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This reflective essay examines how I tried to adapt to an environment, that was completely new to me, the university.  I focus on the experience of trying to complete and submit my first Academic Skills portfolio. I had never written an essay before, used a university library or had to prepare references. At the age of 45, alongside a 40-hour night shift and family life, I enrolled at a university in Wales to study in English, what is not my first language. In class, we learned about information researching, CRAAP test, using the online library, references, and the structure of PEEL paragraphs. But when it came to actually putting the portfolio together, I was faced with the reality, that it was a huge task. At the heart of the experience was how I tried to balance my academic and digital skills, especially source finding, writing, and time management, with work and family life, while the deadline was fast approaching. Of course, unfortunately I ended up submitting my work late.
Before the portfolio, I was in a very contradictory state. On the one hand, I was happy to finally be able to work on a real university assignment, rather than just looking examples in class. On the other hand, I was unsure whether I would be able to do it at all? Alongside family, work and constant fatigue. I was a little jealous to the students who had more time, because this is their only „job” and recent high school experience. When I actually started working on the portfolio, my initial interest quickly turned into stress. I was frustrated that I had trouble finding anything in the online library, and I wasn't sure if I was using the references correctly. I kept thinking that I was behind schedule and because this was serious university work, I couldn't make any mistakes. After when I finally submitted it, I had mixed feelings. I was relieved that at least I hadn't given up and had completed something. However, I was disappointed that I had missed the deadline and knew that my rushing had resulted mistakes. According to Cottrell (2019), the key to academic success in higher education lies largely with the students themselves. They need to manage their own learning, allocate their time and energy, and develop strategies that will help them succeed. Godfrey (2018) points out that it is not enough to rely solely on the reading list provided by teachers for university assignments. Students are expected to search for materials independently and consciously choose which texts will be useful for a given assignment. I felt that this was a harsh but very clear indication of how much I still had to learn.
Looking back on my first portfolio experience, I can clearly distinguish between what worked relatively well and what caused me serious difficulties. On the positive side, I found the topics covered in class particularly interesting. I had no problem with the digital part either. I spend a lot of time with my computer anyway, so using it didn't scare me. Another positive experience was that my first presentation went quite well, which gave me a little confidence. The negative side, however, was quite strong. Mainly in the areas of time management and academic writing. I simply started working on my portfolio too late and ended up missing the deadline. This is the opposite of what the literature on learning skills recommends. According to Cottrell (2021), successful learning also requires students to consciously think through their goals, assess their time and resources, and plan ahead to complete their tasks, rather than trying to put the work together at the last minute. In contrast, during my first major assignment, I experienced enormous stress due to the last-minute rushing, which led to a decline in the quality of my work and resulted errors such as reference mistakes. The situation is similar when it comes to reading and using sources. I had difficulty finding what I needed in the online library, and it was not always clear how to incorporate the material I found into my writing. It also became clear to me that my situation as a working student with a family caused extra difficulties. Burroughs (2019) emphasizes that learning is a particular challenge for adult students who are studying alongside work or remotely. They have to balance university assignments with work, family life, and other responsibilities.  Therefore, conscious learning strategies and appropriate support are particularly important for them. I immediately recognized myself in this. The stress associated with the portfolio came not only from the difficulty of the task, but also from trying to fit it all into an already overcrowded life. Overall, I feel that this experience helped me to see my strengths, such as digital skills and critical thinking. At the same time, it also highlighted my weaknesses, especially time management, academic writing, and the conscious use of resources.
When I try to look at this experience from the outside, it is quite clear that several factors from the past came together at the same time. One of the most important is that I have been working full-time for many years, on night shifts, and I also have a family and a child. The university was a completely new project, in my life, but I treated it as just an extra task that I would fit in somehow at the end of the day. I didn't set any specific time for studying, or did I break the portfolio down into smaller steps. It was almost inevitable that everything would be left to the last minute. This situation also revealed that, as a student, I still rely heavily on my old patterns. In my previous and current jobs, it is enough to be able to handle the workload, be disciplined, and do what you are told. At university, much more independent planning, thinking, and conscious information management is required. Here, decisions have to be made right at the beginning of the process. What do I read, what will be my sources, how do I structure the text? The portfolio showed that I am still beginner in this. I tried to learn everything at once, while my schedule was the same as before, and I worked according the logic of doing it in the evening or tomorrow. At the same time, it is also clear that not everything is about weaknesses. I have a relatively stable foundation in digital skills. Critical thinking is also close to me. I don't believe everything at first glance and like to question the information. According to Cottrell (2023), critical reflection is much more than simple thinking or storytelling. It is a consciously constructed, focused process in which we work with our own experiences to better understand the situation and our role in it. The presentation experience showed me that even if I get nervous, when I have to, I can pull myself together and stand, in front of others. Overall, I feel that this first big task was a kind of mirror. It highlighted that, as a student, I still need to seriously improve my time management, academic writing, and the basics of using sources, and I cannot allow myself to rush at the last minute. At the same time, it also showed me that I have strengths that I can build on. The next step is to combine these strengths with the new academic expectations and better manage my own learning process.
If I honestly evaluate my first portfolio assignment, it is clear that I should have approached it differently. The most important things would have been to start the work much earlier and not wait until the deadline was getting closer. As soon as the assignment was given, I could have started looking for sources, taking notes, and slowly putting the different parts together. The process would have been much less stressful if I hadn't tried to do all the reading, writing, and everything else at once, in a rush. Another important lesson is if I was unsure about something, such as how to use the online library, I could have asked for help. It would also have helped a lot if I had made a simple plan earlier. When to do what, when to read, when to write, when to check my work. I feel that although this first serious assignment turned out to quite chaotic, it was still an important lesson. It showed me that my old approach no longer works and that I need to be more conscious of my time and learning process. In the future, I would like to approach similar tasks by planning ahead, starting earlier, and not being afraid to ask help before the chaos gets too big.
In the next term, I would like to organize my studies more consciously, especially when it comes to a written assignment. The biggest problem with this portfolio was clearly that I started too late, so in the future I want to start all similar tasks at least two weeks before the deadline. In addition, I would like to set up weekly study slots that fit my work schedule so I don't only deal with assignments when they become urgent. I also plan to make more conscious use of university support. If I get stuck on something, I will ask for help. In my SMART action plan, I will try to turn these principles into specific, measurable goals so that I don't do the same thing with the next task and end up rushing and falling behind.

SMART Action Plan
Overall goal: By the end of next term, I want to submit all written assignments on time, starting at least two weeks before the deadline.
Specific: For every written assignment next term, I will:
· start working on it at least two weeks before the deadline.
· book two minimum 1 hour study sessions per week (after night shifts or on days off) to read, take notes and planning my writing.
· ask help from my tutor or the library if I get stuck with the search or referencing.
Measurable: I will:
· keep a simple log with the start date for each assignment and my weekly study sessions.
· aim to have a full first draft at least three days before the deadline.
Achievable: Each study session will last minimum 1 hour, which fits around my night shifts and family life. Two sessions per week are realistic for me and still more than I did for the first portfolio.
Relevant: For better time management, reading and referencing skills will:
· reduce my last-minute stress.
· improve the quality of my written work.
Time-bound: This plan will run for the whole next term. I will:
· apply it to every written assignment
· review my progress at mid-term
· and reflect again by the end of term on whether I met my goal
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