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Reflective essay on the development of academic and digital skills
 
During my first term at university, in the subject Digital Skills for the Digital Era, I had one of the most difficult experiences since starting my university life: I failed the subject because I did not correctly apply the knowledge I had learned in class. In this reflective essay, I will use Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (The University of Edinburgh, 2024). to analyse that personal experience, how it affected me emotionally and how, despite everything, it became a turning point in my learning process and academic adaptation. 
 Description – What happened? 
The situation occurred at the end of my first university term. During the course, we learned about time management, the Pomodoro method, the Eisenhower matrix, the use of tools such as Google Calendar to organise our activities, techniques for giving presentations, writing academic essays, and the correct use of references using the Harvard method. 
Although I attended classes and did my best to understand the theory when the professor explained it (due to my basic English), when it came time to apply that knowledge in the final essays, I did not do so correctly. Perhaps I did not organise my time well (I am a full-time mother without a support network), I left part of the work to the last minute (Britton, BK & Tessar, A (1991). and I made mistakes in the structure of the essay and in the references. When I received the news that I had failed the course, I felt that all my effort had not been enough.
The most difficult thing was that I was failed for something I genuinely did not do (someone else doing my work) and that what I did was not done properly: applying what I had learned correctly, which resulted in a pass mark. It wasn't because I didn't attend or didn't try, but because I failed to demonstrate in practice the skills that the course required, and that led to the understanding that someone else had done the essay for me, because I couldn't demonstrate the skills I had learned in practice; I didn't know how to put them into practice. 

Feelings – What were you thinking and feeling? 
When I found out I had failed the course, I felt upset, frustrated, and very sad. I felt angry with myself and also a sense of injustice. I thought, ‘I did the work, so why wasn't it enough?’ I had a hard time accepting that the problem wasn't my intention, but my execution. 
I also felt ashamed. I saw that other classmates had passed the course and I hadn't. That affected my confidence. There was a moment when I didn't want to continue with the course. I literally wanted to throw in the towel. I thought that maybe university wasn't for me or that I wasn't good enough at academic and digital skills.
However, at the same time, I had passed another subject that term. That was important because it showed me that I was capable. That small victory prevented me from giving up completely. Although I was demotivated, I decided to give myself another chance.

Evaluation – What was good and bad about the experience? 
The negative aspect was clearly the fact that I had to postpone the subject. I felt that I had wasted time and that my academic average could be affected. In addition, emotionally it was a heavy blow to my self-esteem. 
Another negative aspect was realising that I was not correctly applying basic tools that we had been taught, such as time management. I often knew that I should use the tools I had learned in class, that I should read and review the support material on Moodle, but I did not do so consistently. I also neglected important details in the structure of the essays and in the references using the Harvard method.
However, over time, I realised that there was also something positive about this experience. Failure forced me to reflect. It made me realise that understanding the theory is not enough; you need to practise it in a disciplined way. It also strengthened my resilience (Hartley, 2008). Although I wanted to give up at first, I decided to continue. 
An unexpected result was that, in the second term, I began to better understand how to apply the information I had learned. I no longer saw the tools as an obligation, but as real support to improve my work.
Analysis – Why did it happen that away? 
I think this situation arose because I was in the process of adapting to university life. University requires more autonomy, responsibility and discipline than previous stages of study. No one is constantly reminding us what we have to do; it is up to each student to organise themselves. 
Another factor was that I underestimated the importance of digital skills. I thought I knew how to organise myself “my way”, but in reality I was not using effective methods. Not integrating the tools that the university provided to support me in my tasks or with my questions, perhaps on a consistent basis, affected my performance.
When it came to academic writing, I understood the Harvard format in theory, but I didn't practise it enough. This shows that academic skills require repetition and attention to detail. They are not developed just by listening to an explanation; they are strengthened through constant practice. 
In the second term, my mindset changed. I began to gradually apply what I had learned in the previous term with the information from the current term in each class for the final essays. I organised my time better, started assignments earlier, and checked references more carefully. This allowed me to understand that the initial problem was not a lack of ability, but a lack of disciplined application (Findmyguru, 2026). 
Now, in the third term, I feel a little more confident. However, there is always a little fear when faced with something new. Each new tool or format represents a challenge, but I no longer see it as something impossible, but as an opportunity to continue growing.
Conclusion – What else could you have done? 
Looking back, I could have asked for help before it was too late. I could have spoken to the professor to clarify questions about references or essay structure. It would also have been helpful to practise more and not leave some parts of the assignments until the last minute. 
Another thing I would have done differently is taken time management more seriously from the beginning of the term. If I had consistently applied the methods and tools to help me organise my essays on a weekly basis, I would probably have had better results. 
However, I also recognise that this experience was an important lesson. I learned that making mistakes does not mean failing definitively (Gallo, 2026). Sometimes, failing a subject can be an opportunity to grow and improve skills that will be necessary throughout your career. 

Action plan – What will you do next time? 
Going forward, I want to apply everything I have learned in a more conscious and consistent manner. I don't want to wait until I feel overwhelmed to start organising myself. I plan to review the content of each class weekly and immediately apply the tools taught. 
I will continue to use time management methods and carefully review each essay before submitting it. I will also seek feedback when I have doubts, rather than assuming that everything is correct. 
My goal is not only to pass, but to truly develop solid academic and digital skills that will accompany me throughout university and in my professional life. Organising my life better, I understand that being a mother does not have to prevent me from achieving and excelling in other areas, but rather how I manage my time to be productive and effective in every area of my life.

SMART Action Plan: 
Specific: 
Consistently apply time management tools and improve the quality of my academic essays by correctly using the methods taught in each class. 

Measurable: 
Organise all my tasks weekly in a digital diary and complete at least six structured study sessions per week. Review each essay with a checklist before submitting it to ensure it complies with the correct structure and references. 

Achievable: 
It is realistic because I already have previous experience and now have a better understanding of how to apply the tools. 

Relevant: 
It will help me improve my academic performance, increase my confidence, and avoid failing a subject again. 

Time-bound: 
I will implement this plan from the beginning of the current term and evaluate my progress at the end of the academic period.
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