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Higher Education Academy Essay Competition 2007:

What advice would you give to students starting your course?

Michael Aicken, Open University

I am a mature student studying part-time (whilst working full-time) for a BA Honours in Literature at The Open University (OU) and my advice here is given with the hope that it will be useful to someone contemplating a similar course of action.  In offering advice on studying for a degree in literature, it is difficult to forget one of literature’s most famous scenes of advice-giving.  In Act One of Hamlet, Polonius advises his son, Laertes, on good conduct and faultless living as Laertes prepares to return to study in France.  Polonius speaks a series of pithy maxims, whose impact is perhaps best shown by his inability to follow his own advice to ‘Give every man thy ear, but few thy voice’.  In this play of good counsel ignored and bad counsel followed, it is sobering to all would-be givers and takers of advice to recall that both Polonius and Laertes come to a sticky end.  Samuel Johnson memorably described Polonius as one who ‘excels in general principles but fails in the particular application’ and so, with Dr Johnson in mind, I intend in this essay to offer advice of as ‘particular application’ as possible.  

My first piece of advice is not to spend too long in contemplation.  As Samuel Johnson said ‘Life is not long, and too much of it must not pass in idle deliberation how it shall be spent’.  Consideration of studying part-time for six years, of contracted leisure time, and of sunny weekends spent essay-writing may not benefit from prolonged reflection.  My personal experience is that the various demands on one’s time tend solely to increase with age, and that two years spent considering starting a degree course are two years which would have been more productively spent enrolled on the course.  It can be a formidable prospect to initially enrol on a full-length part-time course, such as the OU’s ‘Introduction to the Humanities’, and I would recommend trying a short, inexpensive, ‘taster’ course first.  My first attempt at OU study was the twelve-week course ‘Shakespeare: An Introduction’.  In completing the two assignments, I was given: confidence that I could find time for study; reassurance that I still enjoyed studying; useful practice at exercising my rusty essay-writing skills; and, not least, 10 points (out of 360) towards my degree. 

My second piece of advice is on preparatory reading.   It is always advisable to read as many set-texts as possible before the course begins (and, for the OU, reading lists are available online), but it is also a good time for the indulgence of reading, for example, that lengthy novel you’ve always wanted to read; as, with the course underway and course materials and set-texts to read and re-read, the appeal of reading for pleasure, say, the 900 pages of David Copperfield will be small. (And, yes, it’s still sitting unread on my shelf.)  As well as set-texts, the most productive preparatory reading that I undertook for my course was in reading both literary essays and about how to write literary essays.  Instructive essays full of useful examples of how to present an argument, and how to engage with current critical debates are perhaps most readily available in the introductions to books in series such as Oxford World’s Classics, Penguin Classics, and The Everyman Library.  For more particular advice on writing undergraduate essays there are plenty of self-help books available; my favourite is Practical Criticism by John Peck and Martin Coyle. It is an excellent guide on how to efficiently structure an essay and how to develop an argument based on close reading of a text.  Its chapter ‘Twenty Questions’ based on ‘hints and tips’ for poetry analysis helpfully provides answers to those questions that you may think of, but often feel too embarrassed to ask: questions such as ‘What is the worst mistake anyone can make in poetry criticism?’, ‘What is [an] examiner looking for?’ and, vitally, ‘Why is the word ‘O’ used so often in poetry?’.

In common with many literature students, I came to the subject through my love of novel-reading and it is the study of poetry and drama that I need to work hardest at.  For poetry, my best investment has been The Norton Anthology, a large, single-volume, chronological anthology which, by a mix of casual browsing and close reading, has given me a practical introduction to 1000 years of poetry in English.  I have enjoyed reading poems that I might otherwise not have read and, by flipping backwards and forwards, from the poems by Christina Rossetti, for example, I have been able to put her writing in context with that of her contemporaries.    My other advice for poetry is extremely practical – try writing some yourself.  This could be done by taking the OU’s short course ‘Start Writing Poetry’.  I took this course and I found that my enjoyment and appreciation of the craft of, for example, writing sonnets and villanelles, has been enhanced by my own meagre attempts at writing in these forms.  For drama, my advice is again practical – try to see as much as possible – if not at the theatre, then on film.  I have found it particularly helpful to read a play (or, more usually, an opening scene) and then to compare my thoughts about staging and performance with the decisions made in a production that I have subsequently gone to see.

To succeed in a literature degree you will need, among other things, knowledge of social, political and literary history, a technical vocabulary of literary terms and an ability to write lucidly in support of your ideas.  This is a daunting prospect, and it can seem difficult to know where to start.  Samuel Johnson once commented on teaching that ‘while you are considering which of two things to teach your child first, another boy has learnt them both’ and, following this, my advice is not to worry where to start, but to get started.  You will ultimately have to discover which methods work best for you, and this will undoubtedly be taken by following advice from different sources and, through trial and error, finding what you prefer.  In this spirit, my final piece of advice is a blend of both Samuel Johnson and Polonius.  As Johnson said of reading, ‘A man ought to read just as inclination takes him; for what he reads as a task will do him little good’, and as Polonius said to Laertes, ‘to thine own self be true’.   
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