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Higher Education Academy Essay Competition 2006:
How does your experience of the course compare with any expectations you may have had?

Elizabeth Chapman, Edinburgh University
There I am, seventeen years old, looking around Edinburgh University for the first time.  Everything I see, I see in the context of my future: that’s me, front row of the lecture hall, eagerly scribbling notes, asking pertinent questions, nodding sagely at the answers.  There I am with a group of other English Literature students, gathered round coffees (I didn’t like coffee yet, but that was what the students of my imagination drank), talking animatedly and intelligently about Milton.  In the library I saw the stacks of dusty brown books, their titles embossed in gold.  I pictured myself confidently picking out texts for my essays, which would of course be on the greats – Dickens, Shakespeare, Byron… after a year I’d know them all. 

Some might say that this is a rather romanticized idea of university life.  And they would be right, since my expectations were based less on the rather contradictory advice from those around me than on my own imagination and assumptions.  University Challenge gave me aspirations to genius, and my own academic experience to date made me believe I would continue to be top of the class.  My thoughts on what made great literature came from the somewhat straitjacketed A-level syllabus I studied. 

And so to reality.  A set of A-levels and a gap year later I arrived at Edinburgh with the firm conviction that in a few short years I would be a well-read individual with a first in English Literature and the world mine for the taking.  I was used to success; but if my sixth form had been a small pond in which I was a fat fish, Edinburgh made a minnow of me.  This was unexpected: I was actually being challenged, really challenged, for probably the first time in my life.  Gone was the spoon-fed information, the learning by rote, the constant chiding and chivvying and guidance of my A-level teachers.  We were all adults now (adults!) and we were expected to use our initiative, to ‘read around the subject’ (dreaded words), to actually know things.  And I was lost. 

The first five minutes of the first lecture fulfilled my expectations.  The lecturer gave a short introduction and I sat with my pen poised, listening attentively, just as I had imagined.  But then the lecture began.  ‘You will all have heard of Saussure, of course…’  Saussure?  Who?  The lecture continued.  We were shown a picture of a tree and told that this was the ‘sign’, the word ‘tree’ being the signifier.  The ‘death of the author’ was mentioned, Russian Formalism… I stopped writing.  Where was Coleridge?  Tennyson?  Anyone or anything I’d heard of?  This was the first literary theory I’d ever come across – so why was the lecturer speaking as if we were all well versed in every French literary critic ever to write an abstract literary thesis?  The still pens and baffled faces around me assured me that this was just as confusing for everyone.  Looking back I realize that this was our introduction to the brutal yet effective methods of the English Department, which was unforgiving - even pretentious - from the start.  They were scaring us.  They were showing us that they days of essay entitled ‘Discuss the theme of love in Romeo and Juliet’  were dead and buried, to be replaced with titles that could scarce be understood, let alone answered.  I was soon shown that my expectation of studying all the ‘greats’ was childish and naïve – after all, what was ‘great’?  Who decided what made up the literary canon?  My enforced transformation from mindless sheep to intelligent student was abrupt and harsh.  Three hours of lectures could produce half a page of notes and five pages of elaborate doodles.  My mind was not yet ready to think so abstractly – I wanted facts to put in a list and learn.  Of course this habit was exactly what they were trying to break in us – they wanted us to finish the term able to think for ourselves.  This was indeed a good and noble cause but their method, which was essentially to make us realize just how little we knew – nearly drove us all insane, not to mention driving some of the less determined out of the department altogether. 

In this way was my expectation of continuing to be top of the class crushed.  As for my hopes of sailing untroubled towards a first, they were floundering.  Essays written after long and careful study over several days were given the same mid-2:1 mark as those written the night before using Sparknotes.  In despair we asked our tutor how to reach the elusive seventy percent.  The reply was frightening.  ‘You have to tell us something we don’t already know.’ 

In the tutorials the intellectual banter I had expected was replaced in reality by a whispered conference beforehand in which we asked each other if anyone had actually read the book, followed by an excruciating hour of long, awkward silences, punctuated by the occasional, hesitant idea put forward by a student.  These problems were compounded by the consistent absences of most students.  Treating us like adults was not working.  The problem eased a little in second term when the horrors of literary criticism were put on a backburner and the weighty Renaissance gave us something to get our teeth into; still, most students managed to finish first year having read very few books indeed. 

Second year was, therefore, rather a shock.  A new system was in place whereby each missed tutorial meant two percent off our next essay; what was worse (or, in fact, better) was that my new tutor made someone do a presentation each week, but did not tell us who it would be until the day of the tutorial, which meant that everyone had to prepare a presentation every week.  These new measures were a resounding success.  Here at last were the discussions I had imagined.  We all had something to contribute, we all had opinions.  We were finally unafraid to challenge the views of published critics, which had before seemed unthinkable.  I was thinking for myself.  And I began to realize that telling them ‘something they didn’t already know’ was perhaps an achievable goal.  In the end it was those things I hadn’t expected that became the most important aspects of my university career: first and foremost the challenge of thinking for myself, but also that first term which, though utterly tortuous and incomprehensible at the time, changed for the better the way I perceived literature – and therefore life – forever.
