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Reflective Essay on the Development of Academic and Digital skills 
1. Description - What happened? 
During my first term at the university, I encountered a formative experience when I was assigned a research based academic essay. It required me to critically engage with scholarly text, properly reference sources and submit the final paper through an online platform, Turnitin. Initially, I underestimate the complexity of the task. Although I had some experience with writing essays and referencing before, the academic expectations at university are far higher and more rigorous. I was also unfamiliar with Harvard referencing and the use of the digital tools like the university’s online library portal and referencing software such as RefWorks. This experience tested both my academic writing and digital literacy skills, highlighting the need for structured support and self-directed learning, a common issue among first year students (Pandey et al., 2020).
2. Feelings - What was I thinking and feeling? 
At the beginning of the term, I felt completely out of my depth, words like “peer-reviewed”, “plagiarism checks” felt unfamiliar and daunting. I worried I wouldn’t meet expectation especially with referencing. Harvard style was new to me, and using RefWorks felt frustrating. There were moments of self-doubt where I wondered if I belonged at university. I remember standing in front of my computer for over an hour when I was writing my first assignment, completely stuck as I had no idea where to start and how to reference. But then I realised that there are plenty of resources to help me overcome this, so I started engaging with online courses and university resources, and things began to shift. Neville (2010) and Pandey et al. (2020) helped me understand referencing as more than formatting, it was about credibility.
Also, sharing my struggle with some of my classmates helped me feel less alone, ideas reflected on Chigwedere et al. (2023), and as Petegem (2021) explain how exploring and taking full advantage of the digital tools available for students, hence RefWorks in my case, will help me stay in control of my work. Based on all of this, I stopped fearing referencing and started embracing it. 


3. Evaluation - What was good and bad about the experience?
One of the best decisions I made was taking advantage of all the resources, learning aids and support that are readily available and is offered by the university free of charge. 
Also, having the online support of Lisa, the library liaison, providing a step-by-step guide on how to access, manage and take full advantage of the information contained within the library has been of immense help. I also found helpful online tutorials through the university’s virtual learning environment and began using RefWorks, which saved me time later in other assignments. From then on, I created a routine, I bookmarked sources while reading and added them to my RefWorks folder straight away, which helped me stay organised. I began to see referencing as something purposeful, not just a tedious task. 
However, the earlier experience of trying to figure it out on my own was exhausting and stressful. I’ve spent hours scrolling through websites trying to find the “correct” way to cite something, only to realise I had mixed up formatting styles. I also avoided asking for help at first, thinking I’d be able to work it out by myself. In hindsight, I see that my hesitation cost me time and energy. According to Neville (2010), referencing is a skill that improves through feedback and practice, not guesswork. 
4. Analysis – Why did it happened that way?
The situation unfolded the way it did because I lacked both foundational academic experience and confidence in using digital tools, which are essential for navigating university level assignments. Before starting university, I had never been formally introduced to this referencing system such as Harvard style. As a result, I underestimate its importance and viewed it as a minor formatting task, rather than a fundamental academic practice. Pandey et. Al. (2020) explain that first year students often struggle with referencing generators. I initially chose to manually input each citation, assuming it would give me more control. Ironically this decision led to inconsistent formatting and unnecessary stress. 
Ordonez de Pablos (2021) argues that digital competencies are now inseparable from academic success, particularly in environments where student are expected to navigate complex information’s systems independently. My reluctance to embrace these tools reflected a deeper issue, a fear of relying on unfamiliar systems, which I now realise was holding me back. My tendency to be overly self-reliant also played a role. Instead of asking for help or seeking clarification early on, I tried to figure everything out on my own. I didn’t reach out to my tutor, librarian or peers, partly because I felt I should already know how to do it, and as a result this mindset slowed my progress. As Cotrell (2023) notes, academic development requires active engagement with support system and feedback. Once I started to reach out and to use all the support and guidance, the quality of my referencing work started to improve significantly, and I began using RefWorks with confidence, only highlighting how much of my earlier struggle was avoidable. 
