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Dean’s message
First, warm greetings to any of our 
alumni who may be reading this. Before 
the last newsletter we discovered 
that Buckingham is now ranked the 
top university in the UK for graduate 
employability (98.1%) as calculated by 
the Higher Education Statistics Agency. 
We started ‘Gradwatch’ in response – 
inspired by the BBC’s ‘Spring Watch’. 
Please keep your stories coming! Though 
we don’t have space for all of them this 
time, more will follow.

Our big news this issue is that 
Buckingham has been declared ‘University 
of the Year for Teaching Quality 2016’ 
in The Times and Sunday Times Good 
University Guide. This is a great honour 
and we’ve devoted an article to explaining 

how it came about. Aside from teaching 
quality, we also value research: the 
two go hand in hand. There are some 
articles here about staff research but also 
an article from one of our completing 
postgraduates – we particularly value 
our MA and DPhil students. Some, if 
not all, will become teachers at school 
or university level, taking the study of 
English forward into the future. Whether 
you are a prospective student or one of 
our alumni, do get in touch if you have 
anything to say via the English admissions 
e-mail (on the back). In the meantime I 
hope this newsletter gives a glimpse into 
the rich and varied life of the department.

Professor John Drew, Dean of Humanities



Some recent highlights
10 July
A reading of Charles Dickens Jnr’s play solution to his father’s 
unfinished novel The Mystery of Edwin Drood is held at the Dickens 
Museum London, one of our partner institutions. This is the first 
ever performance of the play. Dr Pete Orford reads the part of Edwin. 
The cast includes Dr Claire Wood, Tony Williams (President of the 
Dickens Fellowship), and staff from the Museum.

3 August
Teachers from Soka University (Tokyo), our partner university, attend 
courses on language development in the department at Buckingham.

21 September
The Times names Buckingham its ‘University of the Year for Teaching 
Quality 2016’ (see article).

28 September
Distinguished political historian Sir Anthony Seldon starts work 
as the University’s new Vice-Chancellor.

3 October
Final planning is complete for our degree programme with a focus 
on art, design, and photography. The BA (Hons) in Communication, 
Media and Visual Design starts in 2016 (see article).

14 November
The ‘Defining Digital Dickens’ conference, the English department’s 
contribution to the 2nd National Festival of the Humanities, gets 
under way in the Ondaadtje lecture theatre, running for a week. 
The conference grows out of the department’s work on Dickens 
Journals Online (see article). 

21 November
Solving the Mystery of Edwin Drood, the exhibition on Dickens’ final 
novel curated by the department’s Dr Pete Orford, finishes its run 
at the Dickens Museum London. The exhibition received 
20,000 visitors.
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University of the Year for 
Teaching Quality 2016

This year the University was awarded the 
accolade of ‘University of the Year for 
Teaching Quality 2016’ by The Times and 
Sunday Times Good University Guide. How 
did this come about? 

The University attributes its overall 
success to the tutorial teaching system 
brought over by its founders from the 
University of Oxford, which means that 
teaching is small-group and personalized, 
allowing students to make better progress. 
Very few universities maintain a real 
tutorial system, and Buckingham is one 
of those few. However, it is interesting 
to analyse what particular strengths the 
English Department contributed to this 
success.

Firstly there is the sense of community. 
Lecturers are not remote or distant: it is 
a community of trust in which lecturers 

can challenge students and students 
can challenge lecturers, where the aim 
is learning and improvement, and no 
one stands above that. Secondly, the 
department is research-led. As lecturers 
research and publish, so the teaching 
they do is at the cutting-edge. 

Finally, there is the detail. In the 
21 official indices of teaching quality 
Buckingham English did best, or was most 
improved in (1) quality of explanation, 
(2) interesting teaching, (3) enthusiastic 
teaching, (8) detailed feedback on essays, 
(16) library resources, and (17) IT services. 
Hence our good national picture: 
English is rated 2nd in the UK for overall 
satisfaction, 5th in the UK for academic 
support, and 7th for organisation and 
management. The department will seek  
to build on this record in the coming year.
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My favourite module...
The University was delighted this year to be awarded the accolade of ‘University of the 
Year for Teaching Quality 2016’. Since teaching quality is so high here, we asked some 
of our completing undergraduates to look back over their degrees and tell us about ‘my 
favourite module’. Here is what they said.

Jennifer Plowman on Rewriting Empire
‘My favourite module was Rewriting Empire, a course that 
focuses on postcolonial writing. It is refreshing finally to take a 
view of literature that isn’t entirely Eurocentric and to experience 
the richly diverse literature of a number of cultures. Especially 
interesting was considering the relationship between people 
once colonised by the English and the English language itself. 
Often there is a sense of alienation from the language, yet at 
other times more positively we see people once colonised 
“carving out new territories” within the language and making it 
both new and their own.’

