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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?

Nicholas Swager, Suffolk College

I had closely examined the prospectus of my chosen course of study on several occasions; it was detailed, however only in the broadest sense.  For example, it described the syllabus in general terms and touched on certain issues of importance or key points in the forthcoming study.  Therefore, it was no more than an overview of what a student could hope to learn and achieve.  However, it did not describe how this was to be accomplished.  Just as a wide brush stroke of vibrant colour on an otherwise unmarked canvas draws in an observer, its very boldness conveying expectancy and the lure of further creation, so the gaps in my knowledge of the course were passed over in anticipation to begin study.  There were, therefore, several unknowns in my knowledge.  For example, what novelists or historians would I be examining and how much time would I have to devote to self-study?  Then, there were unknowns common to all students enrolling on a course of study, for instance, what would be the personalities, gender or age differences of my fellow students and how large a class would we have to contend?  I also had to navigate around an unfamiliar campus and establish a relationship with my tutors.  Taken as a whole, these were quite a few uncharted concerns, enough to subject a new student to pangs of anticipation and nerves. 
However, on day one, all students are equal, in as much as they have chosen to enrol on a course of study.  As a student taking the joint study route, I had English as well as History tutors to meet on the first day.  I had been a little confused about a couple of points concerning module selection and these they were happy to explain.  In fact, nothing seemed too much trouble for no matter how trivial a student’s enquiry may have appeared to our tutors, they treated them all with equal concern.  I had expected more formality or deference between a tutor and student.  However, right from the induction my tutors seemed at pains to minimise any barriers and to get down to eye level.  This was a little surprising at first, although it was readily apparent that they were trying to put students at ease.  In fact, this initial period, when we got to know each other, worked better with less formality, as I believe my tutors’ enthusiasm for their particular subject came across more strongly than it would have done in a more regulated environment. 

Concerning my expectations of the subject matter of my English/ History degree, I had anticipated a strong focus on canonical texts and meritorious historians.  For example, in English I had presumed that the likes of Chaucer, Shakespeare or Milton would be studied, and in history, historians like, Tacitus, Bede or Gibbon.  I suppose I was guilty of seeing-what-I-wanted-to-see.  However, we studied some of the works of F. Scott Fitzgerald, W. S. Byatt and examined histories by E. H. Carr.    

Within the first few weeks of the first semester of the first year it became pretty obvious that we were being moulded into an academic fit.  In other words, the opinions we may have had of our particular subject, in my case, English and History, were not that important as we were to be shaped by our tutors into the accepted academic standard for our field.  Like raw recruits undergoing basic military training, whatever passed out had to conform to a recognised standard.  Our opinions were important but only in a superficial sense.  For instance, if they did not come close to those of our tutors, they were rarely treated with negativity but rather; they were politely brushed to one side, in a strangely encouraging kind of way, in favour of the preferred response.  I had expected this to an extent, as it seemed obvious that given an undergraduate’s patchy understanding of their field of study, they could contribute little more than fresh ideas in the first year or two of their degree.  However, during my first year, some of the more mature students in my history class appeared to take our tutors questioning of their evaluations too personally and became argumentative.  Moreover, although a certain amount of mundane work was to be expected, there were periods during the first year that seemed quite simplistic and repetitive.  For example, we plodded over certain well-known historical timelines and basic English grammar. 

Over the course of my degree I did expect to gain a more critical understanding of literature and a solid knowledge of historical research methods.  However, towards the end of my first year of study I did notice an unexpected change in the way I examined texts, historical evaluations and academic ideas in general.  Previously, the opinion I held on any given subject on which I had a fairly sound comprehension - for example, the value or meaning of a particular text or my understanding of a factual and documented historical event – was a firm belief that could only be changed superficially by others’ opinions.  However, due to my tutors’ influence I began to see that a firmly held belief was like wearing a set of blinkers – it restricted aesthetic appreciation, lessened enrichment and reduced understanding.  Therefore, I began to listen more attentively to other people’s evaluations and explore their proposals with a more neutral and un-biased mind while at the same time still holding my own opinion.  In other words, I would now have my own understanding of something yet be willing to add to it by embracing another concept.  

My experience therefore, has proved my expectation of my course wrong on a few points the most glaring being my presumption that I would be studying the canonical texts of ‘dead white men’.  However, my greatest benefit was unforeseen.  My aesthetic appreciation of the intellectual has grown, which has enhanced my understanding and receptiveness to divergent opinion. 
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