What advice would you give to students starting your course?
Kate Littler
Good boots are better than good grades.

Controversial I know, but hear me out. Of all the helpful hints, practical pointers and informative insights I could bestow from my four years of being a geology undergrad, the one golden nugget I’d definitely pass on to the next geological generation is this…for goodness sake, invest in a good pair of boots!

This is a piece of wisdom I wish I’d heeded, when my much loved old boots fell apart half way down a bleak, drizzly, Scottish mountain on my first fieldtrip. Oh the joy of trying to negotiate a sheer, soaking wet, slippery patch of Quartzite, whilst the flapping sole of your boot is doing its best to leave itself behind. If I thought my dear old boots, which had seen me through countless camping trips from the age of twelve, would stand up to the extremes of the bitter Northern elements, I was dead wrong. So even though it’s a real pain in the wallet, especially in that first (astronomically expensive) term, invest in a good leather pair that’ll last you forever.

So the moral of the story is this: be prepared. Not wishing to sound too much like Baden-Powell, this really is the most important message I would give to aspiring young geologists. Be prepared for hard work. Be prepared to think laterally and to solve problems. Be prepared for some truly appalling weather and be prepared for a really wonderful, life changing experience. Good grades are of course still important - try getting into a good department without them - but good boots and the desire to get stuck into one of the most interesting, broad and challenging subjects on offer is going to be infinitely more rewarding in the long run.
I’m not sure what I expected when I started my degree. I always knew I was interested in the natural world and wanted to know more about the deep oceans, the high mountains and the far-off planets, but geology had never really occurred to me as a career. I suppose I’ve ended up a geologist by happy accident, using a pin and a prospectus to decide my future. And while I’m aware that that wasn’t the most logical way to decide on a degree, it turns out it was the best decision I ever made. 

There has never been a better time to be a geoscientist. From finding new ways of getting at untapped oil reserves to finding innovative solutions to climate change, a degree in the Earth Sciences is going to make you one of the most employable graduates in the market. So first of all, give yourself a pat on the back for making a great decision. Secondly, it’s time to think about how you’re going to make the best of your time at your chosen department. 

Geology has become an increasingly quantitative subject in recent years. This means the image of the dusty old academic who can tell you all about a Stegosaurus’ pelvis, but couldn’t do their 12x table if their life depended on it, is largely an artifact of the past. There is maths in everything. 

Geophysics: Maths.

Climate science: Maths.

Volcanology: Maths.

Palaeontology: Yes you’ve guessed it, maths. 

But don’t despair! Although all of this quantification has lead to our department being re-dubbed ‘The Department of Applied Mathematics’ by some, it has made our subject much more useful and respectable in the wider world. If you put numbers in it, you make it testable and valuable. So I would advise new geologists to embrace the numerical side to their degrees. If, like me, you don’t have a strong affinity for mathematics (and if you’re honest it’s actually a downright pathological fear of mathematics), use the help that’s on offer. Work that little bit harder at understanding it, because it is useful. Honest. 
Don’t ever leave something you don’t understand until later. That’s a really important rule to live by in this subject. If you think to yourself, “I don’t have clue what’s going on, but I’ll just muddle through and learn it when it comes to revision time” think again. Geology is a very interconnected subject, even though it might not seem like it when you are staggering from a ‘Physics of the Deep Earth’ lecture to a ‘Philosophy of Evolution’ class. Information and concepts from one area are frequently used in another (seemingly totally unconnected) branch of your course. Don’t let key concepts escape you. I really didn’t understand isotasy in my first year, but I put off trying to get to grips with it because I found the lecturer a bit intimidating. This was a mistake I came to regret when the exams came round. 
 Don’t be afraid to ask a ‘stupid question’ in class. Chances are there are at least three or four other people in the class who are thinking just the same ‘stupid thought’ and are really glad you asked. It is far, far stupider to never find out the answer.
Perfect your time management skills. Geology is a subject where you will have many hours of lectures and, if you’re lucky enough to have the opportunity, regular tutorials. While your friends who do English will complain about having a lecture a week, you could easily be trying to cram in 20 + hours of lectures during an average five day period. But look on the bright side; you will definitely be getting your money’s worth from your tuition fees. And you are almost certainly going to have far more amusing anecdotes about that-time-we-got-stuck-up-that-mountain, than that guy who took PPE.  

Most of all I would say enjoy your studies. Revel in the fact that you’re doing a subject that will mostly be greeted with ‘oh right, that sounds…interesting’ and at worst ‘Eh? You do what?’ by people you meet in the wider world.

You are walking a unique path, yet you are far from alone on it. If you work hard, get involved and never give up, you will come to realise that, like me, it was the best decision you ever made. 

