How does your experience of your course compare with any expectations you may have had?”

 
I had only a week to consider my expectations of my course.  Most people would take considerably longer.  Why?  Well, I only decided a week before it started that I would take the plunge and become a student again.
 
First time around I studied for a BA in Art History at Leicester University.  In my spare time I became a Voluntary Police Constable and worked at my local station for three full shifts a week.  I was obsessed with becoming a police officer and had been since the age of twelve.
 
I joined the police full time weeks after I graduated and spent the next five years working in CID, as a Sergeant and passing my Inspector exams.  My life was fast paced, exciting and stressful.  I loved it.
 
By the age of twenty-seven however I had pretty much burnt myself out.  Eighty hour weeks, stressful court cases and dealing with serious crime was taking its toll.  I suddenly realised working in the middle of a large city with hardly any free time that I had not seen the countryside for what seemed like years.  When was the last time I had smelt the sea or visited a garden?  What on earth was I doing?
 
I knew I had to make a change.
 
Scared and nervous I handed in my notice and took myself off to the Amazon rainforest in Ecuador for three months of conservation work.  It confirmed for me that what had been missing from my life for so long was Greenness.  Landscape.  Life.
 
Back in the UK I spent hours looking at the internet trying to work out how I could earn enough to live whilst working in an environmental based organisation.  My qualifications suddenly seemed useless.  Fine – I had proved I could disarm a man with a knife and survive being petrol bombed in a riot – but somehow this just didn’t seem to cut it when applying for jobs in the ‘real world’.  People, I think, thought I was mad.
 
So, I embarked upon some serious soul searching.  How was I going to break into this field with only a detailed knowledge of crime and a degree in art history?  Why hadn’t I done that Geography degree I’d thought about instead?  Why hadn’t I listened to my parents? Who was going to listen to me?  Who would believe me when I said that actually, I had really known deep down from a very young age that I was interested in the Big Outdoors?  Growing up in New Zealand with my own vegetable patch from the age of three was great – but there was never a space on the application form to write it.
 
With no job in the pipeline and my bank account protesting I suddenly realised that if I wasn’t going to take the easy option and go back to the police I had to re-train and get some experience.  It was already nearly the end of September and if I was going back to uni I had precisely a week to work out where and what course.  If I couldn’t get started this year I had another twelve months of career turmoil ahead.  I couldn’t bear it.
 
Time, or rather lack of it made me act.  I searched and searched the internet looking for my new career.  Would cyberspace help me?  With a little help from my sister I decided that Landscape Architecture was the job for me.  Land, art, outdoors, plants, water, sunshine – it was perfect.
 
A hasty phonecall to Gloucester University and a day later I was meeting with the Head of the Department.  Was there space left for me?  To my delight there was, but would this new career give me the same thrill I got from flying down the roads with my blue lights flashing?  Would it fill the aching hole I had in my soul since l left the police?  Would I feel like I was still doing something useful?  Would completing the course make me think I had made the right decision about my career? Would it let me become a qualified Landscape Architect and allow me to find work? Was there any way in the world any course could fulfil all these expectations?  My demands were high.  The course had to deliver.
 
Half way through the first year and the course has given my life a new dimension.  The pleasure I get from studying a subject which is so deeply connected to who I am and what gives me pleasure is mind blowing.  It may sound silly but only seeing the rough and tough side of life in the pursuit of a career, thereby denying myself the joy of being outside in the countryside left me thoroughly unhappy.  I understand completely now why looking after and enhancing the landscape is fundamentally important.  For me.  For you and for our future children.

 
Some days it is hard of course.  Some days I lament the fact I am a poor student again and have had to ban myself from shoe shopping for two years.  Some days my neck aches after I had been at my drawing board all day.  Some days I never think I will understand how to use all the computer systems I have to get to grips with.  Some days it is all I can do to wander around the beautiful campus and remind myself how lucky I am to be studying in such a picturesque place.
 
Without this course I would not have fully realised how totally central to my life the environment is.  I relish the chance to be a part of a movement which cares about it and works to create beautiful spaces for other people to enjoy too.  This course has reminded me that there is great beauty in the world and life is not really full of drug dealers and murderers.  This course had reminded me that it is ok to trust people and that not everyone is a criminal which is what I was really starting to believe.  This course has given me back my life.
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