Annie Lockhart on Poetry and Poetics
‘The module that has most stayed with me and that I keep 
looking back to across my degree is the first one I ever did, 
Poetry and Poetics. Unlike most modules, it didn’t focus on a 
specific period: it was more about the way in which you study 
literature itself. I remember being so nervous on my first day: 
I had fought my way into Buckingham, had been out of both 
study and work for the previous eighteen months, and felt 
completely out of my depth. However my fears subsided more 
and more over the weeks and were replaced by a real, proper 
passion for my subject. I still use what I learnt in that module 
in my essays now, and I also remember the module fondly for 
the way it helped me understand my subject, and made me 
feel I belonged somewhere for the first time in a long while.’
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Alex Shattock on Introduction to Reporting
‘Introduction to Reporting was one of my first modules and when 
you’re first starting at university, you’re bound to be nervous, but 
this module gave me the confidence boost I needed to start my 
degree. We did work that involved us talking to people, asking 
them questions and taking their photos. Studying journalism 
means that you will most likely have to do all these things in the 
future. The lectures taught me what journalism was all about and 
gave me a taste for what the rest of the degree entailed. I enjoyed 
the set assignments – they have helped me prepare for other 
assignments on other modules.’ 

Queenie Shaikh on Film Making
‘I was fairly new to the idea of producing a five-minute film, 
something you have to do by the end of this module, and 
found it both daunting and exciting. I find the concept of 
creating something from nothing absolutely mesmerizing. 
I tried to document a London-based story in an exciting 
manner and show tourists all that London has to offer. 
Film-making gave me the chance to be director, producer, 
scriptwriter, and editor all at once. That was the best part 
of the module. It instilled a feeling of being systematic, and 
taught me how to manage my time effectively.’

Maliha Yakub on Literary Journalism
‘This module was intellectually stimulating. We were taught 
the development of English prose, exploring different 
journalistic styles from the mid-17th century to the present. 
Each class was packed with discussion, opinion, and 
debate. Professor John Drew encouraged us to take real-life 
examples and compare them to the satire and polemics 
produced by Swift, Samuel Johnson, and William Hazlitt.  
Assignments were based around the work of journalist-
writers like Charles Dickens, for example, who had a unique 
“detective-style” mode of reportage. The reading material 
was rigorous and thought-provoking.’  
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As well as its degrees in English Literature, English Language, and Journalism, the 
department now has a new degree with a strong visual component. It provides training 
in the inter-relation of language, media, and visual design skills for those who want to 
work in areas where visual and textual design is going to be important. As well as the 
established modules in English language, and the usual media modules ranging from 
news management to digital publishing, on this degree you will study design for media 
and print, art and design, and commercial photography. Full information is available on 
the University website. 

New Light on the Brontës
by Tabitha Price

When consulting the catalogue of materials held at the Brontë Parsonage Library, I 
came across a book entitled Moral Sketches of Prevailing Opinions and Manners (1819) 
by Hannah More, annotated by Patrick Brontë, the Brontës’ father. Hannah More was 
a prominent eighteenth-century writer, part of a group of women that we now refer to 
as the Enlightenment feminists. I had never come across her name before in Brontë 
criticism, and, after some digging, I couldn’t find any direct comparison between the 
Brontë novels and Enlightenment feminism. This could have been an obvious signal that 
there was in fact no link between the two, but I decided to follow my instincts, and take 
an interesting research trip to the north. 

Haworth, the small village in West Yorkshire where the writer-sisters lived for the 
majority of their short lives, is surrounded by countryside that is precisely what you 
would expect from the term ‘Brontë Country’: heather-strewn moors, winding streams, 
crumbling farmhouses, and bare trees bent double by wind. In the village itself you 
have to follow the winding, steep hill of the high street, surrounded by many Brontë-
themed shops and tearooms, wander past the pub frequented by Branwell Brontë (still 
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a working pub to this day), and clamber 
through the shady churchyard to reach 
the Brontë Parsonage, which has been 
maintained by the Brontë Society since 
1893. The house is modest and appears 
somewhat bleak from the outside, but 
that may just be the grey tinge of the 
Yorkshire brick. Inside it is simply a family 
home, much smaller than the exterior 
would lead you to believe, but actually 
rather cosy. There is nothing like the 
feeling of standing in the room where your 
favourite novel was written!

