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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?

Shaun Livingston, Nottingham University
In the summer, whilst engaging in a profound conversation with my five year old sister, which amongst other things, explored popular culture (Tinky Winky was always a better Teletubby than Lala, she assured me), art (in my opinion, her drawing of “mummy, daddy and me” was better than most Turner Prize offerings) and gastronomy (those cola bottle sweets with sugar on are soooo much better than the ones without), our attentions turned to the more sobering thought of education. What, she wondered, would “you-me-thirsty” entail, exactly? For those of us without numerous younger siblings, and therefore, no professed ability to decode the garbled speech of toddlers, “you-me-thirsty”, does, in fact, translate to “University”. Now, when you read that I answered that University was basically School For Big Kids, you may smile. “Ahh”, you may think, “He’s simplifying his real thoughts into toddler-speak for the benefit of the tot”. Alas, no such simplification ever occurred. Those were indeed, my thoughts. You get lessons (lectures), you get homework (assignments), you get told off (faced with being kicked off the course) for failure to produce, and you have your school dinners (hall dinners). 

Blessed (or cursed) with such beautiful (or idiotic) naivety, answering the question above becomes difficult. Since I didn’t really HAVE any proper expectations, except the most risibly simplistic ones, comparing those with how my actual experience of the course has been represents a difficult task. Nevertheless, however unsophisticated those expectations were, they still count, in a loose sense, as expectations.
An appropriate analogy for an accurate comparison of my expectations of the course to my actual experience would be the experience of somebody who, on securing a job as a babysitter for my next door neighbour’s three seemingly angelic children for a night, expected a tranquil evening in front of the television and a minimum of £15 for the trouble of watching a mindless action film on a Saturday night. Said person, instead, spends three miserable hours stopping little Sammy from forcing his sister, little Joanna, to eat soap, whilst simultaneously trying to coax little Jeremy from the roof. How he got there is anyone’s guess, as is the question of how he is going to get down, if he ever does warm to the idea. All for a miserly £7.50 and a heartfelt “thank you”! An important lesson for aspiring young babysitters - do not bank on the apparent kindliness and wealth of your customers – this goes out of the window when you fail to negotiate a fee beforehand for your services; you are young; you WILL be taken advantage of.

Thus, my experience of the course at University proved harder than I thought it would be, more stressful than I thought it would be, and the end product (of the first semester, anyway) yielded only 62%. This translates to a 2:1, and, by all accounts, is a more than satisfactory return, but when you are used (at school) to turning up your nose at anything less than 75% in your mock exams and tests, your aspirations must be slightly altered to fit in with the substantially more difficult work at University. 

Aside from having to adapt to the more demanding aspects of the course at University, there is another feature of University life that takes some getting used to: freedom. Freedom, I think, is a word which is much like “Hollywood” or “Desperate Housewives”, in that there is a lot more glamour and general positivity attached to it than it deserves, really. It’s not all that great; honestly! Freedom, to me, means, having no recognised structure to your life. Yes, I may be able to do, pretty much, “whatever I want”, but this is seen as an agreeable idea only based on the presupposition that I know what I want to do. The stark reality is that I don’t. I’m also frequently at a loss as to what I need to do. Thus, I never know when the best time is to begin that 3,000 word essay, nor when it is the best time to procrastinate and wonder why the moon doesn’t fall out of the sky. Some would suggest that there is no good time to engage in the latter, but I would respectfully, if vehemently, disagree. I am sure there is a good time for such pursuits; I am simply yet to determine when that time is. 

At school, your timetable was filled with beautiful, neat little squares, filled with beautiful, neat inscriptions such as “French, B36” and “Lunchtime”. At University, my timetable is filled with empty spaces, which bear the horrifying subtext, “do whatever you want to do in this time, but manage your time so that you finish your not inconsiderable assignments by the deadline set”. And if I don’t? Then, nothing happens. I simply edge closer to failure and thus getting kicked off the course. Nobody will shout at me. Nobody will bark orders at me, telling me to get off my backside and start at least planning my 3,000 word essay. It is a well known fact that teenagers like to rebel against authority. Well, I turned 20 before University started, and thus, am completely emancipated of this desire. I want authority to tell me how and when to do my essays, and praise me when they’re good, and give me a good rollicking when they’re bad.

I grudgingly concede that being given the freedom to manage my own time and choose when I should do my work is, in actual fact, a good thing, and an important lesson for living life in the real world. As much as I may want to, I will have to make my own decisions in that curious little oddity called “adult life”, and University is committed to preparing me for that. But, it is certainly a daunting prospect.
So when my sister next asks me how “You-Me-Thirsty” is going, I will first reprimand her for her mispronunciation, (you can’t get away with mispronunciation at University), before explaining to her that it has been a steep learning curve which has proved slightly scary, but will ultimately stand me in excellent stead for my future foray into the realm of adulthood. No simplistic toddler-speak, thank you. I’m at University.

