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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?
Tawonga Kayira, Suffolk College
What it means to study English and what one contemplates it means to study English can be an entirely different thing. Expectations can be in contrast to what one is expected to achieve and what one experiences.  This can either be frustrating or rewarding depending on the perception of the concerned individual.  Such is the way I encountered my English course, caught on the horns of a dilemma of what I want to gain and what I am expected to attain.  This, however, worked more to my advantage than my disadvantage.

 

People, most of whom have not travelled this path, can mislead you into believing this course should be embarked on because it is simple to pass. But on the contrary, once you take the journey, you learn to expel those ideas.  Somehow I had these preconceived ideas that I was going to have a smooth easy ride which I was later to know was far from the truth.  Melanie Selfe, my course leader, in her welcome speech to the Suffolk Modular Degree Programme in the English Handbook (2005-2006) warns:

 

You will be studying some texts that may already be familiar to you, some less familiar texts from other Literatures in English and also encountering some difficult and challenging new ideas and approaches to the study of writing…studying English is about more than passing exams and preparing for a career.  It’s about stories and ideas and the creative use of language.  I hope we will manage to infect you with our enthusiasm for reading and discussing ideas and that after graduating you will continue to read avidly.

 

 

True to what Selfe says, I came across unfamiliar texts.  Being used to literature like Shakespeare and other native English speaking writers, it was a new avenue to explore when I discovered I was going to study other literatures from African and Arabic writers and also gender based fiction.  As Melanie Selfe  explained, one encounters ‘difficult and challenging’ assignments but the good news is you come out of it with a passion for reading and sharing ideas that stays with you long after you leave the corridors of college.

 

More than anything my passion for creative writing inspired me to study the course.  My expectations were narrowed into thinking that the course would help me to develop this skill.  My A level knowledge also gave me a vague and limited idea of what to expect.  I knew I was going to read and analyse novels, study grammar, language and literature.  What I did not know was to what extent and how much else there was to study.

 

Some of the exhilarating and interesting skills that I have acquired (and never imagined I could) are mind-boggling.  I developed a critical evaluative mind as regards to literary work.  Through reading novels and articles one is required to offer critical analysis of texts, going beyond mere appreciation of other people’s writing.  This is a skill that is not only crucial for English but can be applied to various other studies.  I also study media, and observed an intertwining and subject integration that enables me to have a wider spectrum of choice as regards career opportunities.  This analytical skill is also at the heart of my media course.  What does all that mean?  It means the imaginary confines in which I caged the course have been cast asunder as the course proves that there is  more to learning than meets the eye.

 

Similarly, another element that takes the course beyond my expectation is the ability to do research.  A particular example is what I found in my Language in use essay where I had to conduct research on whether men and women speak differently (speech analysis).  This exposure to research work is again a fundamental area in most higher education courses.  It offers a common denominator with other higher education students.  You share the enthusiasm (with these other students) of ‘we’ve all been there’.  As another added advantage, many organisations recruit people with such skills.

 

One great experience that went far beyond my expectations, was learning how to give academic justification to my work.  That is to say, when you make an argument, you point out that ‘I am saying this not out of the blue but because such and such a scholar i.e. Roland Barthes said…’.  That kind of writing offers credibility, reliability and prominence to one’s debate.  In doing page to screen (film) module, this mode of writing was frequently consulted.  Not only do you back your points, you also develop excellent critical skills that will again transcend the course.  Through other people’s critical work, you learn to strengthen and initiate your own arguments which, if properly explained, might be adapted by other scholars as well.  All of this I did not expect.  Therefore one’s achievement in this course cannot and should not be underestimated.

 

Getting more and more submerged into English, it is my conviction that this course has already moulded me into an academic.   Such instances are like the approach one takes towards reading text, watching films etc.  On the surface, your approach may seem no different from any other reader or viewer but you have a vital tool: you are an intellectual with a critical eye.  When for instance watching a film, you engage those extra attributes.  Your acquired knowledge unconsciously manifests itself by searching for genre, montage, mise en scene, stylisation, verisimilitude, iconography, denotation, connotation, allegorical transcodings and so on and so forth.  Or in literature work you may question in what context the text is understood.  Is it gender or ethnicity based?  Are you reading it as a woman or as someone from different cultural background?

 

Finally, what I did not prepare myself for is the issue of bibliography and its importance in ensuring that one’s work is not regarded as plagiarism.  Like most of the other examples I gave, this too, I learnt was applicable across other courses.  This uniform knowledge offers us a basis of operating on the same wavelength, another phenomenon I did not count on.

What started off for me as a need to develop my creative writing skill turned out to be an unforgettable trip of tapping into all my corners of ignorance and offering me a broader and unimaginable prospect of what it really feels and what it really means to study English with a higher level of comprehension.
 

 

