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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?

Gabriel Wilhelm Schenk, University of Wales Aberystwyth
I’ve always wanted to be a writer. I’m not quite sure why. Maybe it just seemed a more achievable goal to me as a child than being an astronaut or Superman. So I’ll be a writer, and, who knows, I can maybe work on being a Super Hero after I retire.

After A-level the logical step for me seemed to be to enlist in one of these new-fangled Creative Writing courses. I did my research (which admittedly just meant surfing on Google for a few minutes), filled out my forms (hundreds and hundreds of these) and then spent the summer dreaming about what it was going to be like.

Looking back now I guess I was naïve; my expectations for the course were in total contrast to the grim reality. I was wild and foolish back in those days. I rode a motorbike and had a jacket that said “Silvas forever”. I had no idea who Silvas was at the time, and I certainly don’t know now.

I thought, for some reason, that my life would be exactly like Murder She Wrote. The first assignment would culminate in me tapping away furiously on a type-writer whilst smoking a fat Cuban cigar. The Murder She Wrote theme would play merrily in the background as the camera panned around me. The pages would fly off the type-writer and land neatly on my desk where, after a few short minutes, a thick wad of paper would have collected itself. I would then simply walk over to my desk and place the last piece of paper on the pile. The camera zooms in and we would see “MY NOVEL” written in bold chirpy letters on the front. I would look up, wink at the camera and laugh. Roll credits.

It wasn’t anything like that, though. No murders, no type-writer. Not even a sneaky cameo from Jessica Fletcher. Instead I had a grimy lecture room with a bulbous American shouting write techniques into my ear. More Harry Potter than Murder She Wrote.

I had other expectations, though. For one I didn’t think writing was going to be so hard, which, I suppose, was stupid of me. Just look at Plato, for instance. He wrote stuff that’s stood the test of time. You think that was easy to do that? You think it’s easy to be Plato?

I also hoped that there would be some kind of bathing arrangement for my accommodation. I have shower facilities, of course, but no bath. The problem is that I need baths to think about writing. It’s really quite a problem, both academically and hygienically. I don’t like showers because the water gets in my eyes, so I just don’t clean myself. And as a result the plague doctor is arriving tomorrow to fumigate the entire building.

I had, furthermore, false expectations for the course itself; Creative Writing is the new kid on the block. Literature is leaning against a wall smoking a pipe, joking away with history and philosophy. Language is playing basketball with French and Latin. And then there’s Creative Writing. It arrives awkwardly in shorts and a backwards-skewed baseball cap and mumbles a “hello” to the older kids. Literature pauses for a second and looks over at Creative Writing before laughing heartily and stubbing out their cigarette on poor Creative Writing’s forehead. Language throws a basket ball at Creative Writing, which hits them in the side, knocking them over. They lie wheezing on the cold tarmac, looking up through tear-filled eyes as the rest of the gang go off to get an ice-cream. 

Not that I’m saying that there’s prejudice amongst the other, older departments; rather, the course just seems far less developed than I had expected it to be. Contrary to popular belief, I think that Creative Writing can be taught, at least on a theoretical level, and I think that it will mature in the decades to come as more writers spring forth from its courses across the world.

I was expecting, for instance, for there to be more teaching involved. This does not, however, seem to be the basis for Creative Writing courses; it seems that the idea is that since you can’t teach people how to write well, all you can do is force them to write and hope that the results are favourable. There’s only one problem with this plan: it’s rubbish.

Now, of course you can’t manufacture talent (whatever the Pop Idol judges might say), but you can nurture it and focus it. So instead of just writing we should have an intense and rigorous course that actually teaches. There should be a year in the course where students live in another country. Teach theory, so we can learn the rules behind what makes a short story, or a poem, or a screenplay. Teach rhetoric so we can argue our points of view. Teach Latin so we understand the foundations of our language. Teach folklore. Teach the classics. Teach the importance of finishing a book by forcing people to write novel-length pieces. No matter if any of this stuff produces good work, that’s not the important thing here - the importance is on teaching and learning.

Of course, I’m digressing, which just goes to show that they should teach word focus on these courses. But the point is that the course was different to my expectations but, hopefully, in the years to come it will develop to fit into my fantasy dream world of writing. And when that day comes, I can look back and say “it was a lot worse back in my day”, which is something you don’t hear very often.

My expectations were very different to my experience, but maybe that’s to be expected; I’m a writer, I earn my living with my imagination.

I’ll keep writing, and the course will continue, and the world will keep turning, and life will go on.

