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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?

Tanya Sinclair, University of Plymouth
The story of my University experience is no more extraordinary than that of any other student. What I would like the chance to express is the personal journey I have undertaken and how my attitudes and ambitions have evolved so that my passion for knowledge and the written word has returned in copious amounts.

I began my journey through University in September 2001, an eager if apprehensive 18-year-old fresh from the confines of sixth form. I choose to study at a University in London and because my A-level grades weren’t quite up to scratch I opted to take the combined degree route of English and Psychology. I soon realised that numbers weren’t for me and after a year of grappling with ANOVA tests and Freudian theory, I dropped Psychology in favour of English as a single honours subject.  I returned to my hometown of Plymouth in 2004 having attended a fair few counselling sessions but without having finished my degree and feeling completely lost and disillusioned. 









The University experience was meant to have been a rewarding and valuable one, right about now I was supposed to making important career decisions. Instead I was explaining to my parents that their first child had failed where so many seemed to have breezed through. Perhaps I wasn’t destined for University life, that didn’t bode well for any other plans I might make. I was beginning to lose hope of ever becoming a success at anything, I had come to fear everything about English, and I wouldn’t even pick up a book. If I am sounding a bit like Robinson Crusoe its because I too felt cast away from the life I had always envisioned. However as with the arrival of man Friday on Crusoe’s island, I was soon to find hope in getting back into the University environment.  After a year of working in a job where the management were about as exciting and inspiring as Miss Havisham was to Pip, I realised that I intensely missed and loved English and wanted to return to education to find some brain stimulation. I emailed the head of the English department at Plymouth University and requested (begged) help in transferring my previous credits to allow me to enter the second year and continue with my degree. After some deliberation, emailing back and forth and a nervous wait, I was told that I could start at the University in September 2005. To say that I was happy was an understatement of gargantuan proportions. It was as though I had been given one last chance to prove myself to the biggest critic of them all, me.

The highly mixed experience at my previous University influenced my expectations of how I thought academic life might be the second time around. I was of course excited but incredibly nervous about starting over in a brand new environment in all senses of the word; Plymouth had changed radically in the three years I was away. Subconsciously I must have been more worried than I thought. During an introductory meeting for all new the English arrivals, I was able to make it through the full three hours before laying the contents of that mornings breakfast on to my bag and coat in full view of a few hundred other students. Not a great way to be re-introduced to the Head of English anyone would agree but after hearing my apprehensions about being a part-time transfer student living at home, she took me under her wing and appeased my worries rapidly.

Since September, I haven’t looked back; I can honestly say that I am enjoying myself and gaining new experiences everyday. It has taken some adjustment to balance study and reading hours with my job and the odd extra curricular drink, (in my old age of 23, any more than one leaves me with the hangover from hell) but I feel that I have settled in far more easily than I expected. The University and the English staff in particular offered me much more support than I could have imagined and the facilities really have made all the difference. I now have my own portal page online, where I can access a wealth of information regarding academic and social issues within and beyond University life. This includes timetables and emails from tutors providing information and individual advice about modules. There are also a number of organised English based events open to all students designed to enhance wider knowledge in a less formal environment. The library is particularly modern and accessible although I would be lying if I said I didn’t get lost in there once or twice, it’s really big! I am planning to organise work experience over the summer in publishing, I have lots of useful information to do this thanks to the staff at the Careers help desk.

Perhaps the most unexpected difference between my two attempts at study has been in myself. Having settled into a routine and made some good friends my attitude towards studying has matured and become more focused. I have re-gained that spark and found a new belief in myself. It is still scary handing in essays and it requires lots of hard work and dedication but now I get such enjoyment from seminars, sharing ideas and gaining new perspectives that I have no regrets about starting again. I’m not a naturally high scoring student, yet I believe that I have the support and confidence to work to my full potential. Inevitably, this experience has enriched my life and is already enabling me to deal with challenges in the outside world.  It sounds so clichéd but my story is a good example of how important it is not to give up on ambitions or passions. The American writer Henry Adams famously wrote in his novel The Education of Henry Adams:

‘All experience is an arch to build upon’ (1907)

I would certainly recommend the University experience to anyone ready for the lesson of a lifetime.

