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REFLECTIVE ESSAY ON THE DEVELOPMENT OF ACADEMIC AND DIGITAL SKILLS

During my first term at university, I experienced some challenges with attendance and time management. This early experience showed me how much personal responsibility is required to succeed at university. Adjusting to a new workload, digital systems and high academic expectations, whilst also working part time, was harder than I had thought. I underestimated how different university learning would be compared to what I was used to. I tried to convince myself that I would just “figure it out as I went.” As a result, I fell behind with assignments, missed several lectures and struggled to balance my studies with work commitments. 
The responsibility for managing my studies was on me and although I knew this, I didn't realise how quickly work could build up when missing a few lectures. I missed out on essential lessons, such as referencing and how to structure my assignments. For example, when we were shown how to reference properly, I wasn’t there, so I was confused about things like in-text citations and how to build a reference list. It made simple tasks feel ten times harder because I didn’t have the foundation and was figuring a lot of things out by myself. This showed me early on how important attending lectures is for building academic confidence.
When I tried to catch up using Moodle, it didn't feel the same as attending classes. I couldn’t raise my hand to ask questions, check if I was understanding something correctly or even get some reassurance from my tutor. It often felt like I was learning from a distance. Instead of having structured lessons, I had to motivate myself and plan my own study sessions to stay organised. Eventually this led to me receiving an email from my tutor asking whether I needed to look at interrupting my studies or changing courses. It was a turning point that encouraged me to reflect on my habits and how I could improve going forward. That email made the situation very real and forced me to stop and think about how I had been approaching university.
At the start of university, I felt hopeful and ready to take on something new. I knew it would be challenging especially whilst working part time and managing my mental health, but I still felt positive. This optimism showed me that I was motivated and willing to push myself, even if I wasn’t fully prepared for the transition to university life. I believed that if I stayed focused, I could handle the workload. 
As the weeks went on, my feelings changed a lot. When I started falling behind, I felt stressed and frustrated with myself. My time management wasn't great. I often left tasks until the last minute which made everything feel rushed and overwhelming. Each time I realised I had missed an important lecture, the stress got worse. I didn't just feel behind. I felt like I was constantly trying to catch up with no real breaks in between. This shows how emotions can influence learning behaviour and performance, especially under high pressure. Research shows that “everyone experiences stress, and sometimes that stress can feel overwhelming” (National Institute of Mental Health, 2022), and this described how I felt.
As a result, there were days I didn't go to university because I couldn't face sitting through another lecture while I still had so much unfinished work to complete. I felt trapped in a cycle of being overwhelmed, avoiding things and then feeling even more overwhelmed because I avoided them. Receiving the email about possibly interrupting my studies or changing courses made everything hit me at once. I felt embarrassed that I was struggling so much in the first term and worried about what it meant for my plans to study further. Even though it made me panic, it also forced me to be honest with myself about how things were going. This moment was a key learning point, I had to look at my priorities to take control of my academic progress.
There were some positive aspects to the experience, even though it felt overwhelming at the time. One positive was realising that my digital problem-solving skills were stronger than I thought. When I missed lessons, I used tutorials, online resources and discussion forums to fill the gaps. For example, watching a referencing tutorial on Moodle helped me format my list correctly even though I had missed the lecture. This highlighted that my ability to use digital resources is a strength I can rely on in the future. It showed me that I could work independently and still make progress.
Another positive was completing my assignments despite the stress. This helped me realise that I am capable of pushing through difficult situations, even when I feel overwhelmed. Research shows that students with stronger digital competences are more likely to succeed in online or blended learning environments (Scheel, Vladova and Ullrich, 2022) and I could see how this applied to me.
However, there were also negative aspects. My poor time management was the biggest issue. Leaving tasks to the last minute increased pressure and made work feel much harder than it needed to be. Missing lessons created gaps in my understanding, especially around essential academic skills, and catching up alone made me feel disconnected from the in person learning process.
The constant stress also affected my confidence. The Yerkes-Dodson Law explains that performance improves with arousal up to an optimal point, but too much stress reduces performance (Yerkes & Dodson, 1908). I was clearly beyond the optimal point. This shows the importance of understanding how workload and stress interact, and how adjusting my habits can lead to better outcomes. Reflecting on this, I can see that better planning, attendance and self-management would have helped reduce stress and improved my learning experience.
Looking back, I can see several things that added to my challenges in my first term. One of the main parts were the independent learning. At university, there is a lot more responsibility on the student to organise their own study time, attend lectures, and complete assignments, unlike my previous education experience.
Another factor was my time management skills. I left tasks until the last minute, thinking I could deal with everything later. This created a cycle of stress, and I quickly felt behind and overwhelmed. The pressure of trying to complete work affected my mental health and made it difficult to think clearly. Research shows that procrastination and poor time management are linked to higher stress and lower academic performance among university students (Kim & Seo, 2015).
On the positive side, my digital problem-solving skills helped me through some of these challenges. Even when I missed lectures, I was able to search for resources and watch tutorials to help me fill in the gaps in my knowledge and complete my assignments. This shows that while my time management and organisation caused difficulties, I can adapt and find solutions by myself. Overall, I think everything happened the way it did partly because of the new responsibilities I had and my own bad habits. I now understand the areas where I could improve and strategies that worked well for me.
Reflecting on my first term, I can see that the experience has taught me a lot about myself. I’ve realised that getting used to independent study and the new responsibilities can take time and that my stress often comes from the way I manage my tasks rather than the workload itself. Although, my time management and bad habit of leaving assignments until the last minute caused pressure, I also discovered some strengths I hadn’t appreciated before, like my ability to solve problems digitally and find resources online. These skills helped me overcome the gaps in my learning and gave me the confidence I needed to handle challenges on my own, showing me that I can find practical solutions even when situations feel overwhelming.
Most importantly, I now understand the value of reflecting and doing what is needed to improve. Reflection has shown me that by identifying challenges and acting proactively, I can strengthen both my academic performance and my wellbeing. I will work on planning and pacing my work better. Now I can see what I need to improve and the skills I already have. I feel prepared for the second term.
To prevent the same issues from happening again, I need to make clear changes to how I manage my studies. Planning and managing my workload successfully are essential to avoid any unnecessary stress. One step I will take is to create a weekly study schedule and set aside time to attend lectures, complete assignments, and review lessons. This will help me stay on top of my work and complete assignments way before their submission date.
I also plan on using digital resources more strategically. Whilst searching online for tutorials and help guides helped me during my first term, it would be more beneficial to use these skills/resources from the start rather than when I fall behind.
Another thing I will work on to improve my mental health and stress levels is taking regular breaks, I will use techniques like the Pomodoro method to structure my study sessions. I will also reach out to tutors instead of “brushing things under the rug” and hoping everything will turn out okay because research shows that active coping strategies, including planning and seeking feedback, improve academic adjustment and reduce stress (University Students’ Good Practices, 2023). Using these strategies will help me build better habits and stay proactive in my studies.


