Reading English at Cambridge
The following is some undergraduate advice predominantly regarding the structure of the first year studying English Literature at Cambridge. Accordingly, the information below is based on personal experience and it should be noted that the information is based on a subjective view. Hopefully this will be useful to you when beginning your course at Cambridge. It mainly covers the first year at Cambridge as you will learn anything you need to know about subsequent years in the course of the first.
English at Cambridge
Studying at Cambridge will be an experience unlike any you will have undergone before. English is different to most other subjects here, with the exception of History, because so much of it revolves around personal study. How well you do therefore depends much more on your own motivation to work than perhaps a science subject for example, where a student is guided through the course with organised practicals and seminars. 

The Cambridge English course offers a huge variety of literature for study and this is one of the reasons that makes it such a great subject to study here. Another is the fact that this university houses some of the most respected experts on various periods in the world – and these are the people that will supervise and lecture you. The opportunity to learn is an incredible one, and one that should be taken advantage of wherever possible.

The Structure of the Course 
Part I is studied in the first two years of your three years here and comprises:

Paper 1 – English Literature and its contexts 1300-1550

Paper 2 - English Literature and its contexts 1500-1700

Paper 3 - English Literature and its contexts 1688-1847

Paper 4 – English Literature and its contexts 1830 – the present

Paper 5 – Shakespeare

Paper 6 - Literary criticism
Paper 7 - European languages and literature

Paper 8 – English language for literature 1300 – the present

Paper 9 – English literature and its contexts 1300 – present (open dissertation)

Paper 10 – Early medieval literature and its contexts 1066 – 1350

· There are lots of combinations of papers, but Papers 1 and 5 are compulsory i.e. they MUST be sat as an exam. 
· There is a dissertation option that may be chosen as a kind of coursework option to replace one of the other papers. 
· A portfolio of three essays may also be substituted in place of one of Papers 2, 3 or 4. This option, combined with the dissertation, would mean you would be able to sit fewer exams. 

· You will have to choose some form of language paper, so either Paper 7 or 8. Paper 7 offers you the choice of French, Italian, German, Greek or Latin – and prior knowledge of these languages is useful but not absolutely essential. If you are really keen to try Italian for example, and you took A Level French, you will probably be allowed to take the Italian paper. If you don’t wish to do a foreign language paper, you can choose Paper 8 instead which looks at the development of the English language throughout literature. 

Part II is undertaken in your third year and allows you the opportunity to expand on interests you have discovered in your first two years here. It involves a compulsory dissertation and two compulsory papers, as well as two other papers which you yourself will choose from a huge pool of possibilities. You can see that Cambridge really does offer you the tools to help you on your way – first you are given the chance to learn a comprehensive timeline of literature in your first two years and then allowed to take that wherever you want (within reason!)

