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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?

Sue Cunningham, Open University

Expectations are inevitably coloured by past experience, and I came to my course with rather different experiences than most students. This is the second time around in Higher Education for me. The first time, many years ago, was a red brick University and a science degree. Second time around, I’m on my own, a mature distance learner at the Open University (OU), and studying English. Leaping in at the deep end onto a level 2 course, in a subject I last studied for ‘O’ level almost 25 years ago, with a style of teaching I had no experience of, probably wasn’t the wisest decision.  

So what did I expect? A fair amount of formal support? Certainly.  An interesting course? Possibly. This may seem surprising in someone choosing to do an OU course, but although I wanted to do these courses to improve my English, my last experience of being taught English was not particularly positive. 

What did I find? Much less formal support than I expected, but much more peer-to-peer support. An interesting course – yes, definitely! 

A few weeks before the course start date the study materials arrived. That’s when I realised exactly how much I had taken on. Although I knew before I started the course I would need to motivate myself and make time to study everyday, the practice is much harder than the theory. It is very easy to say ‘I’ll skip study tonight and make it up tomorrow’ and rapidly fall behind. In this respect the study calendar, provided in both printed and online formats, is an essential item. Broken down week by week, detailing exactly what part of the course books you should work through, additional readings and exercises and those all important assignment dates, it’s a nagging voice to help keep you on track.

The course books themselves are well written, though some are beginning to date a little now (one of my modules in now 10 years old). Accompanying them in one module are some very useful study guides. The study guides discuss what you are expected to learn from each section and how to approach the additional audio-visual materials. Each section also has four ‘study questions’ designed to test your knowledge and provide a revision aid. As last year’s students stressed how important these questions are for revision I’ve diligently answered them – time will tell.

Accompanying the course books were a set of tapes and a video. Tapes and video – what do I do with them? Time to dust off an old Walkman, just long enough to digitise the tapes into a useful form. In retrospect I can appreciate that a university with a student population as diverse as the Open University needs to cater for a fairly low level of technology, but it was still a surprise at first.

The course website was something of a let down. I was disappointed to find there was no formal conferencing support, but I did, eventually, find the student conference, provided through the OU Student Association (OUSA). The student conferences have been very useful, though I still feel like a nervous student sat at the back of the class. It’s much easier to lurk online than in real life. Like many OU courses, my first two modules are run twice a year, so the conference caters to people finishing their courses as well as new students. This allows you to ask ‘older’ students for advice – very helpful – but it does mean some of the discussions seem complex and jargon ridden, very scary when you first start. Just like a face-to-face tutorial the conference is dominated by a few vocal people, but I’m glad to have them there and read their thoughts. Given how useful these conferences have been, I think a link direct to the relevant OUSA groups from the student’s homepage would be well worthwhile. 
The Open University provides access to electronic resources through the Open Library, but I received little information on using it, perhaps because I didn’t start with a level 1 course. The course books are very good, and the course notes do state that no additional materials are required, but personally I’ve always found a new topic easier to get to grips with if I can read around it and get a different perspective on it. Perhaps this comes from having studied at a traditional university. Although I’m an Open University student, I’m also a member of staff at a traditional university, with easy access to an academic library. I wonder how many of my fellow Open University students realise they can probably make use of their local university library, at least for reference? 

What surprises me most about my course is how many of the blocks are related to my everyday life. After discussions on varieties of English, gender and language and English at work, I find myself continually noticing and reassessing my own, and other peoples, language and my reactions to it. This course has proved to be far more interesting and wide-ranging than I anticipated. Re-learning (or is that learning) the nitty-gritty of English grammar is proving tougher than I expected, but the course materials have plenty examples and practice, essential when you’re on your own. 
Actually I’m not quite on my own; once-a-month I make the 65-mile round trip to attend a tutorial. I think one of the best things about the tutorials is meeting other people who are struggling with the same problems and sharing the same anxieties about coping with a distance learning course. 
Five months into the course I’m still surprised how interesting it is. Distance learning is, I think, more difficult than attending a bricks and mortar institution, but the course materials and support facilities seem good enough to get me through. There are still the exams to come – I don’t know which is worse the exam question or the thought of actually having to write, with paper and pen, for three hours. Roll on fully computer-based courses!
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