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Higher Education Academy Student Award Competition 2010:
 “A soft option? What is difficult about English studies or Creative Writing?
Runner-Up: Lara Clayton, Blackpool and The Fylde College 
Nine hundred and twenty-eight days ago I made a decision.  It was different from the other decisions I’d been making, or rather not making...  This decision was about life, reclaiming it and proving people wrong.  I wanted to be somebody else, to hide the labels that had been pinned upon my skin since I was sixteen, and to not be judged or pitied for my past.  There was a box on the UCAS form I could have ticked; I paused...  and left it blank.

Nine hundred and twenty-eight days ago I took a difficult step.  My legs wanted to be an unmovable tree stump; roots sprouted from feet, burrowed into the carpet and planted me firmly within the soils of hesitation.  An erratic butterfly was caged within my chest, dusting bloodstream with doubt and pumping the poison directly into mind.  It would have been easier to have taken a step backwards; the existence that waited behind me didn’t include expectations, essays or exams, but it was also void of purpose.  And never to find my meaning scared me far more than the door that led into a lesson about stylistic analysis...  My hand shakily depressed the handle, pushing against uncertainties, deracinating feet and forcing self to enter the English Language, Literature and Writing degree.         

Nine hundred and twenty-eight days ago my life was allowed to begin.  However, none of those days has been simplistic or uncomplicated; each has been a challenge both emotionally and intellectually.  There were moments when I considered quitting, but that would have meant I was choosing the soft option, while staying, studying and making it to the third year – 101 days until graduation – was an option that required me to climb a mountain, covered in hawthorn bushes, that never promised to be effortless, pain-free or unproblematic.  

Over the last nine hundred and twenty-eight days I’ve completed twelve essays, eleven exams, four writing portfolios and one dissertation.  I’ve written over 75,000 words, and have spent an uncountable number of hours reading and studying and worrying...

And then, 75,000 words are threatened by unsubstantiated comments, and generalisations that attempt to shadow English studies and Creative Writing in cynicism.  Individuals standing on the outside of the English degree, believing they have a right to judge, to deem the subject pointless, and to label it as a “Mickey Mouse” course.  The Feminist Critics I have studied, would revolt at such a claim: firstly, they’d probably wonder why Minnie Mouse was missing and then secondly, like anyone who has studied or is currently studying English, “What?” would transcend with bitterness and hurt from their mouths.

I’m not studying Language, Literature and Creative Writing because I believed it would be easy; it means something to me, so important in fact, it feels like an assault upon my own identity when individuals cast negative assumptions upon its merit.  When it is inferred that Literature is inferior in stature to Mathematics, that Language isn’t as beneficial as the Sciences, and that Creative Writing has little academic value, my ideas and thoughts suffer the same branding: They’re inferior, meaningless and without value.

However, I have spent the last nine hundred and twenty-eight days learning.  I have been taught by lecturers who believe in their respective subjects, and who have the ability to inspire minds with their knowledge.  And I’ve listened to them; taken notes and read every handout I’ve been given.  By the second year, my lounge had unintentionally transformed itself into a study; academic books had started to build themselves into towers, and I now gaze upon a cityscape of textbooks.  Amazon no longer recommends works of fiction, but instead suggests books about Deconstruction, Pragmatics and Poetics.  Its recommendations are frighteningly accurate, highlighting that English isn’t just about improving one’s collection of ‘great’ literature, and that as English students we need to acquire skills that extend beyond an ability to read.  I’ve been asked to discuss, analyse and consider – thinking and questioning, while ensuring I can validate ideas with appropriate theoretical models.  Therefore, this degree requires my time, attention and commitment, not just during lessons but outside of them as well, and thus, it has affected my priorities and my life.

Nine hundred and twenty-eight days ago I entered into an unwritten agreement, and I have given every hour possible to ensuring that it’s fulfilled.  I’m cursed (or maybe blessed?) by perfectionism, which demands and expects more than I feel capable of giving – but I try.  The nights are usually wide eyed; a chance to use hours that others dreamily waste.  I’ll sip coffee at 3am, searching an essay for mistakes as an internal voice insists, “It’s not good enough... you’re going to fail.”  The voice has a tendency to provide narration to accompany my studies, pushing me to discover that independent thought that might enable me to reach the higher classifications.  It forces me to produce an excessive amount of drafts for a poem or a piece of prose; first drafts are merely a myth.  Good writing is only attainable through constant rewriting, causing drafts always to be more substantial in volume than the finished 5,000 word portfolio.

During the last nine hundred and twenty-eight days I’ve waited and worried for grades to be returned.  I’ve sat there as though a judge has just passed sentence on my life, convinced I will soon stare failure directly in the eye...  Thus far our eyes haven’t met, but the relief doesn’t remain.  “You’ll have to achieve that mark again, you’ll have to better it,” says the internal narrator, and I become concerned by ‘What if...?’  A panic attaches itself like a barnacle to a rock, waves of doubt batter and then the tide fails to ebb; they all think I’m waving.  Perhaps they haven’t read Stevie Smith’s poem...             

However, for nine hundred and twenty-eight days I’ve been determined to climb the mountain.  I’ve been accompanied, for most of the days, by self-doubt: worrying I’d fail, that I was incapable of achieving the expectations I had placed upon myself, and scared that I wasn’t strong enough to make it.  But as the days progress closer to the summit, to the day when I hold three years of hard work in my hand, I realise that the things we fight for are far more important than those that have been acquired without struggle.

And when somebody asks: “What’s difficult about English and Creative Writing?”  I reflect upon the last nine hundred and twenty-eight days, and I think to myself: What’s easy about it...?
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