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Introduction
The opportunity to complete my Master of Arts (MA), Professional Practice qualification was something my line manager suggested during my appraisal. While exploring where I wanted to be in the next 5 years, I was able to have an open and honest discussion with my manager about my ambition to progress my career into a management position. We set a plan in action, and I firstly studied the Practice Educator Course (Level 7) at Swansea University, whereby I would manage a placement learning opportunity for a student Social Worker. The Practice Educator course introduced me to academic writing at level 7 and it allowed me to gain experience in managing others, to undertake formal supervision, and to assess practice competencies. I successful completed the Practice Educator course, and I then began to research an MA programme that I could study alongside working full time. This is when I came cross the MA, Professional Practice qualification. I decided on this course over other MA programmes as this course firstly offered the opportunity to reflect on previous learning and to claim credit for learning that had already taken place. Secondly, the programme offers flexibility and tailoring in line with my needs and experience, which heavily influenced me to apply for a place on the MA, professional practice programme. 
Prior to beginning the Recognition and Accreditation of Learning (RAL) module, I was confident that I would manage the academic demand as I had previously completed academic writing at level 7, and I had already completed the first module of the MA. However, I did feel less confident about moving my studies away from front line Social Work which has been my comfort and expertise for the last 12 years. I was apprehensive about setting my learning objectives and struggled to pin them down. I had not had an opportunity to reflect on my career/learning, once the opportunity arose via the RAL I began to appreciate just how much learning I had achieved throughout my career. I found reflection using a spider diagram helpful in setting the learning area and outcomes as this allowed me to visually consider the skills attached to learning I had gained. 
Within this assignment I will critically reflect on my experience, learning gained and challenges of completing the RAL module. To aid the process, by offering structure and to ensure I critically reflect on my experience, I will be using Gibbs’ (1988) reflective cycle which includes the following six stages: Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion and Action Plan. 
As a qualified and registered Social Worker, I am very familiar with reflective models, I have used them consistently throughout my career during supervision or when assessing student Social Workers. I have used a wide range of models and usually have a preference for Borton’s (1970) framework of What? / So What? / Now What? I feel that Borton is far more concise and to the point which I find often keeps me and others focused and to the point. This fits in well with the findings of my insight evaluator, which identified my preferences for order and preciseness (Insights, 2022). 
Given this assignment is a larger piece of work, requiring an in-depth critical reflection and analysis it has made me question whether Borton’s framework lends itself to this piece of work. Furthermore, and highly likely why I prefer Borton’s framework, it does not directly require the reflector to specifically reflect on their ‘feelings’ of the experience. Whereas, Gibbs (1988) has a stage to consider one’s feelings as part of the reflective cycle. Reflecting on my feelings is not something that comes naturally to me. I am a logical, methodical, and analytical thinker who is often reluctant to express my emotions to others as I have a preference for maintaining a professional relationship, keeping my emotional and physical distance with others (Insights, 2022). 
I had also given some consideration to using Siobhan Maclean’s (2016) weather model to aid my reflection. I have the Siobhan Maclean reflective cards and using these fits in well with my preference for visually learning and reflecting. The weather model consists of the following stages to aid reflection; Sunshine – what went well, Rain – What were the challenges, Lightening – What were the surprises, Fog – What was nuclear, Wind – what were the surprises what blew you off course, Storm – was there any conflict to overcome, Thunder – what was the impact of other people’s views. Although visually the weather model is attractive to the eye and I have used it considerably throughout my career, I feel it is best suited to practice issues in Social Work, and again does not thoroughly encourage reflection on one’s feelings, in the same way as Gibbs. 
Throughout this assignment it is highly likely I will also make reference to Schon’s (1991) reflective model which includes: Reflection in Action and Reflection on Action. It has been evident throughout the completion of the RAL module that there have been opportunities whereby, I have been reflecting in action for example, during tutorials and teaching, but also reflecting on action following the event. 
To ensure clear structure and for ease of the reader, I will embed Gibbs’ reflective model throughout my critical reflection by including each stage of the reflective model as a sub-heading. 
