

Name: Sophie Grenfell               Student number: 2317557              Module code: BMSS4008

Title: Navigating the journey: reflections on my first two semesters at university.
Embarking on my journey back into higher education after three decades away from the classroom has been a rollercoaster of emotions. Looking back on my first two semesters in university, I feel compelled to share the hurdles I've encountered, the personal development I've undergone, and the tactics I've used to conquer the obstacles that came my way—juggling the responsibilities of a full-time job as a foster carer for children with complex needs, feeling a bit behind the times in terms of learning and technology, and being quite skilled at procrastination have all played important roles in shaping my academic journey. 
In this reflective piece, I will delve into my strengths and weaknesses, examine the challenges that I've encountered, and explore strategies and practical tools needed to overcome these obstacles. 
Returning to learn after thirty years felt as if I had entered a completely different realm. Graham (2015) reminds us that returning to education can open doors to better job chances, more educational opportunities, new acquaintances, and hobbies. A typical result is substantial growth and development on an individual level. The last time I was in a classroom, I had never used a computer, and the internet had only just been introduced. After completing my BTEC college course in 1994, I faced some challenges, including the death of my father, that prevented me from pursuing higher education. It's something I've always regretted, and I never thought I'd have the chance to do. Since then, the educational landscape has changed in many ways, especially with technology playing a prominent role in learning. Adjusting to incorporating laptops and mobile phones into my learning routine was completely new to me. At least I now know I won't get a chalkboard rubber thrown at my head.  Consequently, using unfamiliar software proved to be a pretty daunting task. I try my best to steer clear of it because it appears to be quite challenging. I find it difficult to keep up with younger students since I only started using a computer at the age of 23. I still struggle to grasp concepts like PowerPoint, Excel, and other software, which seems to come effortlessly to younger students. 
I felt like I had completely lost my ability to learn even the most basic skills, and retaining information has become much more difficult. There seems to be a genuine interest, but getting the brain to function correctly can be challenging. This is especially true when juggling a full-time job and navigating through the ups and downs of perimenopause. Amongst other symptoms of perimenopause, Shrividya and Joy (2021) highlight that Another prevalent symptom of perimenopause is cognitive impairment, sometimes referred to as brain fog. This condition is typically temporary and characterised by a reduced ability to focus, think, or reason. This is one of the main symptoms I've felt over the last six months.
Richardson, Evans and Gbadamosi (2014). State that - Working part-time, particularly for more than 15 hours a week, can harm academic performance. Individuals' ability to manage their separate professional activities with full-time education appears critical to their academic performance. For me, balancing the responsibilities of a full-time job as a foster carer for children with complex needs brought an extra level of challenge. Every day has been a juggling act, trying to manage my various responsibilities. Juggling coursework, lectures, and assignments, alongside the hectic schedule of hospital visits, night shifts, and health and social care meetings, has definitely required some serious planning. There have been moments when I've had to miss lectures, but it's all part of the balancing act. I was really scared of falling behind in certain subjects, and unfortunately, I ended up missing more than I had anticipated. I've been fortunate to receive great support from the university and my lecturers, who have been incredibly understanding and helpful throughout. Additionally, I realised that technology has played a crucial role in aiding me along the way. 
Procrastination. Krause and Freund (2014) explained that research on procrastination supports the idea that while not all instances of delay can be classified as procrastination, all procrastination is linked to some form of delay. Procrastination Has been a constant struggle. I undertook an online test provided by the Psychology Today website and scored 66/100, explaining that, According to my results, I tend to procrastinate in many areas of my life. When it comes to unpleasant tasks, I often do whatever I can (consciously or not) to avoid them. I may also be the type of person who will make excuses not to do something or wait until the last minute to complete it, and this may become a severe problem if it is not addressed (Procrastination test - abridged, 2024). Procrastination Constantly disrupted my progress and burdened me with numerous responsibilities; there were moments when it was tempting to escape reality and mindlessly browse through social media or binge-watch TV programmes. I would always procrastinate on tasks, leading to unnecessary stress and anxiety. When attempting to get organised, I ended up spending a significant amount of time meticulously crafting timetables rather than actually working. Despite my sincere intentions to adhere to them, I never managed to follow through. 
I found that the more overwhelmed I felt, the less productive I became. My gym sessions, jobs at home, and university work all suffered. Along with encountering various challenges, I also uncovered fresh sources of resilience and rekindled past abilities. I've come to appreciate how my three decades of full-time work have been incredibly beneficial in numerous ways. 
