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[bookmark: _Toc202644395]Introduction
This reflection is devoted to the issues I encountered on the way back to higher education after a long break. My main weaknesses were academic writing, referencing, locating appropriate sources, time management, and inability to be confident when presenting. In order to discuss these experiences in detail, I will apply Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988) that consists of six steps, i.e., description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and an action plan. This systematic way will assist me to know what occurred, how I felt, what was good or bad, and what I learnt about these challenges. This will eventually enable me to conduct better academic work and enhance my personal growth.

[bookmark: _Toc202644396]Reflection-Gibb’s Reflective Cycle
[image: A diagram of a reflective cycle

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
Gibb’s Reflective Cycle-SOURCE: Gibbs (1998)

[bookmark: _Toc202644397]Description
My first semester at university was characterized by a number of academic challenges. I was not able to organize my scholarly writing and cite properly. I also had a hard time in searching credible scholarly sources. The most challenging experience was a group presentation when I was not ready and had no confidence to speak clearly. These problems were aggravated by lack of time management, which resulted in hurried tasks and more stress (Brunton and Buckley, 2021). These were some of the things that happened in my first Six weeks of study. I collaborated with classmates, tutors, and group members at this period. I was able to get things done, but the outcomes were not as good as I expected, and it showed me the areas that required urgent improvement (Zhai et al., 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc202644398]Feelings
I was nervous and unsure before I did my first assignment and made the group presentation. I wondered whether I had made the correct choice of going back to study after so many years. In the presentation, I felt nervous and insecure. I talked fast, did not look in the eye and felt very conscious of my awkwardness. I was also embarrassed and disappointed with my performance after the tasks were completed but also relieved that I had participated. I felt that my colleagues were aware of my anxiousness and were supportive anyway (Black, 2022). At this point in time, I am more empathetic to those feelings. They were the natural reactions to a major change, and they made me understand what skills I had to reconstruct in order to succeed in higher education (Yates et al., 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc202644399]Evaluation
This experience was accompanied with both positive and negative sides. On the bright side, I did not give up and managed to do my first assignments, which made me feel accomplished. I was also part of the presentation despite my anxiety and this helped me to gain confidence. I used some of the university support services like academic writing workshops, which made me learn more about the academic prospects. I also had a meeting with my tutor to review and explain the feedback I got and this helped me to work on my progress. Also, my peers were supportive and not judgmental, which relieved my stress and made me feel more at ease (McGarr, 2021).
There were, however, a number of negative aspects of the experience. My academic writing was poorly structured, not very analytical, and informal in style. I was inconsistent in my referencing since I was not conversant with academic conventions (Bergman, 2023). This led to reduced grades and comments that there was a lot to be done. Another low point was the group presentation. I did not add a lot to the final presentation, and I was not confident with my presentation. I used to note a lot, and I did not feel like connecting with the audience. I had poor time management skills. I did not estimate the time required in completing tasks and I left assignments to the last minute hence I was not able to revise and polish my work (Lambert, 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc202644400]Analysis
Looking back at the situation, I realise that these challenges were mostly caused by the long gap that I had taken in academic study. My past experience in work did not involve academic writing, critical reading, or referencing, and I had to re-learn a lot of basics. I had no idea of how to find academic journals or how to organize arguments by using evidence. I also lacked recent experience in making formal presentations and I was not comfortable with speaking in front of a crowd/class (Glymenaki et al., 2023).
Another thing I learn now is that I was unrealistic about myself. I thought that I could adjust fast, and I did not think about how long it would take to relearn necessary skills. The fact that I did not manage my time and plan also affected my performance negatively (Allen, Rosch and Riggio, 2022). I used to work late at night to get things done and this resulted in tiredness and poor-quality work. Such encounters impacted my self-esteem and caused me to be reluctant to immerse myself in academic activities (Coates, Xie and Hong, 2021).
This experience made me realise the difference between my current abilities and the requirements of the higher education. it has demonstrated to me that I can get better with time and practice and with the help of available support services. It also sensitized me more on the emotional issues of going back to school, like fear of failure and the need to prove myself. These lessons have motivated me to be more optimistic and active in my learning because I know that I can grow. I now realize that academic and emotional support are critical towards adapting to the university life (Cobo-Rendón et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc202644401]Conclusion
This experience made me learn some important lessons. To start with, academic writing and referencing are not in-born skills, and they need time, practice, and instructions. I was taught that I should read as much as possible, make plans on how to write the essays, and get feedback on a regular basis. I also learned that speaking in front of the crowd is a skill that can be enhanced through practice and preparation. Confidence does not just come out of nowhere; it is a development that comes with repetition of similar activities and progression.
One of the most significant skills that I have to acquire is time management. My last-minute approach to work created pressure on me and compromised my work. I have learned that it is possible to alleviate stress and achieve better results by planning and dividing tasks into small chunks. Another area that I noticed growth was seeking support. My first concern was that I was unwilling to seek assistance, but I discovered that the university workshops and comments of tutors assisted me in understanding my weak points.
I will take up academic challenges more prepared and self-aware in the future. I also want to note that it is a big change when one goes back to education after a break, and I should be gentler to myself in this process. Academic performance is not the only thing that learning is about, but also resilience, self-confidence, and adaptability (Abedini, Abedin and Zowghi, 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc202644402]Action Plan (Using SMART Criteria)
I have created a plan of action based on the SMART framework as a way of enhancing my academic performance and confidence.
Specific: I would like to improve my writing and referencing skills, my confidence when making presentations, and my time management skills. These are the areas that have been clearly identified as the areas of challenge in my first semester and through enhancing them, I will be able to do better in the future assignments and presentations.
Measurable: To monitor my progress, I will focus on at least a 10 percent improvement in my grades on assignments, no extensions on future deadlines, and a decrease in my presentation anxiety level of 8/10 to 4/10. It is also my goal to make at least one presentation in a group by the end of the semester.
Achievable: The targets are also achievable and realistic. My university has writing and study skills workshops, academic advisors and digital referencing tools that I can access to develop my skills. I will also allocate two hours a day five days a week to study, practice and preparation independently. I can achieve gradual improvement by relying on the support systems and developing a routine.
Relevant: Such activities are directly connected to my academic objectives and will help me achieve success in the course. The acquisition of these skills will not only assist me in my current studies but will also prepare me to the future academic and professional activities that involve critical thinking, communication, and time management.
Time-bound: I will execute this plan in the next 12 weeks (the rest of the academic semester). During the initial two weeks, I will take a writing support course and start implementing weekly planner. At week Nine, I will have done one mock presentation. At the very end of the semester, I will measure my progress through the feedback of assignments and personal reflection.


