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The experience I am focusing on is the moment during my first term when I realised that my time-management approach was no longer working. It happened gradually, but the turning point was around Week 5 of the term, when several responsibilities collided: my university assignments, my shifts in mobile catering, my responsibilities as a father, and my efforts to build my photography and media business. I remember sitting at my desk late at night, surrounded by unfinished tasks and reminders on my phone, feeling unable to decide where to start.
The main issue occurred when I missed a planned study session and had to rush an assignment draft. This made me aware that my old strategies—using my phone calendar occasionally and trying to “keep everything in my head”—were not effective at university level. My lecturer had introduced us to digital tools such as the Moodle calendar, Teams notifications, and time-blocking strategies, which I had never used before. During a workshop, we learned how academic success depends not only on completing tasks but also on planning, prioritising, and distributing time realistically. I realised then that time management was not just a “nice skill” but a digital and academic competency that I urgently needed to develop to manage my academic work, my family life, my job and my entrepreneurial goals.

Before the experience, I believed I was reasonably good at managing my time. As a parent who works and runs a developing business, I am used to juggling responsibilities. However, once university started, I felt increasingly overwhelmed. I often felt guilty because choosing to focus on one area—work, studies, or my daughter—meant neglecting another. This emotional pressure made it harder to think clearly or plan effectively.
During the experience, particularly on the night I realised I had fallen behind, I felt frustrated, stressed, and disappointed with myself. I feared that I was failing in multiple areas at once and that maybe university was something I wasn't prepared for. These feelings align with what Cottrell (2021) describes as “cognitive overload,” where too many responsibilities reduce one’s ability to plan and prioritise effectively. At the same time, I felt reluctant to ask for help, worried that others might assume I was not coping.
After the experience, my emotions slowly shifted. I felt relieved when I learned that other mature students struggled with similar issues. I also felt motivated once I started using calendars, weekly planners, and digital reminders more intentionally. The university emphasised the importance of digital organisation tools and seeing them improve my day-to-day routine helped me believe that I could manage my responsibilities more efficiently.

There were positive and negative elements to the experience. On the negative side, I realised how easily poor time management can create unnecessary stress. Missing important academic tasks made me feel ashamed and out of control. Balancing my job, my daughter’s school activities, and building my photography business meant that unexpected events often disrupted my plans. Without a structured system, even small delays created large consequences. This aligns with Macan et al. (2023), who argue that lack of planning increases anxiety and reduces productivity.
Another challenge was that I had underestimated the digital side of time management. University life requires navigating multiple online platforms—Teams, Moodle, library systems, email, and digital submission portals. Without organisation, these tools became overwhelming rather than helpful.
However, there were important positive outcomes. Being forced to confront my time-management weaknesses led me to adopt better practices. The university’s digital calendar features and weekly planning templates helped me visualize my workload and distribute tasks more realistically. I began blocking specific times for university work, family responsibilities, and business tasks. This made my routine more balanced and reduced feelings of guilt.
A surprising positive aspect was discovering how much my productivity increased when I planned instead of reacting to problems. I also learned that good time management creates emotional benefits, not just academic ones—it reduced my anxiety, helped me feel more present with my daughter, and made my work shifts more manageable. Overall, although uncomfortable, the experience pushed me to develop skills essential to my transition into university life.

Several factors contributed to the situation unfolding the way it did. First, my previous routines were shaped by survival mode rather than long-term planning. As someone balancing family, work and starting a business, I was used to reacting quickly and improvising. However, university requires consistent planning, organisation, and sustained focus—skills I had never formally learned. According to the UK Quality Code (QAA, 2020), time management is a core academic competency, and many new students underestimate its complexity.
Second, my digital organisation skills were limited. Jisc (2023) emphasises that digital capability involves not only using technology but also using it strategically. In my case, I knew how to use a calendar app, but I did not know how to integrate it into a broader workflow that aligned reminders, deadlines, and personal obligations. The university’s digital environment felt fragmented at first because I had not yet developed fluency with multi-platform information management.
Third, personal pressure played a major role. Being a father of a seven-year-old daughter means my schedule is shaped around school runs, appointments, and childcare needs. My job in mobile catering has irregular hours. Meanwhile, my goal of building a photography and media business means I invest additional time learning about UK self-employment laws, taxes, and online courses to develop my skills. The competing responsibilities made it easy to feel overwhelmed.
Another key factor was that I avoided seeking help early. Research by Gale et al. (2022) shows that students—especially mature or first-generation students—often feel hesitant to ask for support, interpreting it as a sign of weakness. This was true for me, and it contributed to the situation escalating before I acted.
Therefore, the experience happened due to a combination of limited digital organisation skills, emotional pressure, insufficient planning systems, and lack of early help-seeking. Once I recognised these factors, I understood that improving my time management was not simply about “being more organised,” but about developing academic, digital and personal skills simultaneously.

Looking back, there are several things I could have done differently. First, I could have created a structured schedule from the beginning of the term instead of waiting until problems appeared. If I had mapped out deadlines, work shifts, and family commitments earlier, I would have been more prepared.
Second, I should have learned to use the university’s digital tools sooner. A short session exploring Moodle calendars, Teams notifications and library booking systems would have saved me a lot of confusion. Jisc (2022) recommends early familiarisation with digital tools, as this reduces stress later in the academic journey.
Third, I could have communicated earlier with my lecturer or the academic support team. Instead of assuming that everyone else had their life perfectly organised, I could have asked for advice or guidance. University support systems exist specifically for situations like mine.
Finally, I could have recognised earlier that time management is not only about productivity but also about wellbeing. Neglecting rest or family moments made me more stressed and less productive. A balanced approach—where time with my daughter, my job, my university work and my business development all had clear places in my weekly schedule—would have been more effective.

Going forward, I plan to maintain a structured time-management system using digital tools and weekly planning. I will continue using time-blocking and prioritisation methods, integrating all my responsibilities—family, work, university, and business—into one central calendar. I also intend to review my weekly workload every Sunday evening to adjust plans before the week begins.
I will keep using the university’s digital platforms regularly, including Moodle deadlines, Teams reminders and the library’s study support resources. I also plan to attend at least one workshop on academic organisation or digital skills next term.
By building these habits, I expect to improve not only my academic performance but also my confidence and wellbeing. Effective time management will help me maintain balance across all areas of my life.

SMART Action Plan
Specific: I will use a weekly time-blocking system combining my university deadlines, work shifts, childcare duties, and business tasks into one digital calendar.
Measurable: I will review my progress every Sunday by checking if all planned study blocks were completed at least 80% of the time.
Achievable: I will allocate 1 hour every Sunday to plan and organise my week.
Relevant: Improved time management will directly support my academic success and reduce stress in managing work and family responsibilities.
Time-bound: I will implement this plan for the entire next term (12 weeks) and evaluate its effectiveness at the end of the term.
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