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Time management is widely recognised as one of the most essential skills for success in higher education, especially for non-traditional students managing multiple responsibilities. According to Cottrell (2019), time management is the ability to prioritise tasks, set realistic goals, and maintain a balance between various life commitments (Cottrell, 2019). For mature students, especially those with families and jobs, the ability to manage time efficiently is not just beneficial but critical. This reflective essay explores my development of academic and digital skills in the context of time management using Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (1988), which includes six key stages: Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion, and Action Plan. I will focus on how time management challenges affected my academic journey in the first term, especially as a parent and part-time worker, and how I aim to improve moving forward.
[bookmark: _Toc202310980]2 Description – What happened?
At the beginning of my higher education, I encountered challenges in balancing university life with my personal life. I have two young children, and I work 20 hours a week in the healthcare field. I was already busy with the usual tasks that accompany family life, including school drop-off, preparing meals, and supervising children. I was faced with work deadlines, dealing with an ill child at home, and working late into the night to meet academic requirements, including a 700-word academic report.
Although I was aware of the assignment's presence a few weeks before it was due, I started writing it three days before the deadline. At this point, I was tired and struggling to concentrate (Hershner & Chervin, 2014). I had the assignment in on time, but scored a low grade mainly because of rushed work, disorganised structure, and lack of linkage. This was an eye-opener. It helped me understand that unless I manage my time effectively, I would remain in the same state during my course.
[bookmark: _Toc202310981]3 Feelings – What were you thinking and feeling?
At the time, I felt overwhelmed and highly stressed. I often questioned whether I had made the right decision to pursue higher education while raising children and working. The pressure of trying to fulfil multiple roles left me emotionally drained (Lavoie-Tremblay et al., 2021). I experienced guilt for not spending enough time with my children and frustration at not being able to give my full attention to university work.
There were also feelings of inadequacy when I compared myself to classmates who seemed to be coping well. I feared being seen as incompetent. However, there was also a strong sense of determination within me. I had enrolled in this course to create a better future for my family, and I wasn’t ready to give up. I knew I had to find a way to balance everything, and this pushed me to take a hard look at how I was managing my time.

[bookmark: _Toc202310982]4 Evaluation – What was good and bad about the experience?
The good thing about the experience was that it made me understand the significance of a structured time management ability. However, the process of completing an assignment that I had done knowingly in a hurry was rewarding in a way. It also taught me that I could endure pressure. Furthermore, although my tutor’s comments were negative, they were constructive and provided specific details on areas that could be improved.
But there were more cons than there were pros. I had to sacrifice sleep to be productive, which led to some exhaustion because I was not adequately prepared. This negatively affected my studies, and my personal life became worse. At least 70% of student parents in the United Kingdom experience high levels of stress (NUS, 2020), primarily due to the timing component of these pressures (Holmes and Nikiforidou, 2023). I joined that statistic and lived in a perpetual catch-up. My assignment was not produced well due to inadequate time for research, writing, and proofreading. I also lacked the experience to fully absorb the learning material, which might have otherwise helped me perform better.
[bookmark: _Toc202310983]5 Analysis – Why did it happen that way?
After looking back, the actual cause of my troubles was improper time planning due to being unrealistic about what I thought I could do in a single go. I did not follow the arranged timetable and instead improvised, which exposed me to unforeseen situations, such as my child falling ill or being forced to work overtime at the workplace. Mature students tend to make this mistake frequently, and Godfrey (2018) notes that returning adults to education often struggle to cope with conflicting priorities without formal time-planning tools(Godfrey, 2018).
Furthermore, I had not accounted for the cognitive load required for academic reading and writing. Research shows that it takes around 3–4 hours to read, understand, and make notes on one academic article (Cottrell, 2023). I hadn’t scheduled time for these essential activities, leading to shallow understanding and weak critical engagement. Another issue was digital distraction. Like many students, I would often begin studying on my laptop only to end up scrolling through social media or checking messages. Average UK adult spends over four hours per day on digital devices not related to work or study, a factor that can seriously undermine productivity (Maria et al., 2024).
In addition, I lacked knowledge of effective time management techniques such as the Eisenhower Matrix or Pomodoro Technique. These methods could have helped me prioritise urgent academic tasks over less important ones. However, without this awareness, I simply tackled tasks based on what felt urgent in the moment rather than following a planned strategy.
[bookmark: _Toc202310984]6 Conclusion – What else could you have done?
In hindsight, I could have better organised my time by having a weekly schedule where I strictly allocated definite blocks for study, childcare, and work. Having 30-minute intervals each night to read or take notes would have been beneficial, as suggested by McMillan and Weyers (2021), who highlight the value of routine (Mcmillan and Weyers, 2021)
. I also ought to have been able to factor in interruptions by allocating some time accordingly in my programs and through digital calendar applications or to-do lists to keep me on track. I also lost the opportunity to get the assistance of my tutor or other students. A chance to speak about my difficulties would have resulted in a delay or incentive. According to Universities UK (2022), students who consistently interact with tutors and classmates are 40% more likely to meet deadlines and achieve better grades in their work (Neves and Brown, 2022). Such strategies would have reduced my workload and also led me to better academic results.
[bookmark: _Toc202310985]7 Action Plan – What will you do next time?
To ensure I don’t repeat the same mistakes, I have developed a SMART action plan that focuses on improving my time management over the next academic term:
SMART Action Plan
• Specific: I will create a colour-coded weekly study plan using Google Calendar, which allocates at least 7 hours per week to academic work—1 hour per day on weekdays and 2 hours on Saturday mornings.
• Measurable: I will track my study hours by logging daily activities in a spreadsheet. I aim to complete 80% of my scheduled sessions each week.
• Achievable: My plan takes into account my work schedule and childcare responsibilities, ensuring that I do not overcommit. I will use the Pomodoro Technique—25 minutes of focused work followed by 5-minute breaks—to maintain productivity.
• Relevant: Improving my time management is directly linked to enhancing my academic performance, reducing stress, and maintaining family wellbeing (Cyril, 2015).
• Time-bound: I will implement and follow this plan for the next 8 weeks. At the end of the term, I will review my progress and make necessary adjustments.
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This reflective process has helped me gain valuable insight into how poor time management negatively affected my academic performance, emotional wellbeing, and personal life during my first term. Using Gibbs' Reflective Cycle has enabled me to understand the root causes of my struggles, evaluate their impact, and form a practical strategy for improvement. Time management is not just about meeting deadlines—it is about creating a sustainable balance between life, work, and study. By committing to my SMART plan, I am confident I can improve both my academic outcomes and overall quality of life in the upcoming term.
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