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During my first term at university, it was a major change that challenged both my academic abilities and my understanding of digital learning. One experience that stands out was my first written assignment and presentation. This required accurate academic referencing and independent research using online sources. Coming from school, different jobs, and now working as a supervisor, I was familiar with general writing. However, I had never expected to fully understand and follow strict referencing conventions or use academic databases in such a structured way. These assignments were given in the first few weeks of term and, although at first they seemed manageable, I quickly realised that I needed to develop new skills to complete them to a high standard.

I spent many hours searching for online sources while trying to follow the guidelines provided. I found it difficult to understand which websites, journals, or online books were appropriate for academic use. This made me feel overwhelmed by the amount of information available and the expectation of selecting reliable sources. At times, I felt unsure of what was required and questioned whether I was approaching the task correctly. When I submitted my first assignment, I lacked confidence in my work, particularly in relation to referencing and academic integrity. In addition, the online learning platform (Moodle) was new to me, and I had to spend time navigating and understanding how to access materials, submit assignments, and use the available tools effectively.

At the time, I felt both overwhelmed and motivated. Initially, I lacked confidence in my academic writing skills, especially in structuring arguments clearly and applying correct referencing techniques. Using the online library was also challenging, as I was unfamiliar with databases and search strategies. However, I also felt a sense of curiosity when exploring artificial intelligence (AI) tools to support my PowerPoint presentation. This was a new digital skill for me, and I found it interesting to explore what was available, as well as understanding what was acceptable within academic guidelines. Time management was another source of stress, as I had to balance university work with my job and family responsibilities. Managing multiple deadlines made me feel anxious, particularly when I felt unsure about my progress. Despite these challenges, I remained determined to improve and succeed.

Looking back, there were both positive and negative aspects of this experience. On the positive side, the experience opened my eyes to the range of academic resources available and encouraged me to engage with new digital tools. I began to understand the importance of academic honesty and how proper referencing strengthens arguments by supporting them with credible evidence. Over time, I improved my ability to locate and evaluate academic sources through the online library. I also developed greater confidence in structuring essays and applying referencing correctly, which improved the overall quality of my academic writing. The use of AI tools in my presentation was particularly beneficial, as it allowed me to organise information visually and present my ideas more clearly. However, there were also weaknesses in my approach. My time management was not effective at the beginning, which resulted in last-minute stress and reduced the time available for reviewing and improving my work.

This experience occurred in this way due to a combination of factors. As a new university student, I was still developing independent learning skills, which are essential in higher education. According to academic skills theories, students transitioning into university often face challenges related to self-regulation, critical thinking, and adapting to new expectations (Zimmerman, 2002). My initial difficulties with the online library reflected a lack of information literacy skills, including effective keyword searching and evaluating the reliability of sources (Head, 2013). Additionally, my time management issues were linked to limited planning and prioritisation, which are common challenges for students balancing academic work with employment and family responsibilities.

One key area of development throughout this experience was my growing understanding of independent learning and self-regulation. At the beginning of the term, I relied heavily on guidance and reassurance, often doubting whether I was approaching tasks correctly. However, over time, I began to take more responsibility for my learning by actively seeking resources, revisiting feedback, and reflecting on how I could improve. This shift reflects the concept of independent learning, where responsibility gradually moves from the tutor to the student (Cottrell, 2019). I also started to recognise that making mistakes is an important part of the learning process, rather than something to avoid. This change in mindset helped me become more resilient and willing to try new approaches.

In addition, I developed a greater awareness of the importance of critical thinking when engaging with academic sources. Initially, I tended to accept information at face value without questioning its reliability or relevance. However, I gradually learned to evaluate sources more carefully by considering factors such as credibility, purpose, and evidence. This improvement in my information literacy skills has strengthened my academic writing, allowing me to construct more balanced and well-supported arguments (Wingate, 2012). It has also increased my confidence when contributing to discussions and completing assignments.

Furthermore, I became more aware of my own learning preferences and strengths. For example, I found that using visual tools and structured planning techniques significantly improved my ability to organise ideas and manage tasks effectively. This aligns with theories of experiential learning, which suggest that individuals learn more effectively when they actively engage with tasks and reflect on their experiences (Kolb, 1984). Recognising these strategies has enabled me to approach future assignments with greater confidence and efficiency, demonstrating clear progress in both my academic skills and personal development.

Successfully completing my first term has given me a strong sense of achievement. Although this may seem small to others, it was a significant milestone for me. At the beginning, I doubted my ability to understand the academic expectations and manage the workload. However, by remaining focused and committed, I was able to attend classes consistently and submit my work to the required standard. This experience has shown me that with effort, persistence, and a willingness to learn, I can develop the skills needed to succeed at university.

One of the most enjoyable aspects of this process was creating the presentation. I found it particularly interesting to explore different ways of presenting information visually and making my work engaging. Learning how to use PowerPoint effectively and discovering its features allowed me to be more creative in my work. Using digital tools enabled me to experiment with design, layout, and graphics, which made the task more enjoyable compared to traditional written assignments. This also helped to build my confidence in both presenting information and using technology effectively, which I now recognise as an important skill in both education and the workplace.

This experience has also given me a new sense of motivation for my future goals. It encouraged me to step out of my comfort zone and become more independent in my learning. I have realised that I want to continue improving myself, both academically and professionally. I am now more determined to progress in my career, and in the long term, I would like to create my own business. Gaining new skills and knowledge has shown me that personal growth is possible, even when balancing multiple responsibilities.

Looking forward, there are several things I could have done differently. I now understand the importance of starting assignments earlier and managing my time more effectively. Creating a structured schedule would have helped reduce stress and allowed more time for deeper research and revision. I also recognise the value of attending academic skills sessions, which can provide support with writing and using the online library. Engaging more with these resources earlier would have helped build my confidence sooner and reassured me that I was not alone in facing these challenges.

Although I have a busy life, including a full-time job and caring for my children, I am determined to succeed. This experience has proven that I can manage these responsibilities while continuing my education. Moving forward, I will remain focused, organised, and motivated to achieve my goals and make the most of the opportunities available to me.

In the future, I plan to apply what I have learned to improve my academic performance. I will develop a clear time management strategy by using planners and setting realistic deadlines for each stage of an assignment. I will continue to improve my academic writing by practising critical analysis and engaging with feedback from tutors. Additionally, I will enhance my information literacy by regularly using the online library and refining my research skills. Overall, this experience has contributed significantly to my development as an independent learner and has prepared me for future academic challenges.
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