Reflective Essay on My Academic and Digital Skills Development Using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle
Starting university has been a transformative experience that has significantly shaped my academic and digital skills. Although I encountered some initial challenges, these obstacles ultimately allowed me to grow and become more confident in my abilities. In this essay, I will use Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) to reflect on my experiences with Harvard referencing, essay writing, research skills, and the use of digital tools such as HWB, the university library, Microsoft Office, and a report I wrote on a missing person. Through this reflection, I aim to evaluate how I have developed and identify areas I still need to improve to excel in future academic tasks.
Description
During my first term at university, I was introduced to several key academic and digital skills essential for my studies. One of the first tasks that stood out was learning how to use Harvard referencing. I had heard of referencing before, but I was unaware of the specific rules associated with Harvard style. At first, the process seemed complicated. I struggled with understanding how to cite sources correctly and how to format my bibliography. The challenge was exacerbated by the amount of information I had to digest about different types of sources, such as books, articles, and websites. However, after completing several assignments and repeatedly practicing the technique, I became more comfortable with it. I began to understand not only how to reference correctly but also why it is so important in academic writing—to avoid plagiarism and to give proper credit to the original authors . Caulfiled ,(2023)
Another major task during my first term was writing a 1500-word essay titled "Why Is AI Enhancing Education?". At first, the prospect of writing such a long essay seemed overwhelming. I was worried about how I would organize my thoughts, manage the word count, and ensure that my arguments were well-structured. I had always been apprehensive about writing essays, especially lengthy ones, but I knew that this assignment was crucial to my academic success. Lawson,(2023)
As I began to research the topic, I found that AI’s role in education was not only fascinating but also incredibly broad. I quickly realized that there were multiple perspectives on the issue, including both the positive impacts of AI on education and its potential drawbacks. I began to enjoy the process of finding sources, reading articles, and gathering information that would support my arguments. However, I also struggled to stay within the word count limit and found myself over-explaining certain points. This task taught me valuable lessons about balancing detail with brevity and how to present arguments in a concise yet comprehensive way. By the time I finished the essay, I felt a sense of accomplishment. The experience improved my research and writing skills and helped me develop better time-management practices for future assignments.
Additionally, one of the lectures introduced me to digital tools such as the HWB app, the university library system, and Microsoft Office applications. Before starting university, I wasn’t fully aware of the extensive resources available through the university’s library, nor did I fully understand how to navigate these resources effectively. The lecture on library systems was incredibly helpful, as it showed me how to access academic journals, e-books, and other resources that would be crucial for my assignments. I learned how to use the university’s online library catalog to search for books and articles and how to filter search results to find the most relevant materials  I also became familiar with the citation tools available, which helped streamline my referencing process.
The Microsoft Office tools, particularly Word and Excel, became essential for my assignments. I started using Word’s built-in referencing tool, which allowed me to insert citations and automatically generate a bibliography in Harvard style. I also learned about the use of Excel for data analysis, which I had never used before in an academic context. While I wasn’t required to use Excel in every assignment, I found it useful for organizing and analysing data for my future projects. Waqaz,(2025)
One of the most interesting tasks I worked on during my first term was a report about a missing person, Dr. Hart. This report required me to analyse information carefully, search for clues, and form theories based on the available data. I had to gather evidence, assess its reliability, and use this information to develop a coherent theory about Dr. Hart’s disappearance. This task helped me to sharpen my critical thinking and problem-solving skills, as I needed to consider various angles and evaluate the plausibility of different scenarios. I also had to present my findings in a clear, structured report, which required me to focus on both the quality of the content and the organization of my ideas. Jabaker,(2023)
Feelings
At the beginning of the term, I felt a mixture of excitement and anxiety. I was excited to start university and explore new subjects, but I was also overwhelmed by the academic demands, especially the new concepts like Harvard referencing and writing long essays. I had always been a good student in high school, but university felt like a different world. I was nervous about whether I would be able to meet the expectations and whether I would be able to manage the workload.
Harvard referencing was one of the biggest challenges for me. I had heard about it before, but I didn’t fully understand how important it was in academic writing. I felt anxious about making mistakes in my citations, fearing that I might unintentionally plagiarize or fail to credit the authors correctly. It took some time before I felt comfortable with the process, and I had to go over my citations several times before submitting my assignments . 
Writing the AI essay was another experience that evoked mixed feelings. Initially, I saw it as a daunting task. The word count felt like an obstacle, and I wasn’t sure how to approach the essay. However, as I started researching and learning more about the topic, I began to enjoy the process. The topic of AI in education sparked my interest, and I found it stimulating to explore both its potential and limitations. I also appreciated how the research process helped me refine my critical thinking and analytical skills. By the time I submitted the essay, I felt proud of my work and more confident in my writing abilities.
Working on the missing person report was also an interesting and fulfilling experience. I enjoyed analysing the case and forming different theories. However, it was challenging at times to determine which clues were important and how to organize my thoughts in a way that made sense. Despite these difficulties, I found the task rewarding, and it helped me develop my problem-solving and writing skills further .
Evaluation
Looking back, I can see how much I have developed in a short period. At first, I was intimidated by the challenges of university life, but through perseverance and practice, I gradually overcame them. Harvard referencing was a significant hurdle, but I have now mastered it and understand its value in academic writing. The AI essay helped me refine my research and writing skills, and the missing person report allowed me to hone my critical thinking and problem-solving abilities. Additionally, learning to use digital tools like the university library and Microsoft Office has made my academic work more efficient and organized .
One aspect I would have improved upon was my approach to Harvard referencing. I should have started practicing earlier to avoid the initial confusion. In hindsight, I would have spent more time familiarizing myself with the referencing guide before the assignment deadlines. Additionally, I could have planned my AI essay more effectively. At times, I felt overwhelmed by the length of the essay, and if I had broken it down into smaller sections and set mini-deadlines, I would have been less stressed . 

In terms of the missing person report, I realize that I could have developed a clearer strategy for analyzing the information and forming my theories. Although I eventually managed to complete the task, I struggled at times to organize my thoughts and connect the dots between the available evidence. I believe that spending more time planning and structuring my report would have made the process smoother 
Analysis
Through these experiences, I have learned the importance of persistence and practice. Initially, I struggled with various aspects of academic work, but I gradually improved through continuous effort. I learned that skills like referencing, essay writing, and research develop over time, and the more I practice, the better I become. I also learned the value of using digital tools to streamline my work. The university library and Microsoft Office have become indispensable resources for my assignments, and I now feel more confident using them effectively .
Additionally, these experiences taught me the importance of planning and organization. Although I was able to overcome my challenges, I recognize that better planning could have made the process smoother and less stressful. By breaking tasks down into smaller steps and setting achievable goals, I can improve both the quality of my work and my overall experience at university .
Conclusion
In conclusion, my first term at university has been a valuable learning experience. Although I faced challenges, I was able to overcome them through persistence and dedication. The skills I have developed in referencing, essay writing, research, and using digital tools will be essential for my future academic success. While there are areas I could improve, such as practicing referencing earlier and better planning my essays, I am proud of the progress I have made. Looking forward, I aim to continue improving these skills and developing new ones as I continue my academic journey.
Action Plan
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