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Starting university after sixteen years out of education has honestly been much more stressful than I first expected. One of the biggest challenges was my very first assignment, I really struggled trying to find goof academic references to support my work. I knew I needed journals and recent studies, something credible, but just getting started felt impossible to me at the time. I remember sitting at my laptop at home, trying to search for sources while my kids were running around, toys everywhere, and feeling completely lost. Searching on Google only gave me vague results that were not suitable for university work, and the university library database was really confusing, I kept opening various tabs, closing tabs, thinking maybe this one was ok, but still not sure. Harvard referencing just made it worse. I watched tutorials and read guides, but every time I tried to format a reference I got stuck on little things, like italics, punctuation or whether it was online or print. On top of that, my life is busy. I work for Cardiff Council as a kitchen assistant and I have three children, Daisey, my oldest who has six different disabilities, Rose who is five, and my youngest Dollie-marie who is just eight months. Sometimes it felt like I had zero time to sit and think properly. Even so, bit by bit, I started to figure it out. It did take a while for routine to set and I still made mistakes, but I could see myself slowly improving. That was a small relief, but it still felt like climbing a mountain every day just to get a couple of references right.
At the time, I felt anxious, stressed and frustrated, sometimes all at once. My thoughts kept spinning with “ill never get this done” or “I’ll never figure tour referencing” and it felt like I was going to fail. There was also guilt because I wasn’t with my children or doing other things I needed to do. Some days it felt very overwhelming, like I had choose between being a mum, working or being a student, and I felt like I was failing at all three. I know that might sound dramatic, but it literally really felt like that. Sometimes I just wanted to give up, to hand in whatever I had and stop worrying. Though then, when I found a journal article that made sense, or formatted a reference properly, it felt like a small win, like maybe I could do this after all. Those moments reminded me that progress does not have to be perfect and even in tiny improvements really do count. It also made me notice how much my mindset matters, because if focused on what I couldn’t do I felt defeated, but when I celebrated small successes I felt capable. My emotions were all over the place, but in a way it was a learning experience in itself.
Looking back, there were definitely good and bad things about it. On the bad side, it took me forever to find anything useful. I wasted a lot of time because I didn’t know how to use the library properly at first. Referencing mistakes added extra stress and made me question whether I could actually do university work after being away  from education for so long. My family and work responsibilities also made everything feel more intense, because I had limited time to focus and was often rushing. On the good side, this experience helped me learn skills I didn’t have before, I figured out how to use library databases properly, I learned to check sources critically and I started to get Harvard referencing right, which does feel like a big achievement. I also got more confident using Word and other digital tools, which is something I’ve needed for a long time. Even though it was slow and frustrating, I began to realise that I could learn new things, even after being away from education for so long. Surprisingly, working through these challenges also made me feel more independent in my learning.
Ther are a few reasons why this felt so hard. Vygotsky’s theory talks about learning through scaffolding and repetition (Vygotsky, 1978). At first, I had no scaffolding and was just trying to figure it out alone, but by repeating searches and practising referencing I slowly improved. Humanism Learning Theory is useful too (Rogers, 1983), especially for balancing life and trying to find a structure. As I have kids and work, my learning has to fit around real-life occurrences, not just sit at a desk for hours. Kolb’s experiential learning cycle makes sense as well (Kolb, 1984). I made mistakes, corrected them, tried again, and that is how I actually learnt. Bandura’s self-efficacy theory (Bandura, 1997) also explains why my confidence mattered. At first, I thought I couldn’t do it, so I avoided things, but as I got little successes I felt more capable. It wasn’t easy, but it showed me that learning is more than just knowing things, it’s also about believing you can do them even when it’s hard.
When thinking about what I could have done differently, there is a lot. I should have gone to more study skills sessions instead of trying to figure everything out alone. I could have asked tutors or library staff for help sooner, which would probably have saved time and reduced stress. Practising referencing before starting the assignment would have helped too. Breaking tasks into smaller chunks, instead of trying to do everything at once would have made it feel less overwhelming for me. I also could have been kinder to myself, realising that struggling after sixteen years away from education is normal. Making a timetable that worked around my kids and work, instead of trying to fit everything in randomly, would of helped me as well. 
Going forward, I plan on to improve my skills in a more structured way. I will use library databases for every assignment and practice searching weekly, not just when its due. I will attened more study skills sessions to get guidance and tips. Harvard referencing will stay a focus, practising it until it becomes easier. I will create a flexible timetable that works around my children and job, so I can study consistently even when life gets busy. I also plan to celebrate small wins to build confidence, because little improvements matter. Using ideas from Humanism Learning Theory, I will focus on my growth and learning at my own pace. Over time, this should make me more organised, confident and capable, and better able to balance family, work and my studies.




SMART Action Plan 
Specific: I will attend as many study skills per term as possible and use the university library or online databases for every assignment.
Measurable: I will include at least five academic sources and keep a weekly record.
Achievable: I will plan research and study sessions around work and childcare commitments.
Relevant: This will develop research, academic, and digital skills, improving confidence and assignment quality.
Time-bound: I will follow this plan throughout the next term and review progress at the end.
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