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Reflective Essay on the Development of Academic and Digital Skills

Using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle

Introduction

The transition to college life has been a transformative experience that has pushed me to enhance my digital and academic skills. In an increasingly digital world, these abilities are essential for both academic achievement and career and personal growth (Jisc, 2022). I will use Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (1988) to examine one important event from my first semester—namely, the process of finishing my first writing assignment. This reflection will analyse my emotions, the experience itself, and the lessons learned. The second semester will end with a SMART action plan to enhance my academic and digital abilities.

1. Description – What took place?
The presentation of my first piece of written coursework for an introductory subject was one of the most significant events in my academic career throughout the first semester. The task involved a 1,500-word essay that was thoroughly cited using the Harvard method. Even if I had some prior essay-writing experience from school, this was my first time facing the demands of higher education, particularly in the areas of independent study, critical thinking, and citation.

I went to a library course on digital research tools and citation in preparation. I also made an effort to utilise the university's online learning platform, which offered instructional materials and resources. Even after making all these attempts, I was still intimidated by the procedure. I underestimated the amount of time needed to conduct research from peer-reviewed articles and had trouble getting my citations right. The day of submission, I almost missed the deadline, turning in my assignment only 15 minutes before the deadline.

2. Emotions- What thoughts and emotions did you have?
I was initially enthusiastic and driven to demonstrate my worth, but this quickly evolved into worry and insecurity. I was taken aback by how challenging it was for me to use internet databases like Google Scholar and JSTOR. I grew more and more annoyed by my ignorance of the Harvard referencing system as the deadline drew closer. I recall feeling alone in my struggle because I was reluctant to seek assistance for fear that it would cast doubt on my skills.

However, attending the library workshop was a turning point. The librarian's advice on how to use tools like RefWorks to handle citations helped me feel a little more at ease. Even though it was stressful, turning in the work made me feel relieved and accomplished, even though I was aware that it could be better.

3. Evaluation – What were the positive and negative aspects of the experience?
The experience had both advantages and disadvantages. On the bright side, the library workshop was really beneficial. I learned how to use digital citation tools and academic databases more effectively. Although I only managed to finish the task on time, these tools were essential.

I struggled with time management on the bad side. I underestimated the amount of reading and analysis that was necessary and started my study too late. This reduced the overall quality of my final submission and caused needless anxiety. In addition, I neglected to get help from my classmates or instructors in a timely manner, which might have made some of my difficulties less severe. Additionally, I skipped important academic writing advice because I didn't completely interact with the university's online learning platform.

4. Analysis - Why did it occur like that?
The difficulties I encountered were primarily caused by a mix of inadequate time management and low digital literacy. Students who are new to higher education frequently have difficulty with independent learning and critical thinking, both of which are essential for academic achievement, as Cottrell (2019) points out. In this environment, I was not well served by my reliance on old school routines, where deadlines were more rigid and feedback was given right away.

My challenge was greatly influenced by my digital skills. Even though I'm proficient with computers in general, I didn't have the particular abilities necessary for academic research and citation. I was not familiar with citation software, digital libraries, or academic search engines. Digital skills encompass more than just technological know-how, as Jisc (2022) points out; they also cover information literacy, communication, and online collaboration—all domains where I needed improvement.

Additionally, I didn't grasp the entire significance of citing sources as a means of maintaining academic honesty and preventing plagiarism. This ignorance increased my worry, especially while I was spending a lot of time formatting my sources by hand.

5. Conclusion - What else could you have done?
Looking back, I might have done a lot to make my experience better. First off, I should have begun the task sooner to give myself enough time to read, write, and proofread. I might have better managed my time if I had created a study schedule.

Secondly, I may have made better use of the university's support services. Asking my tutor for assistance or joining a study group would have given me the chance to share my learning and get answers. My academic writing would have improved if I had used the digital resources on the learning platform more extensively.

In the end, using digital resources like RefWorks or EndNote from the beginning would have increased the precision of my citations and saved me time. The purpose of these tools is to lessen the burden of citation formatting and aid students in maintaining their research organised.

6. Plan of action - What will you do the next time?
I am now dedicated to advancing my academic and digital abilities. I realise that in order to succeed at university, one needs more than just a solid grasp of the subject matter; one also needs to be able to utilise resources efficiently, manage time wisely, and be open to asking for help.

I will put a SMART action plan into place in advance of the second term (see below), which will set out clear, quantifiable, attainable, relevant, and time-bound objectives for improving these abilities.



Conclusion

Thinking about the process of finishing my first college assignment has made me realise that there are important areas where I need to improve my academic and digital skills. The use of Gibbs' Reflective Cycle has aided me in objectively analysing the obstacles I encountered, ranging from inadequate time management to a lack of digital literacy.




SMART Action Plan 

	Goal
	Details

	Specific
	Improve my academic writing and referencing by actively using RefWorks and attending academic writing workshops.

	Measurable
	Attend at least 2 writing workshops and complete 1 tutorial on referencing before Week 5 of Term 2.

	Achievable
	Use existing university resources and plan these sessions into my weekly schedule.

	Relevant
	Enhancing these skills will directly impact the quality of my written assignments and reduce submission anxiety.

	Time-bound
	Complete workshops and RefWorks training by the end of Week 5, and implement changes in my next assignment due in Week 6.
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