SMART Action Plan 

Specific:
· Attend all lectures and complete all tasks within 24 hours of the lecture.
· Break larger assignments into smaller tasks and complete at least one section per week.
· Use online tutorials, Moodle, and discussion groups proactively to support my learning.
· Include regular short breaks and wellbeing activities to manage stress.

Measurable:
· Keep a weekly timetable and checklist for lectures, tasks, and assignments.
· Keep track of completed tasks and compare them to my weekly schedule.
· Monitor my stress levels weekly and note how often I use digital resources or support groups to complete tasks.

Achievable:
· I can do this by planning my study time around my work hours.
· Tutorials, discussion groups, and Moodle resources are already available, so I can access them whenever needed.
· Short daily wellbeing breaks are easy to include within my schedule. I can take meaningful breaks by going for a short walk.

Relevant: 
· Attending lectures and completing tasks on time will help improve my understanding, reduce gaps in knowledge, and increase my confidence.
· Breaking assignments into smaller steps and using digital resources will improve my independent learning and reduce last minute stress.
· Managing my wellbeing will help me maintain focus which will support my overall academic success.

· Time-bound:
· Complete all lecture tasks within 24 hours of the lecture.
· Finish sections of the assignment each week so the full assignment is completed at least 3 days before the deadline.
· Review my progress every Sunday evening and adjust my plan if needed.
· Keep these strategies consistently throughout the next term.
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