘fake news’. This raises the question of ‘What is true?’. The author suggests this is 

the time to head for the bar! There is no simple answer to this and there are as many opinions as people 

you ask. In many futile university meetings, I have listened with exasperation as pointless debates 

raged over education versus training and the meaning of ‘graduateness’ and how that links to 

employability. 

I recently bought a greetings card from an Oxfam shop. It featured an exquisite picture of a bird which 

has been hand-embroidered. Some time ago I had a medical emergency and ended up in the hospital 

critical care unit. Part of the lifesaving treatment was to inset a cannula into my jugular vein. The 

stitching on the card was superb but if the person had made a mistake there was no problem in 

unpicking and starting again. This was not an option for the nurse stitching my cannula in place. This 

not only required great skill but other intangible things such as self-confidence. Throughout this book I 

take the view that to develop a person’s full potential capacity both training and education are needed. 

The learned professional societies sum this up with the term ‘Continuing Professional Development’ 

(CPD). For some fifty years my job has been to assist staff and students with their CPD progression. 

I became most aware of this by one of life’s serendipitous events. In the nineteen seventies the UK 

Government were concerned that industry was committed to CPD. They were also concerned that 

parasitic companies should not plunder well-trained staff who had been apprenticed by another but 

principled company. The solution was to impose a training levy on all companies. Companies that 

could demonstrate an appropriate training programme gained a ‘Training Levy Exemption.’ Concerns 

claiming this had to submit a review for audit every five years. 

I was given a part-time secondment job to prepare the CPD audit report for all company technical staff 

in their first five years of employment. 

The company had a long record of day-release to local education establishments and other CPD 

activity and I was able to produce a strong audit report. However, I identified two key areas not 

covered in our technical company involved in the Aroma Trades Industry: Mathematics for 

Management and Introductory Perfumery. There was no local provision in further or higher education 

centres. I was then tasked to work with external consultants to develop two internal programmes to 

address this company gap in CPD. My fifty-year voyage in training and teaching began in earnest.  

As a dyslexic person, I had a horror of examinations. The last written exams I endured are seared into 

my memory. It was my Chartered Institute of Marketing (CIM) papers, four three-hour papers in two 

days! Not only was I emotionally exhausted, but my right hand was also numb. On entering my 

teaching career, I found the exam process still almost as stressful. I suffered a feeling between guilt and 

pity when I surveyed a large hall with two hundred candidates undergoing the torture of the paper I had 

set. This became particularly stressful in a virtual sense when I became a Senior Examiner for one of 

the CIM papers. With some 3,000 candidates in 600 centres across some 50 countries, you trusted that 

you did not get a horrendous telephone call to advise you that there was an error in your paper. It never 

did, but the anguish was always there until the last sitting was over (exam centres were in many 

different time zones). 

My first exam experience as a lecturer started in a deceivingly ordinary way. As I had a physical 

science degree and had come to Marketing as a second career, I was asked to teach the undergraduate 

Engineering students Business Studies. This degree pathway then came under the control of the Science 

& Engineering Faculty, not the Business School. Science and Engineering students did not take kindly 

to Business Studies, they had come to study technology, not waste time doing advertising and other 

such useless stuff. Some Business School staff can return the feeling, not wanting to teach an unruly 

group who had no interest in this subject. It was regarded as a chore for new lecturers who had yet to 

find a way of avoiding this nadir of the learning experience. I blissfully entered this lions’ den of 

potential educational mutual discontent. 

One morning, as I went through the Business School office, one of the staff told me that the 

Engineering Faculty of Engineering office would be grateful if I could stop by when I did my next 

lecture in their block. 

When I entered Engineering Faculty office the head of administration gave me a friendly wave. With a 

bemused smile I was asked ‘How was I getting on?’ This was followed with ‘Just a reminder we need 

your exam paper for the University Registry next week.’ I gave a weak grimace and replied, ‘No 

problem!’. I had only got to ‘Lectures’ in my Post Graduate Diploma in [Higher] Education 

(PGDipED) programme and had yet to encounter the delights of assessments. Somehow, I had not 

figured that, as this was a University, I not only had to do the lecturing but set the papers and then mark 

them. 

That weekend I spent an afternoon preparing the most brilliant exam paper that had ever been drafted. 