Learning at Cambridge

Lectures: These are actually optional for English students – a perk for which you will be envied by your scientific and mathematical peers! At the beginning of every term your Director of Studies will give you a booklet entitled ‘Notes on Courses’, a copy of which can also be found on the English Faculty website. This booklet outlines all the lectures planned for the term including the lecturer and the time and venue of each one. Lectures can be very subjective, but it’s definitely worth checking all the ones out that seem relevant because they can be a really good way of getting the facts around a period or author without ploughing through mountains of books. You can attend any lecture, so feel free to go to one that sounds interesting, you don’t have to just stick to the ones pertinent to your work! All lectures take place at the Faculty on Sidgwick Site – more about that below. You may also attend lectures in any other subject – no restriction. A full list of all lectures may be found in an edition of ‘The Cambridge Reporter’, which can be purchased in the Cambridge University Bookshop, or most of the main bookstores we have here.
Supervisions:
Every term you will study a different period, so for example in your first term you might study Paper 2, second term Paper 3 and third term Paper 4. You will have a weekly essay to hand in to your supervisor, who may well not be from your college, and a supervision on that essay. Usually supervisions are in pairs or threes; sometimes you may be alone if there are an uneven group of students in your year or your partner is ill. Supervisions aren’t scary as long as you’ve prepared adequately for them. All supervisors are different, but generally they use your essay and the points raised merely as a base for discussion – so you may end up discussing something very different from where you started! As well as this weekly paper, you will study Practical Criticism every week, which forms part of Paper 6 (Literary Criticism). This requires no research from you (your period paper most definitely does) but is an exercise designed to help you recognise how a work of literature creates the effect that it does. You will have to write an essay for this too and have a weekly supervision. 
Classes:
Classes are still supposed to be active on your part – they aren’t another form of lecture! Your professor will be teaching, but really classes are meant to promote discussion among students. You will have a class on your language paper whether you choose Paper 7 or 8 and the format of this may change termly; for example you may study Italian grammar in your first term before progressing onto actual Italian literature in your second. Dependent on your supervisor, you may or may not have a weekly class as well as your supervision, where all the English students from your year at college are expected to attend. Sometimes such a class takes place before a supervision so you can throw around ideas on a given piece of literature which you will then write on for your weekly essay, but sometimes it will take place after and on an author or work that you might not otherwise cover. It is entirely up to your supervisor what format the classes will take, but it is likely that s/he will organise at least a couple in the course of a term.
Private Study:
This is something that vastly differs from student to student. A large part of your time will appear to be gloriously free (lectures take place in the mornings, so even adding in 2 supervisions and a class appears to give you 2 free afternoons and the weekend). However this is definitely a dangerous thing to think!  It’s very wise to make some kind of routine where you work every day, although giving yourself at least one full day off every week. This is another good point about lectures; they do force you to get up and out of bed so you can structure your day better. You have the freedom to decide when in the day is most productive for you – but be warned, your weekly essay will NOT be successful if you try to read the primary literature, background criticism and write an essay on the morning that it’s due in. The sheer volume of work makes it impossible to do anything last minute, so it really is better to pace yourself throughout the week. All the reading lists are available on the English Faculty website, and it’s a big help to read at least some of the books you’ll be studying during the vacations. Preparing even just a couple of books will help you feel more relaxed, especially in Freshers’ Week when it would be virtually impossible to prepare a decent essay on ‘Paradise Lost’ if you hadn’t read it previously!
Resources:

· The Peterhouse Ward Library is a great library which contains most of the books you’ll need. If there is one that you’d like to get in, you can always request that the library buy it. Word of warning though: there are usually between 6-10 English students in a year here, and that means that every week 6-10 people need the same books as you. Unless you get there pretty quickly, you may find that the more assiduous among you have already pipped you to the post. In which case, don’t despair, as there’s always…

· The English Faculty Library which is based at the Sidgwick Site – the same place that houses the lecture theatres and rooms. The Library is a fantastic resource as it contains multiple copies of most really useful books, and in cases of REALLY popular books, they keep one for reference only. It’s definitely worth registering here as soon as possible and familiarising yourself with it – just walk in and they’ll tell you how you go about registering. Both libraries have an online catalogue which allows you to find what you need with the minimum of fuss.

· The University Library is a copyright library, one of only a handful in the UK. It’s situated on West Road behind Sidgwick Site. You probably won’t need to come in here in your first year at all, but it’s a good place to remember if there’s some obscure book that can’t be found in either of the other libraries. You cannot borrow books from here during your first year but you may photocopy anything that you think might be useful. 

· The English Faculty website – www.english.cam.ac.uk. This website can answer any question you have as it contains past exam papers, examiners’ reports, portfolio and dissertation options, lecture times and reading lists. Before coming up to read English here, it would be a good idea to check out some of the information available on here.

Studying at Cambridge can be a rollercoaster. There will be weeks when you feel despairing of ever quite getting it but there will also be weeks when you feel like you’re walking on air because you really did get it. I believe that English is a subject where you really do get back what you put in, so although it may be tempting to do very little once away from the often restrictive environment of A Level studies, I would strongly recommend trying to set up some kind of routine for study. This is a truly fantastic place to study English and it will grant you amazing opportunities – if you’re open to them! It is entirely possible to do all the social activities you want to do as well as studying a substantial amount of literature: it’s all a question of getting the balance right. Good luck!
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