


1. Description – What happened?
It was supposed to be an exciting academic beginning for me, but my first semester at university instead became a trial by fire. Together with working night shifts at a factory that produced food, which was difficult enough, I had to fly back to Romania because I had a severe dental infection that needed immediate surgery. This resulted in me missing a number of in-person classes and having to spend the first few weeks of the semester on my own, frequently in pain and without regular internet access.

I was also required to write my first university essay, a 1,500-word academic work that required Harvard referencing and critical analysis, two things I had never heard of before. I still didn't understand the correct format for academic writing, much less how to use digital research or citation. The virtual learning environment (VLE), lecture slides, and the module guide were my only resources because I was unable to attend most lectures and was unsure of whom to ask.
 
2. Feelings - What I was thinking and feeling?
I experienced emotional loneliness and overwhelm. Dealing with a medical situation in a foreign place added to my already worn-out state from working night shifts and adjusting to academic life. As I looked at the assignment brief, I recall being perplexed and concerned about my ability to finish it in time. Because I did not know how to properly cite academic texts in Harvard style and was afraid of being accused of plagiarism, I was especially nervous about referring.

I also experienced a great feeling of individual responsibility at the same time. I made an effort to do my task each day even when I was recovering in Romania. I was resolved to keep up with my studies and not let my work or illness get in the way. It seemed like a minor accomplishment to turn in the essay on time, even if it was not great. It demonstrated my perseverance in the face of adversity, but it also exposed my lack of academic and digital readiness.

3.  Evaluation - What was good and bad about the experience?
My experience had both definite advantages and disadvantages. Positively, I felt like I accomplished something when I finished and turned in my first university work on my own. Additionally, I started to learn how to use the digital portal to access readings and lecture materials and grew more comfortable with the university's online learning environment. Considering that I missed the majority of in-person sessions, this was crucial.

Unfortunately, there were significant disadvantages. I did not have any help with research, references, or essay structure. I did not really know how to interact with academic literature, and I did not know how I could benefit from digital tools like academic planners and citation managers (Cottrell, 2019). Additionally, I was unable to efficiently organise my time around my rigorous work schedule, which frequently left me cramming at the last minute when exhausted both physically and emotionally.

My essay was superficial, poorly referenced, and lacked the depth of thought required for university credit. Although the tutor's feedback was helpful, it was evident that I had fallen short of important academic requirements. I understood that in order to enable independent study, I needed to enhance both my academic comprehension and my proficiency with digital technologies (Thomas, 2012).

4.  Analysis - Why did it happen that way?
The difficulties I encountered were caused by a number of interrelated circumstances. First of all, instead of being proactive, my time management was reactive. My energy levels fluctuated since I worked night shifts, and I failed to establish a regular study schedule. Mature students and part-time employees have particular difficulties juggling their studies and outside obligations, according to research (Macfarlane & Tomlinson, 2017). I did not realise how difficult this balancing would be, especially as I did not have any prior knowledge of study techniques for university.

Second, my academic potential was constrained by my lack of computer literacy. RefWorks, EndNote, and even the citation manager in Microsoft Word are tools that may have made reference easier, but I was unaware of them (Beetham & Sharpe, 2013). Additionally, I had no idea how to use applications for task planning, take structured notes, or manage readings. This meant that I had to spend a lot of time doing things over and over again or looking for things that I had forgotten.
Furthermore, I missed courses because of my dental issue, so I was unable to take advantage of peer discussions, live explanations, or unofficial tutoring advice. Laurillard (2012) asserts that real learning requires social connection, which I totally overlooked. In many respects, I was attempting to acquire academic standards in isolation, which is difficult. 

Additionally, there was a psychological obstacle. Because I was afraid it would be interpreted as an excuse, I was reluctant to approach instructors for assistance or to explain my circumstances. My predicament was made more difficult than necessary by that quiet. In retrospect, I think that if I had spoken up sooner and more honestly, the university would have been more supportive.


5.   Conclusion - What else I could have done?
In retrospect, there are a few things I could have done differently to enhance my educational journey. First of all, as soon as I realised, I would be missing lectures, I should have gotten in touch with my academic advisor or module tutor. This might have created opportunities for one-on-one counselling, extensions, or other resources.

Second, I could have contacted digital learning assistance or student services. I could have accessed the university's online lessons, videos, and instructions even if I was unable to attend seminars in person. Many university libraries provide introductory courses on academic writing and digital tools through platforms such as LinkedIn Learning (University of Leeds, 2021).

The option for peer learning was also lost. I never considered using discussion boards or asking my peers for remarks or guidance. Salmon (2000) asserts that peer networks and collaborative learning are crucial components of online learning. Instead of learning on the student body, I chose to isolate myself.

Last but not least, I now realise that I need to work on honing my digital skills. Learning referencing software, note-taking systems, and other tools that make studying more efficient are necessary if I wish to excel while juggling employment and school.


6. Action Plan: What are your plans for the future?
I intend to approach the development of my academic and digital skills in a more methodical and aggressive manner next term. I will schedule time every week to become proficient with one new digital tool, beginning with task planners and reference tools. Along with using the university's resources, such as academic advisors, skills workshops, and online discussion boards, I will also get in touch with my instructors in advance if I anticipate issues.

I will start with RefWorks, where I can learn how to correctly gather, arrange, and cite sources by watching library video courses and reading written guidance. This will save time on upcoming assignments and directly enhance my referencing. As my confidence grows, I also plan to investigate more accessible options like Microsoft Word's built-in citation feature.

To organise my time and schedule my weekly study assignments around my shift work, I will use Trello or Google Calendar. I will make sure I understand how to create projects, set reminders, and keep track of deadlines by watching introductory lessons on YouTube or LinkedIn Learning. Having a visual summary of my week will help me avoid burnout and cut down on last-minute cramming.

Additionally, I intend to use online academic forums more effectively. I will take part in the peer discussion boards and online forums offered by the institution, where students can exchange notes, post queries, and offer help to one another. I will feel less alone and be able to keep connected thanks to this, especially when I am unable to attend in-person meetings.

I will also get in touch with my academic advisor to talk about my particular circumstances and request advice for any upcoming absences. I now understand how important early communication is, particularly when balancing personal and professional obligations.

I am convinced that I can enhance both my academic performance and my well-being in the upcoming term by combining digital tools, improved planning, and greater interaction with university support systems.














SMART Action Plan 

	SMART Goal

	Boost my academic efficiency and confidence by improving my digital literacy and encouraging participation.



	Specific
	I will learn how to manage my weekly study assignments using a digital planner like Trello or Google Calendar, and how to utilise RefWorks for referencing.


	Measurable
	I will keep track of my weekly study assignments and finish the three tutorials on digital skills by Week 6.


	Achievable
	I will use university resources like LinkedIn Learning and the Skills@Library website to study for 1 hour every day after work.


	Relevant
	These adjustments will help me organise my time better, produce better assignments, and feel less stressed about studying.


	Time-bound
	 By the end of Week 4, I will have fully implemented these techniques, and in Week 8 of the term, I will assess their effectiveness. 
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