My First Year

Ahhh, here I was, at the cusp. My first steps to go out and save the world. Computer geeks, psychologists, soldiers, teachers, financiers, they could scoff all they wished. For when the environmental excrement hits the proverbial cyclonic fan, they wouldn’t be needed; it will be those of us in the environmental science professions that will be called to save the world. This is the real front line to which I have been called, saving the oceans, coral reefs, forests, the ozone, the world.

 That’s what I liked to say to myself on that first day. Actually the truth was I was very unsure I could do this, what about all the new people I was about to meet? The long winded words lecturers were going to use with impunity which flew over my head like the North Sea wind that flies across the Yorkshire beaches? All that computer jargon that the younger students used fluently. If only I had done that computer course or listened a bit more attentively at school instead of thinking about the recent weekend or the one that was approaching. Trying to remember chemistry terms that hadn’t been heard for a very long time, hearing the word “Bunsen burner” when the last time that was heard, it was a surety never to be heard again. As a mature student, surely I was too set in my ways to join the “Fresher’s week” when they were going to try to make me do some bizarre student prank larks. 

As Mark Twain once said “95% of our fears never come true and  those that  do are never nearly as bad as we thought.”  The first day came, passed without a problem and so did the next day and suddenly we were off and galloping through the first semester. The university wouldn’t have accepted any of us if they thought that the education they were offering was unattainable by us. The courses were set out to start with small steps with a lot of support and guidance. Basically, it’s a lecturer saying, “here’s a topic, please go off and read what you can and get back to us with what you find.” A dreaded scientific presentation was over in five minutes.  Sure, there are ways to write, academic and scientific writing is very much like learning a new language, but the university provides the first year student with a dictionary and guidance for that new language. Lectures expressly formulated to show us how to write this new language, how to set out scientific papers, how to find information on the internet and the library resources. There are advice centers with full complements of staff specifically aimed at helping students find information and utilise it.  Guidance is given towards all resources with a massive library, access to even more books and then if still not available- visits to the British library. Not forgetting our great friend and crutch, “t’internet” (as we say up here in the North East.)

 The lectures are, for the most part, like being actively warped into an advanced edition of a National Geographic Channel program, with full awareness that this is really relevant information for our future professions as well as being an interesting way to discuss real issues without the emotion of the mass media and any outside influences except for the attainment of the real facts as they stand and what, if anything, can be practically done about them.
 The practicals, going out into the field with “quadrats”, “transect belts” and even a humble “ruler”, are all a great laugh and a sure sense that this beats what the normals are doing, back in their classes, studying the vagaries and variables of economics or pedagogies. There are also the “free electives”, choose any subject that interests you and go forth. For many of us, that is SCUBA and for others, Global Environmental Issues or even Theatre Lighting with hands on work at live events and  taking care of the back stage technical side that the drama school takes on.

So what advice did I receive that I used, didn’t use or would like to have heard?  The best piece was that I just had to “suit up and show up”, that’s 90% of the battle won, absolutely. Practically, it’s a good idea to get there early, looked around and get familiar with where everything is and how things work. How do I top up my photocopy card? How do I top up my computer printing account? Where is the students union office, what do they do?   In which section of the library are the books for my arena of subjects? The modules always recommend some books; these books are a great investment if you enjoy that subject because the lecturers would have used them when preparing the course. Internet book shops have great deals and can be a hell of a lot cheaper than high street stores for maybe an earlier edition or a good quality second hand copy. 
For environment based courses, there’s a good chance a lot of time will be spent there, in the environment that is. It gets bloody cold, it rains and it gets muddy so a visit to an outdoor clothing shop is essential to stock up on good clothing for all possibilities of weather in this sometimes not-so-fair isle. Some of us formed an informal study group and bounce ideas of each other for projects and assignments and ask and answer each other’s questions or give out extra pieces of information gleaned in a private chat with a tutor. Often it can feel like the blind leading the blind but most importantly it’s a great laugh. The support, camaraderie and feeling of being in the same boat as we chart the seas of first year is a great buzz.

Do the work, get it done on time, do an honest job. Most importantly, have a good time.  Relax, take it easy, do not struggle. Take advantage of everything on offer.  Don’t put off exam preparation or assignments, except maybe to write a short essay to next year’s new students. It helped this new student last year.
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