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Higher Education Academy Essay Competition 2007:

What advice would you give to students starting your course?

Greg Dean, St Martin’s College, Lancaster

It had been ten years since I had collected my somewhat average A-level results and as I waited for the degree course to start, I had a number of concerns. I had not written an essay for a decade and although I loved reading, it was Clancy and Banks rather than Chekhov and Brecht. In truth, I feared that the three years of training to be an English teacher would be a process to be endured, a professional requirement to be obtained and a struggle to complete. About to graduate, I can tell you that it will be hard; I can also tell you that it really could change your life. 
As the first lecture started, it became clear that I was at the base of an alarmingly steep learning curve. As I looked around the tiered rows of seats there were an array of faces, ages and responses. Some nodded and smiled knowingly, others scribbled furiously and filled pages of their books with notes, yet some wrote nothing at all. Is this not new to them? Have they heard of ‘verfremdungseffekt’ before? He spoke for an hour, without notes, introducing the set texts. I had read the books over the summer and would advise any new students to do this; you do not want to be starting Middlemarch the night before. I must also warn you that while completing the reading list might feel like the first accomplishment on the road to the degree, it is not always as beneficial as you might imagine. 
Sure Gatsby is all about wealth and the American Dream, but when asked to consider the way the colour of Gatsby’s car acts as a mirror to catch the protagonist’s shadow and uncover his illusionary character, I was more than a little unsure. I would urge you, in this first lecture, not to panic. I remember trying to connect the dots and thinking about the gigantic blue eyes of Doctor T. J. Eckleburg. The lecturer, however, had moved on and was now talking about Conrad. Heart of Darkness, okay, no problem. “The horror, the horror.” Clearly this quotation is the centre of the book and the key to the whole ill advised expedition. Oh, the preceding words you say, the impact they have on the cry Kurtz emits. Who? King Leopold of Belgium? Right, need to brush up on some history then too.
Whether you are prepared for it or not, the course will entice you into another world. The academic environment and the range of texts open a door. The combination of lectures and seminars, peer discussion and tutor feedback pushes you through it. I expected the degree programme to broaden my mind and give me a deeper understanding of literature. I did not realise that I would start talking to non-student friends about the way the noise of Nora’s slammed door and Hedda’s fired pistol raise similar questions. When asked at the bar, “What are you two talking about?” I really did not expect to hear myself saying, “Ibsen, you know, the Norwegian dramatist.”
If things like adverbial phrases, reflexive pronouns and abstract nouns leave you scratching your head, I recommend you invite David Crystal round. He has been sitting on my shelf since the first Language module. At the start of the course I knew nothing about word classes or grammatical structures and in terms of having a fluent linguistic meta-language, I was Manuel from Fawlty Towers. However, as the days become weeks and the lessons become modules, you are invited, inspired and encouraged to take giant leaps. For example, I could now talk to you about illocutionary force, superordinates and multimodal discourse. We could discuss the merits of Chomsky and Piaget and I could tell you about that 1975 debate 
at the Abbaye de Royaumont in Paris, before suggesting that Halliday and his boy Nigel seem to be on to something. At no point before starting the course did I expect that I would be able to do any of that.
I expected there to be sections of the course where the focus was on poetry. Thankfully our studies started with contemporary poets like Armitage and Leonard. Their ability to capture sound stunned me. I found that technical knowledge opened more doors. Finding out about Petrarch and his sestets, octaves and the role of the volta, led to an appreciation of form. New students should prepare for a sudden desire to start counting syllables. Once you start you cannot help but look for signs of uniformity, searching for the one line where the syllabic count differs, in a quest for hidden clues left by the poet like breadcrumbs. Before you know it, you will be talking about soundscapes and looking for semiotic trails. You will find yourself engaged with voices, images, and emotions colliding together in a space created by the poet, delivered by the poem and released by your mind. I did not expect to have this kind of connection or appreciation, but I would urge you to pursue it.
Some of the teaching methods that you can expect to encounter will be cutting edge, innovative examples of pedagogy. Some tutors will make use of snowballing strategies, sorting exercises and create a learning climate full of visual, auditory and kinaesthetic stimuli. Copious handouts will supplement close text readings, videos will put plays on the stage, while art and photographic images will inform and expose contexts and movements. Most of all, I would urge you to make the most of seminars. In my experience they often provided an opportunity for the tutors to spark debate about our interpretations and the author’s intentions. Personal response was encouraged, guided by the tutor’s interventions, leading to genuine moments of understanding and enjoyment. That said, at some point you will probably face death by PowerPoint. This is torture. Prepare yourself for it, suffer it and promise never to subject anyone else to it.
You will probably be hoping the course will prepare you to teach. I would advise you to expect it to do much more than that. It has given me strategies to steal, teachers to emulate and started a discussion about English that I want to continue. My experience comes with a recommendation and a warning. The recommendation is for anyone deciding whether to join the course. The warning: you might enjoy it much more than you are expecting to.
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