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The harsh reality of being a student?  I can’t quite decide what that is.  We arrive at university ready to get his amazing thing called a degree which is going to get us this amazingly well paid job at the end of it.  Well, we certainly work out quickly that it is not that easy.  Being pulled in a large number of different directions at once is not something that is easy to cope with if you are not used to it.  Study, money, a part time job, your expectations, your parents’ expectations, social life, boyfriends and girlfriends.  Individually, they are not so bad but when they collide, as they often do, it can be a real challenge to stay on top. But all in all, when you think about it.. juggling and balancing all these different areas of one’s life is a pretty good way of preparing for the rest of it.

As the Vice Chancellor remarked growing a sense of order from what appears to be chaos is an important capability in a complex world. So how do we learn to make sense of it all and put life in some form of order?  Learning this is invaluable, because the harsh reality of being a student is you have to choose from the rich menu of life how to spend our time. Learning how to make the right decisions to keep everything moving in the right direction is another important skill for living in a complex world.

Preparing for life – how exactly can you do that?  As young people, we are always being told by those who are older and wiser that life will throw many things our way; but it is what we catch and how we juggle them that ultimately defines who we are and who we become. So we need to prepare, be armed and ready to go out into the big wide world, stand on our own two feet and take life in both hands!  At the age of 18, when that journey begins for most, it is a scary, exciting and fascinating world and in our minds, we think we can achieve anything!  We really will make a difference to the world.  And while it might be misplaced, surely we need such self-belief to survive and prosper in a world, which can be as unforgiving as it is giving.

Then the reality of being away from home for the first time kicks in, being in unusual surroundings with strange people and being told that the way that we behave and what we achieve over the next three or four years will define the rest of our future.  Wow!  that amazing bright fantastically well paid future seems a lot more difficult to achieve.  I remember sitting in my initial talk from the head of department thinking this is amazing, exciting, exhilarating and down right terrifying.  I was sitting amongst people, most five years younger then me, convinced that they all in some way knew how to play this game that is Law better then me, that they knew how to secure the contract at the end better then me, that they had the edge.  During that first talk, we were informed of the fact that a law degree is a full time job that everything should revolve around it.  This was difficult to comprehend due to already having a full time job, but I drank it in and hung onto every word because this was it, this was the start of my journey.  And oh what a journey this is proving to be.

I have fast discovered that to juggle all the things I wanted and needed to do - study for a law degree, have a full time job to support myself, take on an executive position with the Students Union, various volunteering pursuits, a social life and occasionally sleeping and eating, and still fit in as many nights in Rubix as I could.. I was going to need to be superhuman!

Analysing my problem

So, I took a step back.  I guess that to survive in this complicated world we have to be able to analyse problems so what was my problem? My personal life was sortable, my job was sortable and the volunteering slipped into place, sleeping and eating would come later!  I realised the one big area that I needed help with was my degree and career.  I attended a number of talks, read reams and reams of literature, spent hours on the internet until I was square eyed trying to find this elusive answer or formula that was going to make the heads of Chambers want to employ over the 50 other candidates.  So far all I have found out is there is this amazing thing called other skills.  Apparently getting a first is not enough!  Employers want us to show that we can network, communicate, participate, be adaptable, be flexible, solve problems, manage and lead change and all this with a big smile on our face and be a fantastic team player to boot.  As if all this was not enough I had to learn a new language  - law! Latin, English and legal jargon.  

But what does “Preparing students for a complex world” actually mean?

In my legal studies and my work, I have always been taught that if you are going to find the meaning of something you need to look at it closely and in detail.  Preparing – getting ready, getting together the things that you need in order to do something.  Students –  well I know about these. Complex – sounds intricate and difficult to understand with lots of bits. The world, I guess, means the world of work or just about everything. 

And students wonder why it is not all laid out for them!!!  Look at in another way, how can a university prepare through the training, support and guidance it provides, 14,000 different individuals each with their very specific chosen pathway. The answer is it can only do so much to help me as an individual.  What I learnt very early on in my work and my studies is that if you want help and support you go and find it yourself. The lesson we all have to learn is that we have to be responsible for our own destiny – we have to be responsible for preparing ourselves for what lies ahead.

The second lesson I have learned through my work and my studies is that you can never be totally prepared.  Life is just not like that.  We adapt and react to the situations and issues that are put in front of us. For example, my first conference at work.  I had to organise and facilitate an event for about 20 providers of training within our district.  I had to make sure everything was set and ready to go.  I sat down and I looked at it, thought about what I had to do such as invitations, agendas, security passes and most importantly catering and worked out how to go about it so as to make sure that neither I nor my boss looked stupid.  I made mistakes, largely in forgetting to invite a couple of people until a few day before and silly little things but I went through the process and I learnt.  I took a problem, I looked at it, I worked with it, I spent nights lying awake worrying about it. 