As a research student I was led 
immediately to a small room off the 
Brontës’ kitchen which serves as the 
museum offices, and it was there that I 
spent the majority of my time, reading 
one of the Brontës’ own books, in the 
Brontës’ own house. While Patrick Brontë 
hadn’t scribbled in the margins, he had 
underlined passage after passage – 
sometimes entire pages – that he deemed important. Amazingly, I found that there 
were numerous similarities between the passages Brontë had underlined and the 
morals and convictions displayed by the Brontë heroines, leaving no doubt in my mind 
that the sisters had, in some way, been influenced by the writings of Hannah More and 
by the wider culture of Enlightenment feminism. 

Thus I began to understand that while my project may have begun as enormously 
personal, it may potentially have much wider implications, something I hope to expand 
upon as part of my PhD. I have also learnt that instincts are often correct, and that one 
little find can change the entire course of your research.

Tabitha Price was awarded a Distinction for her MA in English Literature. Her thesis was 
titled ‘The Business of a Woman’s Life’: Enlightenment Feminism in the Novels of the 
Brontë Sisters’. 

Haworth high street
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In 2007 some newspapers claimed  
that the excitement at the release of 
the last instalment of The Old Curiosity 
Shop in 1841 was the only historical 
comparison that could be made to  
the excitement at the release of the 
last Harry Potter novel.  
Do you think people would get as 
excited about Curiosity Shop if it was 
released now? 

There is, of course, the well-known story 
of American fans in 1841 awaiting the 
arrival of ships from England at New 
York and calling out as the ships docked 
‘Is little Nell dead?’. This may well be 
apocryphal, but we do know that Dickens 
received numerous fan letters on the 
subject and from these and contemporary 
newspaper articles we know that there 
was a great deal of anticipation regarding 
the outcome of Nell’s fate, so Harry 
Potter is not a bad comparison. Another 
comparison that often gets made is to 
contemporary soap operas, but if you go 
back and look at the serialised novels of 
the 19th century, there is actually very 
little reliance on cliff-hangers or plot 

contrivances of that type. In such terms, 
The Old Curiosity Shop might seem rather 
tame. Really the emphasis is on the 
richness of particular moments – either 
the comedy or the pathos – and I think 
these withstand the test of time. 

At what stage was Dickens in his career 
when he wrote The Old Curiousity Shop?

He had made the transition from reporter 
to novelist but only just. He was famed for 
his sketches of London life but had only 
published Pickwick Papers, Oliver Twist, 
and Nicholas Nickleby at this point. 

What kind of help will your Dickens 
Companion on the novel give the reader?

The Dickens Companions Series 
is intended to create the most 
comprehensive annotation of the 
works ever undertaken. The factual 
annotation supplies information on the 
historical, literary, and topical allusions 
which inform Dickens’s works, thus 
establishing the foundations for further 
critical enquiry. For the scholar, they are 
invaluable research and reference tools. 

An interview with one 
of our lecturers
Roger Perkins talks with Dr Hazel Mackenzie

Hazel Mackenzie is an expert in 19th-century literature. Her present project is 
researching The Old Curiosity Shop (1840-41) for the Dickens Companions Series for 
Liverpool University Press. The volume is due to be published in 2017.  
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For the student, they are the essential 
authority on Dickens’s novels.

As you have gotten nearer to the novel 
and to Dickens’ creative practice, has 
your research turned up anything that 
has surprised you?

Perhaps simply the richness of the 
material. Of course, one goes in expecting 
detail from Dickens, but actually when you 
come to look at it piece by piece the depth 
in which he recorded day-to-day life in the 
1840s is almost overwhelming – everything 
from everyday clothing to household 
practices to street life to burial practices 
to contemporary entertainers to legal and 
social and economic problems – a whole 
world exists in the details of the novel.  

As you know, Oscar Wilde famously 
said, ‘One must have a heart of stone 
to read the death of Little Nell without 
dissolving into tears... of laughter’! 
How do you react to Wilde’s witticism?

Victorian sentimentality can often be 
over-wrought to modern tastes. Could 
anyone really be as angelic as Little Nell 
is made out to be? But The Old Curiosity 
Shop doesn’t attempt realism with 
Nell’s death and its original readers did 
not seem to expect it to. Dickens got a 
number of letters from parents who had 
lost their own children thanking him for 
the consolation that the depiction of 
Nell’s death brought. In a time in which 
infant mortality rates were extremely 
high, more realistic takes on the death 
of a child were not wanted by most and 
in fact would have been considered to 
be in extremely bad taste. It is always 

interesting to me, however, given the 
furore around it, that we never actually 
see her death in the novel. It is the one 
element of the story that everyone knows 
and it happens off-stage so we never in 
fact ‘read’ it at all. 

