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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?

Graham Williams, Open University
 “I have no nostalgia for my Oxford days at all and am happy never to have to sit an examination again.” 

(Alan Bennett, “Untold Stories”, London 2005, Faber and Faber)

This year I am 61 and starting the fourth year of study for my BA Hons in Humanities with the Open University. So far, I have completed an arts foundation course (A103 Introduction to the Humanities), an introduction to art history (A216 Art and its Histories), and two courses in reading classical Greek (A296 and A396). Now I am starting to focus on my real interest, which is English language and linguistics, and I intend to spend the next three years in this area, finishing with a degree ceremony around the time of my 65th birthday, I hope.

My expectations of the OU were unformed when I started, based only on what I had read in its publicity material. Previous experience of degree-level study in the ’60s had left me bitter and angry about academic institutions in general. Having gone up to London as a bright youth with good A levels but also with difficulties in my personal life, I met, and at 19 could not deal with, a casual, unsupportive attitude in the academic staff, some of them world-renowned but mostly much more interested in the progress of their reputations than in that of their students. The OU could hardly be worse in that respect, I felt, and it provided an opportunity for me to show the world that there is more to me than I was ever able to reveal all those years ago.

I started my first OU course expecting that I probably would not have to adjust my life too much to accommodate it, being able, in semi-retirement, to find time that I never had before. At the beginning, I intended to use the OU to improve my modern foreign languages. Privately, I did not expect it to be too taxing. 

The experience so far has been rather different. Learning to write an essay, for example, a thing I thought I did not have to be taught, but to rigorous and clearly defined standards that were never explained or expected forty years ago, caught my breath like a cold bath. Cut-off dates for assignments, generously spaced as they are a month or so apart, have loomed ahead unrelentingly through each year. And I had forgotten the strain, physical as well as emotional, of a three-hour exam.

Everyone who knows the OU speaks of the excellence of its course materials (regularly to be found on the library shelves of other, more traditional institutions); of the friendly, accessible and supportive tutors; of the value of the careful feedback returned with each marked assignment; and of the success with which the OU has overcome the difficulties of distance to create a motivational climate in which solitary students rise to achievements some of them never thought possible. Reflecting on my own personal experiences with the OU, however, I find four that stand out.

The arts foundation course, A103 Introduction to the Humanities, was impressive in its breadth. It widened my knowledge of paintings and sculpture, of literature, history and architecture, and it introduced me to philosophy and religious studies. I learned to pay close attention to the text, and, most importantly, I learned for the first time the possibility of objective study: that one can, for example, study religions without having to be religious. To be an ornithologist, it is not obligatory to be a bird.

Reading art-historical writing in A216 Art and its Histories, I satisfied myself that what I actually wanted to do was look at the pictures, not read what non-painters had to say about them. This, as far as I am concerned, was a positive result, and one that points up the OU’s great strength: the ability it gives to each student to determine and modify the course of study at all stages. The OU student is not committed to his or her original choice until the completion of the degree course; it is possible to start uncertain, and refine your ultimate objective as your preferences clarify.

Learning Greek, I quickly found that I can no longer learn by heart the declensions and conjugations of an inflected language. However, I achieved good results in both Greek courses (even a Distinction in the first!). My previous life seems to have taught me some expertise in filing and retrieving information, and with the OU I have become a little wily about the important business of preparing for examinations. It may after all be true that age and cunning can be an adequate substitute for youth and energy.

The fourth of my memorable experiences occurred very recently, with the arrival of the parcel of materials for my next course, U210 The English Language: past, present and future. This is the first of three courses on English language and linguistics that I intend to study. It is, in part, the subject area that I performed woefully badly in for my first degree in 1965. I read the opening chapters of the first course book, about the place of the English language in today’s world and about its development, and I looked at the study guide to see what the rest of the course has in store. I found myself genuinely excited, thrilled like a small child being promised a treat. At my age, with no interest in football, this is not an everyday sensation. The Open University is giving me a second chance: a chance to do what I know I should have done, and could have excelled at, forty years ago.

I can therefore say that my experiences with the OU so far have been instrumental in giving definite shape to expectations that were originally neither ambitious nor particularly optimistic. Now they are both, but I have confidence enough to say that I do not expect them to be disappointed. Unlike Alan Bennett, I find I am looking forward to a few more examinations.
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