Description
The MA, Professional Practice qualification was the first academic qualification I had signed up to that was a distant learning, work-based, online qualification. I was initially apprehensive about signing up to a distant learning programme as I had only every studied face-to-face on full time programmes to date. Research carried out by Biney and Worlanyo (2015) found that distant learning programmes tend to have higher dropout rates due to the number of demands on the learner such as occupation, home life and social life. I was able to resonate with this, as this would be the first time I would be studying as a parent, unpaid carer and manager in a new role. However, Biney and Worlanyo (2015) also identified characteristics that also determine dropout rates such as personality, motivation, education background and attitude. This was reassuring as I had previously studied at level 7, I consider myself to be a motivated and ambitious person, and I am committed to achieving my MA. Although from the outset I was able to recognise this learning experience would be a challenge, I was also reassured that my mindset would help me achieve my goal of completing the MA. 
The RAL module is the second module as part of the MA. Having successfully completed module one I was confident and ready to complete the next step in the journey of securing my Masters. The learning sessions were clear, and the deadline was set for July 2023. I began to plan my academic timetable to meet the set deadline. However, whenever I had time allocated to complete the learning area and set my learning objectives, there seemed to be a block and I really struggled to make a start. Although reflection is a key part of Social Work practice, I began to reflect on the fact that this was the first academic piece of work I was about to embark on that was not in my comfort zone and within my expertise of Social Work and this was the first time I would be studying a distant learning programme. The RAL module was not asking me to reflect on my Social Work career or on my Social Work practice, but the last 5 years of my career which had progressed outside of a frontline Social Work role. 
When signing up to complete the MA, I had not considered how external, environmental, and family matters would impact on my ability to study. As I started the RAL module many external factors began to impact on my ability to allocate time to my learning and academic study, which were out of my control. My line manager had unexpectedly gone off on long term sick leave and another colleague had left a post within the team. This meant there was only two of us remanning to carry the workload of our team which would usually consist of four members of staff. As I had been given the opportunity to step up into my line manager’s post which supported my progression plans, and my only remaining colleague was a part time worker who had limited capacity to pick up additional work. I ended up carrying a significant amount of the additional workload, which impacted further on my ability to allocate time to my academic studies. I had not contemplated how much time and effort taking on a new role, being new to managing a team and covering two posts would impact on my time and ability to fully commit to my studies. On the flip side, it is also important to highlight, that although my new role was impacting negatively on my time management. The opportunity to step up into my line manager’s role provided me with a wealth of new, rich, and invaluable learning opportunities to aid my ongoing professional development. I wanted to progress into management and this unforeseen opportunity allowed me start managing a team of three employees. This opportunity allowed me to develop skills in delegation, supervision and to obtain an insight into strategic thinking. Nevertheless, due to the unforeseen environmental factors and their impact on me, I did have to apply for extenuating circumstance for the submission of my RAL module (Achinewhu-Nworgu and Nworgu, 2014). 
A further unforeseen family matter to impact on my ability to complete the RAL module by the original submission date was my caring responsibilities for my grandmother. My grandmother has a diagnosis of schizophrenia, and her Mental Health has always been unstable, with regular disruptions for as long as I can remember. Furthermore, as I embarked on to the RAL Module my grandmother was also diagnosed with dementia and palliative ovarian cancer, which further impacted on her mental health and well-being. Due to the dementia diagnosis my grandmother’s hallucinations increased, which in turn increased how often she would abscond from her home at all times of the day and night. This significantly impacted on me and my family who would receive calls from concerned neighbours, the police or her care provider who would find her wandering in a confused manner.
 Since being awarded the extenuating circumstances for a later submission of the RAL module, my grandmother has since been sectioned under Section 2 of the Mental Health Act 1993 and will be discharged to a residential unit, resulting in less caring pressure on me and my family. I had not fully considered the impact, or the level of distress, anxiety and exhaustion supporting my grandmother to live independently had on me until now. Having the opportunity to honestly reflect on my RAL journey has given me considerable insight into the lack of practical and well-being support available for unpaid carers. Livingston, Redcliffe and Aziz (2023) found that unpaid carers reported lower levels of satisfaction in life and that they experienced twice as much anxiety than the general population. Managing my grandmother’s mental health has been something we as a family have endured all our lives, and again because of this, I believe I had ‘normalised’ the situation and not given any through to the impact it was having on me personally. 
