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Reflective Essay: Developing My Academic and Digital Skills During My First Term at University

Introduction

Returning to education after almost twenty years away from formal study has been one of the biggest challenges I have undertaken. I left school in 2005 and spent the following years focusing on employment, family responsibilities and raising my children. During this time, I developed valuable personal and professional skills, including communication, responsibility, patience and resilience. However, I had limited experience of contemporary higher education and the digital technologies now embedded within university learning. My first term therefore required me to learn not only the content of my course, but also how to become a university student again.

This reflection focuses on completing and electronically submitting my first university assignment. I selected this experience because it brought together academic writing, research, referencing, digital skills, time management and confidence. What initially appeared straightforward became a significant learning experience because I realised that my difficulties were not necessarily a lack of ability. Instead, they were connected to unfamiliar academic and digital expectations.

Research into university transition in Wales found considerable variation in students’ academic, social and digital competencies before entering university (Rawlings Smith, Hodgkin and Young, 2022). This supports the idea that transition is a process rather than simply the point at which university begins. Digital competence is also important because students require more than basic computer skills to participate effectively in contemporary higher education (Zhao et al., 2021).

Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) will structure this reflection through description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action planning. Reflection should, however, go beyond describing an event by examining its meaning and identifying how learning can influence future action.

1. Description – What happened?

One of my most significant first-term experiences occurred when I had to complete and electronically submit my first university assignment. Although I could use basic technology, I had little experience using computers for academic purposes. I had not regularly used digital platforms to access academic resources, locate academic sources, create university assignments or submit assessed work online.

The assignment required me to understand the question, research relevant information, organise my ideas, produce an academic document, reference sources and submit the final version electronically. Referencing was particularly unfamiliar, and I repeatedly checked university guidance because I was concerned about making mistakes.

The digital element also took considerably longer than expected. I had to become familiar with university systems and online resources. At times, I focused so heavily on the technology that it distracted me from developing the academic content. This made me realise that digital competence involves using technology effectively within a learning context, rather than simply knowing how to operate a computer (Zhao et al., 2021).

I was completing the assignment alongside work and family responsibilities, meaning I often studied during the evening. Eventually, I completed and submitted the assignment. Although this may appear to be a small achievement, I experienced it as a significant personal milestone because it demonstrated that I could adapt to an unfamiliar educational environment.

2. Feelings – What was I thinking and feeling?

When I began the assignment, I experienced excitement, anxiety, pride and self-doubt. I was proud of returning to education but questioned whether I had made the right decision. Nearly twenty years had passed since I had been in formal education, and university learning had changed considerably.

My biggest challenge was confidence. I sometimes looked at other students and assumed they knew what they were doing because they appeared comfortable with technology and academic tasks. Looking back, I recognise that I was comparing my internal uncertainty with what I could see externally. I had no evidence that other students were actually more confident.

The digital aspect increased my anxiety. I sometimes felt embarrassed asking for help with tasks I believed should be basic, so I spent too long trying to solve problems independently. This affected my learning because emotional concerns were taking attention away from the assignment itself.

O’Neill et al. (2022) found that students with lower confidence can perceive improvements following academic literacy support. This challenges my original belief that confidence must come before competence. My experience suggests that confidence can develop through successfully overcoming unfamiliar tasks.

Referencing created further anxiety because I initially viewed it mainly as a set of rules that I might get wrong. I did not immediately understand its wider purpose in demonstrating evidence and acknowledging other authors. As the term progressed, however, each successful task provided evidence that I was capable of learning.

3. Evaluation – What was good and bad?

The most positive aspect was that the experience challenged my perception of my own ability. Successfully submitting my first assignment provided evidence that I could adapt to university expectations.

My digital skills also improved through necessity. I became more comfortable accessing online learning materials, creating documents, locating information and submitting work electronically. Lucas et al. (2022) argue that digital competence is important for both learning and employability and should be viewed as a broader capability rather than simply being digitally competent or incompetent.

Another positive outcome was my developing understanding of academic referencing. Neilson and King (2023) found that students value support with academic writing, research, referencing, academic honesty and feedback. This supports my realisation that these skills are not necessarily obvious to every new university student and often need to be developed.

There were also negative aspects. I spent too much time worrying about making mistakes, which sometimes reduced the time available for developing my argument. I also initially viewed feedback as an indication of whether I had done well rather than as information that could help me improve. Han and Xu (2021) demonstrate that feedback literacy involves students’ ability to understand and engage with feedback. I therefore recognise that receiving feedback and learning from it are different processes.

