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I would never describe myself as academic. Intelligent, somewhat. Inquisitive, definitely. Hard-working, instinctively. So, when I discovered that these attributes would put me in good stead, I was pleasantly surprised. I left high school in my final year. to move to Britain, with no qualifications. They say, “youth is wasted on the young”, while I made some mistakes, I don’t feel like I wasted my time. I feel like my academic potential was just lying dormant. I started working in an Irish bar when I was 18 and while it wasn’t a dream job, it was a gateway into another job. A job that I would teach me about life, friendship and above all, how to communicate. Over the next 10 years, I interacted with hundreds of people every day. Working as a bartender is a unique experience, complete strangers would tell me things that they couldn’t tell their closest friends. Most of the time, they just wanted someone to listen. Sometimes they were just looking to unburden themselves. I didn’t know it at the time, but my ability to listen, sympathise and show compassion would become skills that couldn’t be taught, they could only be learnt. These skills would become highly desirable in the job market, the problem was that I didn’t have a certificate to prove my ability.
In the canteen at my workplace there was a poster encouraging employees to ask about apprenticeships. I had enrolled, on-boarded and applied myself seamlessly. The lecturer had encouraged me to go for a distinction, saying that I had potential. I was up to date with all the assignments and was enjoying the experience. With every passing week, my confidence grew. However, on 5th of March 2023, just weeks away from completion, everything changed. That morning, I went to work as usual, although I hadn’t been feeling well. I didn’t wake up until the 16th of March in a hospital bed. I had suffered a bacterial brain infection; I was paralysed down the right side of my body. I had lost the ability to speak and was only able to communicate through grunts and pointing. Fortunately, my recovery was quick, and I was soon moving about, interacting with medical staff, other patients and visitors. Unfortunately, when you are hospitalized for several weeks, there isn’t much to do. I wanted to use the time to catch up with my course, however as I was on sick leave and the learning was provided through my employer, I wouldn’t be able to hand in any work. I still had access to the learning material but discovered very quickly that due to brain damage, learning on-line had become extremely difficult. My attention span and ability to retain knowledge had been affected. I felt the only way to overcome these new obstacles would be to continue my education in person.
I had always felt that the realm of higher education was out of reach. I felt that I wasn’t disciplined enough and that I lacked the intellect to succeed however, my experience with my apprenticeship had offered some encouragement. When I applied for the course, I was apprehensive. So, when I received my acceptance email, I was elated. On the day of my induction, I had felt really calm and there was even a sense of belonging. My first day of class was straightforward, everything that was expected of me was attainable. Show up on time, listen, answer questions and express my opinion. I wasn’t quite sure how all the parts moved but I was sure that once explained, I had the skills to achieve. It was made clear from the beginning that referencing would be important in any work that I submitted. Having only ever had to use referencing when quoting a movie or song, I was concerned by this new concept. I am one of those people that don’t only need to know how to do something, I also need to know why it is necessary. While I believe that most people share thoughts and ideas to inspire others to have thoughts and ideas, one also wants recognition for that inspiration. The philosophical idea that “helping others is the most selfish you can do”, isn’t based on science but there is satisfaction in knowing that one has helped others to learn something new. I also came to realise that referencing was essential to check if the source was credible and the information could be corroborated. 

One aspect of my academic learning that I was unsure about was note-taking. It is something that was under utilised in my first term but, I felt confident of my ability to understand the subjects. Going forward, I will need to get into the habit of using this tool. More note taking would have been particularly helpful when writing a reflective report, lesson learnt. As the different note-taking techniques were being introduced in class, I found myself being drawn to the “sentence” and “mapping” techniques. Combining the two together made me feel like I was paying attention to what was being presented and at the same time I was able to form my own relationships between the ideas.  When I typed “note taking methods” there were over 620,000 search returns, most articles ranged between 5 to 13 most effective methods. While scanning through the articles, I quickly identified which methods appealed to my way of learning. I don’t see myself having a preferred method, rather combining them together. Of course, as with any new skill, I will need to practice and form habits. 
When it comes to research, I feel confident in my ability to seek out information. I am able to navigate my way through a search to get the results I’m looking for. I listen to many explainer podcasts and one bit of advice that every researcher gives is, if a fact has only one source, then don’t use it. Always cite multiple sources to back your evidence. I am an avid Wikipedia user, which has a reputation of being unreliable. However, due to its unique editing method, Wikipedia has become more reliable. It has an accuracy rating of 80% but is generally a good starting point for most subjects. Trolls and agitators now have social media to spread false information. Going back to my earlier point, I wouldn’t use Wikipedia as a sole source of information and wouldn’t use it for sensitive or specialised subjects. Fortunately, I enjoy reading and acquiring new knowledge, so research gives me the opportunity to relax. I feel that along with soft skills, researching is the best way for me to succeed. 
In conclusion, I feel that I have in no way excelled in my first term, I enjoyed myself. Punctuality, reliability and curiosity will get me to an acceptable level. However, want to go further than acceptable. I will strive to make the most of every lesson, engage with my lecturers and support my fellow students. I know that my ability to avoid distractions will be tested at times, but I will endeavour to keep myself focused on the goal. This is my opportunity to achieve something that I never thought possible, not because it was impossible but because I didn’t have the desire to be successful. My success will not be measured by those next to me but by the voice in my head, driving me on to be better every day, but also telling me to take a break occasionally because I deserve it. I am fortunate to have friends and family that are supporting me, they will keep me focused and grounded. I have everything I need to fulfil my potential and I go into my second term full of confidence.
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