Writing this assignment has allowed me to step back from my caring responsibilities and truly reflect on the impact the role of being an unpaid carer has had on me. Although there have been times whereby my grandmother’s mental health has been stable, I have always been waiting for the next phone call and have been unable to completely switch off from my caring role. Reflecting on my experience I can relate to times whereby I feel I should have dedicated time to my academic studies, yet I was simply too exhausted to think, commit or prioritise my MA. Post’s (2008) study explored the impact of external factors on women and their ability to complete a college course, she describes my situation as the ‘third shift syndrome’ as I was now managing work-life (shift 1), home-life (shift 2) and distant learning (shift 3) having to spread myself across all three competing demands. 
I must also address the fact that I am a person who functions and thrives on pressure and deadlines. On reflection all my academic achievements have been completed very close to the submission deadlines. Although I accept this is how I have historically functioned, this does not take away from the fact that by leaving my studies until last minute I often experience anxiety, unease or sleepless nights over work I am yet to complete. I can recall a specific day whereby I had put time aside to dedicate to my studies. I started by ensuring my work tasks were completed and then I told myself I would dedicate the remainder of the day to the RAL module, learning area and objectives. However, as I sat in front of the computer screen, I just could not get into the learning area, and I found myself looking for any excuse to procrastinate. 
A further example of this was a day I had a meeting in the morning and a late meeting at 2pm, which lead to me having 3 hours available to dedicate to my academic studies. However, instead of committing to my RAL module, I was having a mental battle with myself, telling myself, ‘What can you realistically get done in a couple of hours, don’t bother getting into it now, as soon as you find your flow it will be time to go to the meeting’. I was very aware by this point that I was prioritising absolutely anything in place of my studies. I was starting to feel like this was becoming an issue for me. I then found myself looking for inspirational You Tube talks on procrastination to help motivate me or to establish techniques to overcome procrastination (Robbins, 2019). This search did turn out to be very beneficial and did impact the way I acknowledged my stress and how I managed my time going forward. 
Robbind (2019) has altered my perspective on procrastination and why I do it, which had a positive impact on my studies. The biggest lesson I learned and put into practice was to allocate just 5 minutes to my studies, as I learned from the you tube talk that 80% of people will always do more than they planned as getting started can often be the biggest hurdle (Robbins, 2019). This was further reinforced during tutorials with my allocated tutor, who would often encourage reflection and provide positive reinforcement which helped considerably with forward planning. With this shift in my thinking, I started to achieve some ‘small wins’ which in turn motivated me to continue to use this strategy throughout the remainder of my RAL module. 
Feelings
Having to address my feelings as part of my critical reflection has been something that has plagued my thoughts, as this isn’t something I am naturally comfortable doing. I have been dreading this aspect of reflection, as I really have to work hard to consider the impact of events on me personally, which I find puts me in a vulnerable position, and I hate to feel vulnerable in front of others.  

Taking on the RAL module I felt very confident initially, as mentioned above I had previously completed academic modules at level 7, and I had already completed the first academic year of the MA. This allowed me to start the RAL Module form a positive perspective knowing I have the ability to complete the module. However, my ignorance and lack of appreciation of how intrusive environmental factors and family factors could be, took me by surprise. This resulted in my family factors in particular having a negative impact on me and my ability to study, as I remember feeling defeated and feeling as though I had failed when having to apply for extenuating circumstances to extend my RAL submission date (Achinewhu-Nworgu and Nworgu, 2014).  
As mentioned above, it was early on into the RAL module that my line manager had gone off on long term sick leave and my colleague left the organisation, which impacted on my time management significantly. I had responsibility for the workload usually carried out by three members of staff for over 6 months. I remember during this time I would often feel torn and unsure of what my priority should be. In order to achieve the workload of three people, I was working extended hours to complete the work to a high standard (7am-7pm). However, my time outside of 9am-5pm is when I should have been dedicating time to my academic studies. I remember feeling conflict as achieving my MA is something that is very important to me, but I also hold my professional reputation in high regard, and I did not want to seem that I was failing at both my academic studies and the opportunity I had to step up into a new managerial role. Nakhla (2019) explored the relationship between the fear of failure and a student’s motivation and engagement. I am able to resonate with the findings in the study that conclude that fear of failure is an influencing factor to motivation and engagement. This got me reflecting back to when I was a newly qualified Social Worker and I remember the same feelings of being torn between being a team player and taking on extra tasks, being realistic about what I could manage and proving myself as a ‘good’ newly qualified Social Worker. 