Triumphally, I presented this to the Faculty Manger on the Monday morning. After my lecture I 

returned through the office and enquired if the paper was OK. I was told it was fine, but could I have 

the model answers by the following Monday to send off to the External Examiner. Somehow it had not 

occurred that, as part of the process, I had not only to produce the most brilliant questions but also draft 

the greatest answers. Next Sunday I sweated more than I had in any exam producing these. 

This rough induction process was not over. The day of the examination came and at 1.50 pm I entered 

the exam hall to act as the assistant academic invigilator. The Registry staff were most helpful 

reminded me that the Senior Invigilator would be there soon and I could just shadow them. The clock 

ticked uncomfortably close to 2.00 pm, no Senior Academic Invigilator! The Registry staff said no 

problem as there was one academic present we could proceed. Gulp! Five minutes later the missing 

academic arrived apologising that he was not feeling too good and then promptly fainted. I thought it 

was the students that were supposed to become stressed out. We quietly got him out of the hall and 

summoned medical help. Just another eventful day at the education office. 

It was only later that I discovered another issue with my first exam. The lecture programme for 

Business Studies for Engineers had a guest appearance for a couple of lectures from the Accountancy 

Group for the finance part of the syllabus. A different lecturer to previous years had delivered these and 

provided me with the one finance question needed for the final exam paper. Exams are printed months 

ahead from the sitting, to allow for all the procedures (e.g. External Examiner’s scrutiny) to be 

completed. I had long forgotten the questions when I went through last year’s paper in my revision 

tutorial. 

After the exam one student approached me to ask me if I realised that the finance question this year 

was identical to the question in last year’s paper. I thought quickly and gave a non-committal replay 

‘That just shows the value of attending revision tutorials.’ 

A little bit of forensic investigation came up with the answer. Both last year’s part-time lecturer and 

this year’s lecturer had plagiarised their exam question from an Accountancy & Finance textbook not 

on the set reading list. In future years I elected to set that question! At least if there were problems, I 

knew who to blame! 

If regular exams can have their moments, case study exams are even more problematic. I discovered 

this when I was a student in my own CIM exams. In my mock exam, the case study was based on the 

knock-on effect of the European Community set aside (how to prevent gain mountains etc.) farmers 

were paid not to grow some crops. This had a depressing effect on sales of agricultural machinery. The 

case study gave a scenario of how a West Country company with UK sales problems might export 

machinery made to old 19th designs. The expected model answer was to export to less-developed 

economies still using traditional farming methods. I thought these markets had little money and I 

wanted lots, so my answer was based on the mantra ‘At Thanksgiving, no USA home should be without 

its heritage plough from Plymouth UK, the home of the Founding Fathers.’ This was proposing sales of 

an interesting (hopefully expensive & profitable?) garden ornament. My tutor was not certain how this 

would have been received as it did not fit the standard mark scheme! 



I had a comparable issue with my genuine CIM final examination. The case scenario involved a US 

style multigym in central London. The younger members of the group had to take me aside to explain 

this was a place where people cycled furiously to raise their heart rate and develop a copious sweat. All 

this could be achieved without moving forwards at all. This left me confused as to why? The objective 

of the case study was to propose marketing strategies to attract more people to ride stationary bikes etc. 

This appeared to me to be an improbable task. However, in my vision, all was saved. The actual 

multigym was much underused but the US style bar / restaurant was far better occupied but still well 

under 100% capacity. As I was studying the case study information, I noticed that the major sporting 

news was the Super Bowl result. Here was the obvious way forward. We would install the largest TV, 

and this would become an oasis for US sport in central London. Other opportunities such as 

Thanksgiving would top this up nicely. This was, however, not the examiner’s model answer, and thus I 

scraped a narrow pass! 

When I became a CIM Senior Examiner, I found that setting good case studies was interesting but 

developing fixed marking schemes problematic. I usually got away with the disclaimer at the end of the 

set scheme ‘Alternative creative solutions are possible - imaginative and inventive solutions should be 

appropriately rewarded.’ 

My case studies were based on real-life situations. Care had to be taken in adapting the scenario so that 

it made as much sense in the UK as Africa (or any part of the world) as over 50% of the candidates 

were not based in the UK. One case study involved a UK perfumery company opening a regional office 

in Hong Kong. This was fine for the folk taking the exam in Hong Kong, but might not be appreciated 

by a student in Birmingham UK. I therefore said the office was situated in ‘South Island’. I thought that 

would be safe. One rather smart student wrote at the end of their exam script ‘Thanks for an interesting 

case study, I did not realise that New Zealand had a major perfume industry.’ Drat! I had not thought 

of that! 