Dr Hazel Mackenzie
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Digital Dickens
The English Department was delighted to 
once again be part of the national ‘Being 
Human Festival’ (www.beinghumanfestival.
org), an annual initiative to encourage 
Humanities departments to share their 
research with the wider public. It was a 
wonderful opportunity for the department to 
present a coordinated series of four events 
celebrating our recent work and innovation 
with Charles Dickens studies online.

The opening event in Buckingham on 
Saturday 14 November focused on the 
Dickens Journals Online (DJO) project, 
with Professor John Drew reflecting on 
the website’s success with those who had 
contributed to it, as well as introducing a 
new audience to the wonders of Dickens’s 
journalistic writing. The following Tuesday 
Dr Pete Orford ran an event at the Charles 
Dickens Museum on the Drood Inquiry; the 
workshop then moved to the University 
of Leicester on Thursday where Professor 
Drew spoke to fellow bloggers about their 

experience of the two reading groups born 
out of DJO, which followed A Tale of Two 
Cities and Wilkie Collins’s No Name week 
by week in serial form. The week closed on 
Saturday 21 November at Birkbeck College 
with an event to discuss the most recent 
international Dickens community reading 
project, Our Mutual Friend, adapted month 
by month via Twitter.

Professor Drew and Dr Orford will be using 
the dialogue from these events to co-write a 
scholarly article that will attempt to define 
what is meant by the phrase ‘Digital Dickens’.

 
You can find out more about all these projects at the 
following URLs:

http://www.djo.org.uk/
www.droodinquiry.com
https://dickensataleoftwocities.wordpress.com/
https://collinsnoname.wordpress.com/
https://dickensourmutualfriend.wordpress.com/
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Aimee Hogston, English Literature with Journalism (2014)
‘After graduating from Buckingham I landed a job as an editorial assistant for Isis 
Publishing, a publisher of audiobooks and large print fiction based in Oxford. The 
role is more varied than I could ever have imagined, allowing me to apply the diverse 
range of skills and experiences I gained from my degree. Any one day can include 
drawing up initial contracts to proof-listening and proofreading the finished products. 
A major part of my role is reading and reviewing potential books that are submitted 
(a literature student’s dream), but also working closely with designers and artists to 
create the book covers as well, which was an unexpected bonus.’

Michael Pearson, Journalism with Communication Studies (2014)
‘Since completing my degree I have become a reporter at Johnston Press (JP), namely 
the Northumberland Gazette, the county’s oldest newspaper. I am now responsible for 
producing all the entertainment content across five north-eastern newspapers – when 
you have more than 10 theatres in the patch that’s a lot of travelling! My degree at 
Buckingham gave me proper training in digital journalism, which is also an important 
part of my job. I hope that in a year or two we will have fully digital editions of all of our 
newspapers – the future is bright. You would be extremely surprised to know how many 
journalists in their mid-to-late twenties don’t know how to use social media.’ 

Paige Cronje, Communications, Media, and Journalism (2013)
‘Since graduating in December 2013, my career has gone from strength to strength. 
I landed my first graduate position as the Marketing and Communications Manager 
for OC Tanner, an employee reward and recognition company, three months after I 
finished. Originally I was working on small-scale projects, but now I am responsible 
for creating and managing my team of talented individuals who produce all of our 
fantastic marketing and communications collateral for Europe. This ranges from 
creating innovative marketing campaigns, to putting on events for our prospects. 
Every day is a new adventure.’

Gradwatch
Buckingham is now (July 2015) the top ranked university for graduate employability 
(98.1%) as calculated by the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA). Our graduates 
do exceptionally well in getting into employment, further training and higher degrees. 
Here are some stories from the English Department.



Scholarships and bursaries
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High Achiever Scholarships
An automatic scholarship, worth £2,500 per annum, is available to undergraduate 
Home (UK/EU) students achieving ABB or above in their A Levels.

Five Counties Scholarships
Undergraduates living in Buckinghamshire (including Milton Keynes), Bedfordshire, 
Northamptonshire, Oxfordshire, or Hertfordshire can receive up to £2,500 per annum 
towards their tuition fees.

Buckingham bursaries
Students in receipt of a maintenance loan of £5,000 or more per annum will receive 
an automatic bursary of £1,100 per annum.

English Admissions enquiries
Nancy Zulu
T: +44 (0)1280 820156
E: english-admissions@buckingham.ac.uk

General Admissions enquiries
T: +44 (0)1280 820313
E: admissions@buckingham.ac.uk

The University of Buckingham, Yeomanry House, Hunter Street, Buckingham, MK18 1EG

Go to: www.buckingham.ac.uk/
admissions/open-days/

Book a tour by contacting Nancy 
via the details above

Book a tour of the campusCome to an Open Day

facebook.com/UniBuckingham @UniOfBuckingham