The impact of having to apply for extenuating circumstances was a negative experience for me as I felt this was confirmation that I was a failure and not good enough to complete the RAL module. As highlighted in my Insights Evaluator (2022) I hold high expectations on myself and others, and having to apply for extenuating circumstances did not feel natural or comfortable as I had never in my academic career had to apply for one previously. Nevertheless, once I received email confirmation from the University that my extenuating circumstances had been approved, the feeling of relief was significant as I no longer woke through the night thinking about my studies, and it was the first time I felt I could take a breath and dedicate my time to work without feeling guilty. 
When critically reflecting on the impact being an unpaid carer for my grandmother has had on me personally, I often feel mixed emotions. I feel resentful at the fact that she is oblivious of the impact she has on my life or the lives of other family members. Yet, my strongest emotion is empathy and compassion as I cannot begin to imagine the fear she experiences when hallucinating, which cause her to abscond. Regardless of my emotions, the conclusion is always the same, and that is the safety and well-being of my grandmother is paramount and something that is very important to me. Although it has been a difficult decision to agree the best place for my grandmother is to live in a residential placement. I do recognise the stress-relief and anxiety-relief I have experienced from knowing she is now cared for 24 hours a day. The reduction in stress has been liberating and has resulted in me being able to fully amerce myself into my academic studies without a constant underlying feeling of guilt, unease, anxiety, or stress. Runacres et al’ (2021) findings echo my experience of feeling high levels of stress and anxiety when carrying out a caring role alongside studying at any level. Furthermore, Livingston, Redcliffe and Aziz (2023) also confirm that unpaid carers are reported to experience twice as much anxiety than the general population. 
Evaluation
When considering the positives from my experience of completing the RAL module, the main positive to come to my mind is having the time to dedicate to critical reflection. I had not considered just how busy I had been, which led to little reflection taking place. Having the time to dedicate to critical reflection has been a welcomed privilege. The privilege of protected time has given me the opportunity to fully appreciate and acknowledge the learning opportunities I have accrued over the last 5 years. Since completing the RAL module, I have been able to link learning that has taken place, and how that has then impacted positively on my career. 
An example of this is the opportunity I had to step up into a managerial post. As expected, this allowed me to develop my leadership and management skills such as; negotiation, influencing, decision making, empowering others, delegation and recruitment. However, this opportunity also gave me the gift of being exposed to another level of working, as I progressed from a sole operational role to an operational role with a strategic insight. I was able to gain knowledge and experience of strategic thinking and linking strategies to policies to strengthen an evidence base to decision making. It is only through the completion of the RAL module I critically reflected on this learning and development. Furthermore, I have managed to link the opportunity I had been given to step up into a managerial role and how this has subsequently provided me with the relevant skills to further my career to a regional role embedded in strategic thinking. I am of the opinion had I not been given that opportunity to develop my knowledge, skills and understanding while stepping up into a managerial role, I would not have secured my recent promotion. 
Another positive from completing the RAL module has been the level of support provided by peers and the academic tutor. This has been integral in providing, moral support, motivation, and clarification. Given the initial difficulty I had with procrastination and inability to focus on the learning area, the scheduled tutorial sessions and one-to-one sessions were a great opportunity to share experiences with peers, as well gain clarification from tutors. 
When sharing experiences with peers, this would often offer reassurance and a sense of ‘we are in this together’ which would alleviate my anxiety and stress to a degree. I would often find that my peers were either at the same point that I was or had achieved less, which in turn I found reassuring that I was making progress. We were also able to share aspects of work we were completing, and I found that very beneficial as I would adopt Schon (1991) model of reflection and reflect in action, as a peer may comment on something that would resonate with me and I would start to reflect in action and make notes to ensure I included similar themes within my own work. My experience is in contrast to Youde’ (2020) findings, whereby the 20 studies he reviewed concluded ineffective peer-peer interactions within the online element of study when a blended approach is taken to higher education. Nevertheless, I am in agreement that I too found value in my sessions with my tutor, as highlighted within the paper. 