Being a foster parent has taught me patience, empathy, and compassion. Additionally, my experience of working at and managing a ski school for fifteen years has provided me with valuable lessons in discipline, coaching, time management, health and safety awareness, and even effective time management, in addition to honing my individual and teamwork abilities. 
With a wealth of life experiences under my belt, I have gained a deeper understanding of my motivations for taking this course, a clear vision of what lies ahead, and the determination to stay committed until the end. 
Throughout the past two semesters, I've had to adjust my existing coping mechanisms and cultivate fresh ones. I had to recognise the challenges I was facing and find ways to overcome them. I experimented with different methods. Some were successful, others led to more procrastination, some failed to work at all, and there are some I should prioritise more.
 Managing my time was a real challenge. I experimented with various methods, including creating schedules and utilising daily journals. This approach was relatively unproductive as I spent more time creating these schedules than getting work done. Seeing a packed calendar was stressful, as I was setting myself up for failure. I discovered that organising my tasks by setting specific deadlines really helped me stay on track. I spent a long time at my desk, achieving nothing. Then I started using the Pomodoro timer, meaning I would get a five or fifteen-minute break after twenty-five minutes of work. Biwer et al. (2023) explained that students who studied for longer periods would take fewer breaks while self-regulating. This was linked to diminished concentration and motivation, as well as increased levels of distraction and exhaustion. I found it really useful in figuring out what needed to be done first. Utilising whiteboards to organise tasks using the Eisenhower matrix is well described by  Bast (2016), who wrote Dwight Eisenhower, the 34th President of the United States, famously said, "What is important is rarely urgent, and what is urgent is seldom important." He created the 'Eisenhower matrix' to prioritise tasks. The matrix is organised into four quadrants: Urgent and important tasks. Important but not urgent tasks. Urgent but not important tasks and Tasks that are not urgent or important. I found that by breaking down larger tasks into smaller, more manageable steps and setting realistic deadlines for myself, I was able to stay focused and on track. I found that organising my tasks based on their urgency and importance really helped me maximise my limited time. 
Bartlett et al. (2021) recommend prioritising your physical and mental wellness. Set aside time for your preferred individual or group physical activity. Schedule definite times for social activities and exercise to decompress, such as establishing plans with others ahead of time or enrolling in regular classes, to make cancellations more difficult. Using the gym at work during a break can help you feel refreshed. You can also cycle or jog to work if it is safe to get some daily exercise. Equally crucial is making time for your mental well-being. Reading a book, listening to music, gardening, and a variety of other activities, as well as talking to a therapist regularly, can help you disconnect from work, enjoy different elements of your life, rest, process, and recharge. Getting help from my friends and family played a crucial role in helping me overcome the obstacles I faced. I discovered that communicating and demonstrating tasks to my mother and sister, who also foster with me, helped them gain a clearer understanding of my responsibilities. As a result, we worked together to identify tasks that I could delegate and find ways to optimise our time management. I was greatly inspired by my friends, who were always there to lend an ear or take me for a stroll whenever I felt overwhelmed, particularly one friend who had already experienced university life. She's been a fantastic mentor, Assisting me in breaking down assignments, providing me with deadlines, and guiding me through challenging areas. I really appreciated the support in areas like referencing and using technology, as well as the reassuring cups of tea and biscuits when I was having a meltdown and knowing that I had someone in my corner who had been there and done that was a great comfort. I honestly believe I wouldn't have made it this far without them. 
Throughout the entire process, I've noticed personal growth and the importance of staying focused on the end goal, especially during challenging times. As I look to the future, I'm filled with hope and motivation that I can achieve my goals. Through all the obstacles and difficulties I've encountered, every situation has taught me the importance of staying strong, being flexible, and gaining knowledge. Over the past two semesters, despite facing occasional challenges, I have acquired a valuable set of strategies that will pave the way for my future success. I find myself in a place that seemed unimaginable just a few years ago. 
Although, due to financial, personal and work obstacles, I probably won't be able to complete a degree, I have gained a newfound confidence in my ability to conquer any future challenges that come my way. I am excited to keep exploring new things and expanding my knowledge and personal development. Overall, the initial two semesters at UWTSD have been a remarkable voyage of personal exploration, development, and change. Returning to learn after thirty years, juggling a full-time job, and a lack of understanding on how to deal with procrastination did cause significant challenges, yet also provided opportunities for personal growth. Through embracing resilience, seeking support, and adopting effective strategies for time management and self-improvement, I have been able to overcome obstacles and realise my personal strengths, making progress in my academic journey with increased confidence and determination. As I embark on this journey, I can't help but feel a sense of anticipation for the exciting possibilities and personal development that lie ahead. 
Well, enough chatting. I need to hurry up and finish another assignment.
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