	SMART Criteria
	Action Step
	Timeframe
	Support/Resources
	Goal/Indicator

	Specific
	Improve writing skills
	Throughout semester
	Writing workshops
	Better grammar and referencing

	
	Build presentation confidence
	Throughout semester
	Mock presentations
	Less anxiety during speaking

	
	Enhance time management
	Weekly
	Weekly planner
	Meet deadlines without extensions

	Measurable
	10% grade improvement
	End of semester
	Assignment feedback
	Compare grades over time

	
	Reduce anxiety score
	12 weeks
	Personal reflection
	From 8/10 to 4/10

	
	One group presentation
	By week 12
	Group project sessions
	Participation in team setting

	Achievable
	Studying for 2 hours daily
	5 days per week
	Home, library
	Consistent study routine

	
	Attending skill workshops
	Week 1–2
	University services
	Gain tips and strategies

	
	Use referencing tools
	Ongoing
	Online software
	Improve citation quality

	Relevant
	Supports academic success
	Full semester
	Course goals
	Improved grades and performance

	
	Prepares for future roles
	Long term
	Academic experiences
	Better job readiness

	
	Builds critical soft skills
	Full course duration
	Assignments and seminars
	Stronger communication

	Time-bound
	Take writing course
	First 2 weeks
	Writing center
	Start developing early

	
	Do mock presentation
	By week 4
	Friends/mentors
	Gain early feedback

	
	Review all progress
	Week 12
	Reflection and feedback
	Adjust future plans
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