I based another case study on the centenary anniversary of Harley-Davidson. A press report noted that 

these bikes were popular amongst female bikers as they have low step frames as people with shorter 

legs could get their feet on the ground. I set one question on how this market segment could be 

exploited. Scripts were submitted anonymously, but you got the impression male stereotypes were still 

alive with answers such as ‘Paint them pink and put frilly bits on them’. One suspected that more 

imaginative answers came from possibly female candidates with ‘Fashion shows with lots of leather.’ 

This was a good creative answer as almost as much (sometimes even more) is earned from branded 

accessories as from the bike sales. 

Most PhD dissertations are on open access in the University library. One newly qualified teacher 

explained that their dissertation was prohibited to general access. The title was ‘The ten most used 

methods that students use to cheat!’ The media now abounds with accounts as to how students can use 

AI to cheat on assessments, and exams. This is only the latest round of an ageless cat & mouse game of 

cheating and detection. Some decades after the event, I can present a few interesting examples. 

The exam day was hot, and one candidate arrived dressed in a tea-shirt and a lightweight jacket. They 

quietly peeled off the jacket and rested it across their lap. One bright eyed student alerted an invigilator 

that something was amiss. The student had carefully added some interesting notes alongside the 

delightful pattern on the light jacket. At academic irregularity boards, the chair can often remark that if 

candidates spent as much time, dedication, resourcefulness, and imagination in cheating they would 

easily get a first-class pass! 

If cheating on exams is difficult to police, the problem with coursework is even more challenging. An 

issue in the days before electronic submissions was the hand-in deadline. Our 1990s system involved a 

time and date stamp. Students were required to complete the submission form and then stamp it and 

attach it to their submission; this was then popped into a post box. Each morning this was emptied and 

the submissions separated into piles for the various course leaders to collect a few days after the 

deadline. One bright eyed administrator noted that a few forms from the box had a date stamp from two 

or three days before. This should not have been possible as the box was emptied each day. 

This mystery reminded me of ‘Whodunnit’ films that often feature the sealed & locked room murder. 

Just how were students doing this? A little careful observation was needed. This cheat needed two 

students to make it work. One student would distract the administrator with a question at the far end of 

the counter. Another student would grab a few blank submission forms and quickly time & date stamp 

them. A panicking student who had just missed the submission deadline could then purchase a correctly 

imprinted form from the collaborators; they then would slip their report into the box. 

As it was a Business School, the staff were conflicted. Should they be aghast at the moral lapse in 

cheating or impressed with the entrepreneurial innovation in devising this scheme and the skill with 

which they implemented it? The solution was that the submission forms were moved below the counter 

and students had to submit their own work in person and present their photo-identity student card to 

gain a submission form. Rather like the film ‘The Great Escape’ we might have sealed up one gap in 

our security, but you can be certain that some students will rise to the challenge to find a new way to 

circumnavigate the checks! 

The quality assurance process for exam preparation is supposed to be totally secure. Well, this is not 

always so. There had a been a change in the University administration process and my paper was now 

to now go through the Business School Marketing exam board. The cleared module marks were then 

sent onto the final Engineering Award Board. As this group of students were aspiring Engineers the 

paper was very different to a normal Marketing paper. I added a front sheet to the specimen answers for 

the Marketing External Examiner stating the paper might be a bit odd and unusual, but it was for 

Engineering students not Business Studies students. When I arrived in the exam hall, I glanced at my 

paper on one of the desks. I noticed this remark had carefully been printed on the back of the students’ 

paper. This was mildly embarrassing. A more catastrophic incident happened to a colleague with a very 

large cohort of students taking their module. Marking such a mass of scripts would take for ever and it 

was elected to have multiple-choice questions. The correct answers were provided in the covering 

papers for the External Examiner. There was, unfortunately, a glitch in the print room, and the answers 

were carefully printed on the back of the paper! Big oops! The exam had to be re-run with a new paper 

prepared. There is no process involving people that is totally watertight. 

The university system has many audit systems to access quality of the teaching and learning process. 

