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My First Semester Experience at UWTSD
The first semester at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) in the module Academic Skills for the Digital Era has been a transformative journey. The module not only introduced me to essential academic skills but also equipped me with strategies to manage my studies effectively and thrive in a digital learning environment. The work of being a university student has a significant influence on the shaping of digital higher education (Selwyn, 2014). This essay reflects on my experiences, challenges, and the insights gained throughout this semester, using Gibbs' Reflective Cycle as a framework. 


DESCRIPTION 
During the semester, I explored a wide range of topics and tools designed to help me succeed academically and professionally, such as professional standards, effective study skills, time management techniques like the Pomodoro Technique and the Eisenhower Matrix, and an understanding of Kolb’s Learning Theory. I also discovered my kinesthetic learning style and learned how to use the UWTSD library, write reflectively, and cite sources correctly using the Harvard referencing style. According to Burns and Sinfield (2020) these skills and strategies are essential for achieving academic and professional success. Additionally, I developed critical thinking skills, learned to navigate Stream, record videos, and deliver presentations. It is worth taking time to understand and consider the many factors that contribute to optimal learning and to work out what really works best for you (Cottrell, 2019).
One particularly memorable experience was when our teacher “Ffion” used role-playing to teach us critical thinking. My classmates and I were assigned the task of imagining that we were running a printer shop. We had to identify challenges and come up with immediate solutions collaboratively. This activity allowed us to critically analyse our business operations and explore innovative ways to improve them. Cottrell explains the role of critical thinking in academic success, urging students to question assumptions, evaluate evidence, and consider alternative perspectives always identify the source of claims and assess their reliability (Cottrell, 2019). Another realization came from reading materials on Moodle before class. This simple habit significantly enhanced my engagement during lessons and prepared me to contribute meaningfully to class discussions. “Students who engage with course materials before class tend to participate more actively and demonstrate a deeper understanding of the subject matter" (Nilson, 2010).


FEELINGS 
Initially, I felt completely overwhelmed by the volume of new concepts and tools. The professional standards expected at the university level seemed intimidating, and I couldn’t help but feel anxious. However, as I started applying the techniques and strategies introduced in class, I noticed a significant change. This is supported by Mandernach and Dailey-Hebert (2018), who highlight that applying instructional techniques can significantly enhance engagement and adaptability, especially in overcoming the initial hurdles of higher education. 
One experience that particularly stood out was the role-playing activity about the printer shop. It combined creativity with problem solving, and while I was initially nervous about speaking up and sharing my ideas in front of others, the supportive environment made me feel heard and valued. This experience showed me how critical thinking can lead to practical, actionable solutions. As Brookfield (2012) mentions, when we critically analyse a situation, we can explore alternative perspectives and make decisions that are both innovative and implementable. I had a similar experience when I did my presentation. Standing in front of the class, I was terrified at the thought of speaking publicly and feared judgment. However, through the supportive feedback I received, I slowly gained confidence. Although my nerves didn’t completely disappear, I felt a sense of accomplishment as I pushed through my fear and communicated my ideas.
Similarly, reviewing Moodle materials before class made me feel more prepared and active in discussions. This proactive approach transformed my learning experience, making it more interactive and rewarding.

EVALUATION 
skills and tools like the Pomodoro Technique transformed my approach to studying. This methodical approach improves mental clarity and avoids burnout, resulting in more productive study sessions (Cirillo, 2018). The Eisenhower Matrix was particularly helpful in prioritizing tasks, ensuring I focused on urgent and important assignments. Asana discusses how productivity is increased and burnout is avoided by distinguishing between important and urgent work. It provides instances of the matrix's effects in both personal and professional contexts, along with practical application procedures (Asana,2024). Some aspects of the module were more beneficial than others. For example, the role-playing exercise led by Ffion was one of the most impactful moments of the semester. By playing different roles in the printer shop scenario, I realized the importance of stepping into someone else’s shoes to understand diverse perspectives. However, one challenge I faced was feeling unprepared for certain scenarios due to a lack of prior knowledge about the roles. This sometimes made it difficult to fully engage or respond effectively.
Reading materials on Moodle before class also proved incredibly valuable. By familiarizing myself with the content in advance, I found it easier to follow lectures and engage in discussions. It also allowed me to ask insightful questions, which enriched my understanding of the topics.
On the other hand, some challenges remained. Writing reflectively using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle required significant effort initially because it demanded both a structured framework and deep understanding. The process involved carefully analysing experiences step by step starting from describing the event to evaluating emotions, analysing what went well or poorly, and planning for future improvements. This level of detail felt overwhelming at first, especially as it required a balance between genuine describing and effective reflection. However, the structure of the cycle guided me to think more effectively, allowing me to break down complex experiences into manageable components. Over time, this not only enhanced my ability to assess my performance but also promoted professional growth. Eldridge emphasizes that while the cycle’s structured nature can be initially challenging, its repetitive use enhances both self-assessment skills and long-term professional development(Eldridge,2022).