As for the one-to-one sessions, my tutor would set these well in advance and set deadlines for me to send work to her for us to discuss the quality of my work at the sessions. As a Social Worker I have always worked to deadlines, having them set in my dairy felt familiar and comfortable to me. Although I did not always send work in advance, having the one-to-one sessions booked in my diary was enough motivation for me to complete some work and make progress with my studies. I found this particularly helpful when I was struggling with procrastination, or the ability to get anything done. When I saw the session in my dairy this would spur me on to complete work no matter how little, as I hold high expectations on myself, and I don’t like to let others down so I would complete some work as I felt accountable to my tutor (Insights, 2022). 
As critically reflected above, the challenges I feel I have experienced during the journey of completing the RAL module have mostly been environmental factors, family factors or work-based factors that have been out of my control. However, when I truly reflect on the RAL Module itself and consider the academic areas I struggled with, pinning down the learning objectives was a challenge. As I had not prioritised reflection for a considerable amount of time, getting back into a reflective mindset took a substantial amount of effort, and I was unable to fully appreciate or recognise the learning I had gained. 
I have also considered whether my difficulties with pinning down the learning objectives was because of my academic journey moving away from Social Work practice. All of my academic achievements to date have revolved around Social Work practice, and moving away from what I consider to be comfortable, was a challenge for me, as the Social Work profession has been my expertise for such a long period (12 years). Regardless of the challenges I have faced, implementing the advice from the You Tube video by Robbins (2019) and dedicating 5-10 minutes to my studies has helped me considerably to overcome the mental barrier of getting started and I often found that once I had made a start, I would manage to make significant progress. 
Analysis
When considering my overall experience of completing the RAL Module, the fact I have managed to complete it and get it submitted by the rescheduled submission date gives me a great sense of achievement. The journey of getting to that point has been like a roller-coaster and has often felt like an up-hill struggle. Regardless of the difficulties I have had to overcome, I can be proud that I got there in the end. 
There have been many positive and negative factors that have contributed to my journey, but by far qualities such as my determination, commitment, and fear of failure have helped carry me through to the end (Insights, 2022 and Nakhla 2019).
 This is by far the biggest and most challenging portfolio and academic assignment I have had to complete, and I think it’s fair to acknowledge that there have been times whereby I have taken for granted the amount of time I would need to allocate to elements of the work. I don’t think it is a case of me having been unrealistic about what I could achieve within a certain time scale, but taking for granted that I would have a productive session, which was not always the case. Nevertheless, as with any academic writing, there have been times I have managed to remain totally focused and concise, resulting in a substantial amount of work being completed in a short period of time. On the other hand, there have been times whereby I have allocated time to my studies, yet I have been unable to get started or articulate what I am thinking. I have identified that during these periods I am at my worst with procrastination. For example, when I have found myself lost for words, it is at these times I am most likely to procrastinate and look for alternative work/jobs to carry out, to avoid the stress of not knowing where to begin. 
On reflection I am able to weigh up the negative impact my work-life, family-life and external factors had on my studies, as well as the fact this is the first academic piece of writing I have completed that sits outside of my comfort zone and the area I would consider my expertise (Social Work). However, reflective practice has been embedded within my Social Work practice throughout my 12-year career, but critically reflecting on learning, achievements and progression has not been a comfortable process for me. The need to look inward and self-reflect has been an unconfirmable process that has left me feeling vulnerable at times. Nevertheless, I have valued the opportunity to have protected time allocated to reflection which has allowed me to appreciate my development over the last 5 years of my career. 
As with anything that is linked to human behaviour, I am unable to categorically pinpoint one factor that has contributed to the positives and challenges I have experienced on the RAL module. Biney and Worlanyo (2015) state that there are many factors that can contribute to the dropout rate in higher education, just as there any a number of characteristics that can contribute to success. I acknowledge that the RAL module has been a demanding module, but also an opportunity for recognition and personal growth. I think it’s important to take a holistic view on my journey and regardless of the negative factors that have impacted on me, I have been able to balance these with my characteristics and value base to succeed. 
Conclusion
Overall, the RAL Module has been a demanding module. However, I have welcomed the opportunity to stop and critically reflect on my career and appreciate the amount of learning I have engaged with and how this has developed my skills and knowledge, which has positively impacted on my career progression. 
