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Albert Einstein once said, "The more I learn, the more I realize how much I don't know" (Goodreads, 2020). It is only when we start to seek greater knowledge that we become conscious of how little we actually know. As learning is a lifelong experience, that never entirely stops, we are constantly absorbing new information and acquiring new skills. My recent return to education highlighted how technology impacted on education and how much the learning environment has changed since my early schooling days. The purpose of this essay is to establish my own personal learning environment (PLE) and how it compares to other students. Secondly, I will discuss individual and collaborative learning and my approach to learning. I will also consider the use of digital technology in my education and finally, I will present my advice to the future students wanting to undertake a BA in Business and Management course.
There is no single commonly accepted definition for Personal Learning Environment; however, there are many ideas and descriptions of what PLE is. For example, Shaffert & Hilzensauer (2008), defined PLE as a set of online tools/apps collected by the learner to aid his learning needs. Similarly, Wilson (2006), identified PLE as a collection of web-based applications used by a particular learner. I view PLE as a helpful compendium of online applications, programmes and tools such as Google, YouTube, Grammarly that guide and assist me with my learning. I also believe that everybody has their own PLE's once they commence to using the internet while learning, without sometimes being aware of it, as most of us are using several tools daily to aid our education. 
Since starting the Business and Management course, I have noticed that I frequently use some of the programmes that help me research and write assignments. My PLE mainly consists of Google search engine, Google Scholar, Google Books, UWTSD online library, YouTube, Grammarly, BBC News app, Messenger, E-mails and Microsoft Office. I also make use of Facebook, Twitter and Instagram; however, they are not my primary choices while learning as I do not feel that they contribute much, and I am not as comfortable and confident using them. 
Over the last few weeks, myself and other Level 4 Business and Management students have been participating in an online learning course. Every week we were posting our thoughts and opinions on given tasks onto a forum. From my observations, I have noted that my PLE is very similar to my peers. There is a definite trend that we all follow such as relying on the same tools and apps like Google, YouTube and UWTSD online library. I think this was understandable, as we all are students on the same course/university. Taking into consideration people's background, age and capabilities, there were some differences 
between our PLE's. As English is my second language, I have noticed that I was the only person to use Grammarly app to assist me while writing assignments. On the other hand, some of my peers were using applications that I was not very familiar with, such as Kahoot or Adobe Illustrator. I do believe that my PLE will evolve as my education progresses further and I will try to make more effort with the social media aspect of PLE as I feel that I might be missing out on interaction and communication with others. 

Individual and collaborative learning are the two styles of learning discussed in this essay, and I had experienced both. Throughout primary, secondary and high school education, I was mostly subjected to an individual learning style, where we were expected to perform tasks and work on our assignments alone. I believe that this was the case, because back in the 90s, in Poland, collaborative learning was not very popular. I would go as far and say that is was discouraged. The first time, I participated in collaborative learning was two years ago when I have started studying in college. Regularly during lectures, we were in groups working together, sharing ideas and putting our points of view across, but also hearing things from other perspectives. Now, a student at UWTSD collaborative learning is massively fortified and something that I enjoy and look forward to, as it boosts my confidence and helps me gain greater understanding in a particular topic. 
My knowledge of individual learning is taking on and resolving tasks on your own, with instructions provided by the tutor. While learning individually, students have to research, understand and retain information unaided, either by reading books, watching educational videos or using the internet. Rossiter (2020), points out that "individual learning is the research I conduct through my own personal environment". I second that statement, as I also believe using the PLE tools to study can be classed as an individual learning style as it is performed independently.
In contrast, Johnsons & Johnsons (1999) defines collaborative learning as learning in small groups, asking participants to work together, to enhance their own and others learning experience. Both learning styles come with advantages and disadvantages and which technique is preferable by students hugely depends on their personal preferences. I believe that the most prominent negative of individual learning is the lack of support and insightful views from my peers. It does become a lot harder to perform tasks which we did not discuss beforehand. However, being left alone to complete assignments is what works best for me, as I can focus without being distracted.
On the other hand, collaborative learning has widened my horizon in term of seeing thing from different points of view. It is always beneficial to hear people agreeing with me but even more stimulating when they do not as this makes me question my ways which enhances my knowledge. The negative side of this style might be unbalanced involvement from other students (Freeman & Greenacre, 2011), a particular student dominating the conversation also lacking teamwork skills. My approach to learning during this course was concentrating on participating in class discussions and making most out of lectures. Secondly, using my PLE to achieve a better understanding of topics and working independently on completing assignments worked also very well, which reflected in my grades. From what I have written so far, I can honestly say that I use both learning styles in my education as both of them suits my current educational needs. I value working together with other students just as much as I value an independent study. 

