Student Stories: Sara Cartwright

I came to be at La Trobe, I was actually about six months pregnant with my third child and for some reason I can't sit still and I decided that it would be a really good idea to go back to uni and I figured the best thing to do would be to start my teaching degree which I started at Bendigo and then when my daughter was born I actually transferred here to do the Bachelor of Arts and then go on with the Graduate Diploma of Education.

Since they built the new campus and they have separate the TAFE from, I don't know why but there was just always, you'd pass somebody in the corridor when you were over at the TAFE building and you would just sort of go "yep, g'day", keep walking. Now you stop, you have conversations, you talk about your course, you talk about what assignments are due, what assignments you have got coming up, your essays, your teachers, your lecturers, and everything sort of, everyone can relate to each other because everything we are doing is pretty much, we have got four classrooms here, everybody uses those classrooms, everybody takes subjects in those classrooms, everybody takes the same subjects practically unless you are Business or Arts or Law or whatever and it all, everybody is sort of still able to interact and I think it is a great thing that it has got a very family-orientated feeling.

I think the learning experiences themselves, I've re-learnt to write, I have always loved writing, it has always been something that I have been able to do, but it had been 11 years since I'd been to school when I came back here and I had to learn how to write all over again. So learning to write my essays, learning to write reports, all those things, it is something that I knew how to do but it was still new to me, being able to work with other people and now I can do that beautifully and once upon a time I never thought I'd be able to do an online subject because I never thought I'd be able to concentrate with the kids at home but La Trobe does offer some online subjects and I was able to pick those up to fill in my course, to fill in gaps and I did those, I did them successfully, I passed with flying colours and now I can quite easily do those things at home and not have to worry about whether I'm going to get things finished. So I have been able to write essays, I’ve been able to do online courses, all sorts of things that I never thought were possible with kids.

I was the coordinator of the Student-to-Student Learning Advisor program at one stage, I did leave that because of the demands of my own course but during that period I was able to help other students with their essays, I had students that would come up to me in class and would say "I've got this essay coming up, can you help me, I don't understand the question" because they knew that I was, not just one of the coordinators but I was a Learning Advisor so I was there, I was there to help them and the program itself is a first here in Shepparton and I know that having the advisors up there has been really beneficial. We have been able to help people throughout the campus, from all different courses, from all different subjects, and it is fantastic because we've got advisors from each of those areas so I was involved in that quite a lot. I also participated in the Connect Mentor program which basically was budding up with a first year student and that was great as well because a lot of the students that come here are mature aged students and some of them would come here thinking "can I really do this, is this something that I'm going to be able to keep up with" and I was able to say to them "hey, I'm in my last year, I've been able to do it with kids, with a husband, with a house, with a job, all those sorts of things, and it was good to be able to share experiences with other students and help them to see that it is possible to do.

Being a mature age student I had to relearn a lot of things and technology was one of them. I am normally very tech savvy but in my first year of the Bachelor of Education when I was still pregnant they introduced PebblePad in our first couple of weeks and I looked at it and I thought "okay, it's great, I can understand it, it's not too bad", and a lot of people sort of came to me and said "what you think of this PebblePad thing" and I was able to say "yeah, it's cool, I like it", but then when I transferred to the Bachelor of Arts they didn't use PebblePad anymore. When I finished that and went on to the Graduate Diploma of Education they said "we got this program called PebblePad that we use" and I was so excited because I had used it already, I knew how to use it and it was simple and easy and we were able to put all our blogs on there, all our web-folios, our assignments were all done on PebblePad and we got immediate feedback from teachers as well, so when the teachers had marked it the feedback would get e-mailed straight through to us saying there is a comment on your web-folio, log in, it is right there. It was really easy and I had no problems using it.

Definitely being a mature age student and having kids. I had to find time to do my homework, to do my assignments. I spent a lot of time here in the new campus, we have got the student area out there and it is is quite nice to sort of sit there and relax and so when my older two were at school I would come here and do this. My housework was definitely lacking and my husband probably would've liked me to spend more time at home but I got my assignments done by being able to delegate I guess. I was able to while the kids were at school, I'd come here, my other child was at daycare at that stage so if I was at home I could still spend time doing that. When the kids got home, spend time with them, dinner, baths, bed, all that kind of stuff and once they were in bed I was able to sit there and do more of my assignments. So it was just a matter of retraining myself to spend time doing those things. There are a lot of support services here, we have got the Student Counsellor so if we felt like something was getting a little bit too much for us we were able to go and see her and she could usually, if we didn't apply for an extension on an assignment ourselves, if things were getting too stressful she would go and wrangle something for us so that we had a couple of extra days. If Judy wasn't doing that I don't know what I would have done because I had used her services so many times, even just to sit down and have a chat and unwind and tell her "hey, this is what is going on in my life and this is what is going on in my learning, how do I put it all together?" and she was really helpful with things like that. Even the Connect Mentor program like I said before was something that you could talk to other students and have conversations and use them as a sounding board and then other students would come back to you and say "hey we have been through this as well" and that was really helpful to know that others went through the same thing. So I guess having the support services of the Student Counsellor and the other students and being quite a small campus was good because we are able to be more family orientated.

If I hadn't had done my course there is no way I'd ever become a teacher. So just being here for the last four years has, I knew all along that what I wanted to do was be a teacher and I knew there were steps to get to that point so just having had the university here meant that I could do it. If I didn't have the university here I could never have done it because having kids and a husband, I can't just pick up and leave and go to Melbourne or Bendigo or anywhere else, I've got my family here and I never would've done it if the Shepparton campus wasn't here, it is as simple as that.