There was just too much going on and I couldn’t anticipate everything that would happen. What I had to be able to do though was respond quickly when something unexpected did happen. But I certainly learnt from the experience.  And that is another important preparation for life. Treat experience as a resource for learning. You never stop learning.  The people at the top of their game are there because they know what they are doing. They keep up to date, they find out what they need to know and they seek out new ways of working with problems and strategies that will keep their business fresh.  They have learnt that secret.  Learning does not stop with the receiving of a degree certificate whilst standing in front of your family with your mother crying about how her baby is all grown up.  If anything that is the start, the beginning of the rest of your journey.  

Only the other day, a new project landed on my desk.  My line manager approached me and informed me, that she had loaned me out in return for a chocolate brownie to the team opposite to conduct all necessary working for the moderating meetings within the district.  I looked at my desk and saw the pile of work already there and thought how on earth am I going to do this? By nature, I see such things as a challenge and, largely thanks to my mother; I am stubborn to a fault and took the bull by the horns.  Onto the intranet I went, I arranged meetings with the person I was taking over from and learnt all I could.  I looked at my workload, cried and then thought of a way of working with it.  I have come up with a solution which has good contingency plans including should something happen to me and short of King Kong making an appearance, I think I have most areas covered.  So I think working with a complex world is also about attitude.. not giving up when you feel overwhelmed and to know where to go to search for help and answers to your problems.

I think that SCEPTrE is trying to embrace that very culture.  Through its aims of transforming the students on this campus into critical, creative enquirers, it will be helping to equip students with a little bit of what they need to cope with this wonderful but sometimes difficult world. These skills obviously need to go alongside absolute perseverance and dogged determination to get where you want to go. 

The University of Surrey boasts one of the best graduate employment rates in the country.  There must be something happening on this campus that is causing this, something in the water (or beer) or in the food at Chancellors that was creating these capable and motivated graduates.  

Having been on campus for a little while before I became a student and having completed my first year, I have realised that there must be help out there to be able to crack the code.  So I scanned and my word is there a lot of help out there!!  Not only with this amazing new centre we are launching, but through the DAVE project on campus, help with writing skills, help with research skills, careers seminars, the careers service, the personal tutor system, the Union Sabbatical team, and a whole host of other training and support available and yet when I have spoken to students they sometimes feel that they are in the middle of a swirling mass and they don’t know how to get from the eye of the storm and improve the chances.  The University of Surrey and its many programmes create amazing opportunities for students and yet there seems to be a lack of knowledge of these in the student body.  I believe it is nothing more then completing the picture.  There are a lot of dots out there to help us prepare for the big bad world, and only by going between the dots such as the careers service, centres like SCEPTrE, and personal development, can a student see the picture as a whole. 

In an ideal university, all students would be able to have access to the exact plan of how to reach their career goal.  If you look at quite a niche course such as law, the understanding is that there are two ways to go – solicitor or barrister.  However, do you work in the city, abroad, in criminal or civil law, defence or prosecution, do you take a solicitor or barristers position or look into politics or policy instead.  There were 180 students in my year when I started; every single one had a different dream.  There is so much diversity, it would be great if there were some magic formula that our lecturers could use and make it easier for us but there isn’t.  There is no obvious route for graduates to take.  This is why a student needs to take the help available to them and to take responsibility for the rest.

 When I first started, I saw the separate sections of my life – my study, my work, my social life and my personal life – when in fact they are not separate.  They are an integrated and connected whole.  By taking elements of each of these areas, I can get somewhere near that formula that is going to get me a great pupillage and a tenancy.  But alongside these skills and all the help that you can get, there is something else that I think I have found in most students that I have spoken to.  A sheer determination to come out of the other side of the degree with a great grade and a bit more besides.  I think that is what makes the graduate employment rate so high. The students themselves.  The university can only hep us prepare so far beyond that, it is down to us to prepare ourselves for this wonderfully complex world. What the student must remember is you cannot prepare for everything, life is not like that.  Forest Gump is right, life is like a box of chocolates you never know what your gonna get, but by having a little idea of the selection of what might appear and knowing a little bit about how to deal with it you’ll go a long, long way. 
Natacha is well placed to describe what being a student is really like. After leaving college at 18 she worked in a number of businesses and now works in a Government Department. She joined the University of Surrey as a Law student in September 2005 but she has also been working 37 hours a week as a Civil Servant to help finance her studies. Not content with studying and working she took on the responsibility of Placement and Employed Officer for the Executive Team in the Students Union and through this role has tried to influence and contribute to SCEPTrE's work with students.  Being able to juggle jobs, study and a busy social life, prioritise work and perform well in exams is all part of a higher education experience that is embedded in the wider context of living a fulfilling and productive life.
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