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Reflective Essay on the Development of Academic and Digital Skills

Starting university was a lot more overwhelming than I thought it would be. I expected some changes, but the actual shift from school to university life hit me harder than I imagined. Everything was different—suddenly I had to manage my own time, stay on top of assignments without reminders, and figure out how to use all these digital platforms that were completely new to me. There were moments I felt completely lost, unsure if I was even doing things right. But slowly, I started to find my footing. This essay uses Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) to look back on the academic and digital skills I began developing during my first semester at a university in Bristol. It focuses on the real experiences I went through—what helped me grow, what challenged me, and how all of that shaped the way I began to adapt to university life. It ends with a SMART action plan that outlines how I plan to keep improving in the next term based on everything I’ve learned so far.

At the start of my university journey, I ran into a lot of unexpected challenges, especially with digital referencing and academic writing. I remember one of my first assignments; it required Harvard referencing and a properly structured reflective essay. I had never done either before, and honestly, I thought my writing skills would carry me through. I have always been fairly confident when it comes to expressing myself in writing, so I didn’t think referencing would be that big of a deal. But I was wrong. I tried doing all the citations manually, without using tools like RefWorks or Zotero—mostly because I did not know how to use them properly. That decision backfired when I got my feedback and saw all the formatting mistakes I had made.

One of the challenges I faced early on was understanding what reflective writing actually involved. I thought I was doing it right, but my first attempt ended up being more like a simple narrative. My tutor pointed out that it didn’t go deep enough and lacked proper analysis. That feedback made me realise that writing at university isn’t just about telling what happened—it is about thinking critically, breaking things down, and showing how I’ve grown from the experience. This made me step back and seriously rethink how I approached future assignments.

At first, I felt quite confident. I thought my previous writing experience would be enough to handle university assignments. But as I started working through the task, that confidence slowly turned into anxiety. I began to feel overwhelmed by unfamiliar terms like critical reflection, academic integrity, and plagiarism detection systems. Everything seemed more complicated than I had expected. The feedback on my first draft was disappointing and difficult to accept, but it also opened my eyes. I realized I was lacking both the technical understanding of proper referencing and the deeper level of thinking that university work demands.
I also went through a phase where I felt isolated. Even though I was engaging with the online materials, I avoided reaching out to classmates or lecturers for support because I was worried about being judged or misunderstood. Over time, I came to see that struggling is a normal part of learning. I began to understand that asking for help is not a weakness. It is actually a sign of strength and willingness to improve. That shift in my mindset made a big difference in how I approached my academic challenges.

One good thing that came out of this experience was that it pushed me to take initiative and explore the support available at the university. After receiving the feedback on my work, I started attending academic writing and referencing workshops. That was when I also found out that the university library helpful study material. These resources made a big difference in how I approached my next assignments and gave me the guidance I had been missing in the beginning.
At the same time, I also realised that not knowing about digital academic tools early on had slowed down my progress. I spent a lot of time figuring things out the hard way, which could have been avoided if I had familiarised myself with tools like referencing software or online databases from the start. Studies have shown that digital readiness plays a big role in how well students adjust to higher education. Looking back, if I had engaged with those digital tools right away, I probably would have faced fewer setbacks during those first few weeks. Xianting Yuan rightly said,” Higher levels of digital literacy are positively associated with greater academic self‑efficacy and are inversely related to overall academic procrastination”

Looking back, a lot of the challenges I went through came from not fully understanding what was expected of me at university, especially when it came to academic standards and digital tools. I was relying too much on what I had learned in school and assumed it would be enough, but it clearly wasn’t. I also avoided asking for help, thinking I should be able to manage on my own. This only made things more difficult. Interestingly, this aligns with what Mahmud and Wong (2022) pointed out in their research, where they mentioned that many undergraduates enter university without fully developed twenty-first-century skills.
Another issue that held me back was poor time management. I spent most of my time writing the main body of the assignment and left very little time for editing or proper referencing. I thought I could just fix everything quickly at the end, but that approach did not work well. I now understand that planning and time allocation are just as important as the writing itself. This problem seems to be quite common among first-year students, as also discussed by the National Research Council in 2012, which highlights how crucial transferable skills like time management are in academic success. These experiences taught me that doing well at university requires a much more strategic and organised approach than I initially believed.

To ensure continuous improvement in my academic and digital skills, I have developed the following SMART action plan. I will actively improve my referencing, academic writing, and digital research skills by attending at least two referencing workshops, one academic writing seminar, and completing three online tutorials on citation tools like Zotero, Mendeley, or RefWorks. I will also book a one-on-one session with a study skills tutor to discuss feedback from my previous assignments and seek personalized guidance. I will track my progress by completing and submitting two assignments using proper Harvard referencing formats via digital tools. I will also maintain a digital learning log where I reflect weekly on what I’ve learned and how I applied it. Each workshop or tutorial requires approximately 60–90 minutes, and all are available via the university’s learning portal or library website. Spreading these over four weeks is realistic alongside my regular coursework. Booking a tutoring session is also manageable within university office hours. Referencing, academic integrity, and the effective use of digital tools are essential components of successful academic writing. Mastering these not only ensures higher grades but also builds my confidence and reduces time spent on assignments. I will complete all workshops, tutorials, and the one-on-one session within the first four weeks of the next academic term. My first assessed assignment after this period will serve as a checkpoint to evaluate my progress.

This reflective essay has allowed me to critically examine my developmental journey through Gibbs' framework. Although the first term was challenging, it was also rich in learning. Academic and digital skills are interlinked, and addressing gaps in one area often improves the other. With hindsight, I recognize several areas for improvement. I could have asked for help earlier from tutors or peers, or joined a study group to gain collective insights into academic requirements. I also could have made use of digital guides provided by the university, which I ignored initially. Burgos et al. (2023) advocate for proactive engagement with digital learning platforms as a crucial step in easing academic transitions. Also, I acknowledge that academic and digital challenges are not isolated problems but interconnected. Effective time management, awareness of available resources, and confidence in using academic tools could have significantly improved my early academic performance. The SMART action plan offers a structured way forward and encourages continuous development. By reflecting on both failures and improvements, I am better equipped to navigate the rest of my academic journey successfully.
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