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My first term at university was a real eye opener, and I honestly struggled quite a bit with many aspects of my classes. This was especially challenging as I was also working full-time, adding an extra layer of complexity to an already demanding transition. Looking back, this initial phase perfectly aligns with the Description stage of Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988). I can clearly recall the feeling of being constantly behind, particularly with homework. My previous academic environment, like school, provided a more structured and perhaps less demanding schedule, where deadlines felt more immediate and less flexible and it was a long time ago. University, however, presented a much harder contrast: a greater degree of autonomy combined with a significant increase in workload, all while juggling the responsibilities of a full-time job. I consistently found myself leaving assignments until the very last minute, a habit that had perhaps been manageable in a lower stakes environment but proved disastrous now. This procrastination inevitably led to a lot of stress and rushed work. The quality of my submissions was suffering, and I was aware that I wasn't showcasing my full potential. This chaotic pattern persisted for the first couple of lessons, and I was starting to feel quite overwhelmed and disorganised. It wasn't the fresh start I'd envisioned, and the constant pressure of looming deadlines, compounded by my work commitments, was really getting to me. The freedom of university life, which initially seemed appealing, quickly turned into a source of anxiety as I failed to manage it effectively. The sheer volume of reading, lecture attendance, and independent study felt overwhelming when balanced against a forty-hour work week. I knew I needed to change something, but with the new routines, work demands, and academic pressures, I wasn't quite sure where to begin. Moving into the Feelings stage, I remember a distinct sense of intense frustration and growing anxiety. Each time an assignment was due, I felt a mounting wave of panic as deadlines approached, knowing I hadn't allocated sufficient time to it. This was overwhelmed by the guilt of not being able to dedicate more hours, as my work schedule often consumed my prime study periods. There was a general feeling of inadequacy, and a sense that I was not living up to my own expectations or the demands of my studies.  I was also not fully excelling in my job due to the mental drain. I was deeply disappointed with myself for not managing my time better, a skill I had always assumed I possessed. The enjoyment I had anticipated from learning new subjects was completely overshadowed by the constant worry about falling behind, creating a relentless cycle of pressure. This emotional toll significantly impacted my overall well-being, leading to restless nights and a struggle to fully engage in social activities, as the shadow of uncompleted work and work responsibilities always loomed. The lack of control over my time, stretched thin between two significant commitments, contributed significantly to a feeling of being 'drowned' by academic demands, a common pitfall for new university students (Price & Harrington, 2020).Evaluating this experience critically, it was abundantly clear that my existing approach to studying, and time management was simply not working, particularly given my full-time employment. My previous habits, which might have served me adequately in a less demanding educational setting, were entirely unsuited to the rigours of university and a professional career simultaneously. The negative consequences were undeniable and multifaceted: poor quality academic work, increased stress levels, a constant feeling of being out of control across both my university and work life, and a diminished sense of accomplishment in either domain. I was spending more time worrying about my workload than engaging with the material effectively or enjoying the intellectual challenge of my degree. The cost of my disorganisation was not just academic underperformance but also a significant detriment to my mental health and overall university experience. This evaluation reinforced the urgency of finding a sustainable and effective solution. I needed to move beyond simply wishing for better habits and actively implement practical strategies, recognising that self-regulation is key to academic success, especially for students balancing multiple roles (Zimmerman & Schunk, 2022).
Analysis and Conclusion in discovering the Pomodoro Technique. This self-reflection and critical evaluation led me squarely into the Analysis stage. I began to actively search for strategies to improve my time management and study habits, critically examining what had gone wrong in my initial approach. I considered various methods, from simple to-do lists to more complex scheduling software. My analysis focused on identifying a technique that would address my specific issues: chronic procrastination, difficulty maintaining focus for extended periods, feeling overwhelmed by large tasks, and crucially, how to fit effective study into limited, fragmented time slots around my full-time job. I needed something that would introduce structure without being overly rigid, something that could be easily integrated into my daily routine which already had non-negotiable work hours. A key insight from myself analysis was that my study sessions were often too long and unfocused, leading to mental fatigue and diminished returns, a problem only exacerbated by an already long working day. This is when I stumbled upon the Pomodoro Technique. It was mentioned in an online forum about study tips for university students, and the description immediately resonated with my struggles. This brilliant method, developed by Francesco Cirillo in the late 1980s, involves breaking down work into focused intervals, traditionally 25 minutes in length separated by short, restorative breaks (Cirillo, n.d.). My immediate thought was that the short, defined work periods might be the key to overcoming my procrastination, as a 25-minute commitment seemed far less daunting than an open-ended study session after a long day at work. The built-in breaks also appealed, as I often felt mentally fatigued after prolonged, unstructured study. Based on my analysis of my previous failures, particularly my inability to maintain focus and my tendency to put off daunting tasks, I concluded that a more disciplined, timed method was necessary. The Pomodoro Technique offered a clear framework to achieve this, promising to turn my vague intentions into concrete, actionable steps. It seemed to directly address my core problems: lack of structure, easy distraction, and fear of starting big tasks, which are common challenges for students, particularly those with significant external commitments (Cottrell, 2019; Cottrell, 2021).Since I started implementing this technique at home, often immediately after finishing work or during my lunch breaks, I've experienced a truly remarkable transformation in my approach to studying. This forms the basis of my Action Plan. The structured nature of