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[bookmark: _GoBack]Reflection on Career Journey to date and Future Career Development

Beginning university turned out to be far more challenging than I had anticipated. Although I knew there would be adjustments, the transition from school to university life felt more intense than expected. I suddenly became responsible for organizing my own schedule, keeping track of deadlines without constant reminders, and learning to navigate unfamiliar digital systems. At times, I felt confused and uncertain about whether I was meeting expectations. Gradually, however, I began to adjust and gain confidence.
This reflective essay applies Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) to examine the academic and digital skills I started to develop during my first semester at University of Wales Trinity Saint David. It explores my genuine experiences, highlighting both the challenges I encountered and the progress I made, and considers how these experiences supported my adaptation to university life. The essay concludes with a SMART action plan outlining how I intend to continue improving in the coming term based on the insights I have gained.
At the beginning of my university experience, I faced several difficulties that I had not anticipated, particularly in relation to academic writing and digital referencing. One of my earliest assignments required the use of Harvard referencing alongside a clearly structured reflective essay. As I had no prior experience with either, I initially assumed that my general writing ability would be sufficient. I have usually felt confident in expressing my ideas in written form, so I underestimated the importance and complexity of proper referencing. However, this assumption proved incorrect. Instead of using referencing software such as RefWorks or Zotero, I attempted to complete all citations manually, mainly because I was unfamiliar with how to use these tools effectively. This approach resulted in numerous formatting errors, which became clear when I received my feedback and realized how many mistakes I had made.
Another difficulty I encountered at the beginning was grasping the true purpose of reflective writing. I initially believed I had approached it correctly; however, my first submission turned out to be more descriptive than analytical. My tutor explained that the work lacked depth and did not demonstrate sufficient critical evaluation. This feedback helped me understand that university-level writing requires more than simply recounting events—it involves critical thinking, analyzing experiences, and clearly demonstrating personal and academic development. As a result, I reconsidered my overall approach and became more intentional in how I structured and developed subsequent assignments.
Initially, I approached my assignments with a strong sense of confidence, assuming that my previous writing experience would be sufficient for university-level work. However, as I progressed through the task, that confidence gradually shifted into uncertainty and stress. I found myself overwhelmed by unfamiliar concepts such as critical reflection, academic integrity, and plagiarism detection systems, all of which made the academic expectations seem far more complex than I had anticipated. Receiving feedback on my first draft was discouraging and not easy to accept, yet it proved to be a valuable learning moment. It made me aware that I lacked not only the technical knowledge required for accurate referencing but also the analytical depth and critical engagement expected in higher education.
There was also a period when I experienced a sense of isolation. Although I kept up with the online resources, I hesitated to contact classmates or lecturers for assistance, largely due to concerns about being judged or misunderstood. This reluctance limited my engagement at first. With time, however, I recognized that difficulties are a natural part of the learning process. I gradually understood that seeking support does not reflect weakness; rather, it demonstrates maturity and a genuine commitment to improvement. Adopting this new perspective significantly changed the way I responded to academic challenges and encouraged me to become more proactive in my learning.
A positive outcome of this experience was that it encouraged me to become more proactive and make use of the support services offered by the university. At the beginning, I found it difficult to locate reliable academic sources and organize them effectively for my assignment. As the submission deadline approached, I also encountered technical problems related to uploading my work and checking similarity reports. During this time, the university’s Support Desk provided valuable assistance by explaining how to access digital resources and resolve submission issues. My lecturer also supported me by helping me review the similarity of my work through plagiarism detection tools and ensuring that I submitted the final version correctly and on time. This guidance significantly improved my confidence and positively influenced how I approached future assignments.
At the same time, our lecturer required us to use applications such as Microsoft Word and Microsoft PowerPoint for written tasks and class presentations. Although I had some previous exposure to these programs, I encountered challenges when using them more formally, particularly with document formatting and slide design. Despite this, I continued learning through online tutorials and support from classmates, and I eventually delivered a complete presentation to the class, which became a valuable and rewarding experience.
Research suggests that digital preparedness significantly influences how effectively students adapt to higher education. Reflecting on my experience, I believe that engaging with these digital tools earlier could have reduced some of the initial difficulties I faced. As Xianting Yuan states, “Higher levels of digital literacy are positively associated with greater academic self-efficacy and are inversely related to overall academic procrastination.”
Reflecting on my experience, I realize that many of the difficulties I faced were due to a limited understanding of university expectations, particularly in relation to academic conventions and the effective use of digital tools. I depended heavily on the skills I had developed at school, assuming they would be sufficient for higher education; however, this assumption proved inaccurate. In addition, I was reluctant to seek assistance, believing that I should be capable of managing independently, which ultimately made the situation more challenging. This experience reflects the findings of Mahmud and Wong (2022), who noted that many undergraduates begin university without fully developed twenty-first-century skills, which can affect their academic adjustment.
A further challenge that limited my progress was ineffective time management. I devoted the majority of my time to drafting the main content of the assignment, leaving minimal opportunity for careful editing and accurate referencing. I assumed that I could make the necessary corrections quickly at the final stage, but this strategy proved unsuccessful. Through this experience, I recognized that structured planning and balanced time allocation are equally as important as the writing process itself. This issue is not uncommon among first-year students. The National Research Council (2012) emphasized the importance of transferable skills, such as time management, in achieving academic success. Overall, these experiences demonstrated to me that succeeding at university requires a far more strategic and organized approach than I had initially assumed.
To support my continued development in academic and digital competencies, I have created a structured SMART action plan. I intend to strengthen my referencing, academic writing, and digital research abilities by attending at least two referencing workshops, one academic writing seminar, and completing three online tutorials on citation tools such as Zotero, Mendeley, or RefWorks. In addition, I will arrange a one-to-one meeting with a study skills tutor to review feedback from previous assignments and receive tailored guidance for improvement.
To measure my progress, I will complete and submit two assignments using accurate Harvard referencing applied through digital tools. I will also maintain a weekly digital learning log to reflect on newly acquired knowledge and its practical application. Each workshop or tutorial will require approximately 60–90 minutes and can be accessed through the university’s learning portal or library website. Distributing these activities across four weeks is realistic alongside my existing coursework, and scheduling a tutoring session during office hours is manageable.
Developing competence in referencing, academic integrity, and digital tools is essential for effective academic writing. Strengthening these areas will not only improve my grades but also enhance my confidence and efficiency. All workshops, tutorials, and the individual support session will be completed within the first four weeks of the next academic term, and my first assessed assignment following this period will act as a benchmark to evaluate my progress.
This reflective essay has enabled me to critically analyze my development using Gibbs' framework. The first term, though challenging, offered valuable learning experiences. Academic and digital skills are interconnected, and improving one often strengthens the other. In hindsight, I see areas I could improve: seeking help earlier from tutors or peers, joining a study group for collective insights, and utilizing the university’s digital guides, which I initially overlooked. Burgos et al. (2023) emphasize that proactive engagement with digital learning platforms is crucial for easing academic transitions. I also recognize that academic and digital challenges are linked rather than isolated; effective time management, awareness of resources, and confidence in academic tools could have enhanced my early performance. The SMART action plan provides a structured approach for ongoing development, and reflecting on both setbacks and improvements equips me to navigate the rest of my academic journey successfully.
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