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Step 1: CRAAP Test
This source was published in 2024, making it current and suitable for examining how students experience digital learning in higher education. Using a recent source is important because the digital learning environments continue to change as institutions  and adopt the new systems and approaches.

The report is relevant because it focuses directly on students’ digital learning experiences including access to online materials, engagement, and confidence when using digital tools (Jisc, 2024).

Jisc is a well-established UK organisation that supports universities and colleges with the digital practice and research, which gives the report a strong authority and credibility.

The findings are based on the structured survey data collected from students across the UK in higher education institutions, and supporting the accuracy and reliability of the information.

The purpose of the report is to inform the improvements in digital learning and student support, rather than to promote the products.

This second report was published in 2023 which makes it current because it reflects recent student experiences with the technology in higher education.

It is relevant as it explores how all students use digital tools for learning and identifies both advantages and challenges, such as flexibility, distraction, and consistency across modules (McCormack, 2023).

The report is produced by EDUCAUSE, a recognised organisation for higher education technology research, which supports its credibility.

It is based on large-scale student survey data, supporting the accuracy of the findings. The purpose of this report is to help institutions better understand and respond to student needs.
Step 2: Synthesis
Both sources show that digital learning can benefit students, but only when it is well supported. Jisc (2024) suggests that the digital learning improves access to the materials and offers flexibility, which can help the students manage and study alongside other responsibilities. However, it also highlights that students experience digital learning differently, with some facing issues such as limited access to devices or lower confidence using technology.

McCormack (2023) presents similar findings from a student perspective, showing that learners value flexibility and choice, but can struggle with distraction and inconsistent use of technology across modules. Together, the sources suggest that digital learning is most effective when tools are used consistently and students receive appropriate support.

A key difference is context, Jisc (2024) focuses on UK higher education institutions, while McCormack (2023) provides insight based on student survey data from the United States.

Step 3: Challenge and Opportunity
One key challenge of learning in the digital era is inequality in access to technology and digital confidence. Students without reliable devices, internet access, or strong digital skills may struggle to engage fully, which can affect motivation and academic progress (Jisc, 2024). Online learning can also increase distraction, making it harder for some students to stay focused (McCormack, 2023).

An important opportunity is that digital learning increases flexibility and access to resources. Students can study at times that suit them and revisit materials when needed. It also supports the development of transferable digital skills that are important for future study and employment.
Step 4: Academic Planning
To complete Component 2, I will prioritise planning the structure of the essay before beginning detailed writing. I will focus first on developing a clear introduction and identifying key themes supported by academic evidence. I intend to further develop my academic skills in critical analysis, referencing using Harvard style, and integrating sources effectively. Component 2 will be structured with an introduction, a main discussion section organised by key themes, and a clear conclusion. I will allow time for drafting, reviewing, and editing to ensure clarity, coherence, and academic quality.




Timeline
	Task
	Date/ Deadline

	Finish research
	17th February 2026

	Draft first section
	21st February 2026

	Complete first draft
	25th February 2026

	Final editing
	27th February 2026
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Introduction
Digital learning is now firmly established within higher education, with universities relying on virtual learning environments, online assessment systems and digital communication platforms to deliver teaching and academic support. This transformation has reshaped how students access information, interact with lecturers and collaborate with peers. Learning is no longer confined to physical classrooms; instead, students engage with materials through recordings, discussion forums, digital libraries and interactive platforms. While this shift has improved flexibility and widened access to knowledge, it has also created new academic, technical and motivational challenges. As digital systems continue to develop, students must adapt to increasingly independent and technology-driven learning environments. It is therefore essential to critically examine both the challenges and opportunities associated with digital learning in order to understand its impact on academic performance. This report explores two major challenges faced by students in the digital era: digital inequality and online distraction. It then evaluates key opportunities, including flexible access to learning and the development of transferable digital skills. Finally, it proposes three practical strategies that students can implement to strengthen academic success in digital higher education.
Challenges for Students in the Digital Era
One of the most significant challenges in digital learning is inequality in access to technology and variation in digital confidence. Jisc (2024) highlights that students’ digital experiences differ considerably, with some lacking reliable devices, stable internet connections or quiet study environments. These limitations can reduce participation in live sessions, delay submission of coursework and limit access to online resources. Digital inequality can therefore widen achievement gaps between students. In addition to structural access issues, differences in digital confidence can affect engagement. Students who are uncertain about navigating online platforms may avoid discussion forums, hesitate to contact lecturers or struggle to interpret digital instructions correctly. This can increase academic anxiety and negatively influence overall performance.