the Pomodoro Technique has been an absolute game-changer. By dedicating specific, timed blocks to my assignments, I'm now much more disciplined about starting and finishing tasks. This has directly tackled my procrastination, as initiating a 25-minute "Pomodoro" feels far less intimidating than embarking on an entire assignment, especially when I'm already tired from work. The short breaks are crucial; they prevent burnout and genuinely help me maintain focus during the work intervals, allowing my mind to rest and reset before returning to the task or transitioning to work again. This approach perfectly aligns with the principles of effective time management, which emphasise the importance of breaking down large tasks into smaller, more manageable chunks (Mind Tools Content Team, n.d.; Cottrell, 2019). The consistent application of this technique has fostered a positive feedback loop: successful completion of tasks, even small ones, leads to increased motivation and reduced anxiety. What I've learned to do better, crucially informed by principles found in resources like Stella Cottrell's work on time management, is to be more proactive and strategic with my very limited time. Cottrell (2019) stresses the importance of understanding where your time goes and then actively shaping your timetable to reflect your priorities. Before, I was reactive, simply doing what felt urgent. Now, I explicitly schedule my study around my work hours, making "study appointments with myself" as Cottrell suggests (Cottrell, 2019). I've learned to "break it down", dividing large assignments into smaller, more manageable parts before even starting, a key time management tip from Cottrell that is particularly vital when time is scarce. I also now prioritise my work more effectively, considering deadlines and importance rather than just personal preference, which helps me to "manage clustered deadlines" (Cottrell, 2019). Furthermore, Cottrell emphasises the need to "know your time demons", identifying common distractions and procrastination triggers, which has allowed me to better prepare for and avoid them during my Pomodoro sessions. I now actively work to "avoid the trap of perfectionism," understanding that a good, submitted assignment is better than a perfect, unsubmitted one, especially when balancing multiple commitments. This holistic approach, integrating the specific Pomodoro technique with broader time management strategies advocated by Cottrell, has profoundly impacted my academic life while managing my full-time employment. This newfound structure has not only helped me submit my homework consistently on time but has also significantly boosted my confidence in my ability to manage my workload effectively across both my university studies and my job. I feel much more in control of my studies and considerably less anxious about upcoming deadlines, which has made my university experience so much more positive and enjoyable. My Action Plan for the future is to continue using and refining the Pomodoro Technique, perhaps experimenting with different interval lengths e.g. 40/10-minute ratios or incorporating it more rigidly into my weekly schedule, especially for larger research projects. I also aim to apply this structured approach beyond academic tasks, using it for planning other personal commitments and ensuring a better work-life balance, aligning with Cottrell's advice on planning enough downtime (Cottrell, 2019), which is especially vital for a full-time worker and student.

Setting SMART Goals for Continued Improvement
To ensure continued progress and to build upon the success I've found with the Pomodoro Technique, I will apply the SMART goal-setting framework (Doran, 1981), a concept prominently highlighted in academic skills handbooks like those by Stella Cottrell (Cottrell, 2019). This will provide clear objectives for my ongoing development as an independent learner, particularly given my full-time work.
1. Specific: My goal is to consistently allocate a minimum of three dedicated Pomodoro sessions (25 minutes each) to each of my two modules per week for independent study and assignment preparation, strategically scheduled around my full-time work commitments. This is much more precise than simply "study more." I will also aim to use at least one Pomodoro session per week specifically for proactive reading of core texts, as opposed to just reading for assignments.
2. Measurable: I will track my Pomodoro sessions using a simple logbook or a digital app. I will also monitor my assignment submission dates and grades to see if consistent application of the technique correlates with improved academic performance and reduced last minute stress. For reading, I will note the number of pages or chapters covered. I will also track my weekly work hours to ensure balance.
3. Achievable: Three Pomodoro sessions per module per week (12 in total, equating to 5 hours of focused study) are manageable within my current timetable, even with full time work, by utilising evenings, lunch breaks, and small windows during weekends. This builds on my existing success without being overly ambitious, preventing burnout. I will start by scheduling these at the beginning of the week to ensure they happen, making "study appointments with myself" as suggested by Cottrell (2019).
4. Relevant: This goal directly addresses my initial struggles with time management and procrastination, and it is crucial for academic success at university, especially while working full time. Improved study habits will lead to deeper understanding of course material, better assignment grades, and a less stressful university experience. It directly supports my broader aim of excelling in my studies and developing robust self-management skills, which are essential for academic progression (Zimmerman & Schunk, 2022) and professional growth.
5. Time-bound: I will implement and review this goal at the end of this current term, assessing its effectiveness over approximately 12 weeks. At that point, I will evaluate the data collected (number of sessions, assignment scores, perceived stress levels, reading progress, and overall work-life balance) and adjust the goal for the next term, potentially increasing the number of Pomodoro’s or targeting specific types of study (e.g., essay planning, revision, critical analysis), always factoring in my work schedule.
By adopting this SMART approach, I am not only continuing to embed the Pomodoro Technique but also developing a proactive, reflective, and strategic mindset towards my academic journey, a vital component of independent learning as emphasised in comprehensive study guides (Price & Harrington, 2020; Cottrell, 2021). This structured self-management empowers me to take control of my learning, rather than being reactive to pressures, fostering a more positive and productive university experience overall. My journey reflects the importance of self-awareness, active strategy adoption, and continuous reflection in navigating the complex demands of higher education while simultaneously managing a full-time career, as advocated by key figures in academic skills development.
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