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Introduction
Starting university was a huge step in my academic journey, bringing new challenges and expectations. University requires more than just understanding the subject it’s about independent learning, using digital tools, researching effectively, referencing correctly, and managing your time. During my first term, I often felt overwhelmed as I adjusted to this new way of working. I struggled to find reliable academic sources, apply the Harvard referencing system properly, and organise my workload to meet deadlines. Although frustrating, these challenges helped me recognise the areas I needed to improve. Using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988), I’ve been able to reflect on how I handled these situations, what I could do differently, and how I’ve developed. This essay will focus on three key experiences that shaped my academic and digital skills.
Scenario 1: Academic Research and Library Use
Description
One of the first major tasks I faced was a written essay that required academic research using the university’s library databases. Although I had attended an introductory session, I struggled to navigate the wide range of digital resources available. Initially, I relied on general internet searches and popular websites like Wikipedia, which were easier to access but not academically reliable. My limited ability to effectively use academic databases resulted in research that was of lower quality, which in turn weakened my assignment.
Feelings
Before starting the essay, I felt unsure and overwhelmed. Even though I went to the introduction session, I wasn’t confident using the library’s resources. As the deadline got closer, uncertainty turned into stress, especially since I relied on sources like Wikipedia. I worried my weak research skills would mess up my work and that I was falling behind. After struggling with the assignment and realising my research wasn’t great, I felt unconfident. But once I asked for help, my confidence picked up, and I felt more in control. That really helped me feel motivated for future assignments.
Evaluation
One of the biggest challenges I faced was not knowing how to use the library’s digital resources effectively. This meant I often wasted time searching for information and sometimes relied on sources that weren’t reliable or relevant, which negatively affected the quality of my work. In hindsight, I could have sought help much sooner rather than trying to manage alone. That would have saved time and reduced my frustration, as well as improved the overall standard of my research from the beginning. However, once I arranged an online session with the study skills specialist from the library, things began to improve. They showed me how to search more efficiently and how to make better use of the available academic resources. This support made researching for assignments much easier and far less stressful. Taking the initiative to seek guidance worked well, but developing these skills earlier would have made the overall process smoother and helped me approach my first assignment with more confidence.
Analysis
My early struggles showed how important digital literacy is for university work. Jisc (2021) explains that being confident with digital tools is essential for finding and using reliable academic information. I underestimated how complicated the university’s resources would be and delayed asking for help, even though Cottrell (2019) says early support helps build confidence. Stress made it harder to engage with research, but after an online session with the study skills team, things became clearer, and my confidence improved. Bailey (2020) highlights that developing digital skills takes time, support, and practice, which I’ve found to be true.
Conclusion
Looking back, I should’ve asked for help sooner and spent more time getting familiar with the library databases. Building these skills earlier would’ve boosted my confidence and improved my work. I’ve realised that academic research takes time, but regular practice helps (University of Leeds, 2021). Moving forward, I’ll keep using workshops, one-to-one support, and set time aside to practise digital research. I’m confident this will make future assignments less stressful.

