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Reflective Essay on the Development of Academic and Digital skills

Introduction 
Starting university is an important transition that brings both excitements and challenges. Success at this level requires students not to only master subjects knowledge but also to develop a wide range of academic and digital skills. During my first semester, one of the most defining experiences for me was writing and submitting my first essay. While I had written assignments before, this task demanded a much higher standard, particularly in terms of Harvard referencing, time management, and use of digital platforms such Moodle, Turnitin, and the university’s online library. 
To evaluate this experience, I will apply Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1998), which offers a structured way of analysing experiences by considering descriptions, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusions and action planning. Though this reflection, I will explore the challenges I faced, the strategies I adopted, what I learned, and how I plan to improve in the future. 

Description – what happened ? 
The most significant learning experience in my first semester was completing my initial essay submission. The assignment required 1,500 words, with at least ten academic references presented in Harvard style. The essay also had to be uploaded to Moodle and checked through Turnitin.
At first, I underestimated the complexity of the task. Although I was familiar with writing, I soon discovered that referencing, structuring, and academic style at university required much more precision. My first difficulty was with Harvard referencing. I struggled with how to cite journal articles correctly and how to distinguish between direct and paraphrased Ideas.
I also had problems navigating the online library database. Finding relevant and credible sources took longer than expected, and I often became frustrated when I could not access certain journals. Additionally, I relied heavily on Microsoft Word’s referencing tool, assuming it would automatically format everything correctly. Later, I realised that it often produced mistakes and did not fully match the university’s referencing guidelines.


As the deadline drew closer, I realised that I had not left enough time to edit and proofread my work. I stayed up late on several nights trying to finish the essay, which added unnecessary stress. Eventually, I submitted my essay only a few hours before the deadline. Although I managed to complete the task, the experience highlighted major weaknesses in time management, referencing, and digital literacy
Feelings – What were you thinking and feeling? 
At the start of the assignment, I felt confident and optimistic. I assumed that the essay would be similar to my previous school assignments, and I was excited to prove myself at university level. However, as I encountered referencing difficulties, my confidence began to fall.
I felt anxious and stressed, especially when I realised how important correct referencing was for academic integrity. The thought of losing marks for formatting errors made me feel frustrated. I also felt isolated, as I did not initially reach out for help from tutors or the library team.
On the other hand, I also experienced moments of determination. I was committed to finishing the essay and learning new skills, even though the process was challenging. When I finally submitted the assignment, I felt a mix of relief and pride, but also disappointment for leaving everything so late. The experience taught me that my emotional responses were closely linked to my lack of preparation and organisation.
Evaluation- What was good and bad about the experience? 
Looking back, there were both positive and negative aspects to the experience
Positive aspects
· I successfully completed my first essay, which gave me a sense of achievement and confidence for future tasks.
· I developed new academic skills, particularly in using the referencing handbook, searching the library database, and uploading work to Moodle and Turnitin.
· I demonstrated resilience by persisting through the challenges and ensuring I submitted the assignment on time.
Negative aspects:
· My time management was poor, as I left the bulk of my work until the last few days. This caused unnecessary stress and affected the quality of my writing.
· I relied too much on Microsoft Word’s referencing tool, trusting it without cross-checking against the official guidelines.
· I did not ask for help early enough, which meant I struggled longer than necessary.
· My final essay lacked polish because I had little time for editing and proofreading. 
Overall, while the outcome was positive in that I completed the essay, the process was far more stressful than it needed to be. This reflection shows that I need to improve my planning, independent learning strategies, and confidence in using digital resources.

Analysis – Why did it happen that way? 
The problems I experienced can be explained in several ways.
Firstly, my lack of effective time management was the root cause of much of my stress. According to Macan et al. (1990), poor time management is strongly linked to academic stress and lower performance. By procrastinating, I reduced the time available for editing and refining my essay, which left me feeling rushed and anxious. 
Secondly, my referencing difficulties highlight how academic literacy is a skill that develops gradually. Cottrell (2019) argues that referencing is not just a technical requirement but part of developing critical academic thinking. My initial struggles were therefore normal, but they emphasised the importance of practice and guidance. 
Thirdly, my reliance on Microsoft Word’s referencing tool shows the challenges of digital literacy. While digital tools are useful, they are not substitutes for critical thinking. Jisc (2021) notes that digital capability requires the ability to evaluate and adapt tools for academic purposes, which I had not yet fully developed. 
In addition, my hesitation to seek support reflects a lack of confidence. According to Race (2020), effective independent learning involves not only personal effort but also knowing when to use support services. I could have benefited from engaging with tutors, study skills advisors, or library workshops much earlier.
Finally, the experience showed me that resilience and adaptability are also important academic skills. Even though I struggled, I managed to complete the essay and learn from my mistakes. This aligns with Zimmerman (2002), who highlights that self-regulated learning depends on reflection and adjustment over time. 
Conclusion – What else could you have done? 
Reflecting on this experience, I can identify several improvements I could have made.
I should have started earlier and broken the essay into smaller tasks, such as research, planning, writing, and editing. This would have reduced stress and improved the quality of my work. I also should have cross-checked my referencing with the official university guidelines instead of relying solely on Microsoft Word. 


Another improvement would have been to seek help earlier. Attending library workshops or asking for clarification from tutors could have saved me hours of frustration. I also could have used time management tools, such as a weekly planner or digital calendar, to structure my work more effectively.
Ultimately, this reflection has shown me that academic success depends on preparation, consistent effort, and the effective use of resources. If I had applied these strategies earlier, the entire experience would have been more positive and less stressful.
Action plan – SMART goals 
To improve for future assignments, I will implement the following SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Time-bound) goals:
1. Time management
· Specific: I will start my next assignment at least three weeks before the deadline.
· Measurable: I will divide tasks into weekly goals (research, drafting, editing).
· Achievable: I will use a planner and dedicate at least 2 hours per study day.
· Relevant: This will reduce stress and improve the quality of my work.
· Time-bound: Implemented for the next essay submission.

2. Referencing skills
· Specific: I will practise Harvard referencing using the UWTSD referencing handbook.
· Measurable: I will check every reference against the official guide.
· Achievable: I will set aside 30 minutes weekly for practice.
· Relevant: Accurate referencing will strengthen my academic integrity.
· Time-bound: Consistently applied before my next essay deadline.

3. Digital literacy
· Specific: I will attend at least one library or digital skills workshop.
· Measurable: I will record my attendance and summarise what I learned.
· Achievable: Workshops are freely available at university.
· Relevant: This will improve my ability to use academic databases effectively.
· Time-bound: By the end of this semester.


4. Support-seeking behaviour
· Specific: I will contact my tutor or study skills advisor whenever I face difficulties.
· Measurable: I will keep a log of when I ask for support.
· Achievable: Tutors provide weekly office hours.
· Relevant: Asking for help early will save time and improve my confidence.
· Time-bound: Applied immediately for the next assignment.
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