ANALYSIS 
[bookmark: _Hlk184419410]Several techniques proved invaluable during the semester, each contributing uniquely to my academic and personal growth. The Pomodoro Technique, a time management method involving 25-minute focused work sessions followed by short breaks, played a crucial role in overcoming my tendency to procrastinate. Its structured approach not only kept me on task but also aligned well with my kinesthetic learning style, as the short breaks allowed me to incorporate movement into my routine. Reflecting on this, I realized how essential it is to tailor strategies to my strengths, as doing so enhanced my productivity and well-being. Cottrell mentions that effective time management and solution-focused thinking are key to performing successfully under pressure (Cottrell,2021). However, one limitation I noticed was that strict limitation to the method sometimes disrupted the flow of work when I was deeply engaged in a task, prompting me to adapt the technique by extending focus periods when necessary.
The critical thinking exercise led by Ffion allowed me to approach problems creatively. This activity highlighted the importance of adaptability and immediate decision-making in complex scenarios. Reflecting on this, I realized how interactive learning methods not only make theoretical concepts more concentrate but also encourage deeper engagement and self-awareness. Brookfield and Hess emphasize that reflective and critical thinking practices are essential for addressing challenges creatively, a notion that resonated deeply with my experience (Brookfield et al., 2021)
[bookmark: _Hlk184419618]Engaging with Moodle materials before class significantly enhanced my learning experience. This habit boosted my confidence and ensured I came to class well-prepared. According to Martin and Bolliger preparing and engaging with interactive online content fosters deeper understanding and confidence (Martin et al.,2018). A finding that aligns closely with my experience. Reflecting further, I realized that while this approach improved my participation, it required a high level of self-discipline, particularly during busy weeks. This highlighted the importance of maintaining consistent habits even during competing priorities.

CONCLUSION

Reflecting on my first semester, I am deeply appreciative of the growth and learning I have achieved, both academically and personally. The tools and strategies introduced in this module, such as the Pomodoro Technique, Eisenhower Matrix, and Kolb’s Learning Theory, have not only strengthened my study habits but also enhanced my ability to adapt these techniques to suit my individual learning style. Kolb’s emphasis on active participation and experimentation. Kolb highlights how engaging directly with tasks promotes deeper learning and skill development(kolb,1984).
The role-playing activity about the printer shop proved to be a defining experience, emphasizing the value of critical thinking, teamwork, and adaptability. It showed me how collaborative problem-solving can explain diverse perspectives and lead to innovative solutions. Similarly, reviewing Moodle materials before class reinforced the importance of preparation in fostering active engagement, boosting both my confidence and critical thinking skills during discussions.
While I am proud of my progress, I recognize that there is still room for improvement. For instance, refining my time management skills further to account for unexpected delays will help me manage workload more effectively. Additionally, developing my presentation skills remains a priority, as increased confidence in delivering information will enhance my ability to communicate ideas clearly and persuasively.
Structured reflective practices, as highlighted by Finlay, play a crucial role in identifying these areas for growth and creating actionable strategies for improvement {Finlay, 2021). By setting specific, achievable goals and creating an action plan, I can bridge the gap between theory and practice, ensuring the lessons learned are effectively applied in both academic and professional contexts. This aligns with Morley who emphasize that methodical reflection not only fosters continuous development but also facilitates the practical application of theoretical knowledge in real-world situations (Morley et al., 2021).
Looking ahead, I am committed to using these insights to build on my strengths and address my challenges. By doing so, I aim to ensure my personal and professional growth remains an ongoing, dynamic process one that is informed by reflection, adaptability, and a willingness to learn from every experience.

	Specific
	Measurable
	Attainable
	Relevant
	Time Bound

	Enhance Time Management: Use tools like digital notes alongside the pomodoro technique to better estimate task durations and minimize last-minute stress.
	Track the number of tasks completed on time weekly.
	Allocate 45 minutes daily for planning using the tools.
	Time management improves productivity and reduces stress, directly aiding academic success.
	Achieve significant improvement within 1 month.

	Practice Presentation Skills: Participate in workshops or peer feedback sessions to refine my delivery.
	Attend at least 2 workshops and 3 feedback sessions in the next semester.
	Identify available workshops and schedule time for practice sessions.
	Strong presentation skills are vital for academic and professional success.
	Show significant improvement by the next presentation.

	Deepen Reflective Practice: Use Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle to critically evaluate experiences and identify areas for growth.
	Complete reflections for 1-2 major experiences per week.
	Allocate 15 minutes daily for reflective writing.
	Reflection enhances self-awareness and facilitates continuous improvement.
	Establish a consistent habit within 4 weeks.

	Maintain Pre-Class Preparation: Review Moodle materials before lessons to stay prepared and engaged.
	Log time spent reviewing materials each week.
	Dedicate 30 minutes before each lesson for preparation.
	Staying prepared supports better understanding and participation in class.
	Implement and sustain for the current and the next  semester.

	Apply Critical Thinking Daily: Look for opportunities to use critical thinking in everyday scenarios, such as solving problems or making decisions.
	Identify and document 30 -45 minutes daily examples of applied critical thinking
	Practice during routine decision-making 
	Critical thinking is essential for academic and life success.
	Develop consistent application within 6 weeks.


ACTION PLAN 
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