One aspect of this is the student perception of this and their relationship with their teacher. I found one 

indicator that was interesting but not on the official check list. This is the creation of the lecturer’s 

nickname. When I worked in industry, my nickname was based on my initials ‘TC’ and I was 

christened ‘Top Cat’, (the title of a then popular cartoon TV series with the strapline ‘Top Cat – smarter 

than your average cat!’) which I thus deemed to be not too bad. Some other managers had much 

crueller tags. 

My university nickname with staff developed in a rather obscure way. My telephone extension line was 

2820 = ‘Twitt Twooooo’ = ‘Wise Owl’ which I also considered satisfactory. I learned that my naming 

by the students had been a topic of some controversy in the student union bar. The basis was again 

from TV cartoons. Everyone agreed my laugh was distinctive, but the debate centred on whether my 

student monicker should be ‘Muttley’ or ‘Basil Brush’. By a slim margin ‘Muttley’ of Wacky Races 

fame (past TV programme) was the winner! 

If problems could occur with exams, live projects are the Wild West of education! As the new person 

on the block, I was given the delight of being the module leader for the HND integrative double-

weighted cross modular unit. Students had three options: they could prepare a new business feasibility 

start-up plan, alternatively they could act as consultants researching and reporting on an issue briefed 

by a local organisation as their client, or they could trade as a start up student company. Any of these 

options could and did throw-up interesting challenges. 

One student group decided to start up a film club. They would show films at a far discounted rate in 

comparison to prices charged at local cinemas. As they started up their operations, I discovered they 

were renting current bestseller films from Blockbuster and showing them on the screen in one of the 

lecture theatres. Despite their obvious ambition and entrepreneurial spirit was in complete violation of 



copyright law! We soon closed this operation down and the group had to find a less problematic and 

legal project. 

I was running short of ideas and potential clients. In desperation I asked my local pub if they would 

like a marketing plan prepared for the business. The group were very able and produced an inventive 

and exciting plan which gained a distinction pass. One of this group came up to me a few months later 

to say how useful the experience was and how it had helped him to land his dream job as a trainee tax 

inspector. That night I went to tell the landlord the good news expecting him to be pleased at helping a 

student. Instead, he went very pale and said ‘Oh **** what set of books did I share with the group!’ 

Still a couple of projects short, I asked my Engineering colleagues for some help. They were organising 

a major academic symposium on Neural-networks and Expert Systems in Medicine and Healthcare. We 

always attempted to get students out in the field to research their client’s operations in the real world. 

The first visit was fine. We went to the Engineering Laboratories and were shown the equipment, and 

the software was demonstrated to the group. The next visit was to see how this research system worked 

out of the laboratory in the hospital setting. Much to my delight, the clinical staff were most helpful 

and provided a brilliant tour. However, what they had not told me was the final demonstration was to 

be on a real sample. The lead clinician mentioned casually that unfortunately they had no fresh blood to 

demonstrate how the system operated. The next comment provided some instant movement from the 

students. The doctor looked along the line of students and said, ‘No problem, who is going to give me a 

blood sample!’ The group moved, as well-trained soldiers, one step back and one pushed me gently 

forward. I had expected a few surprises in my new career but somehow giving blood for students 

wasn’t on my list! 

One of the most rewarding parts of my teaching was the willing cooperation of organisations to 

sponsor student projects. Stephen Barrett ran a gem: a chef owned independent restaurant. The cuisine 

was brilliant and based, as far as possible, on local food. He agreed that he was happy to have a student 

group prepare a marketing report for his restaurant. I deliberated with him how we could give the group 

a bit of a real world feeling to their work. He generously came up with a superb idea. If we came early, 

on a normally quiet night, he would give the students a special taster menu, and while they were 

working through this, he would tell them about the philosophy of his approach to cookery. One of the 

specials on this menu was langoustines. These were served whole. Two of the group looked at each 

other with horrified expressions. Somewhat aghast one of them said ‘I can’t eat this, look at their little 

eyes, they are watching me!’ The other two students said, ‘No problem, they are delicious!’. After 

devouring them they promptly put a couple of discarded heads onto their fingers and played finger-

puppets with them. A new dimension was added to the etiquette of fine dining! 

