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This essay reflects on my experience of developing both my digital and academic skills during the start of this course, using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle as a guide (Gibbs, 1988). At the beginning of the course, I was introduced to digital tools such as Outlook and Excel, as well as academic skills like referencing and using the online library. Before this, I had not really used structured systems properly, as I mostly relied on quicker, informal methods such as messaging apps and voice notes to quickly achieve things in my business to earn more money as a Fittro, Initially I found the amount of tools i had to learn overwhelming I had also not previously engaged with academic research tools or formal referencing. Reflective writing requires students to analyse their experience and connect it to theory, rather than only describing events (University of Sheffield, 2022)
During the first few weeks of the module, I worked through how to use these tools step by step. Having clear modules and multiple-choice answers initially gave me confidence, although sitting still to listen to them for long periods is new. As is reading long text that I have not much interest in necessarily but is needed to find information. I realised this is the biggest challenge for me. With Outlook, this included organising emails into folders, using categories, and structuring emails in a more professional way. With Excel, I began using it to organise information, track simple data, and create more structured ways of planning tasks but then I’ve also utilised it at home for personal finances, to help an entry into the university business competition, enabling me to quickly put together some projections and charts. I was also able to produce a working prototype-style database to display my creation in a basic way and for judges or investors to have a go in real time, this is a clear improvement on my abilities in this area.
At the same time, I was introduced to the online library and shown how to search for academic sources using keywords, as well as how to reference those sources correctly. This involved following guided tasks initially and then beginning to apply these skills more independently. Overall, this experience involved engaging with both digital systems and academic processes that were new to me, forming a key part of my early learning on the course. Referencing strengthens academic writing because it supports your arguments and upholds academic honesty. (Researcher.Life, 2026)
At the start of the module, I felt a mix of frustration and disbelief. I realised quite quickly that I had avoided using structured systems like Outlook and Excel for a long time, even though they were clearly useful. It made me question why I had relied so heavily on quicker, informal methods instead, especially when they often left me disorganised. There was a sense that I created unnecessary challenges for myself.
At the same time, I felt unsure when approaching academic skills such as researching and referencing. This was completely new to me, and I lacked confidence in knowing where to find reliable sources or how to use them correctly. Compared to the digital tools, this felt more challenging, as there were clear rules and expectations that I was not yet familiar with.
However, as I continued working through the sessions, my feelings began to shift. Once I started to understand how structured systems such as Outlook organisation and Excel-based planning worked, I felt a growing sense of confidence. Small improvements made a noticeable difference, particularly when I applied these skills to practical everyday situations like managing information and planning tasks.
Overall, my initial frustration and uncertainty gradually changed into motivation. I became more open to learning these skills rather than avoiding them, and I started to feel more in control of my work and organisation.
As I reflect on this experience, there were both positive and negative aspects to my approach to developing these skills. One of the main negatives was that I still found academic researching and referencing challenging, particularly in understanding how to use sources correctly. Referencing is an essential part of academic writing, as it allows students to acknowledge sources and avoid plagiarism, which is a key academic expectation in higher education (Pears & shields, 2025). This is also an area I now recognise I need to strengthen further un future assignments.
However, there were also clear positives. Once I began to engage with structured systems, I noticed improvements in how I organised information and managed tasks. Using tools such as Excel for planning and Outlook for communication created more consistency, which reduced confusion and helped me feel more in control of my workload. Structured approaches to learning are widely recognised as important for academic success, particularly in independent learning environments (Pears and Shields, 2025). In addition, using systems to organise information helped reduce the mental load of managing multiple responsibilities, making tasks feel more manageable (Sweller, 1988).
An unexpected outcome of this experience was the impact it had beyond academic work. I began applying these skills to real-life situations, such as organising personal tasks and managing finances, which showed me that these systems have practical value beyond university, supporting both productivity and clarity in everyday life. (JISC, 2020). This was not something I expected at the beginning of the module.
When analysing this experience more deeply, it becomes clear that the gaps in my digital and academic skills were not due to a lack of ability, but rather my approach to learning. Universities emphasise that deeper reflection develops when students evaluate their experiences alongside theory (University of Sydney, 2026).
 I had prioritised methods that felt quicker and more convenient, such as messaging apps and informal systems, instead of using structured tools like Outlook and Excel. While this worked in the short term, it often led to disorganisation and inconsistency, which became more noticeable when I was introduced to more structured systems. Digital capability is widely recognised as essential for effective learning, particularly in supporting organisation and independent study (Jisc, 2020). This pattern reflects habits I developed outside of education that were not effective in a university setting.
Using structured tools such as Outlook and Excel demonstrated how organisation can support learning. When information and tasks are not organised effectively, it can increase cognitive overload, making it harder to process and manage multiple responsibilities (Sweller, 1988). In my case, the lack ostructured systems meant I was relying on memory, which made tasks feel more overwhelming than necessary. Once I began using more structured approaches, such as Excel and Outlook, it reduced that mental pressure and allowed me to manage my workload more independently.
In addition, this situation reflects the importance of independent learning within higher education. Students are expected to take responsibility for developing their own skills and identifying areas for improvement. My difficulty with academic researching and referencing shows that I am still developing in this area, but also that recognising this gap is a key step towards improvement. Developing these skills requires consistent practice and engagement with academic expectations, which I am now beginning to build into my learning process (University of Sheffield, 2022).

In conclusion, this experience has shown me that the challenges I faced were not due to a lack of ability, but more to do with how I approached learning. I had relied on quicker, more informal methods, which worked in the short term but created disorganisation and made tasks harder to manage over time. With hindsight, I can see that I should have engaged with structured systems such as Outlook and Excel earlier, as this would have helped me stay more organised and reduced unnecessary stress (JISC, 2020)
I also recognise that I could have taken more responsibility for developing my academic skills, particularly in researching and referencing. Avoiding these areas initially slowed my progress and made them feel more difficult than they needed to be. If I were to approach this again, I would be more proactive in asking for support, using available resources, and practising these skills consistently from the start (Pears & Shields, 2025). I also need to continue building confidence in using academic databases and evaluating sources. Reflective practise has been shown to improve critical thinking, and self-directed learning when used consistently (Sussex University, 2024)
Overall, this experience has highlighted the importance of structure, consistency, and independent learning. It has also shown me that recognising gaps in my skills is a positive step, as it allows me to address them and continue improving.
Moving forward, I will take a more structured and proactive approach to developing my digital and academic skills. This will include consistently using tools such as Outlook and Excel to manage my time, organise tasks, and keep track of deadlines. I will also make better use of university support systems, including study skills resources and guidance on academic writing, to strengthen my understanding of researching and referencing (Pears & Shields, 2025)
In addition, I will actively challenge my previous habit of avoiding areas I find difficult by engaging with them earlier and more consistently. I will identify the specific academic skills I still struggle with – such as integrating academic sources into my writing and schedule weekly practise tasks to develop them. By building these habits into my routine, I aim to improve both my organisation and confidence in academic work.
SMART goal - Specific: I will improve my academic researching and referencing by completing one focused practice task each week. -Measurable: I will keep a weekly log of sources used and check my referencing accuracy. -Achievable: This can be completed within my existing study schedule. Relevant: It directly supports my development in academic writing and university work. - Time-bound: I will maintain this for the next 12 weeks.
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