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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?

Ruth Warburton, Open University

It was a damp July day when I first accompanied a friend to our Local Open University Events Day.   I had no idea about the OU in terms of what courses I could do and qualifications which were available, or even how distance learning worked.   I never went to university – I started working full time straight after my A Levels, but always harboured a quiet ambition to achieve a degree.  So we went along, not even knowing if we could afford to study. 
“Interested in any specific courses?  There’s a short talk starting in about 10 minutes in the room across the hall that you might find useful.”

We were approached almost immediately by some really friendly people who turned out to all be tutors of different courses.  The talk was very informative.  Not only did it give us all the options regarding the various academic routes available, it also gave us a realistic picture of what to expect in the job market at the end of our studies, based on current demand.  I did not expect this – I thought they would simply sell us the required qualifications to achieve.
So we applied.  We filled in the paperwork –which was unexpectedly easy – my friend to do an Environmental Science degree and I to do an English degree.  Then it hit us like a tonne of bricks – actually it was more like a tonne of books!  
I thought we would be sent all the course materials at once, but, having them split into separate mailings throughout the course made my Foundation course easier to cope with as I could break the course down into manageable pieces.   I thought the Open University would only include written materials – and lots of them! -  but I was pleasantly surprised. There was the unexpected bonus of having to watch television programmes and still count that as studying!    

I did not expect there to be any audio materials either but they were a welcome distraction from the daily ‘rush hour’ traffic.    However, I’m sure I’ve scarred my nine year old son for life making him endure the classical music section and listen to the audio version of “As You Like It” – it just didn’t enamour him to Shakespeare in quite the same way I was hoping it would!  

I expected to be writing essays again and facing homework for the first time in twenty years!    However, what I unexpectedly found really helped was having all the summary comments on the front of the essay and then more detailed, pointed comments throughout – but did they have to write so much!!!

The study calendar was also an unexpected but excellent way for me to keep on track.

Having assignments to submit every few weeks helped me to focus on the time scale for the course and served as a gentle reminder, which I found invaluable, of where I should be in the course materials.

The tutor group and tutorials are another aspect of the OU which I did not initially expect but which I find very important.  They make me feel as if I really am part of a university and, after many solo hours of ploughing through the work, it is reassuring to huddle together in the borrowed classrooms of full time university students.  Discovering that our tutors are also human, and are also juggling work/life issues was another unexpected surprise.  I suppose I expected them to be unapproachable considering the short time we spend with them, but in reality it is the opposite.  They are extremely accessible and willing to offer advice which only adds to the whole positive learning experience.   

In the monthly Sesame magazine which all students are sent it is useful to read articles about changes in the way the OU is being run, including updates on the courses offered.  I originally wanted a combined English degree (Lit and Lang combined) but this was not offered when I started so I began aiming for the traditional English Literature degree.  The beauty of the OU is that they have listened to the student call for a combined degree and are now offering one to which I can change.  This kind of ongoing inter-communication with the student body is essential I think to the continued success of the university through the satisfaction of its undergraduates.  I really did not expect this kind of immediate connection – I had always had a view that universities were an institution who did not taken into account the wishes of the student body, but the OU have turned my outlook on its head.
I’m not quite sure what I envisaged when I started ‘distance learning’ - I know it sounds a little obvious to admit this and I’m sure there are a few reading this who will agree but, it took quite a while for me to grasp that whilst the OU provides everything you would need to complete the course – they leave you alone to cover the work yourself and it really is up to you to do that.  It does test your level of commitment, time management and organisation. 

How does my experience of my course compare with any expectations I may have had?  Extremely favourably.  I am now almost half way through my degree, whilst juggling a full time job, a nine year old son, a boyfriend and a life and I am loving it.  I am setting a good example for my son, proving that it’s never too late to correct past mistakes and to learn and he and I are both looking forward to my graduation.
Very early on in my experience with the OU quite a few people said to me that the OU becomes addictive.  Learning becomes addictive.  Once you finish one course there’s a big gap in your life and you fill it with another course.  I never expected them to be right but they are.  

I was expecting it to be hard, getting the little grey cells working again – and you know what?  It is hard work – but you’re never alone and that I never expected from distance learning. 
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