English at Downing
Course Structure

The Cambridge course teaches you about literature from Medieval times to the present day. Downing, helpfully, works chronologically (thus coinciding with lectures). So the structure of your Part I will be something like this:


Term 1: Medieval 


Term 2: Renaissance 

Term 3: Shakespeare 

Term 4: 1688-1847 

Term 5: 1830-present

Alongside these periods you’ll be studying Literary Criticism and your language paper option: each week you’ll have an essay to do for your period paper supervisor, and work for literary criticism and for language (which often constitutes two shorter essays.) 

Supervisions

You have these in pairs, sometimes in groups of three.

Usually you will be supervised for your period paper by someone from another college. Literary criticism is often taught within college. Your supervisor for language depends on what option you have gone for. ‘Language for Literature’ is often taught in college, whilst the languages (French, Italian, Latin) are more often taught outside college. 
Normally, supervisors ask you to hand in your essay the day before or a few hours before your supervision.
Lectures

Your DOS will give you some guidance, but it’s up to you to be organized at the beginning of each term and choose which ones you want to go to (you are provided with a booklet detailing the lecture topics and times). None are compulsory.
Lectures are at the Sidgewick site about 15 mins (walk) away. 
Libraries

There’s one at Downing which is pretty well stocked. There’s another at the English Faculty which is very good. You take books out with your college card – nice and simple!
Preparation before coming up
> You will be sent an absolutely enormous reading list, that NO ONE expects you to get through. You won’t cover all these texts even while you’re here! It’s really just for your own information.
> As you’ll be doing Medieval first it might be an idea to just acquaint yourself with that era. If you’ve never done any Chaucer look at one of the Canterbury Tales. Texts that everyone seems to cover for this period are Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde and Gawain and the Green Knight (we don’t know who this is by!) By all means have a look at them in Middle English but I would just advise you to read translations so you know the stories. They’re pretty short.

> Have an idea what language paper you want to study. Options: French, Italian, German, Latin, Greek, Old English, and for those who want to stick to English: Language for Literature. You can always change your mind later, or have a go at a couple in the first term, but your DOS will need to find you a supervisor(s) when you first arrive.

> You might be sent an essay question before the start of term. There is time to do it when you come up but they give it to you in advance because they want you to able to enjoy freshers’ week!
Good points

> Very structured routine. Some subjects have loads of work some weeks and nothing other weeks. English has a set number of essays a week so you always know how much you’ll have on. 
> Limited contact time. You’ll have a maximum number of 3 supervisions a week and you can decide how many lectures you want to go to. 

> Decide what you want to study. You can, to an extent, decide what texts you want to study. You have to negotiate with your supervisor. In Part II, you can pretty much direct what you want to study.

> Two-year Part I. This means that exams in your first year (prelims) are college based and don’t count towards anything. You’ve got a lot of time to get used to the system, how you work, the standard etc. Obviously don’t get behind and it’s useful to have some good essays to revise from when you do come to take university exams, but the pressure is off. You will have to keep reminding yourself of this though, it’s quite easy to get caught up in the Cambridge work ethic!

> Downing normally only takes 6 English students a year so you’ve got a nice friendship group immediately set up for you!

> Formal swaps and The Blake Society. The latter is a society set up for the arts and humanity subjects which organises various events throughout the year. Membership is open to anyone. Formal swaps are organised by the English subject rep at Downing, allowing you to meet lots of English-y people from other colleges.
Bad points
> No breaks really. Because there’s a constant cycle of reading, writing, and handing-in, the routine can feel a little never-ending. 

> Race for books. Supervisors often tell you to have a look at some specific books but obviously your entire group is told the same thing! This can be annoying if you can’t find your primary texts, but you can substitute some of the secondary texts for others if you’re forced to. Browse the libraries. 
> No small tasks. Most of your work will be essay-writing so there won’t be many little tasks you can just complete in an hour and tick off.

Get in touch if you want any specific information/advice!