Scenario 2: Mastering Harvard Referencing
Description
Another challenge was learning to apply Harvard referencing correctly. Although referencing was introduced during induction, I initially found it difficult to consistently format citations and references according to the university’s guidelines. I tried to compile references manually, but errors and inconsistencies was appearing more. This led to worries about academic integrity and plagiarism.
Feelings
I felt overwhelmed and uncertain. The fear of accidental plagiarism made me anxious, and the referencing process itself seemed complicated and frustrating. Trying to understand the formatting rules on my own was confusing at first, which added to my stress.
Evaluation
What worked well was reaching out to the study skills team for support. Their clear guidance on Harvard referencing helped me understand formatting rules and improve citation accuracy. Using authoritative resources alongside their advice boosted my confidence and made the process less daunting. Actively seeking help and practicing referencing gradually improved my skills. However, my initial manual approach without enough guidance led to errors, wasted time, and increased stress. Delaying help made learning harder and less efficient. Asking for support earlier and practising more would have reduced mistakes and stress. Though I am not fully confident yet, I’ve made good progress and feel more capable. I plan to keep practising and seeking advice to strengthen my skills (Pears & Shields, 2019)
Analysis
These challenges showed me how important digital literacy is for academic writing, especially referencing. Jisc (2021) explains that digital referencing tools make academic tasks more manageable. Things improved after I asked the study skills team for help, boosting my confidence. Looking back, delaying support and not understanding referencing rules added stress and led to mistakes. Time pressure and Harvard referencing made it harder. Purdue OWL (2023) provides clear guidance on citation rules. Bailey (2020) stresses awareness of digital resources reduces mistakes, which I’ve found true. Schraw and Olafson (2020) explain being aware of weaknesses to help you improve, which I realised after reflecting on struggles. Getting support sooner made a real difference.
Conclusion
Looking back, I see doing referencing manually was inefficient and made it easier to make mistakes. Embracing digital tools and seeking support early are essential to improve the quality and accuracy of my academic work (University of Reading, 2020). Going forward, I’ll keep using referencing software and reliable guides to make sure I get it right and avoid mistakes. This approach will enhance my skills, reduce stress, and improve my overall academic confidence.
Scenario 3: Time Management and Workload Structuring
Description
Effective time management was a persistent challenge throughout my first term. Coming from a different learning environment, I struggled with the independence and volume of university work. I frequently procrastinated and underestimated the time needed for assignments, resulting in last minute rushes and compromised quality.
Feelings
This left me feeling stressed, frustrated, and overwhelmed. The pressure of deadlines affected my motivation and wellbeing. There were moments I doubted whether I could keep up with university demands, especially when it felt like everyone else was managing better. It knocked my confidence and made it harder to focus, adding to the stress. Looking back, I see those feelings were linked to poor time management, not my actual ability to cope.
Evaluation
The negative impact of poor time management became clear quickly. My work wasn’t to the standard I wanted, I was more stressed and felt unprepared for deadlines. I often left tasks too late, which increased the pressure and reduced the quality of my assignments. However, recognising the problem was a turning point. I started using Google Calendar to plan study sessions and deadlines. I also tried the Pomodoro technique, focused work periods with regular breaks to improve concentration (University of Minnesota, 2019). These small changes worked well, my productivity improved, I felt more organised, and the stress eased slightly. I’m still not perfect with time management but felt more in control than before. In hindsight, I could have asked for advice sooner rather than waiting until things became overwhelming. Learning to use digital tools and structure my workload made a big difference and helped rebuild my confidence.
Analysis
Good time management is essential for academic success (Saylor Academy, 2022). Cottrell (2019) links self-regulation and planning with staying on track. Digital tools like calendars and timers helped me see deadlines clearly and stay organised. Although I initially underestimated the workload, strategies like the Pomodoro technique (University of Minnesota, 2019) showed how structure and self discipline reduce stress and improve performance. Open Learn (2020) highlights that building realistic schedules is key to reducing academic stress.
Conclusion
Looking back, if I’d started planning earlier, it would have made a massive difference. It likely would have lowered my stress and improved my work. I’ve learned how valuable a structured schedule is compared to last minute efforts. Moving forward, I will improve my time management using digital tools like calendars and reminders, while staying disciplined. I believe this will help me handle deadlines better and feel less overwhelmed.

Overall Conclusion
Reflecting on my first term using Gibbs’ reflective cycle has really helped me understand how much I’ve started to develop my academic and digital skills. At the beginning, I struggled with research, referencing, and managing my time, and honestly, I often felt overwhelmed trying to keep up. But by reaching out for support, attending workshops, and learning how to use different digital tools, I have made some progress. These experiences have shown me how important it is to ask for help when I need it, try new ways of working, and be more organised. I’ve realised that building confidence with academic skills takes time, and it’s okay to make mistakes along the way. Moving forward, I want to keep building on what I’ve learned, keep practicing my digital skills, and find a routine that helps me stay on top of my work without feeling stressed. I know there is still more to learn, but I feel much more prepared for what’s ahead now.
	Target to be Achieved  
	Action Steps to Complete to Achieve Target 
	Potential Difficulties 
	Resources 
	Deadline 
	Achieved  
	Comments 

	 Strengthen time management to increase productivity
	 Develop a personalised weekly study timetable, set daily and weekly goals
	 unexpected workload or personal distractions
	 time management strategies from university workshops
	 Timetable in place by Week 1, Term 2; monitor progress over 6 weeks
	 In progress 
	 Amend my study plan weekly based on workload and deadlines

	 Improve accuracy and confidence with Harvard referencing
	 Familiarise myself more with cite them right to check accuracy.
	 Inconsistency 
	 Cite them right
	 Implement referencing techniques immediately; review after first assignment in Term 2
	 Ongoing 
	 Arrange one to one support with library staff if challenges arise

	 Get better at thinking critically and questioning information
	 Sign up for a critical thinking skills workshop; practice asking more questions when reading academic articles
	 It might feel hard to question academic sources at first, worried about understanding how to apply it to work
	 Critical thinking workshop, tutor support, online university resources
	 practice regularly in assignments
	 To be completed 
	 Look over assignment feedback to check if critical thinking is improving

	 Feel more confident using digital tools for studying 
	Try using at least two new study apps or online tools such as academic planners
	Might take more time to get used to new apps or forget to use them regularly 
	 Recommendations from other students, tutors
Digital skills support from university 
	Try out new tools by term 2 
	 In progress
	 Stick with the tools that help or look for better ones if needed
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