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Reflective Essay on the Development of Academic and Digital Skills
At the start of my first year at university, I thought that the process of getting accustomed to academic tasks would be as easy as attending the lectures and following the assignments. Nevertheless, there was one experience which altered this expectation and became the turning point in shaping my academic and digital abilities. This happened in Week 3 at the workshop on Harvard Referencing facilitated by Lisa Ellis. My preconception before the session was that referencing merely meant adding a list of books at the end of an assignment, and I had zero idea of its significance in academic integrity (Pears and Shields, 2025). At the workshop, I received a worksheet, which asked me to cite various types of sources such as books, journal articles, websites and videos using the Harvard style. The instructions appeared clear on the screen, but I had difficulty implementing them by myself. I had wrongly copied the name of the author, put the year out of place, and created an uneven reference list, which is a typical problem with new students in the university (Yadav, 2023). At a certain moment, the lecturer requested the students to paraphrase one of the paragraphs and quote it using the APA style. When everybody was typing with confidence, I was moving between Google, Moodle and the university library guide, trying to find out whether I was doing the right thing. This experience helped me to understand that I did not have either the academic or the digital ability to use references and surf online resources with ease (Jisc, 2023). This was the first occasion when I was really challenged and unsure of my capability to perform at the university.
I recollect that I felt frustrated, embarrassed and nervous at that workshop. I was also irritated that I believed myself to be good in the digital world; I had been a user of computers in college, dealt with documents and could find things online without any hassle. Referencing demanded accuracy and detail, which I was not accustomed to. In cases where I saw other students doing the tasks much faster than I, I got a feeling of embarrassment, as if I was lagging behind the rest. Simultaneously, I was nervous since referencing is one of the key components of academic writing, and I was afraid that, in case I did not manage to master it, I would receive a low score in my evaluation (Cottrell, 2024). I was also overwhelmed with the presence of little rules: using italics on titles of books, using capital letters only with proper nouns, and using punctuation marks at a particular location. I was further deterred by the fact that I feared making academic mistakes and committing academic misconduct after Week 4, when I was informed that once I made a mistake in terms of referencing or paraphrasing, I might face severe repercussions (Brown and Janssen, 2017). At that point, I was unsure of my ability to adjust to academic work at the university level, and I was tempted to speed up the assignment or evade it. Such feelings complicated the workshop, and at the same time, they helped me understand better what skills I had to train.
In retrospect, both positive and negative sides of the experience were present. A good aspect of it was that the workshop was practical as opposed to theoretical, and this attribute is connected to effective strategies in learning (Race, 2019). Despite the difficulties, the worksheet made me comprehend the way of referencing works in actual assignments. The other positive outcome was the realisation that online library guides and referencing generator tools may be really helpful regarding their responsible usage. The library webpage of the university was previously something I only rarely visited before this workshop, but after that, I added it to my bookmarks and started referring to it regularly. Another way the lecturer provided personalised feedback to me was in situations where I asked questions, which made me feel more supported. Nevertheless, the dark sides were rather high during that period. I was not ready to face the intricacy of Harvard referencing, which put the task in a stressful situation rather than a productive one. I also came to realise that my time-management skills were also poor; although the introduction of referencing had been made last week, I had not taken the time to look into the resources before. The surprising event was that this, in itself, led to my confidence in other fields of academic work. As an illustration, as I embarked on my first assignment, I was too apprehensive to the extent that I found myself verifying every reference separately, which hampered my writing process and rendered the whole process mentally tiresome. However, surprisingly, it has also enhanced my digital skills, since using both the online library, Moodle and the referencing guide, I also had to become more organised using the digital tools (Beetham and Sharpe, 2019).
This experience was enlightened further when I began to reflect during the next few weeks. During Week 1, when I had heard about Kolb Learning Cycle, I realised that I am more of a reflective and observational learner and that a reflective and then application-based learning (Kolb, 2014) is the way I prefer to learn. This is why I could not use the referencing rules fully during Week 3; I had to take more time to observe, review, and practice when I could confidently do it. In addition, the CRAAP Test session during Week 2 demonstrated to me that critically evaluating the sources entails more than merely searching for information (Esparrago-Kalidas, 2021). Since I was not yet fully involved in this skill, I became confused when required to analyse and source at the same time. During Week 4, when I learned about academic writing and PEEL structure, I realised that referencing is not a useless practice as it helps to make arguments stronger and make them academically honest and related to the broader literature (Cottrell, 2024). The discovery of this made me realise that it was not only a technical problem but a cognitive one, as I was getting used to writing in college and then moving to academic writing. The other factor was that I was used to AI before I got to university. I began to use AI tools to get a quick clarification, but during the workshop, I found out the issues of using AI responsibly, principally as a proofreading tool, not to create or mention a text (Francis et al., 2025). Since I was not able to take the AI to help me automatically correct my referencing errors, I had to develop the skill manually. With time, it became apparent to me that I went through the experience in the manner that it did due to a lack of preparation in terms of planning beforehand, overestimation of my digital skills, and a lack of understanding of academic norms.
Had I been given an opportunity to approach that experience in a different way, there are various things that I would have done. To begin with, I would prepare in advance by revising the Harvard referencing guide prior to the workshop, since reference guides are helpful resources that enhance academic accuracy (Pears and Shields, 2019). This would have provided me with a background and eased the pressure that I was undergoing at the session. Secondly, I would also train to paraphrase one step at a time, as opposed to trying whole paragraphs at once. Thirdly, I would not consider myself comparable with others. At that time, I could not have been compared to other students; this further escalated my anxiety, and I could not concentrate on my learning. I would, too, have applied the Eisenhower Matrix of Week 1 to prioritise my tasks in a more efficient way, since this method allows identifying urgent and important tasks (Valovirta and Mannevuo, 2022). Had I categorised the act of referring practice as important but not urgent, I would have allocated time to it earlier on, as opposed to pushing it to the workshop when I was compelled to do so. Finally, I would have participated more confidently in the interactive activities as the questions could have been asked sooner, which could have helped me to be less confused. Whereas I grew to gain confidence over time, it would have been easier to go through the learning process had I been more prepared and open-minded.
I will also be more proactive and systematic in my studies to enhance my academic and digital competencies. Firstly, I shall have the Harvard referring guide of the university library as my weekly resource to reinforce my precision and assurance. I will also engage in the common practice of paraphrasing-by-paraphrasing short passages to make sure that they are clear and academically sound. The Pomodoro Technique will be applied to manage my workload better, to arrange the study sessions and decrease procrastination. I will also have in a more organised manner to use digital tools, including Moodle, bookmarked library resources and online databases in a way to support my academic research. I will restrict myself to using AI in proofreading and clarity-checking since I do not want to produce similar work and commit any academic fraud. Lastly, I will ensure that I self-assess my progress at the end of every week using Gibbs Reflection to determine the areas that I need to improve upon and to ensure that I maintain my learning objectives.
SMART ACTION PLAN 
Specific: To enhance my academic writing and online research skills, I will engage in practising the Harvard referencing on a weekly basis, use the online library on all assignments, and utilise AI to be responsible for proofreading only.
Measurable: I will do one practice in referencing exercise per week and store at least three academic sources in each assignment with proper citation information.
Achievable: I will utilise the available resources in the university, like the library guides, workshop materials, Moodle materials, and tutor feedback.
Relevant: Enhanced academic writing and digital literacy will help me advance my grades and confidence in all modules.
Time-bound: I will use this layout during the second term and assess my performance after every month.
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