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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?

Alex Hobbs, Anglia Ruskin University
My academic experience started in the American Studies department, a sub-division of the English department.  I chose my undergraduate degree because I wanted to study contemporary history, and as there were very few history courses offering only contemporary studies without first having to address Roman or medieval history, I thought a syllabus with an American focus would be a way of achieving this goal.  As well as learning that there is a lot of pre-twentieth century material to learn about American too, the interdisciplinary foundation modules included literature, which brought me to the conclusion that this was where my true passion lay.  I had always enjoyed reading novels for pleasure, but as I had not taken A-Level English, I had never analysed them, and thus not comprehended their full power and influence.  This, I realised, was what I wanted to study, and so followed my BA in American Studies with a Masters in Literature, and now, hopefully, a PhD in English.

For me, studying literature has been marked by a number of epiphanies.  Moments when, either in lectures, research, or seminar discussion, a veil has be drawn back, and suddenly understanding has hit.  One such incident occurred whilst studying T.S. Eliot in my second year as an undergraduate student.  I couldn’t understand why Eliot had used allusion to the extent and obscure breadth he had in ‘The Wasteland’.  I thought it was baffling; he wasn’t communicating, he was confusing.  I wrote a diatribe expanding upon this point in an essay.  In his marking, my tutor justified the canonical repute of Eliot, enlightening me to something I had never before considered: if reading this poem caused a particular reaction or feeling in me, perhaps this was its purpose; perhaps texts could communicate in emotion as well as in comprehension.  Realising this opened a door for me.  I learnt how to consider texts on more than one level of meaning; I discovered that texts are products of their times as well as of individual endeavour, and that they can produce any number of reactions.

Of course, after the event, these realisations always seemed obvious, but this didn’t stop the next one from knocking me sideways in just the same way.  So, when I applied to become a research student, I expected more of these mind-shifting discoveries.  And I haven’t been disappointed.  

In order to be accepted at an institution, an applicant has to supply a research proposal, and therefore comes to their subject with a fairly firm grasp of their chosen material.  However, this does not mean that there are to be no surprises.  Indeed, I would claim that these leaps in knowledge are all the more gratifying because they come from such a confined field, and are often uncovered without direction from others.

This is not to say that the university as an institution has no bearing on the fulfilment a research student can glean from their independent study.  Going into this three-year period of intense research, I expected to be part of lively, intellectual environment.  Anyone who develops a passion of any kind is lucky, but the downside of this is that not everyone they associate with will share this interest.  When expounding on the virtues and importance of a particular ideology or writer, it is an almost devastating personal blow to have this articulation met with a blank stare, a shrug, or a protestation that it’s all over the head of the listener.  In departmental gatherings, it is always possible to engage a student or faculty member in debate.  I find this one of the most thrilling facets of my academic experience.

These exchanges are important because independent research is challenging.  When I began the first term, I didn’t fully grasp the freedom that PhD research implied.  Certainly there is the freedom to research in accordance with my own interests, but there is also the freedom to research nothing much at all!  Without the assignments and deadlines that structure undergraduate life, there is an opportunity to lapse into laziness as a research student.  My supervisor has helped me shape the direction of my research and has offered some degree of authoritative control, but the real test is to keep myself focused and disciplined.

Conversely, it is also possible to become so submerged in research that it is sometimes tough to remain aware of the bigger picture.  I have found that I have to be very aware of what administrative deadlines are looming.  Concentrating on a particular aspect of my research, it is easy to follow this through to its natural conclusion, oblivious to all else.  However, being a research student does not mean that I can spend all my time researching.  I have found that considerable segments of days are spent doing necessary course administration and filling in applications for various funds, conferences, and competitions.  Indeed, I find it necessary to take responsibility for reminding my supervisor of any deadlines he must meet on my behalf, as well as completing my own paperwork.  I think the difficulty is to consider these aspects of academic experience as just as important and useful as the research itself, because failure to complete them could conceivably result in the termination of the research itself.  My eventual goal is to become part of an academic department (as I’m sure it is the goal of most every other research student), and the administrative side of being a student has highlighted the non-academic responsibilities I might have to manage in the future. 

I am only in the early stages of my research, but thus far the experience has certainly met my expectations.  I applied to become a PhD student because I felt I wasn’t finished discovering new approaches and aspects in literature.  Undoubtedly, I could have done this informally by continuing to read and consider by myself, but this course has given me the time, structure and encouragement to focus fully, which leads me to think of where I could take this enthusiasm next.  

