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[bookmark: _Int_Pl7g9pt3]As a single mother of two, balancing work and study has been one of the most challenging yet rewarding experiences of my life. I am a Polish national, currently enrolled in the first semester of a business study program in the UK. My schedule is tight, working full-time night shifts at Amazon to support my family while attending university lectures, which primarily focus on professional career development. Although I have had no previous exposure to higher education, this opportunity to study in a multicultural group has opened my mind to new ideas, strategies, and perspectives that I can apply to my career and life in general. This essay will use Rolfe's reflective cycle to reflect on my learning during the Professional Career Development lectures. I will explore key concepts, such as SWOT analysis, SMART goals, the Johari Window, Personal Development Planning, Honey, and Mumford personality test and Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs, to demonstrate my understanding of these topics. 
One of the key strengths in my situation is resilience. As a single mother working full-time hours, I have developed significant emotional and mental resilience. The ability to manage both work responsibilities and childcare requires a high level of emotional intelligence, which has been shown to increase productivity and well-being in high-stress situations (Hooley, 2021). This strength allows me to remain calm and focused despite the pressure, ensuring that I can meet both my personal and professional obligations. Another strength is my work ethic. Working night shifts at Amazon while also caring for children demonstrates a strong commitment to providing for my family. According to Cottrell, S. (2019), individuals with strong work ethics tend to display perseverance and dedication, qualities that help in overcoming obstacles. Additionally, my ability to multitask balancing household chores, child-rearing, and work is an asset, which allows me to accomplish more within a limited time. One of the major weaknesses I face is fatigue. The physical and mental toll of working night shifts at Amazon, combined with the responsibilities of motherhood, often leads to exhaustion.  Sleep deprivation can impair cognitive function and emotional regulation (Dweck, C. 2017), which impacts my ability to perform tasks effectively during both work and home life. The demands of night shifts, coupled with limited sleep and personal time, can result in burnout, which poses a risk to my overall well-being.
Additionally, my social life is limited. Working night shifts often isolates me from friends and family, making it difficult to maintain social connections and support networks. Robertson (2021) suggests that social isolation can lead to feelings of loneliness and increase stress, both of which can exacerbate the challenges of balancing work and motherhood. This lack of social engagement also means that I do not always have the emotional support I need to cope with the demands of my life.
Despite the challenges, there are several opportunities available. One opportunity is the possibility of advancing within Amazon. By gaining experience and skills, I can position myself for promotions or higher-paying roles, which would reduce financial strain and improve my quality of life (Hooley, 2021). Furthermore, Amazon offers various programs and benefits that could support my professional and personal growth, such as educational reimbursement programs and access to childcare services. Another opportunity lies in time management. While the demands of a full-time job and motherhood are high, there is room for optimizing daily routines. (Dweck, C. 2017) emphasizes the importance of having a growth mindset in managing time. By focusing on efficiency and creating structured schedules, I can maximize my productivity both at work and at home, potentially creating more space for self-care and personal development. One more threat is the potential for job insecurity. The nature of Amazon's high-paced and sometimes unpredictable work environment can leave employees vulnerable to performance-based layoffs. Robertson (2020) points out that in such industries, job security can be a significant stressor, especially for single mothers who rely on a stable income. Losing my job would threaten my financial stability and potentially create further challenges for raising.
Additionally, learning about SMART objectives (Gallagher, 2022) was a breakthrough for me. The SMART framework emphasizes creating goals that are Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-bound. Robertson (2020) emphasizes that relevant goals are aligned with personal values and aspirations. In my case, the SMART analysis helps ensure that the goals I set are relevant to both my immediate needs and long-term aspirations. For instance, my education is directly tied to my goal of securing a better-paying job in the business sector, which will provide a more stable future for my children and me. 
Furthermore, as a single mother, ensuring financial independence and career advancement is paramount, so I prioritize academic goals that directly contribute to these long-term ambitions. The insights gained from SMART analysis, supported by the work of Cottrell (2021), Gallagher (2022), Robertson (2020), and Dweck (2017), provide a solid foundation for personal and career development, helping me build the skills necessary to improve my employability and secure a brighter future for my family. 
The Johari Window model has made me more aware of the importance of feedback and communication, especially in a diverse academic setting. It has shown me that self-awareness is not only about introspection but also about understanding how others perceive you. Given that I come from a different cultural background than many of my peers, I found that my communication style, shaped by my pragmatic approach to life, might sometimes be perceived as blunt or direct. Understanding this has allowed me to adapt my approach and become more open to receiving feedback, which will help me in building better relationships in both academic and professional settings. (Hampson, 2021).
The Personal Development Plan process has provided me with a structure for personal growth that aligns with my circumstances. The ability to set long-term goals while simultaneously addressing short-term needs has been a guiding principle in my academic journey. I have learned to prioritize what matters most to me, balancing my immediate need for financial stability with my long-term goal of achieving academic success and career advancement. The Personal Development Plan framework has also made me more conscious of my strengths and weaknesses and how to leverage them to improve my personal and professional life. (The Open University, 2024)
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs has been particularly enlightening in helping me understand the importance of meeting basic needs before striving for self-actualization. (The School of Life, 2019). As a single mother working full-time, my immediate concern is providing for my children and ensuring that they have a stable and secure home environment. Maslow’s theory reinforced the importance of taking care of these fundamental needs first. Once these basic needs are secured, I can focus on my educational and career goals, leading to a sense of fulfillment and self-actualization. 
The Honey and Mumford personality test categorizes learners into four distinct styles based on how they approach tasks and process experiences. According to Cottrell (2021), understanding one’s learning style can improve how students manage their studies, especially when faced with other life commitments. The four learning styles are: Activists are eager to try new things and are driven by the experience itself. Reflectors prefer to observe and think carefully before acting, often seeking feedback. Theorists value rationality and like to analyze situations before deciding. Pragmatists are practical and prefer to apply knowledge to real-world situations. Based on my experiences and reflections, I recognize that I am a Pragmatist. I prefer learning by doing, which aligns with my hands-on approach to both my studies and work at Amazon. I have found that when I apply knowledge to practical situations, such as using time management strategies at work or planning my academic assignments, I can better retain information and make meaningful progress. However, this does not mean I do not appreciate the other learning styles at times, I also rely on reflection and theoretical frameworks to guide my actions. Being a Pragmatist has been beneficial in my ability to juggle the demands of my work schedule at Amazon, my studies, and my responsibilities as a mother. Gallagher (2022) emphasizes the importance of practical application of skills in professional development, and I often draw from real-world experiences to manage tasks.
In conclusion, the Professional Career Development lectures have provided me with invaluable tools for self-reflection, goal-setting, and personal growth. By using frameworks such as SWOT analysis, SMART goals, Johari Window, PDP, and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, I have gained a deeper understanding of my strengths, weaknesses, and aspirations. These tools will help guide my journey through university, work, and motherhood, enabling me to balance my responsibilities while working toward my long-term goals of academic and career success.
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