One of the special products from the West Country is cider. There are still several small independent 

craft producers manufacturing by traditional methods. It was a gift from heaven when we found a local 

company that was prepared to host a student marketing project. It was the autumn and we all piled into 

a minibus to see the process from fresh apples to final drink. It was explained that cider apples had a 

high sugar content. The owner produced some glasses and poured out generous measures of fresh 

unpasteurised apple juice which was absolutely delicious. A ten-ton load of fresh apples had just 

arrived, and we were then directed to see the pressing process. The apples had a quick rinse and then 

they went into the cider-press. One of the students noticed that there were a few slugs still on the apples 

going into the press. The head cider maker said this was no problem and a little bit of protein helped 

clear the final product. He recounted an old West Country adage that a dead rat in the vat was 

especially useful for this fining for a cloudless product. When we all squeezed back into the minibus, I 

caught a student plaintively murmuring ‘That’s the last time I drink cider!’ 

The perils of excessive drinking were illustrated with the Langdon Court Hotel experience. This 

delightful country mansion bijou hotel is located in extensive woodlands, close to the charming 

Wembury beach. One year we used it as the venue for a summer workshop closing celebration dinner 

The owner was very hospitable and allowed me to take the delegates round a tour of the extensive 

medieval cellars. I am certain these hold a thousand stories from the English Civil Wars to nineteenth 

century West Country brandy smuggling. However, there is a much more beguiling tale worthy of 

Conan Doyle. These cellars are supposed to have some bloody and terrifying legends, with of course 

the mandatory ghosts haunting the underground labyrinth.  

In the 1960s the owners decided to upgrade the bar and add a small selection of premium real ales. The 

ghosts appeared to appreciate the return to traditional brews. There were some mysterious and 

consistent shortages with fewer pints being drawn from the barrels in the medieval cellar than were 

expected. The wraithlike inhabitants were apparently having a party. Some super sleuthing, worthy of 

Holmes and Watson was required. A painstaking examination of the plastic pipes from the barrels in the 

cellar revealed some inexplicable small holes. The ethereal presences were apparently having a 

physical manifestation. Here was another locked room mystery for the super sleuths. Close inspection 

of the cellar revealed that one small widow at the end was broken. Further examination of the floor 

yielded some small soft foul-smelling spherical objects. The mystery was solved. Some enterprising 

parting squirrels were entering the cellar and had nibbled a couple of small holes in the piping. The 

inebriated rodents were quickly lurching their way out when people entered the cellar. Unfortunately, 

the ending was not happy for the marauding furry friends who were sadly regarded as pests! The 

window was repaired and the dour owner went further and invited some local farmers over for squirrel 

shooting in the adjoining woods with a one-pound bounty for each squirrel tail. Rather like the Women 

in Black, not all ghost stories have a happy ending! 

Food and drink were continually particularly popular areas for student projects. At a local food festival, 

I was intrigued by one small company producing authentic Texas [smoked] meat. It was run by two 

Americans who came over on secondment from the USA Navy to spend some time with the Royal 

Navy in Plymouth. They had married two local girls and stayed in the UK. Seeking a new career in 

‘civvy-street’, they recalled their longing for their smoked meat from Texas. They built an authentic 

traditional smoker and were in business. It is a lovely story, and I managed to persuade them to present 

it to a local branch student meeting of the Chartered Institute of Marketing. There is nothing like a 

nineteen-year-old student to think they know everything after just one year’s study. One student asked 

what the USP (Unique Selling Proposition) for their products was. The reply was insightful. One of 

their vital selling sites was on the road from Union Street (Plymouth’s home of night life) to the Navy 

Dockyard. The pitch was late on a Saturday night. Their explanation was a cheap (i.e. not Texan style) 

burger had a lot of filler and not too much meat. This had often caused folk, who had drunk rather a lot 

of beer, to throw-up. Their product was 100% meat, and people were much less likely to have such 

problems! The Dean was impressed with the success of bringing local SMEs (Small & Medium-sized 

Enterprises) into the Business School and attended the meeting. The wine reception afterwards was 

accompanied with generous samples of the various meats. Over the food he remarked that we were 

definitely bringing real life, non-textbook reality, into the Business School! 

A special teaching challenge was the Chartered Institute of Diploma Case study exam. This was the 

very last paper for the professional qualification. The case study was set out in a 40-page booklet 

giving students (and tutors!) some three weeks to analyse the organisation’s situation. Case studies 

came from any slice of marketing including consumer, business-to-business (B-to-B), technical, social 

& not-for-profit etc. Usually, the context would be novel to most of the candidates. Our approach was 

to help the students prepare their analysis over three Saturday workshops. The aim of the morning of 

the first session was to familiarise the students with the, at times, esoteric context and take the fear of 

the unknown away. This often needed some inventive approaches to give some physical and accessible 

context for the analysis. 