When I consider what I could have done differently on the RAL module the biggest barrier has been the procrastination and talking myself out of making progress when I have had time available to dedicate to my academic studies. I appreciate the learning I have acquired whilst completing the RAL module, in particular the You Tube video on procrastination. Had I not been studying I would not have researched tools and strategies to support with procrastination. I am able to recognise the positive impacted the strategies of applying 5-10 minutes to my studies and not labelling myself a procrastinator has had on my mindset and how I manage my stress linked to academic study in the future. As I progress on the MA pathway, I will be able to put this learning into practice, which I hope will aid my academic studies and support a positive experience with less stress and anxiety. 
Furthermore, by applying these new found strategies and mindset to future modules, I am hopeful that it will allow me to utilise tutor support better, in the form of receiving constructive feedback on drafts. Court (2014) carried out a small-scale study on feedback provided to learners on academic work. Court (2014) found 23 out of 28 learners improved their mark by 5% after submitting a second draft and taking on board constructive feedback. I am hopeful that applying this strategy to my ongoing studies, it will allow me to submit the best piece of work I am capable of. 
As I have progressed through the RAL module, I am able to identify a number of times whereby I have had to get uncomfortable; for example, when I have had to critically reflect on myself and my feelings. Although the process has felt uncomfortable and required me to critically reflect and expose my vulnerabilities, I am able to recognise personal grown has taken place. As I advance onto the next module, I will welcome any opportunity to get uncomfortable as I am able to acknowledge learning, development and personal growth does not mature when we feel safe and un-challenged (Keller and Chu-Hsiang, 2022). 
Action Plan
When considering my journey of completing the RAL module I now have experiential wisdom of applying for extenuating circumstances, and it has given me a newfound empathy and compassion for the process and its existence. Prior to this experience, I had considered the extenuating circumstance process as a negative process linked with failure and saw it as a process people would exploit for merely not prioritising their time well. However, my ignorance has accosted my original thoughts and opinions and provided me with insight and clarity on the purpose of the process. Going forward, I hope that I would not need to utilise the process again, but should I need to, I think I would be far kinder to myself as I no longer consider the need for extenuating circumstances as being failure, and I can recognise the need for the process (Achinewhu-Nworgu and Nworgu, 2014).
Since the shift in my thinking around allocating just 5-10 minutes to my academic studies from watching the You Tube videos on procrastination (Robbins,2019). I am hopeful that I will now continue to apply this thinking to any future studies. As the video highlighted, for 80% of people, getting started is often the biggest hurdle, and I feel I am one of the 80% highlighted. Having applied this thinkings to the end of my RAL module, managing to make progress of a couple of hundred words on an academic assignment when I have had an hour spare has felt more manageable than leaving everything to the last minute and working myself up into a state of stress and anxiety. Regardless of how small the contributions made have been, I have always felt motivated and a sense of achievement after contributing to the overall assignment or portfolio. Furthermore, the You Tube video has also helped me to alter my mindset on being a ‘procrastinator’. I no longer consider myself labelled as a procrastinator, but rather I am able to recognise that when I do procrastinate it is a coping strategy for managing stress (Robbins, 2019). As I progress forward with my MA I will apply this learning and strategy to my studies to avoid getting to the point of heightening my stress and anxiety. 
Given the opportunity again and applying hindsight to the RAL Module, something I would take the opportunity to improve would have been to utilise my academic tutor’s feedback more. My academic tutor was always open to receiving and reviewing drafts of work, but I did not utilise this opportunity as much as I could have.  I value constructive feedback and find the quality of my submitted work is always better if I have had the opportunity to gain some constructive feedback. With applying my new mindset of dedicating 5-10 minutes to my studies to get over the barrier of starting a task, I am hopeful that I will achieve small wins regularly on my next module, giving me time to obtain constructive feedback to improve work before submission. 
Due to the level of growth and recognition the opportunity to reflect via the RAL module has given me. As I go on to manage my team, I will be including an opportunity for reflection in my one-to-ones and supervisions in the hope my employees will value their journey and development on an ongoing basis, rather than waiting for an opportunity such as a course to engage in reflection. I have also made the recommendation to my line manager, that I would value an opportunity to reflect during my supervision sessions going forward, which she has agreed to consider. 
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