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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?

Lesley Edwards, Open University

Laurie Lee’s novel ‘As I Walked Out One Midsummer Morning‘ was the inspiration for me to think about my life and what I wanted to do with it, or am I thinking of Wordsworth’s words ‘I wandered lonely as a cloud …’?  Whatever the inspiration it motivated me to enrol as a mature student with the Open University.  I have been studying with the Open University for a year and am about to embark on my eagerly awaited next schedule of study.  Surely that says it all!  
All my studying before that summer had been to enhance my work performance or to help me gain a foothold on the career ladder so I felt it was time for me to gain a recognised and valuable qualification for something I enjoyed pursuing in my leisure time, reading.  An added incentive was my son going off to university and knowing I would have the time to indulge my interest (or should I say, hobby) in learning.   I was also battling the slight feeling that I had somehow missed out by not going to university when I was younger.
I had a number of expectations before starting the course.  The chosen course allowed me to explore a range of genre; the realist novel; poetry and plays (and performance) and I was expecting to be able to quote great soliloquies, totally understand Shakespeare and expound to friends about my knowledge of literary devices … it wasn’t quite like that – what a relief all round.
Having known others who have completed distance-learning degrees when not working I was concerned that I wouldn’t have time or the energy to pursue my literature interests; it is quite one thing reading for leisure or pleasure and another when reading to study.  The course has meant that I can now read in colour, whereas in the past I would have read in black and white.  By that I mean I actively visualise the world being depicted, consider the language being used, identify who is narrating, explore why certain vocabulary is chosen and try to work out the metaphors and how the work was received at the time it was first published.  Prior to the course I was ‘happy’ to read in monochrome – ignorance isn’t bliss at all.
Despite fitting in the study around work and domestic commitments I was able to find new segments of the ‘learning curve’ and went on to achieve a good pass in the course ‘Approaching Literature’.  
The materials provided by the Open University were excellent, of an extremely high standard and very readable.  There were elements of the programme that I was dreading, particularly the section on poetry.  This genre held nothing but demons for me and I approached the course books with trepidation.  Much to my immense relief, I didn’t find myself revisiting my rather negative school experience, of learning poems by rote.  In fact after the section was completed I purchased a copy of Milton’s ‘Paradise Lost’ because, although not under study through the course, references were made to this epic poem.  I caught myself reciting Coleridge’s Kubla Khan under my breath whilst making breakfast one morning …’caverns measureless to man’ … for some reason sprang to mind.  I wonder whether that was my first concern about studying a degree on a part-time, distance-learning basis!

I felt as though, despite not leaving the country, I had been on a great learning journey (we are back to ‘As I walked out …’), travelling through exotic scenery and tasting new cuisines, all that without leaving home!  It wasn’t all easy and exciting but the promise of new things made the more challenging aspects of the programme that bit more bearable.  I think unfortunately I have been responsible for boring my friends but what I have also been able to do is encourage others to take up study and learning, whatever their age or culture. 
Support from tutors and other students was amazing as was the on-line and telephone advice from everyone I have contacted at the Open University.  They do make learning life easy and by that I don’t mean that the assessments or content of the programmes are in any way deficient or over-simplified, but there is a strong recognition by the Open University that a large percentage of their learners will be trying to study alongside other domestic and work commitments and this connection with the realities of student-life has led them to develop truly a learner-centred service.

Fortunately as a mature student I didn’t have the usual barriers to learning that other students might experience - I didn’t have to leave home and I could already manage my time pretty well.  I did get a huge amount of positive support from my work place and individuals whose responses to my endeavours ranged from ‘you must be mad’ to ‘you’re amazing, I could never do all that’.  Every student needs encouragement throughout their studies and then a wide berth at assignment and examination times!  
Another benefit is that my son and I can talk co-coach each other and I have never had more in common with him than I do now – so not only does learning plug the knowledge gap it also helps in some way towards narrowing the generation gap.
Surprisingly, through the course, my emphasis on gaining knowledge for the sake of empowering myself and boring others, shifted to one of enjoyment and indulgence.  Assignment and examination scores meant less to me than feeling completely comfortable about taking a book off the shelf and diving in, without any preconceptions and feeling I was not worthy or capable of understanding canonical works.  Whilst my study of literature may not have transferred to my writing style and I apologise for any grammatical errors in this essay, I have gained so much more than I thought was possible or what I thought I wanted.  According to a learned colleague the next course (The English Language:  Past, Present and Future) is supposed to be life changing.  That means I need to buckle up, it’s going to be a hell of ride!
