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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?
Carleen Poppy, Open University
I am just starting my second year and anticipate a lot of work. That is what I expect from a course for distance learning, and for most people doing these courses they have their lives to carry on too. I have not been disappointed so far with my course as one has to expect work.

When I first started I had no idea what to expect and doing the A103 last year I was spoilt with the regular tutorials and constant contact with my tutor. I knew I would see him every few weeks if not weekly. This year worried me initially because of what I saw as ‘lack of support’. It is a very scary thing to be doing a degree with minimal one to one contact and support that way. To have only seven tutorials overall worried me so much until I went to my first last weekend and met my new tutor. She dispelled all my concerns immediately that I had by letting us all know she is at the end of a phone, and when it is fixed will have internet contact too. I was very relieved to find I had an approachable tutor. I came away from that tutorial very happy and relaxed.


I do think there is a lot of work that needs to be done before you can start your course, and it is recommended that you read the set books before the start date, otherwise you are playing catch up all the time by having to read so much and make notes and write TMAs, and that is on top of any commitments you may have already such as family and work, and other responsibilities. As a result I read all my set books very early, before Christmas even, but that is the only way I would have been able to cope with the added workload of studying. I have to work round meetings and visits to school of which I am the chair of the board of governors, and because of the Special School closures and reorganization that is happening in our town I have a lot of work to do. The last thing I need is to get behind on the A210; hence I have read as much course work as I could before the start date. 

Last years course was a struggle to begin with because as I was aiming to do a Literature degree and the foundation course touched greatly on philosophy, music and art, all of which was a struggle for me, initially I could not understand the relevance. Now I understand that I was learning how to go about studying, how to look at things and analyse accordingly to find the meanings and reasons. I expected and hoped for a more literature based start to my studies. I was also in a group of six regular attendees to tutorials and we got on so well, though I was only disappointed by one thing, that I must have not been sent a form to fill in to go onto the directory for students to contact each other and I never saw such a form. 

This year I know roughly what to expect with regards to the amount of work involved, the number of books to read, and the tutorials being less infrequent as they are this year. I know it is assumed we do not need that many tutorial sessions but I have found I am not alone in my thoughts that having a few more would be nice. I did not expect to have access to other students in the way I have found I can through FirstClass. It is a fast system of chat online and I love it. It’s great for people who are comfortable with technology but I have already met a technophobe in my tutorial who has not a clue about computers, and no intention of learning. 

I have done this far, and will continue to do, a lot of work to achieve my degree as I have a fair idea of what I need to do. It is so important to me to do this degree to fulfil my ultimate dream of becoming a special needs teacher. I know I can do this course, but I know I will not relax till the end but I have learnt very fast that to be organised is the only way to manage the work involved. I cannot say I know what to expect in the future years of study but I do know I will not be alone, that the friends I make now will stay friends and we will help each other through.


Last year’s course I did alright with, despite struggling at times as a result of the material studied and the time I did not get to myself due to family needs. This year I think I shall manage better because I am more prepared of what is involved, will do quite well to get work done. The first half of the course is already planned and read, and as soon as I receive my next mailing I will bury myself in reading. Until then I am concentrating on writing TMAs to the best of my ability.  I feel this year I will have greater help from my internet contacts I now have. I do like studying on my own, to have no distractions of people being around me, and I know that can also work against me, but I know if I need help I can either ring my tutor or type to one of the many contacts I already have made through the internet. 

