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Reflective Essay for Academic Skills
introduction
Starting university as an adult student while also running a building and tiling business has been a significant challenge for me. As a mature student, I have responsibilities outside university, including work and financial commitments, which can make it difficult to balance different demands (Greenhaus and Beutell, 1985). Trying to manage both my academic work and my business made me realise that I need to improve my organisation, time management, and digital skills.
Research shows that skills such as self-regulated learning and effective time management are important for success in higher education (Zimmerman, 2002; Claessens et al., 2007). During my first term, I experienced a situation that clearly highlighted weaknesses in these areas, especially in relation to planning, checking digital communication, and setting priorities. This experience helped me understand more clearly what skills are required to succeed both as a student and as a business owner.
In this essay, I will use Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988) as a framework to reflect on this experience. I will follow the stages of Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion and Action Plan. By linking my personal experience with relevant academic theories, I will demonstrate how this situation contributed to the development of my academic and digital skills and how it will influence my future studies and professional practice.
Description
This situation took place during Scott’s Academic Skills for the Digital Era class. On that day, students were expected to deliver a presentation in front of the class. However, I was unaware that a presentation was scheduled because I had not read the email that had been sent earlier in the week. As a result, I arrived at the lesson without slides, preparation, or any awareness that I was required to present.
When the class began, I noticed that the projector was already set up and other students were opening their PowerPoint presentations. At that moment, I realised that it was the scheduled presentation day. I immediately checked my phone and saw that the information had indeed been communicated via email. I had failed to open and review this message. This highlighted a weakness in my management of digital communication, which is an essential academic responsibility in higher education (Jisc, 2019).
The situation became more complicated when, after approximately two hours, I had to leave the class due to an urgent issue within my building business. I received several phone calls regarding a problem with one of my work teams and was required to attend the job site to resolve it. Consequently, I missed the opportunity to present alongside my classmates in the live session.
Although I was later permitted to deliver the presentation online, I felt disappointed that I was unable to participate in the in-person session with the rest of the group.

Feelings
When I realised that we were presenting, I immediately felt stressed and unprepared. I was worried that Scott might think I did not care about the class, even though this was not the case. I also felt embarrassed, as other students had prepared slides while I had nothing ready. This reaction reflects how academic performance situations can trigger anxiety when preparation and expectations are not aligned (Putwain, 2008).
At the same time, I was experiencing pressure from my work responsibilities. Running a building company involves managing teams, solving unexpected problems, and responding quickly to urgent situations. When I received multiple phone calls about the issue at the job site, my stress increased significantly. I felt caught between two important roles: student and business owner. This sense of conflict can be understood as role conflict, where the demands of one role interfere with another (Greenhaus and Beutell, 1985).
I also felt disappointment. I wanted to participate in the presentation session with the rest of the group, both to share my work and to learn from others. Missing the live session felt like missing an important academic experience that could have supported my confidence and engagement.
Alongside stress and disappointment, I felt frustration and self-criticism. I was aware that I should have checked my university email more regularly and planned more effectively. This emotional response relates to self-regulated learning, where students monitor and evaluate their own behaviour and recognise areas for improvement (Zimmerman, 2002). Although the situation was uncomfortable, it made me more aware of the habits I need to change in order to succeed.

Evaluation
 
There were several negative aspects of this experience. Firstly, my lack of preparation was directly linked to not checking my university email regularly. This demonstrates a weakness in time management and digital responsibility, which are essential skills for effective academic performance (Claessens et al., 2007; Jisc, 2019). As a result, I experienced embarrassment in class and a sense of personal disappointment.
Secondly, I was unable to remain for the full session due to work-related responsibilities. Trying to manage both university and business at the same time significantly increased my stress levels. This reflects the challenges associated with balancing multiple roles, where demands from one domain can negatively affect performance in another (Greenhaus and Beutell, 1985). In this situation, my professional responsibilities interfered with my academic engagement. This reflects research showing that students who combine paid work with study often experience increased pressure and competing role demands (Moreau and Leathwood, 2006).
However, there were also positive aspects. Although I missed the live presentation session, I was given the opportunity to complete my presentation online. This allowed me to still meet the academic requirement. In addition, Scott’s understanding response reduced the immediate negative impact of the situation and gave me the opportunity to correct my mistake.
Importantly, this experience clearly highlighted the specific areas I need to improve, including organisation, regular monitoring of digital communication, time management, and better delegation within my business. Research suggests that recognising weaknesses and reflecting on them is a key part of developing self-regulated learning skills (Zimmerman, 2002). While the situation was uncomfortable, it provided valuable insight into the changes required for me to succeed in both academic and professional contexts.