A further challenge relates to distraction and reduced concentration within online environments. McCormack (2023) reports that students frequently experience inconsistent use of digital tools across modules, which can increase confusion and cognitive load. Studying through digital devices also exposes students to constant notifications, social media and multitasking opportunities. Broadbent and Poon (2015) argue that online learning requires strong self-regulation and time management skills, as students have greater responsibility for structuring their own study time. Without these skills, learners may procrastinate, experience reduced motivation or submit lower-quality work. These challenges demonstrate that digital learning demands higher levels of independence, organisation and self-discipline than traditional classroom-based education.
Opportunities in the Digital Era
Despite these difficulties, digital learning also provides meaningful opportunities for academic development. One major advantage is flexibility. Jisc (2024) explains that digital platforms allow students to access recorded lectures, presentation slides and supplementary materials at times that suit their personal schedules. This flexibility can benefit students balancing study with employment or caring responsibilities, enabling more inclusive participation in higher education. Access to recordings also allows students to revisit complex topics, pause explanations and take detailed notes, which may strengthen comprehension and long-term retention of knowledge.

Another significant opportunity lies in the development of transferable digital skills. Redecker (2017) defines digital competence as including information evaluation, digital communication, collaboration and problem-solving using technology. These abilities are essential for academic research and are increasingly valued within professional environments. McCormack (2023) notes that students appreciate digital tools that support collaboration and efficient access to resources, suggesting that technology can enhance engagement when applied consistently. Furthermore, digital learning encourages independent research skills, as students often navigate online databases and academic journals autonomously. However, these opportunities are most effective when digital tools are clearly structured and expectations are transparent. If platforms are used inconsistently or without guidance, students may struggle to fully benefit from available resources.
How Students Can Adapt to Succeed
In order to adapt effectively to digital higher education, students must actively develop academic strategies that respond to these challenges while maximising opportunities.

Firstly, implementing structured digital time management is essential. This includes creating weekly study schedules, setting specific academic goals and minimising distractions during study sessions. Broadbent and Poon (2015) emphasise that self-regulated learning strategies significantly predict academic achievement in online environments. By monitoring progress and reflecting on study habits, students can improve focus and productivity. This strategy strengthens organisation and independence while directly addressing the challenge of distraction.

Secondly, students should strengthen their digital literacy and critical evaluation skills. In an era where large volumes of information are accessible online, the ability to judge reliability and relevance is crucial. Applying frameworks such as the CRAAP test supports evaluation of authority, accuracy and currency in academic sources. Redecker (2017) highlights that critical and responsible use of digital information is central to digital competence. Developing this skill improves academic writing, supports evidence-based arguments and reduces the risk of misinformation.

Thirdly, active engagement with digital learning communities is vital. Participating in discussion forums, attending virtual workshops and collaborating on group tasks can deepen understanding and strengthen communication skills. McCormack (2023) suggests that students who interact consistently with digital tools often report higher satisfaction and confidence. Active engagement also promotes reflective learning, allowing students to evaluate feedback and identify areas for improvement. Through consistent participation and proactive communication, students can build academic resilience and enhance overall performance. Together, these strategies demonstrate that digital learning can become a productive academic environment when students take responsibility for their own development.
Conclusion
In conclusion, digital learning in higher education presents both complex challenges and valuable opportunities. Inequality in access to technology and the risk of distraction can negatively affect engagement and academic outcomes if not carefully managed. However, digital platforms also provide flexibility and opportunities to develop essential transferable skills that extend beyond university study. The overall effectiveness of digital education depends on institutional design as well as students’ ability to apply core academic competencies. By developing structured time management, strengthening digital literacy and engaging actively with online tools, students can overcome barriers and maximise the advantages of digital learning. A balanced understanding of both the risks and benefits of digital education is therefore essential for achieving sustained academic success in contemporary higher education.
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DIGITAL LEARNING SUCCESS
Three Essential Academic Skills for Higher Education


	💻 DIGITAL LITERACY

Redecker (2017) identifies critical thinking and responsible use of information as central to digital competence.

✓ Evaluate credibility of online sources
✓ Use peer-reviewed academic journals
✓ Check authority, relevance and currency



	💬 ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT

McCormack (2023) reports that students who actively engage with digital tools show higher satisfaction and improved learning outcomes.

✓ Participate in discussion forums
✓ Collaborate in group activities
✓ Communicate regularly with lecturers



	⏳ TIME MANAGEMENT

Broadbent and Poon (2015) found that self-regulated learning significantly predicts academic success in online environments.

✓ Plan weekly study schedules
✓ Break tasks into manageable stages
✓ Reduce digital distractions
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WHY THIS MATTERS

Academic success in digital higher education depends on how effectively students apply key skills. Developing digital literacy, active engagement and structured time management enables students to maximise opportunities and overcome challenges.
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