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Passage to the university life necessitates acquisition of excellent academic and digital skills that are the basis of successful learning. This essay will reflectively apply the Reflective Cycle given by Gibbs (1988) to understand how I acquired these skills throughout my first term as well as my experience in writing my first academic essay in Week 4 that involved utilising the online library and Harvard referencing skills. This experience was especially important since it pointed to the weaknesses in my academic readiness and it questioned my beliefs regarding my readiness to work in a higher educational setting independently. Not only has the issue helped to identify some of my areas of digital illiteracy but it has also brought up the issue of academic integrity and responsible use of AI tools. Through reflection of this incident in the model of Gibbs, I would seek to examine my feelings, what went well and what went wrong, as well as what I have learnt. The essay is written according to the pattern of Gibbs cycle: description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and the last point is the action plan to follow which will help to develop me in the next term.
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This experience took place in the Week 4 when I needed to write my first academic essay on the university level. The task required a research-based discussion with the help of trustworthy academic sources, and it implied that I had to refer to Harvard and utilize databases of the university online library in all possible ways. Even though I felt I got the idea of how to reference, I soon realised that at university level, Harvard style was much more elaborate than I was used to. I used easy Google searches as the first option instead of the online databases like ProQuest, EBSCOhost and Google Scholar due to their familiarity and speediness.
I have tried to paraphrase some pieces of information with the help of AI tools, which presupposed that this would make my academic sound better. Nonetheless, I did not check whether the content or the references it brought about were accurate. The sources were not complete or fabricated as I had not realised this until submission. Upon submission of the essay, my lecturer sent me back comments in details indicating that my in-text citations were disjointed, some of the references were wrong, and most of the sources were not scholarly. She recommended that I should visit a library skills workshop and review some resource referencing sites like CiteThemRight. I then made myself an appointment with one of the librarians at the university who showed me how to search databases efficiently, source evaluation and how to cite Harvard references properly. This process showed that I had serious gaps in both academic and digital competence and that I was aware of the more demanding requirements in university-level composition.
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I was confident at the start of the assignment due to the prior experience of writing an essay at college. I thought that university tasks would be of the same structure and that would make me feel comfortable. But when I began the research, I got lost and frustrated with the complexity of Harvard referencing. I was lost in the huge amount of rules connected with the names of authors, edition, number of pages, and data about the publication. At first, I thought that I was doing a great job, but as I went on with it, my doubts began to increase.
I felt more nervous as time ran out. I was in a stressful situation since I had not given enough time to check my work well or seek assistance. It provided me with a short-term sense of relief, but I have been ashamed afterwards when I realised that the citations that were created were not accurate. Having obtained the feedback of my lecturer, I felt disappointed and self-doubted because I understood that I had not reached the required academic standard. My feelings however changed to relief and motivation after the library workshop. The assistance of the librarian made me realise that my problems were normal in the process of adapting to university education. I started to feel better about working on my academic skills and believed I can resolve such issues by practicing and receiving help.
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Considering this experience, it had its positive and negative sides. On the positive side, I tried to make a sincere attempt to finish the assignment even though my knowledge was minimal. I displayed initiative when I was trying the digital tools, although I was not applying these tools properly initially. The response I got through my lecturer was positive and there were clear points of improvement. The experience attending the librarian session was also very valuable because I was introduced to resources that I had not been using before, not to mention the fact that I gained confidence when using online library. The experience also enabled me to become stronger in my view about academic integrity and why it is important to analyse information critically before utilising it in an assignment.
There were however several negative aspects. I was not aware of how to use Harvard referencing so that I compromised the credibility of my work. The fact that I was using AI tools to verify my citations without checking them negatively affected the quality and reliability of my citation. Rushed decisions were a consequence of my poor time management and were also one of the reasons why I made mistakes when referring to and using weak sources. I also overestimated the amount of independence that I needed in university and failed to take assistance in time. One of the most surprising negative results was that AI tools may produce false references, which led to the discussion of the significance of human judgement in scholarly work. Although these have been the challenges, the experience has eventually resulted in personal development and a higher level of awareness of the academic expectations.
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This experience occurred as it occurred due to a few factors that were behind it. This was in part caused by the little experience I had of academic referencing prior to joining university. The Harvard referencing style is very specific and detail oriented and since I had not practised it before, I had difficulty in using it appropriately. Neville (2018) underlines that reference is not only a technical ability but one of the main aspects of academic integrity, which is why the mistakes in this sphere influenced my work greatly.
My poor comprehension of responsible AI usage was another important aspect. The AI usage can be handy in brainstorming or explaining something, yet it should not be trusted to provide references and scholarly facts. According to Cotton, Cotton and Shipway (2023), the AI-generated content should be verified as it may include fake or counterfeit information. The fact that I did not validate the AI-generated citations demonstrated my inability to be a critically digital literate person.
A digital literate person is a necessity in contemporary academic study, and I was unable to browse academic databases. As JISC (2023) states, digital literacy encompasses the ability to find, analyse and apply information, responsibly, on digital platforms. Since I was not aware of the internet library usage, I was using poor and unrectified sources. Time management was also significant. According to Zimmerman (2002), an effective self-regulated learning process necessitates that one plans, monitors and evaluates his/her actions. I did not plan my assignment and did it in haste, so I did not provide sufficient time to proofread my work.
The results of such factors were the decrease in marks, the decrease in academic confidence, and possible threat to academic integrity. The experience however brought about growth as well. Having attended the library workshop, I understood how to work with academic databases, make filters, find peer-reviewed articles, and make a reference. I also got to know how to cross-verify AI content and become a responsible user of it. In the end, this experience helped me become more independent and reflective learner, and this theory is justified since Kolb (1984) argues that learning is reinforced through reflection on experience.
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The experience taught me valuable lessons regarding academic and digital skills. Now I know that referencing is not a mere formal thing but a vital component of academic credibility. I have been taught that digital literacy, in particular, the skills to find and assess academic materials, is essential in writing a good assignment. I also learned to be responsible with the usage of AI and the necessity to confirm any information that it produces. Most significantly, I got to know university is more independent, more requiring planning as well as critical thinking than I used to imagine.
In retrospective, I might have been able to visit library workshops more in the past, better manage my time, check the outputs of AI, and refer to the help of trustworthy reference manual like CiteThemRight. These lessons will inform my course in the coming semester, as well as help me in my further learning. The action plan below will see me further developing my skills.
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In the future, I will establish several main areas of improvement Harvard referencing, academic writing, digital literacy, and time management. I will also participate in at least two library workshops during the first half of the new term and do the online referencing course offered by the university. I will also train in the utilisation of academic databases making sure that no assignment lacks at least five peer-reviewed materials provided by the site like EBSCOhost or ProQuest. To enhance my academic writing, I will reserve appointments with the university writing support team and write papers in advance to have enough time to receive feedback and revise the paper.
To prevent irresponsible utilisation of AI, I will always confirm the information produced by AI with academic references and conform to the university academic integrity policies. I will use my feedback to gauge my progress, whereby after a while my error of referencing will reduce, and I will be more confident in my digital research. The schedule of studying every week and reading my progress after every two weeks will allow me to remain consistent during the following term.
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