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Time management is an essential skill for university students, especially when trying to balance academic work with personal responsibilities. As a single mother to two young children and living with bipolar disorder, managing my time effectively is vital for both my wellbeing and my academic progress. In this essay, I will reflect on a recent situation where my time management did not go well. I will use Gibbs’ reflective cycle to explore what happened, how I felt, what was positive and negative, and what I have learned. Finally, I will outline an action plan for improving my time management in the future.
The situation happened during a busy week in the first term of university. I had four academic tasks to complete: 2 written assignments and 2 PowerPoint presentations. My plan was that I would spend a little time each day working on all four tasks. I thought this approach would help me stay on track without feeling overwhelmed. However, as the week went on, things became more difficult. My children needed extra support, with one waking up repeatedly during the night and the other needing help with homework. At the same time, I noticed early signs of a mood change related to my bipolar disorder, which made it harder to focus and stay motivated. According to the NHS (2023), changes in mood can affect concentration and daily functioning, and I could clearly feel this happening. By the middle of the week, my original plan had already fallen apart. Instead of working steadily each day, I ended up jumping between tasks whenever I had a small amount of free time. This left me feeling rushed and disorganised. Although I did complete the required tasks, I finished them close to the deadlines, and the whole week felt stressful and overwhelming.
At the start of the week, I felt confident and optimistic. I believed that if I stayed focused, I could handle my academic work alongside my responsibilities at home. Feeling motivated at the beginning of a task is common, especially for new university students adjusting to academic life (Mental Health Foundation, 2023).
As the week progressed, my feelings changed. I began to feel anxious when I realised I was falling behind on my plan. I felt torn between caring for my children and completing my university work, and I felt guilty for not giving enough attention to either. Research shows that student parents often feel pressure to meet both academic expectations and family responsibilities (Todd, 2024), and this certainly applied to me.
I also felt frustrated because my bipolar symptoms were affecting my focus. On days when my mood dipped, even small tasks felt difficult. I started to doubt whether I could cope with university at all, and this affected my confidence. However, I also felt proud of myself for continuing to try, even when things felt overwhelming. By the end of the week, I felt tired but also knew that I needed to handle my time differently.
The biggest problem was that my plan was too vague. I did not create a detailed timetable or set clear goals. Instead, I assumed I would somehow “fit in” my study around everything else. This approach is not effective, especially for someone with unpredictable responsibilities. According to Frontiers in Education (2025), successful time management involves setting clear goals and planning tasks carefully, which I did not do. Another negative aspect was not taking my mental health into account. When I noticed my mood shifting, I tried to ignore it instead of adjusting my study expectations. This made it harder to work and increased my stress. Good mental-health management requires recognising limits and making changes when needed (NICE, 2020), something I did not do. I also did not prioritise my tasks well. I treated everything as equally important and moved between tasks too often. 
Despite everything, there were some positive elements. I completed all the essential academic tasks, which showed commitment and resilience. I also learned a lot from the experience. It encouraged me to think carefully about my how I will approach future tasks and helped me recognise my limits more clearly and made me realise the importance of planning realistically.
As a single parent, I cannot rely on long periods of uninterrupted study time. My daily routine often changes depending on my children’s needs. Breaking tasks into smaller chunks would have helped me be more productive. Research suggests that dividing large tasks into smaller steps reduces stress and increases focus (The Career Helper, 2023). Another important factor is mental health. Living with bipolar disorder means my energy levels and concentration can vary. Instead of planning the same workload for every day, I should recognise that some days are better for high-concentration work than others. NICE (2020) highlights that monitoring mood and adjusting daily activities can improve functioning, and this applies directly to my situation. Prioritisation was also a key issue. If I had identified which tasks were most urgent or required the most concentration, I could have planned more effectively. Not having priorities meant I wasted time switching between tasks, which increased stress and reduced my progress. I also failed to build flexibility into my plan. Life with young children is unpredictable, so a strict or vague plan is unlikely to work. A realistic plan needs space for unexpected events. When creating a study timetable, it is important to include extra time for unexpected events or interruptions, as this flexibility helps maintain productivity and reduces stress (Anglia Ruskin University). Finally, I did not seek support when I started struggling. Many universities encourage students to contact tutors early if they feel overwhelmed, and this can prevent further difficulties (Mental Health Foundation, 2023). If I had reached out for guidance, I might have managed my workload more effectively.
This experience has taught me that effective time management requires organisation, self-awareness and flexibility. My biggest mistake was relying on a loose plan instead of creating a structured timetable that fitted realistically around my responsibilities. I also failed to consider my mental-health needs, which affected my ability to focus.
I learned that good time management involves more than completing tasks; it helps reduce stress and makes academic work feel more manageable. I now understand the importance of setting priorities, planning ahead, and adjusting my workload based on my wellbeing. Reflecting on this experience has shown me what changes I need to make to succeed as a first-year student.
To improve my time management, I plan to create a weekly timetable that fits around my children’s routines. I will also break larger tasks into smaller, manageable steps with mini deadlines to help me stay organised. Prioritising tasks will be important, so I will identify which activities are most urgent and require the most focus, allowing me to complete them earlier. As my bipolar disorder can affect my concentration and energy levels, I will monitor my mood and adjust my study expectations when I notice early signs of a shift, as recommended by NICE (2020). I will also include ‘spare/free’ time in my schedule for unexpected events, such as school issues or disrupted nights, and I will make sure to contact tutors earlier if I begin to feel overwhelmed. Finally, I will protect my wellbeing by including short self-care breaks to prevent burnout and manage stress. By following this action plan, I hope to strengthen my time-management skills in a way that supports both my academic progress and my overall wellbeing.





SMART Action Plan

S – Specific
I will create a structured weekly study timetable that fits realistically around my childcare responsibilities and my mental health needs. The plan will include set times for reading, writing, breaks, and spare/free periods for unexpected events. I will also break large assignments into smaller tasks with mini deadlines.

M – Measurable
· I will complete 10–12 hours of study each week (tracked using a planner or mobile calendar).
· I will monitor my mood daily using a simple 1–5 scale and decide whether I should adjust my workload for that session.

A – Achievable
· I will study during realistic times:
· School hours when my children are out of the house.
· Two short evening sessions each week when they are settled.
· I will avoid scheduling long study blocks and instead focus on short, manageable 30–45 minute sessions.
· If I start to feel overwhelmed, I will contact my tutor and also utilise the support systems available on campus.

R – Relevant
This plan supports my academic progress, helps reduce stress, and improves my ability to manage both parenting and studying. It also takes into account the impact of bipolar disorder and allows flexibility on days when my concentration or energy levels change.
T – Time-bound
· I will follow this plan for 6 weeks after returning from Christmas break.
· At the end of the 6 weeks, I will review:
· What worked well.
· What did not work.
· Whether I reached my study-hour and mini deadline targets
· I will then adjust the plan for the next 6 weeks.
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