What advice would you give to students starting your course?

My first day.  I had been sent a letter asking me to attend an introductory lecture during the infamous “Freshers Week”.  I delved into my bag and found my now tatty map, and tried to locate the lecture theatre within the seemingly endless buildings on campus.  There were others looking similarly as lost, overwhelmed by the fact we were at university.  The start of the rest of our lives.

I finally found the building I was searching for.  A crowd was gathering outside the lecture theatre.  There was a sense of nervous excitement, some people chatting away, others silent, intimidated by the situation.  I will admit, I was nervous.  But seeing all these people here, I reminded myself that we were all in the same boat, and that seemed to settle my nerves.  I tried to make light conversation with the girl next to me.  We soon got chatting, and within minutes there was a big group of us talking as if we had known each other for years.  So my first piece of advice, talk to people.  Seize the opportunity, I can guarantee you will meet some incredible new people with amazing stories to tell.

The crowd started to pile in to the lecture theatre.  After 14 years of school life, I was half expecting a classroom with tables and those terribly uncomfortable plastic seats.  This place was completely different; an endless expanse of tiered rows of seats.  I felt incredibly grown up.  This is it I thought, no going back.
A lecturer arrived and the lights dimmed.  The nervous chatter died down and the lecturer began to speak.  We were introduced to what we would be studying this year; meteorology, glaciers, social geographies and studies of the built environment of Birmingham, to name just a few topics.  It all seemed very exciting.  I have always been a self-confessed geography geek.  I am passionate about the subject, and won’t deny the fact that I was teachers pet at school.  So my second piece of advice, don’t go in to a geography degree without a certain level of enthusiasm for the subject.  I don’t mean you have to read every single journal article that is published and have an infinite knowledge of the subject; you simply need to be ready to learn, and have an interest in what you are studying.

A few weeks in to university life, and I felt completely at home there.  I had finally established my way around the once scary looking buildings, and was steadily recognising the faces of fellow geography students.  Soon essays were being set and I even managed to confront my fear of libraries, finding my way around the eight-storey building packed with books.  Oh yes…here comes piece of advice number three. You need to read.  I know it seems boring, especially when you could be out having fun with your new friends, but it really is essential.  It aids essay writing and helps even more when the dreaded exams begin to loom.

Week seven of university life.  Time for my first geography fieldtrip.  Four days in chilly Monmouth.  I was apprehensive about this; sharing a room with new people, lots of group work and dreaded presentations.  I tried to be enthusiastic about spending my days out in the November wind and rain.  After a quiet coach journey (it seems students don’t appreciate having to be awake at eight o’clock in the morning), I arrived in the beautiful Forest of Dean.  Those four days were incredibly intensive.  Out in the field all day, a few hours to prepare a group presentation, evening meal, present findings to everyone else, write up the days events in my notebook.  Piece of advice number four, be prepared to work hard.  Geography at university level is fun but tough.  I had a great time on the fieldtrip, but was absolutely shattered when I got back and slept for twelve hours solid.

Continuing with the theme of fieldwork and group work, piece of advice number five is be prepared to get stuck in.  I often have a flashback about that fieldtrip; we were measuring the areas microclimate and how wind speed changes over and around a hill.  Guess who’s group got the lucky job of measuring wind speed at the very top of the hill?  Yes, mine.  That was the most tiresome trek I hope I ever have to endure.  The five members of my group were literally dragging each other up the hill.  It wasn’t much fun washing the mud out of my trousers afterwards either, but it is all part of the geography experience.  Getting muddy and doing plenty of walking is one of the hazards that arise from being a geographer.

Earlier today I was walking around campus, and went in to the geography building.  I had to collect a booklet from our map room.  Again, at school, I have been trained to knock on doors, call teachers ‘Sir’ or ‘Miss’, and had it drummed into me that I was not as important as the adults who taught me.  At university it is different, you are respected, treated as an adult, an equal.  I was able to have a conversation with the member of staff in the map room, and he spoke to me like an old friend.  So piece of advice number six, prepare to become an adult.  Not only are you treated like one, but in order to survive you need to act like one.  You need to use your initiative; you will no longer be told what to do.  The majority of university work is independent; it is up to you to do it.  You have to take charge of your studies and how you live.  It is a huge step and can seem daunting but you will soon get used to it.

I am now in the second semester of my first year studying geography, and I know my journey has only just begun.  I have ahead of me many more fieldtrips, lectures, presentations, seminars, group tasks, highs and lows.  There will be times when you feel down and question why you are studying the subject (we all have the occasional boring lecture!), and there will also be times when you feel on top of the world.  My final piece of advice to you, enjoy it.  Savour the highs, learn from the lows and enjoy studying the most fascinating subject in the world.
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