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Reflective Essay on the Development of Academic and Digital Skills

Introduction 
The first experience in a university is overwhelming in a lot of ways, especially for international students, from navigating different cultures and environments. The journey is mostly seamless, but for me, an important milestone was in the module Academic Skills in the Digital Age. I improved in areas like time management, but I still struggled with English literature because it was not my first language. Reflective practice using models such as Gibbs’ (1988) has been instrumental in evaluating practice, and for me, it was crucial towards understanding what shaped my growth and how I acquired the relevant academic and digital skills.
Description 
My academic growth took a significant turn during my first year. I was enrolled in academic modules, and my first assignment was an essay. After successfully completing the initial essay drafts, I came to know there are additional levels of revision. Although I had ample motivation along with an interest in the subject, I was unsure how such an important task would be done in such a limited time frame. I begin the hard work of research, writing multiple drafts, reference organising, etc. Applying rigid referencing standards only made things trickier and gave me more and more hurdles. Any mistakes made would result not only in a failed test, but also an immeasurable amount of stress prior to the deadline.
Understanding texts such as the scholarly documents and assignment instructions posed a challenge to me as a non-native English speaker due to a language barrier. (Tran, 2020). With materials, my understanding took a significant amount of time, oftentimes leading me to read the same book more than once. This served to not only stall my progress but aided in ruining any confidence I had of producing academically sound and proficient coursework. s
In addressing these challenges, I attended a literacy workshop my classmates recommended from the module Academic Skills in the Digital Era. They helped me discover scholarly materials that include but are not limited to online databases, reference management tools, and productivity tools. With a digital planner, I was able to effectively organise my time and research. A notable change that aided in my adjustment was integrating a digital planner into my life, which allowed me to break down bigger tasks into smaller chunks, take focused breaks, and track progress. That, in conjunction, helped with the anxiety that stems from larger assignments. This aligns with Pamuji et al (2024) where effective time management is necessary for project completion and academic success.
My teachers were also helpful in addressing writing coherence by providing guidelines on paraphrasing whilst encouraging me to broaden my academic vocabulary.
My articulated writing skills improved because of their support, which enabled me to integrate my subject knowledge. Eventually, I became more confident and was able to cope with the increased workload in an academic environment. This illustrates that support and new tools and strategies can transform initial challenges into opportunities to develop robust academic and digital skills that facilitate easy navigation through advanced education.
Feelings
At first, I experienced panic, and my first thoughts were filled with anxiety. I questioned my ability to function in an academic setting while utilising English as a second language. While trying to meet deadlines for my first essay, I found myself engaging in procrastination. I was disheartened since what many of my peers achieved in a matter of hours was taking me days to accomplish. I had low self-worth and questioned my identity in that learning ecosystem. Other international students helped change my thinking, and I realised that venting to them was comforting because I was not alone in having those frustrations. Better time management helped improve my control over not just my academic life, but also my overall life.
Evaluation
A productive aspect of this experience was gaining the realisation that time can be managed and that, in fact, it is a skill that can be learned.
I managed to meet deadlines for larger tasks using Google Calendar and Trello to break them down into smaller attainable sequences. This reflects ideas put forth by Murray, Pérez, and Fluker (2022) stressing the need of having digital literacy skills for scholastic achievement. Another positive aspect was asking for help promptly. Cottrell (2019) states that students who access support services tend to be more successful, and I can attest to that.
I also had some issues, though. Poor planning meant the first submission was not my best work, and the referencing part was difficult to navigate because I had never encountered the Harvard style before. Even after attending a library session on referencing, I continued to make mistakes that influenced my grades. My attempts at using academic vocabulary resulted in overuse of thesauruses, which led to me using strange terms. Joubert and Sibanda’s (2022) research points out how multilingual students are affected by language barriers, which influence their sense of belonging and academic performance.
Analysis
These challenges stem from a lack of developed skills in my time management, coupled with the burden of learning a new language.
In the case of first-year students, an absence of effective time management seems to be a common issue. In fact, lack of planning seems to worsen academic performance (Alvarez Sainz, Ferrero, and Ugidos, 2019). Tight deadlines, especially with regard to condensing huge amounts of information into clearer formats, can be a major stressor and more often than not lead to procrastination, as noted by Rasheed, Kamsin, and Abdullah (2019). Personally, the need to comply with structured referencing systems in academics also hindered my progress.
Vygotsky's theory of the Zone of Proximal Development, emphasises is placed on the necessity of scaffolding if learners are to be directed towards more advanced thinking and actions. This idea strengthens the belief that learners face increasingly challenging hurdles when they lack sufficient support, such as relevant resources and technology. highlights the need for scaffolding if students are to be guided towards higher-order thinking and performing. This concept further reinforces the notion that learners equipped with sufficient backing, including digital aids and relevant materials, tend to overcome progressively daunting obstacles. This is crucial with regard to international students who undergo hardships with the language and academic conventions. Appropriate and timely intervention has been demonstrated to enable learners to cross the gap between competencies they are able to use independently and those that require some degree of help, bolstering their prospects of success in and integration into university life (Păunescu, Lepik, and Spencer, 2022).
Drawing from my personal experience, I can testify to a process articulated by Tarc, Mishra Tarc, and Di Paolantonio (2024), who focus on the need for an educational climate that values the development of critical skills alongside knowledge.
Self-regulation is an equally critical component of learning, just like content.
Conclusion
In my case, taking things earlier was the more efficient way to enable myself to write and assist sessions, which would grant me sufficient time for crafting, rewriting and polishing my essays. Developing this strategy would likely eliminate most of my doubts and time-related stressors. Furthermore, improving my academic performance utilising flashcards and modern vocabulary tools would aid me in thickening my academic familiarity, help me in expressing my thoughts and improve my self-articulated way of assignments.
I appreciate the ability to learn from peers as a way of coping with academic and language challenges. Collaborative learning harnesses confidence and anxiety reduction for international students who often feel ostracised because of a new culture. If I had joined earlier, I could have made grips with difficult areas and felt appreciate faster along with inclusion within the learning environment. I understood the most basic of concepts such as word processors and video conferencing, I had not done an in-depth exploration of the plethora of university resources.
This absence of experience hindered my study efficiency and resulted in more frequent desperate attempts to prepare for work at the last minute. Considering this experience with Gibbs’ model (1988), I realise that actively using digital libraries, looking for academic tutorials, and requesting both scholarly and emotional support would have significantly enhanced my academic development and results.

Action Plan
	Target to be Achieved 
	Action Steps to Complete to Achieve Target
	Potential Difficulties
	Resources
	Deadline
	Achieved 
	Comments

	Effective time management
	Begin working on tasks a fortnight before submission time, and electronically develop some basic benchmarks via a calendar.
	Insufficient time
	I will use an online calendar to subdivide any written task into weekly tasks
	university graduation
	I started using time management tools.
	

	Improving academic English
	Utilise academic vocabulary resources throughout the week to enhance language fluency.
	internet access
	University and online resources
	Ongoing task
	Timely planning has been implemented
	

	Improving communication
	I shall spend two hours on independent learning every weekday by adopting a time block approach.
	Insufficient time
	Digital calendar
	approximately twelve weeks
	I started private English lessons.
	

	Improving the ability to make correct references
	Train to do references every week with the help of Internet tutorials to prevent errors.

	Internet Access
	University and online resources, support from university employees
	end of the second term
	I started using the online library.
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