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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?
Winning Entry from the English Subject Centre
Rachel Davies, Open University

When I looked for a course for 2005, I thought I had found ‘a bit of a soft option’ in U210: The English Language: Past, Present and Future: how hard could it be? The course blurb suggested relatively little reading, certainly compared with the intensive literature courses I had been doing: only the course materials and a sharp eye for topical references in the press. I had been a fluent speaker of English for more than half a century; I had a working knowledge of English in art and history from previous Open University courses; I had a well developed understanding of early language acquisition and educational English, having taught in primary schools for twenty five years, latterly as a Headteacher in an EAL setting. I had an easy first-name-terms familiarity with English. ‘Sixty points cheaply purchased,’ I chuckled as I filled in the application form.
She who laughs…at my age I should know there is no such thing as a free lunch (or an easy OU option!). The course work forced me to realign all my assumptions about English.  Politics, economics and social change loomed large in national and international perspectives. The development of Standard English around the Thames Estuary dialect, for instance, was spotlighted as an historical and geographical accident, attributable in part to the importation of printing from Europe via the English Channel. Indeed, I learned of not just one but several ‘Standard Englishes’, often prescribed by statute, based in colonialism and post-colonial reaction. To use or not to use English has been a fundamental socio-political decision in countries as near as our own island group, or as distant as Africa, India, the Americas or Australasia. Pidgins, Creoles, Singlish, Standard Indian, Australian or American English: I began to see that my ‘first names’ familiarity with ‘English’ deserved an address with a little more respect.
Unfamiliar perspectives in the study of English language revealed a complex and multi-faceted jewel. The clever use of rhetoric, not only to persuade but also to elicit audience response and affirmation, for instance, I found fascinating. I read about political speech making at the time that the 2005 General Election campaign was at its height, and politicians of all parties provided a rich vein of three part lists and contrast structures, each manipulating audiences with the skill of latter-day Svengalis. The complementary use of language and graphics in advertising was also an eye-opener: and there was I thinking the pictures were just there to look pretty! Awestruck, I saw how the language of a small island nation off the north east coast of Europe spread through colonial trade to all corners of the world, ultimately becoming the minimal text of global technology corrupted from the Standard English of one of the island’s former colonies, the USA.

Even those aspects of the course which had formerly seemed grassy knolls of comfort (English as Art, English in education, early language development) became nettle patches of realigned thinking;  the self-affirming decision, for instance, of post-colonial authors and poets to use, or not, the English of imperial oppression which, historically, was responsible for ‘taking us away from ourselves to other selves, from our world to other worlds’
. Equally, the use of English in the classroom, which had seemed fairly uncontroversial to someone working in a UK primary school, presented as a life defining decision in, for example, a girls’ school in Bhojpur where the ability to speak English could be the key to socio-economic status. Even the need to speak to children in order to facilitate their own developing language was shown to be culturally biased toward a ‘white western middle class’. Clifton Pye’s Central American research suggested that children learn language more than adequately well in a variety of social settings without what I had always assumed to be necessary interaction with adult talk models,
 inclulding the ‘child directed speech’ which is a common element of that interaction in ‘middle England’.
I had been writing assignments for Open University courses since I first enrolled in 2001, but if I thought there would be a comfort zone in writing assignments for U210, I was wrong again. The first TMA I submitted achieved the lowest score of any I had submitted in my four years of study with the OU! Positive, constructive comments from the tutor, and an assurance that she was a ‘harsh marker’, did little to ameliorate the shock. My writing had addressed the question well but was too descriptive and not showing sufficient personal experience to illuminate the course material. Personal experience? In academic study?  I reached for the smelling salts! I had been brought up to understand that academic assignments should be objectively written: ‘I’ should not appear. It took a seismic cultural shift to realise that the spiritual portfolio of anecdotal evidence I had accrued from a lifetime of teaching English, and personal experience as a multi-contextual English user, could contribute something to the academic success of the course. The tutorials were invaluable in this respect: discussions with other students, under the guidance of the tutor, helped us to see how we could relate our own experiences to the issues we were debating and put the course work into a three dimensional context which brought the theory to life. 
U210 was not the ‘soft option’ of my expectations. I had thought of English as the language I lived in, the comfort blanket I carried around when I travelled abroad; I was challenged to see it also as a de-identifying restraint on subject peoples who continue, even into the 21st Century, to strive to free themselves from its yoke. I had thought of it as the sweet scented rose of Shakespeare’s poetry; I was challenged to see it also as a spreading weed of international lexical ‘borrowing’ and linguistic interference. I had thought of it as the intimate medium of conversations with colleagues, family and friends; I was challenged to see it also as the oppressive and impersonal medium of colonial trade; or the corrupted ‘txt msg e-speak’ of internet technology; or a mesmerising language of manipulation and persuasion, seeking my subconscious agreement to and acceptance of, well, just about anything really!
But mostly I was encouraged to keep an open mind about it, and to see that all of the above, and none, are definitive interpretations of what ‘English’ is.
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