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Why Study Geography, Earth or Environmental Sciences?

The Higher Education Academy Subject Centre for Geography, Earth and Environmental Sciences (GEES) is offering students the opportunity to submit their thoughts and experiences in an essay of 1,000 words. The competition is open to anyone studying Geography, Earth and Environmental Sciences (or related subject) as part of their higher education course.

The winner will receive £300 and have their essay published in the GEES Subject Centre’s magazine Planet and on its website.

Applications must be made on this form and submitted electronically (as an e-mail attachment) to info@gees.ac.uk, with the subject line “Student Essay Competition 2009”. The deadline for submission is 27 March 2009.

Remember to read the competition guidelines and criteria provided on the competition webpage http://gees.ac.uk/projtheme/sawards/2009/sawards09.htm
before starting on your essay!
If you require any further information please don’t hesitate to contact Susie Bissell via email susie.bissell@plymouth.ac.uk or by phone 01752 585962

Competition Entry Form

Please make sure you have completed all the boxes on the application form before you submit your essay
1. Your details 

	Title
	Miss

	First name
	Holly

	Surname
	Stowell

	Course title and type
	Environmental Science, Undergraduate Masters Degree (MEnvSci)

	Year of course
	4th

	Department
	 School of Civil Engineering and the Environment

	College / University
	University of Southampton


2. How did you find out about this competition?

	Via an email sent by my school to all students


2. Your essay

Please type your essay into the box below (the box will expand as you type – you can also copy and paste into this box).

	Introduction

The past four years of my life have seemingly evaporated and I am currently wondering how on earth I am 23 years old and nearing the end of my university career; I will graduate this summer with a Masters degree in Environmental Sciences from the University of Southampton, both a terrifying and thrilling prospect. The question, ‘why study environmental sciences?’ provides the perfect opportunity to reflect on my time at university and hopefully provide an insight and useful advice for those considering higher education. 

Why Study Environmental Sciences?

After taking the opportunity to study Environmental Sciences at A-level, and loving every second of it, it was a natural progression to apply to one of the best environmental science courses in the country. Acceptance on to the course was a truly fantastic moment. I have long-held a great respect and fascination regarding the natural world and the billions of interactions that occur every day to keep the planet functioning and our lives supported. It will also never cease to amaze me how much we take every day activities for granted, such as turning on a tap or popping to the supermarket, and the huge inequity and inequality encountered among our own species. Environmental sciences, because of its hugely diverse nature, provides an opportunity to understand how we and other species are maintained, by studying natural world processes, and also the chance to develop skills to assist sustainable development and address some of the greatest challenges facing the world today. The green revolution is the next vital wave of development and I plan to be sitting on the crest.

Studying Environmental Sciences

I commenced higher education as a diehard fan of the more traditional ecology-based topics associated with environmental sciences; modules in these areas were the dominant type offered during the first and second years which can be seen as both strength and a weakness of the course. During the third and fourth years a greater balance was struck between these traditional subjects and the up-and-coming sustainable business world, which is now where my interest and career path lies. The huge range of modules available and the highly flexible nature of the course allowed me to tailor my degree and specialise to create a profile highly suited for my future career in the sustainable business world. This is a unique strength of the course and subject and is why I would strongly encourage other to study environmental sciences. 

At this point I would also like to take the opportunity to dispel a commonly held preconception about environmental sciences. I realised this issue after a telephone interview on BBC Radio One, who were doing a feature on universities, as I was preparing to leave for Southampton for the first time. I was asked by the presenter what subject I was reading. My reply was met with comments including, “Isn’t that a bit of a doss degree?” and “So, are you learning to hug trees then?” This encounter, along with many others over the years, has made me realise just how far society has to go regarding understanding of environmental issues and sustainability, which has to become integral to our existence. This is a great challenge to be embraced and even more reason to study environmental sciences. When I am now asked what I am reading my response is usually, “environmental sciences, and no that does not mean learning how to hug trees!”

Good Lecturers: A Vital Ingredient
Of course, this fascinating and diverse subject would be nothing without the right educators. The nature of environmental sciences allows modules to be taken from many different disciplines: environmental sciences, geography, demographics, chemistry, economics, and the list continues! I felt it was vital to establish a broad knowledge base and, to truly understand issues surrounding sustainability, it was important to study these other subject areas. Varying levels of teaching ability were encountered throughout my university career but the environmental sciences lecturers consistently provided a learning experience that has fulfilled and surpassed every expectation of university education; it is impressive to encounter lecturers who are truly passionate about what they do and want to teach others. Good lecturers are an absolute must when considering whether to apply for a course.

Through modules developed by such individuals, I have taken part in many activities that are not afforded to colleagues in other institutions. All of these experiences are too numerous to list but over the past year alone I have assisted with the sustainable set up of a large UK festival, implementation of the internationally recognised sustainable business standard ISO14001 at one of the largest retail centres in the UK and have undertaken an environmental audit of a multinational company where myself and a colleague were in sole charge of proceedings. Needless to say I now have a fantastic looking CV and potential career opportunities with these companies I have encountered; my skills set and up to date knowledge of environmental business has placed me in a highly advantageous position in a field that shall expand exponentially over the coming years.

The Future

As stated, I am soon to leave university behind and enter a hostile jobs market in these tough economic times. Am I worried? Well, the honest answer is that yes, I am. However, I know that I am in a very fortunate position as I have a great deal of real-world working experience in a sector that is the future of business and industry. This is thanks to the past four years of great teaching, a great variety of modules, a great university and a great deal of hard work! I realise I am fortunate in the sense that I had a firm idea of what subject I wanted to study and now the area in which I see my future career; not everybody is afforded the same luxury. My main advice to those considering environmental sciences, or a related discipline, is to go to as many open days as possible and talk to existing students to get a feel for the subject and the hosting university. Also, do not view environmental sciences as a ‘soft’ degree, I write this essay sitting in the main university library which is my home for approximately ten hours each day! It is a highly challenging degree subject in an ever changing field where graduates are at the forefront of their subject and actually have the potential to make a real difference and lasting contribution to society.
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