One of the first case studies I was tutoring had a rather technical feel. The case study company was 

involved in B-to-B marketing of advanced electronic test equipment into the ISDN (Integrated Services 

Digital Network - do not worry what that means!) telecommunications environment. Ouch! Well not 

for our group. I was teaching International Marketing to year five (final year) M.Eng. students. I had 

managed to get exemptions, and they had only to take two exams (as did our BA Marketing folk) to 

gain the CIM diploma, one of these being the case study paper. Most of these students were on the 



Digital Communications Pathway thus ISDN was home territory! Just when things were looking good, 

I realised that we had two other secret advantages. Two of the postgraduate marketing student group 

worked for a company called Wandel & Goltermann (one of the market leaders in such equipment). 

With most centres wondering what ISDN was, we happily got outstanding results. The message was 

clear: you needed to make a unfamiliar theoretical marketing context concrete and accessible. 

This is easier to say than do. One case study involved the B-to-B marketing of industrial enzymes. At 

that time my colleague was an attractive young woman. We embarked on a shopping spree to illustrate 

the widespread application of enzymes. We quickly secured a range of illustrative products: enzymic 

detergent, beer, cheese etc. However, one application, medical diagnostics, was a bit more inaccessible. 

My associate came up with the bright idea of visiting the big Pharmacy in the city centre. I politely 

asked to see the Pharmacist as I had a special question. She was very interested in the challenge; it 

made a real break from the normal run of cough and sneeze medication. She said to us that probably 

one of the over-the-counter pregnancy test kits would be good. Three or four such kits were placed on 

the counter. We had a very helpful and lively discussion as to which one would be best. A small queue 

of bemused people had collected behind us. There were knowing looks being exchanged ‘What was a 

60-year-old man doing with twenty-year-old girl discussing pregnancy test kits!’ I put on my best 

enigmatic smile, and we scuttled off without attempting to explain why we were making the purchase. 

There is an odd ending to this story. As mentioned previously, universities are not too generous with 

their expenses. When I presented the petty cash claim, the female Finance Administrator asked if we 

had used the pregnancy test kit, of course not! She promptly asked me for it and said she would return 

it to the pharmacy, say she had her period and request the money back on the test kit. Money is 

definitely tight in higher education! 

Another B-to-B case study also had a medical context. The scenario was a market leading company in 

bandages. Again, we had a secret weapon. One of our full-time marketing students had their placement 

year in the marketing department of such a company. We quickly stopped talking about bandages and 

learned that, in marketing terms, they were ‘wound management systems.’ I am not too certain the 

students enjoyed our morning of familiarisation with the product application context. Our student 

sweet-talked their placement company, and we showed a one-hour training film on the application 

(sometimes gory) of various specialist (i.e. profitable) products. A particular product intrigued my 

young female colleague. She was a goth complete with appropriate make-up and tattoos. One of the 

advanced products involved sterile maggots to eat away the dead flesh in difficult to heal wounds. The 

plaster covering was transparent so the clinicians could see how the treatment was working. Her 

excitement was that you could dye the maggots in different colours and then you’d have a mobile 

tattoo!  

Side note before I forget: maggots are dyed for fisherman – food approved dyes must be used as on 

cold days some fishermen pop a maggot into their mouth to warm them and start then wriggling to 

attract the fish!! I am not certain where that gem might go! 

Students, past and present, can be a bit playful. I was delivering a Department of Trade & Industry 

sponsored free workshop for Small & Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs) and one of my past students 

was attending. She had been working with a company who had a very profitable business in 

customising plastic film. We all remember the plastic printed ribbon ‘POLICE DO NOT CROSS’ on 

TV ‘whodunnits’. They produce a range of such specialised products. One product consisted of a spool 

of clingfilm on a spool with a handle that could be used to hold things together on packing (e.g. books 

on moving house). 

They had found this product was being used by a sports trainer for holding ice packs in place on 

sporting-acquired bruises (e.g. on the leg in football). This was much better than sticky tape, since 

plaster adhesive and hairy legs can be painful! The use of blue plastic film and positioning it a sports 

device gave an even better profit margin. 