4. Analysis – Why did it happen this way?

The most important insight is that my difficulty was not simply a lack of computer skills. Several factors interacted, including digital unfamiliarity, academic conventions, anxiety, time pressures and the transition into higher education.

Rawlings Smith, Hodgkin and Young (2022) demonstrate that students enter university with different levels of academic and digital preparedness. My assumption that other students were more capable therefore failed to recognise that people have different educational histories.

My experience can also be understood as entering a new academic literacy environment. Academic literacy involves understanding how knowledge is researched, communicated, referenced and evaluated. Neilson and King (2023) found that academic literacy programmes can support students in developing research, writing, critical reading and referencing skills. My initial difficulties therefore did not necessarily indicate that I was incapable of university study; I was learning unfamiliar academic conventions.

Digital literacy and academic literacy were also closely connected. I initially thought I was simply “learning computers”, but technology was the means through which I researched, wrote and submitted my assignment. Lucas et al. (2022) and Zhao et al. (2021) demonstrate the wider importance of digital competence in higher education.

My confidence was another significant factor. I interpreted uncertainty as evidence that I was not capable, but my progress challenged this assumption. O’Neill et al. (2022) show the value of academic literacy support for students who initially lack confidence. This suggests confidence can develop alongside competence rather than always preceding it.

I also initially viewed the twenty-year gap from education as a disadvantage. However, my employment and family experiences had developed resilience, communication, responsibility and time-management skills. At the same time, resilience alone was not enough. I had associated independence with solving every problem alone, whereas I now understand that an independent learner also recognises when support is needed and takes responsibility for seeking it.

This has implications for employability. Heymann et al. (2022) argue that reflective practice can contribute to employability competences by helping students identify learning from experiences and use it to plan future development. My experience therefore developed more than academic and digital skills; it also strengthened my ability to identify weaknesses and respond constructively.

5. Conclusion – What could I have done differently?

Looking back, I could have approached the assignment more effectively. My biggest mistake was believing that asking for help demonstrated weakness. I now understand that university is a developmental environment and students are not expected to arrive with every skill already developed.

I should also have started earlier. I underestimated the time needed to research, write, reference and navigate digital systems. Because I was balancing other responsibilities, this increased my anxiety.

Breaking the assignment into stages would have helped: understanding the question, researching, planning, drafting, referencing, proofreading and submitting. I also need to change how I respond to feedback. Rather than simply reading comments, I should identify recurring issues and specific actions for future assignments.

I also need to challenge my tendency to compare myself with others. Students enter university with different levels of experience and preparedness (Rawlings Smith, Hodgkin and Young, 2022). Finally, I would seek support earlier rather than spending unnecessary time struggling alone.

The most important lesson is that competence is developmental. A capable student is not necessarily someone who already knows everything, but someone who recognises what they need to learn and takes action to improve.

6. Action Plan – What will I do next time?

My first-term experience has shown me that I need to make my development more deliberate. I will review feedback after every assessment and identify two or three specific areas for improvement. This will help me become more active in using feedback (Han and Xu, 2021).

I will also use university referencing guidance throughout the research and writing process rather than correcting references at the end. This should reduce errors and make referencing a normal part of my academic practice.

I will continue developing my digital skills, particularly Microsoft Word, online research, document organisation and presentation software. Digital competence is relevant to both university learning and future employability (Lucas et al., 2022; Zhao et al., 2021).

Finally, I will seek support earlier and contribute more during seminars to develop my confidence. I will view resilience as the ability to adapt, seek support, learn from mistakes and continue progressing.

This experience has changed how I see myself as a learner. Returning to education initially made me focus on what I did not know. Through reflection, I can now recognise that I already possessed valuable skills and can build new ones on top of them. Gibbs’ cycle has helped me move from describing an experience to analysing it and identifying future actions. Reflective practice should therefore continue throughout my degree (Heymann et al., 2022).

The most valuable lesson from my first term is that being capable does not mean already knowing everything. It means being willing to learn, being honest about weaknesses, using feedback and support effectively, and taking action to improve.

SMART Action Plan


	SMART element
	Action

	Specific
	Improve academic writing, referencing, digital skills and presentation confidence through university skills activities, Microsoft Office practice and feedback review.

	Measurable
	Complete at least two skills activities each month and create a feedback checklist after every assessed assignment.

	Achievable
	Spend approximately one hour each week on skills development alongside normal university study.

	Relevant
	These skills will support academic performance, confidence, digital competence and employability.

	Time-bound
	By the end of my next term, complete at least six skills activities and reduce recurring academic-writing, formatting and referencing errors.
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