Furthermore, my focus on meeting deadlines, even though I always submitted on time, meant I was often more concerned with finishing rather than fully understand, led me to view referencing as something to quickly complete at the end of an assignment, instead of recognising it as a core component of academic writing. Neville (2010) highlights this common misstep, noting that students who view referencing as separate from the writing process tend to make more errors and miss opportunities to deepen their arguments with strong sources. 
Ultimately, the situation revealed how academic and digital skills are deeply interconnected. My initial challenges with referencing were not just about formatting, but about adapting to a new way of thinking, working and learning. Once I recognised this, I was able to shift my mindset, embrace the tools available to me and tale control of my own academic development. 
5. Conclusion – What else I could’ve done? 
In hindsight, I could’ve taken advantage of the university resources, such as referencing clinics and peer study groups. Watching video tutorials or even search for real life examples of well referenced essays could have provided clarity early on. I also realise now that asking for help isn’t a weakness, it’s a smart academic move. Had I done this from the start, I would’ve avoided the confusion and mental exhaustion I felt at the time. As Cotrell (2023) suggest, becoming an effective academic writer, means actively engaging with feedback and support. I also understand that referencing is more than a technical requirement, but an important part of joining the academic conversation. 
6. Action Plan – What I will do next time? 
Reflecting on my early experiences with Harvard referencing, I can see how far ive come, but also how much more I want to improve. Although I always submitted my work on time, referencing caused me a lot of anxiety. I was often unsure if I was doing it correctly and it felt I was trying to speak a language I hadn’t fully learned. Now that I understand the value of accurate referencing, I am motivated to make it more natural and confident part of my writing process. 
To begin with, I will use RefWorks to compare my work so the process of adding a reference will be smoother, as Ordonez de Pablos (2021) emphasises that using digital tools effectively is key to developing academic skills in a digitalised world. Based on this, I will update references gradually as I write, rather than leaving them until the end, to avoid stress and formatting errors. I am also going to create a personal check list for Harvard referencing, including reminders for how to cite books, journal articles and online sources correctly. Neville (2020) recommends using structured tools like checklist to help students internalise referencing rules and apply them consistently, which I believe will help me feel more in control. Although my course does not offer in person workshops that I can attend, I found the online resources very helpful. All these tools help me realise that referencing is more than avoiding plagiarism, it’s about giving credit to the authors and make your work more credible, creating at the same time, trust with the reader. Cotrell (2023) reinforces this, noting that referencing strengthens the integrity and credibility of academic writing. 
Lastly, I want to help others who are struggling with referencing, as most of my colleagues approached me asking for guidance and helping them, made me realise how far I’ve come. As Indraesiene (2021) points out, learning is often reinforced through collaboration, and by helping others my skills will strengthen too. As for a personal goal, by the end of next term, I want referencing to feel less like a task and more like a second nature in my academic life, something that I do confidently and with purpose. 




S.M.A.R.T Action Plan 
Goal: 
To improve my confidence and accuracy in using Harvard referencing and digital tools like RefWorks by the end of Term 2. 
S – Specific: 
I will complete two online referencing tutorials available through the universitys academic skills platform. I will also develop a personal referencing checklist that includes examples of how to cite common sources such as books, journals, articles and websites in Harvard style. 
M – Measurable: 
I will track my progress by keeping a small reflective log after each assignment, noting any referencing mistakes flagged by tutors. My goal is to reduce citacion errors to zero by my next two written submissions. 
A – Achievable:
 The resources I need (online tutorials, digital library, RefWorks and academic guides) are already accessible to me and I can realistically complete the plan by setting aside one hour per week. 
R – Relevant: 
Improving my referencing skills directly supports my academic performance, helps avoid plagiarism and strengthens the credibility of my written work, which is a key to my success at university. 
T – Time-bound: 
I will complete the tutorials and finalise my referencing checklist by Week 6 of Term 2. I will evaluate my progress using the feedback from my assignments in Week 8 and 10. 
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