Analysis
The situation did not occur simply because I failed to check one email; rather, it reflected a deeper weakness in my self-regulation. Although I understood the importance of monitoring university communication systems, I had not embedded this knowledge into consistent behaviour. This highlights a gap between theoretical understanding and practical implementation.
From a self-regulated learning perspective, effective learners actively plan, monitor and adjust their behaviour (Zimmerman, 2002). In my case, I did not engage in systematic self-monitoring, particularly in relation to digital communication and deadline tracking. Research also suggests that academic procrastination is negatively associated with self-regulated learning (Shi, Lin and Yu, 2024; 2025), which helps explain why immediate business concerns repeatedly took priority over academic preparation.
Rather than being a single oversight, this incident emerged from a pattern of reactive decision-making, where short-term urgency outweighed long-term planning. This indicates that the issue was behavioural rather than purely situational.
In addition, managing both business leadership and academic study increased my cognitive load. Cognitive Load Theory suggests that when individuals attempt to manage too many simultaneous demands, their capacity to process information effectively decreases (Sweller, 1988). Attempting to solve business emergencies while maintaining academic engagement created mental overload, making it more difficult to respond effectively in either role.
Finally, my leadership approach within my business also contributed to the situation. I tend to take personal responsibility for solving every operational issue rather than delegating tasks to my team. However, effective leadership requires appropriate delegation and trust in team members (Yukl, 2013). By not delegating sufficiently, I increased my stress and reduced my ability to protect time for university commitments.
During the Academic Skills module, we talked about the importance of checking university communication systems regularly and being responsible with digital communication. Although this was explained clearly in class, I did not apply it properly at that time. This situation showed the difference between understanding something in theory and actually putting it into practice.

Conclusion
 Looking back at this experience, several actions could have prevented the situation from developing in this way. Firstly, I should have established a consistent routine for checking my university email daily. Regular monitoring of digital communication is part of effective self-regulated learning, as it allows students to plan and respond appropriately to academic expectations (Zimmerman, 2002).
In addition, I could have prepared a simple presentation in advance once the email was received. Even basic preparation would have reduced anxiety and allowed me to participate fully in the session. Better time management and clearer scheduling between university and work responsibilities could also have prevented the need to leave early. Research suggests that proactive planning reduces role conflict and stress (Greenhaus and Beutell, 1985; Claessens et al., 2007). 
Furthermore, I could have communicated more clearly with my work team about my university commitments. Informing them that I would be in class and only available for urgent emergencies would have supported better boundaries between my professional and academic roles. Effective delegation and communication are important leadership skills that reduce overload and improve overall performance (Yukl, 2013).
Overall, the situation could have been avoided through better planning, clearer communication, improved digital habits and stronger delegation. Reflecting on these missed opportunities has helped me understand how I can approach similar situations differently in the future.
SMART Action Plan
Specific:
I will check my university email twice daily (8:00am and 7:00pm), use a digital calendar to record all lectures, deadlines and reminders, and begin preparing coursework at least one week before each deadline.
Measurable:
I will review my weekly study schedule every Sunday evening and monitor whether all deadlines and presentations have been recorded and prepared in advance.
Achievable:
These actions are realistic because they require only a short amount of time each day and can be integrated into my existing routine.
Relevant:
Improving my organisation, digital communication habits and delegation skills will support both my academic performance and the effective management of my building business.
Time-bound:
By March 2026, I aim to follow this routine consistently and avoid missing any presentations, deadlines or important university communications.
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