Reflective Essay on My Development of Academic and Digital Skills

Introduction

Starting university was both an exciting and challenging time in my life. I was eager to learn new things and meet new people, but I quickly realised that university requires a much higher level of independence, critical thinking, and self-organisation compared to what I was used to before. One of the most important areas where I needed to improve was in my academic and digital skills. These skills are essential not only for completing assignments but also for communicating effectively, managing time, and preparing for future employment (Cottrell, 2019). In this essay, I will reflect on how I developed these skills during my first term using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988). I will describe the challenges I faced, my feelings, what I learned from the experience, and how I plan to continue developing in the future.

Description — What happened?

When I began university, I was assigned multiple tasks that tested my abilities in new ways. I had to write an essay on time management, prepare and submit a report, also create and deliver a presentation to my classmates. Although I had written essays before, I had never explored time management as a topic in detail, which required me to research academic sources and learn to reference properly using the Harvard system. Writing the report was another challenge because it involved presenting information in a clear, concise, and formal manner. Finally, creating and delivering the presentation forced me to develop my public speaking skills and learn to communicate my ideas clearly in front of an audience.

Additionally, I had to get used to using the UWTSD app to check my timetable, track assignment deadlines, and receive announcements from lecturers. I also had to rely on email to communicate with tutors and ask for clarification on tasks, which was new to me as I had mostly relied on in-person support before. Unlike some students who use tools like Zotero for referencing, I decided to create my reference lists manually to better understand the Harvard referencing system.

At first, I thought I could handle everything easily and underestimated the time and effort required. I quickly learned that each task demanded careful planning and dedication, and that effective time management was crucial to succeed in university-level studies.

Feelings — What were you thinking and feeling?

At the beginning, I felt overwhelmed and anxious about having to complete different types of assignments at the same time. I was particularly nervous about presenting in front of others because public speaking has always been a source of anxiety for me. I was also worried about making mistakes in referencing and losing marks. These feelings of doubt and fear made me question whether I was prepared enough for university.
As I began working on each task, I felt stressed but also motivated to do my best. I realised that I could not afford to leave work to the last minute and that I needed to find new strategies to stay on track. Over time, as I practised more and received feedback from my lecturers, I started to feel more confident and prouder of my progress. I noticed improvements in my writing and felt more comfortable using the UWTSD app and communicating via email. Despite the stress, I also felt excited to see myself developing new skills that would help me in the future.

Evaluation — What was good and bad about the experience?

A major positive aspect of this experience was developing stronger academic writing skills. I learned to structure essays more effectively, present arguments clearly, and support my points with evidence from reliable sources (Cottrell, 2019; Murray, 2017). Completing the report helped me understand how to organise and summarise information clearly, which is an important skill not only for university but also for future workplaces.
Another positive outcome was improving my presentation skills. Although I was nervous, I learned techniques to engage my audience, use visual aids effectively, and control my anxiety while speaking (Reynolds, 2019). The experience also improved my confidence and made me more comfortable sharing my ideas in front of others.
A challenge I faced was managing my time effectively. At first, I underestimated how long each task would take, which resulted in last-minute stress and reduced the quality of my work. According to Mirzaei et al. (2024), many students struggle with time management when transitioning to university because they are not used to independent learning. Another negative aspect was my initial difficulty with Harvard referencing, which led to frustration and fear of plagiarism (Neville, 2016).

Analysis — Why did it happen that way?

My challenges were mainly due to the transition from school to university, where there is a greater emphasis on independent learning and critical thinking (Wingate, 2007). In school, teachers provide step-by-step guidance and regular reminders, whereas at university, I had to take full responsibility for planning and completing my work.
My struggles with time management were influenced by a lack of experience in planning and prioritising tasks. I realised that effective time management is not just about creating a schedule but also about setting realistic goals, breaking tasks into smaller parts, and staying disciplined (Claessens et al., 2007).
My initial lack of confidence in presenting was due to limited practice and fear of being judged by others. According to Brookfield (2017), developing confidence in public speaking requires continuous practice and reflection. Similarly, my difficulty with referencing occurred because I had not received enough formal training in using referencing systems before university, which made it a steep learning curve.

Conclusion — What else could you have done?

Looking back, I see that there were several things I could have done to improve my experience. I could have started my assignments earlier and created a detailed weekly study plan to avoid last-minute stress. By breaking larger tasks into smaller, manageable steps, I could have felt more in control and less overwhelmed.

I also could have practised my presentation skills more by rehearsing in front of friends or recording myself to identify areas for improvement. Attending online tutorials on Harvard referencing and academic writing could have helped me understand expectations more clearly and avoid common mistakes (Neville, 2016).

Furthermore, I could have reached out for help earlier, either by asking my lecturers or discussing my struggles with classmates. Seeking feedback earlier would have allowed me to make improvements before final submission and reduce anxiety about whether I was on the right track (Boud, Keogh & Walker, 2013).

Action Plan — What will you do next time?

To continue improving my academic and digital skills, I have created an action plan. In the future, I plan to start my assignments as soon as they are given and break them down into smaller tasks with specific deadlines. I will create a weekly study timetable and use reminders to stay on track.

For my presentation skills, I will practise more often, seek feedback from friends, and watch online tutorials to improve my confidence and delivery (Reynolds, 2019). I also plan to familiarise myself further with Harvard referencing by using official university guides and referencing books (Pears & Shields, 2019).

To improve my digital skills, I will explore all features of the UWTSD app and make better use of online learning resources. I will also continue using email effectively to communicate with lecturers and seek clarification when needed. These steps will help me become more independent and confident as a student.

SMART Action Plan
· Specific: Start assignments early and create a detailed weekly timetable with clear deadlines.
· Measurable: Complete each assignment at least three days before the deadline and practise each presentation at least twice before delivering it.
· Achievable: Use university resources, feedback from lecturers, and support from classmates.
· Relevant: These actions will improve my academic performance, reduce stress, and help me feel more prepared for future tasks.
· Time-bound: Implement these steps consistently for all assignments during the next academic term.
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