My student, on her placement year with the company, had done the market research to launch this 

product in an altogether different market. During the coffee break in the workshop, she casually danced 

up to me to say she had a replacement for the prototype product they had given me in case I had used it 

all up. In front of the bewildered delegates, she proudly presented me a roll of the production pink 

version with its packaging. This provided the branding and instruction ‘SEX WRAP! 100 Metres of Fun 

by Bondage Systems.’ Instructions ‘1 Pull off small length of film from roll. 2 Hold film in place during 

first wrap. 3 Use thumb on freewheeling carboard core to tension. 4 Wrap until satisfied. 5 *******!’, 

‘Safety instructions: ‘For use by consenting adults only. Never restrict breathing or circulation’. I was 

nonplussed and lost for words. If I said ‘NO!’, I was a boring old lecturer If I said ‘Yes,’ did I have 

questionable sex preferences? I pulled a wry smile while the assembled delegates dissolved into 

uproarious laughter at my discomfort. Somehow, I struggled through the rest of the workshop. I still 

have the roll as a memento but understandably do not keep it on public display in case visitors get the 

wrong idea. This all goes to show that you never know where an interactive workshop is going to go! 

My early lectures were more slick marketing style presentations. I slowly learned that this was not 

ideal. A live, and personal style was more effective. I also quickly learned that there was a danger. To 

go off script, when interactively responding to feedback and questions could result in the academic 

equilivant of TV bloopers. The unintended double-entendre, especially if it had a sexual suggestion, is 

an absolute delight to students. I give here a few of embarrassing ones. These are in the this genre of 

TV collections aired after the 9.00 pm TV deadline, when only adults are supposed to be watching. 

I was delivering a Corporate Strategy lecture on a particular model called the Value Chain. In the spirit 

of live lecturing the example I used to illustrate its use were tailored to the specific MBA students. One 

member of the group was the Technical Manager of a local West Country bakery. I thought this ideal 

and cheerily waltzed through various aspects of the model in the context of a food factory. One of the 

sources of competitive advantage can be inbound logistics (posh MBA jargon for shipping and delivery 

to a factory). Some years ago, a technical development allowed the delivery of flour to a bakery in 

special road tankers using fluidised bed technology. I enthused how this had taken advantages of 

economy of scale and yielded a competitive advantage. I triumphantly then created the opportunity for 

a student to engineer my downfall. I said, ‘You will not find West Country bakers humping large sacks 

of flour.’ A big shout came from an unidentifiable student in the back row, ‘SHAME! It made a change 

from sheep!’ I was lost for the rest of the lecture with fits of giggles bursting out, more like a group of 

teenagers rather than mature managers on an MBA programme! 

First year students soon learn the skill of spotting an opportunity. I was giving a foundation lecture to 

such a group and had got to the bit ‘People do not buy products; they want and buy benefits. These can 

sometimes be intangible.’ OK, so far so good. I then pointed to my tie with the CIM logo on it and 

asked, ‘Why do you think I am wearing this?’ Quick as a flash one student chirped up respectfully 

‘Easy professor, a man in your position can’t afford to show love-bites!’ This was not the answer I 

wanted and expected ‘It was like a football t-shirt, a signal of tribal allegiance.’ Well! They will 

remember the learning point. There is nothing like a gaffe to fix something in the memory! 

On another occasion I was having some difficulty in making this point about intangible aspects of 

products and emotional aspects of ownership. Young Engineers are naturally focused on the nuts-and-

bolts of products and how to make them better and less expensive. In a flash (later I was to realise a 

disastrous moment) I thought pet ownership and the concept of emotional support animals might help 

me make the point. I thought it was time for a little slice-of-life story. 

‘Imagine a bad hair day on your placement. You get up late with a hangover. The traffic is horrendous 

and it is raining hard. You get soaked and arrive in the laboratory dripping wet. Things go from bad to 

worse. In the afternoon your system crashes and you remember you had forgotten to back up. Still more 

misfortune: you have left your headlights on and the battery is flat. This is a day out of hell. You walk 

home through the still driving rain. You arrive at the front door and walk inside. wet and miserable! 

What make life great again, you stroke pussy!’ The student group erupted in hysterical laughter; it 

might have been better if I had correctly said ‘Pussycat!’ Just another blunder at the blackboard (well 

PowerPoint screen)! 

A bit more to come and need a strong ending. 