From my research, I believe that Paul Gilster (1997) was the one who introduced and defined digital literacy as "the ability to both understand and use digitised information". In my words, digital literacy refers to one's capability to search and use information by exploiting different social platforms. For example, using PowerPoint to create presentations, writing blogs using Blogger, using YouTube to make videos, advertise on social media such as Facebook or Twitter, participate in conversations through Messenger and writing e-mails. 
All the examples mentioned above play a crucial role in learning about business and are vital tools for students like me. I am fully aware of how critical digital literacy is an everchanging world, but especially in the business world. My digital literacy skills must be continuously developing to keep up with the innovations and changes, but also to make me stand out amongst others. I would describe my digital literacy and the use of digital technology as developing at this stage. During the first year of my course, I had a chance to learn new skills that have improved my digital literacy but also pushed me out of my comfort zone. Some of them I found enjoyable, for example, creating PowerPoint presentations, and some of them were a struggle, for example, making my first ever tweet on Twitter or writing a post for a blog. I have noticed that tasks where I had to participate with others like the forum or put my opinion out to the world (Twitter) questioned my abilities in writing and made me feel very vulnerable and open for criticism. However, I rose to the challenge and perform those tasks to the best of my knowledge and abilities, and once I have read posts from my peers, I felt that I was at the same level as them and making similar judgements. 
My biggest weakness throughout this academic year was this module, due to carrying out parts using online learning. I must admit that digital learning is not something that I enjoy. I have struggled to understand some tasks and felt that on some occasions, I was guessing the answers and hoping that I was on the right track. I missed verbal interaction with my peers, but also the reassurance from my tutor. Another crucial thing that I noticed was my lack of motivation to participate in online learning. I like structure in life, and that also applies to my education. A set timetable is what I thrive on as it allows me to organise my time efficiently. With online learning, I had too much flexibility which backfired on me. I found myself slacking as I wasn't as focused as I would have been in the classroom environment. I am aware that this is something that I have to keep working on and improve. However, I'm glad that I had a chance to experience this type of learning as it highlighted my preferred way of learning and showcased my weaknesses. 
To my surprise, one of my strengths turns out to be my communication skills, to be more precise my writing abilities, which had improved significantly in this academic year by using digital technologies. As a piece of evidence to this statement is feedback and grades that I had from my tutors in semester one. On the majority of assignments, I achieved distinctions and had comments that my writing is crisp, intelligent and cohesive. Even though with such positive feedback I still struggle to participate in the social media conversation, therefore I will make this as my goal to be more engaged in the use of social media in my learning throughout the next two years of my degree. 

Having reflected on the content of this essay and how my first year at UWTSD studying BA in Business and Management progressed, there is some simple advice I could offer to the future students of this course. 
I cannot stress enough on how important it is to attend lectures. It might feel obvious, but I genuinely believe that my good grades were as a result of good attendance and participation during talks. Although, most of the materials are available on Moodle being able to be involved in discussions allowed me to gain better knowledge and guidance to accomplish assignments with exceptional results. But I think the most important advice I can give is to be open to new experiences that the university has got to offer, try new things and do not disregard something just because you do not like the sound of it. 

In conclusion, this academic year was a very interesting year for me in terms of discovering my learning environment, which was always there, but I was never aware of it or paid much attention to it. I was also positively surprised how similar my PLE was to my peers and how it shaped my learning style. I also discovered that I enjoy working in a group, although I prefer to accomplish assignments independently. When it comes to my digital literacy, I believe that there is a lot of room for improvement, even though my skills have enhanced drastically over the last year. I am aware of my strengths and weaknesses within digital literacy, highlighted during participation in online learning. Overall, this year was a year of trying new things and pushing myself beyond the boundaries of comfort, which I welcomed with open hands. Some of the times were harder than others, but I persevered and did not give up. Learning about business is a challenging experience that is everchanging, and just when you think you know something the new thing comes along, such as new technologies or concepts and the learning process starts all over again. Truth to be said that is the exact reason why I have returned into education after so many years as there are so many interesting and exciting aspects of the business world that fascinate me and want me to seek answers to all my questions.
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