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Reflective Essay on the Development of Academic and Digital Skills
Writing my first essay I surprisingly found challenging. The topic was about The Future of AI assisted writing in higher education and I had to choose whether it was stifling or supporting student creativity, and I chose stifling creativity. I felt confident at first, as someone with an interest in social media and has a general understanding of how of AI can be used in content creation. However, my confidence turned to a roller coaster of anxiety and self-doubt as soon as I realised how much research and critical thinking was involved to meet the standards of academic writing in higher education. 
I was given the essay within the first 2 weeks of starting the course, which I was not prepared for, and my attitude towards it was a little too relaxed. I read the task description put aside, thinking it would not take me long and that I had plenty of time to complete it before the deadline. But I was also given a further 3 assignments that were due all around the same time. I assumed that just because it was only 700 words that I would get done in a couple of days, I was so wrong about this. I really underestimated how much time and effort it would take for each stage. Bedford and Wilson (2020) suggest that one of the biggest challenges for students studying in higher education is recognising that independent study requires not just self-direction but structured planning also. 
As the deadline started to get closer, I started feeling overwhelmed and what seemed easy in the beginning now seemed impossible as I did not anticipate how long the research process would take. Even though I was shown a research assistant tool on the university’s library site, and attended a lecture on how to effectively use the library's resources, I struggled to find relevant academic sources and could not quite remember how to structure an essay as it had been nearly 10 years since I was last in education. 
[bookmark: _Int_vaWqtiaS]I found myself staying up late, trying to read through books, journals, take notes, and create drafts all at the same time. I left myself no time to submit a draft for any feedback and left hardly any time for proof reading or editing. I felt like I submitted work that was rushed and disorganised. McMillan (2021) argues that planning is key in writing effectively and time mismanagement can have an effect on quality and confidence. The stress was overwhelming, and it had a negative impact on the quality of my work, on my mental wellbeing and knocked my confidence approaching my other assignments.
I struggled more than I expected emotionally, and intellectually. As well as personal factors that added pressure during this time, this assignment was a challenge and made me question whether I was cut out for university, also whether my wellbeing was more important than the stress of gaining a qualification. This battle with myself caused me to procrastinate which chipped away at the time I had left to complete the assignment and added further pressure to other deadlines I had coming up. In the end I became more focused on just completing the essay rather than engaging with it fully to get a clearer understanding.
Despite these challenges, I still managed to push through and submit my assignments, even though everything was telling me to drop tools and just run away. This allowed me to reflect on my habits and recognise that academic success does not just depend on how intellectual you are, it requires structured planning, and self-discipline. This experience has allowed me to fully understand just how vital these skills are and how I needed to develop them for future assignments. 
A key turning point for me was when I submitted my essay without submitting a draft. Although I was happy with my final grade, I did not gain the full understanding of what went well and areas I needed to improve because I did not give myself an earlier opportunity for feedback, nor did I book myself any study skills sessions to check if my formatting and structure was right. Burroughs (2019) points out that mature and returning students often feel insecure about feedback and that engaging with it is crucial step for academic development. I have always taken feedback to heart, which is what stopped me from submitting an earlier draft. However, moving forward I need to make a conscious effort to see feedback as an opportunity for improvement and guidance, not criticism. 
A valuable insight I gained was the importance of time management and breaking my work down into stages. Giving myself time for planning, researching and writing, because each one of these stages requires time and focus. Trying to do these tasks altogether just wasted a lot of time and became stressful and confusing. McMillan (2021) supports the use of a staged approach to writing, which emphasises that productivity and clarity improve significantly when students allocate specific time blocks for different stages of the assignment. Next term I plan to break my assignments into smaller, manageable steps, which will allow me to pay more attention to each stage of the assignment.
I also started exploring new tools and resources which was initially part of the research for my time management report, but then I started to see just how many were available and how valuable they were and started applying them to my study sessions. Cottrell (2024) outlines how using tools like weekly planners and to-do lists can improve organisation and motivation as it provides visible progress. Going forward, I will be using these more so that I can get a clear picture of my week, and the tasks I need to complete. 
I did not know there was an emotional side of time management. Before this experience I did not realise that my stress levels were so closely linked to how I managed my time. Poor time management made me anxious and caused a lot of stress and self-doubt. Race (2020) notes that successful students often attribute their confidence to good organisational skills, not just academic ability. This is what helped me shift my mindset. I began viewing time management as a form of self-care, that my wellbeing depends on how I balance my work and home life. 
I also learned that the importance of being kind to myself. I beat myself up mentally when things were not going to plan, but Burroughs (2019) argues that adult learners often juggle multiple responsibilities and must develop strategies that include flexibility and self-compassion. After my initial struggles, I had to remind myself that this was my first assignment on a module that I had no previous knowledge on and that I would learn from my mistakes. That allowed me to reflect without judgement and use this experience constructively rather than a critique of my capabilities.
Looking ahead, I will be applying a more proactive approach. I will begin my assignments by setting clear timelines and identifying the key milestones. I will also make more use of university recourses, such as attending study skills and library sessions and thoroughly reading the academic writing guides rather than trying to work out everything on my own. Bedford and Wison (2020) stress that successful learners build networks of support early on and engage with their learning communities. Which is what I intend to do going forward. 
Additionally, I now take reading and researching more seriously. In my first essay I skimmed books and articles and tried to include references without fully understanding their context. This not only weakened my argument, but also added pressure to my time, as I found myself re-reading and double-checking my resources. I have since started reading more articles not just associated with my assignments but with the overall topic. I am hoping that this will improve my knowledge and help me gain better understanding for future assignments.
[bookmark: _Int_9y823lfv]Ultimately, writing my first essay was difficult but a necessary experience. It helped me to bridge the gap between how I thought I was managing my time to how I actually was. It taught me that procrastination and poor planning done more than delay my progress, it also impacted the quality of my work and had a negative effect on my overall wellbeing. However, these lessons have equipped me with tools and strategies that I can use going forward, and hopefully I will feel more prepared and more in control with each assignment.
Reflecting on this experience has shown me that time management is not just a useful skill, but a foundation for academic success and personal development. It supports my wellbeing and gives me the time to deeply engage with my work. Although I stumbled my way through my first essay, it was a key turning point and has helped me set clear intentions for completing my assignments next term.







Smart Action Plan: Time management
Specific: I will improve my time management by creating and following a weekly study timetable that includes dedicated time blocks for reading, researching and writing.
Measurable: I will track my progress by reviewing my timetable at the end of each week and checking whether I completed at least 90% of the tasks I scheduled.
Achievable: This goal is realistic because I will start by allocating 1-2 hours each day and gradually increase as I adjust to the routine. I will also use digital tools like google calendar to help me stay organised.
Relevant: Better time management will reduce last minute stress, help me meet deadlines more effectively, and give me more time to engage with academic reading and feedback, which is essential for my academic success at university.
Time-Bound: I will implement this plan at the beginning of the next term and maintain it consistently throughout the term. I will review and adjust my schedule every Sunday to prepare for the upcoming week.
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