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As an older student entering in higher education in a foreign country, I knew that certain digital literacy will be required for success, especially in MS Word, PowerPoint, and Excel. I felt generally comfortable in using the three applications, but I was quickly proven wrong. During my first semester we were assigned three different tasks – create a report using MS Word, create a short presentation, and create an Excel table for my personal budget. Although I have used all three applications previously, I quickly realized that I lack some basic digital skills to complete my assignments to a standard that I would feel comfortable with. When writing my reports using MS Word, I struggled with using functions such as “Outline” to create visually pleasing headings and subheadings and creating a table of contents which I initially created manually. Overall, the report I produced seemed unprofessional and took far longer that it needed to. Creating my presentation brought different challenges to overcome. I found that the presentations I produced were not engaging enough and I thought that it was not appropriate for academia. I struggled particularly with transitions, effects, and animations. Creating the personal budget table was perhaps the biggest challenge I faced. I had barely used Excel until then and I found that I was unfamiliar with the formulas required to complete the task. I had to watch hours of tutorials and online courses and the whole thing felt very daunting. All this made me feel unfit to be a student due to the lack of my digital skills.
At first, I felt very overwhelmed by the amount of work that was required to successfully complete the semester as it was more than I expected for a first semester. The NHS (2023) suggests that being overwhelmed at school can be the source of many of the issues I seemed to be having. Additionally, I felt embarrassed that I lacked digital skills that seemed very basic to me and many of my younger colleagues and peers already possessed. Watching the others navigate and use the software made me feel unprepared for higher education. This had me doubting myself and made me have thoughts of dropping out right there and then. Using MS Word and PowerPoint brought feelings of frustration. After spending hours on research and planning for my report, I had to now spend more hours in manual formatting, spell checking, and styling. This extra time spent on this repetitive monotone work caused me to start losing interest in completing my work in addition to the frustration. MS Excel had the most severe impact on my feelings as it brought stress and anxiety in addition to my other negative emotions. I felt shattered as I was creating my table and after spending hours on it, the formulas did not work properly, and the table looked very amateurish. This had me wanting to set aside this assignment which in turn increased my anxiety with the approaching of the deadlines. However, as time went on and I started to do some courses and use online tutorials my negative emotions started to ease up. My ability to do tasks that I could not before brought immense satisfaction and boosted my confidence a lot.
In retrospect using digital software for my assignments was both a positive and a negative experience. At first the stress and excitement of starting something new such as studying was overwhelming and stressful. The sheer amount of time formatting and technical work in general, left me with less time for my research and planning. This negatively affected my time management which was not perfect to begin with.  My anxiety about using the software after making so many mistakes made me not want to experiment with advanced functions because of the approaching deadlines. Moreover, my peers already possessed the required skills to complete their assignments which was a disadvantage for me as they grew in a more digitalized era than I had. I, however, like to look at things positively and found that negative aspects of my experience might have been a blessing in disguise as suggested by NRPC Editorial team (2024). Feeling that my digital skills were subpar had me focused on improving myself. I started spending more of my free time looking at courses and tutorials online which in turn increased my productivity and confidence in using the apps. After completing my first report, presentation, and excel table I felt empowered and satisfied with my results. These gradual improvements on using the apps granted some welcome relief and satisfaction and proved to me that persistence and patience pay off in the end.
The struggles I had with my first assessments could be better explained by exploring some of the underlying factors that were, and some still are, present. Firstly, I vastly overestimated my digital capabilities, and this initially led to some false confidence. Although I have used computers and the software casually before, academic standards are much higher and require much better understanding (Sicilia et al., 2018). This I realized meant that I lacked the necessary knowledge and understanding to use these programs effectively. Secondly, my struggles were made worse by my poor time management skills. I now realize that I should have started work on the projects at least a week prior to when I did because I had to juggle both learning how to use the needed applications and doing actual work on my assignments. Lastly, I might have underestimated the importance of digital literacy in higher education. Initially I thought that basic skills would be sufficient to pass my exams but later down the line I realized that a strong understanding of the software used and strong digital skills in general are a crucial part for academic success. All this highlights how important it is for students to not only have strong subject knowledge but to also develop solid technological competence. 
After reflecting on the whole experience using the Gibbs Model (Gibbs, 1988), I can now see that there were some things that I could have done differently and will do so going forward. First, I think that I should have engaged with digital literacy literature earlier in the semester, if not before even starting it. My lack of digital skills and experience with using the MS Package led to many frustrations, struggles, and generally negative emotions. This negativity and uncertainty of myself led to some negative academic performance but also encouraged me to better myself in many aspects. I learned that having strong digital skills is important but not the only thing required for good academic performance. I also learned that digital skills are not something you can master overnight and I need to take smaller steps towards improvement. I feel that I have made significant progress and feel much more confident when using MS Word and PowerPoint, although Excel is still giving me trouble. In conclusion, I want to say that after everything that I have been through, I realized that digital skills are not optional but rather a fundamental part of academic progression and even professional development. When I next have a chance to do all this again, I will start preparing early and practice using the programs more regularly which will improve my overall digital literacy naturally.
Now that I realize the importance of digital skills (Luić and Alić, 2022) and being able to effectively and efficiently use MS Word, PowerPoint, and Excel I have a plan for improvement. Next semester, when I am faced with the same situation as now, I plan on starting work on my assignments earlier. Additionally, I plan on using the LinkedIn and Microsoft resources available to practice and improve my efficiency in using the software. Additionally, I plan on seeking support and guidance from my tutors going forward as I feel I have been underutilizing their support. I also plan on improving my time management skills by creating an Excel table that includes all the deadlines for my next semester. This will both improve my MS Excel skills, help my time management, and help me visualize the deadlines so I don’t feel as pressured next time. Over the break we have between semesters I also plan on using all three apps recreationally to further help me understand how they work and how to use them properly. Finally, I plan on sticking with the following SMART plan (University of California, 2016) I have created to ensure that I perform to the best of my abilities going further in my education.



1. Specific – I will practice using MS Word to create a text file that I will then edit and format; a MS PowerPoint presentation template that I am happy with and will be using for my further presentations; a personal budget Excel table that I will update daily.
2. Measurable – I will learn two new functions in each app every week until I am confident with them all
3. Attainable – I will have lots of spare time over our break and no plans so I will be able to achieve my task
4. Relevant – Strong digital skills and literacy will improve the quality of any further assignments I do
5. Time-Bound – I will complete all tasks set out in this plan by the end of the first semester
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