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Reflective Essay: A Presentation Experience Using Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (1998)
Introduction
Reflective practice is a valuable tool in higher education, particularly for students developing new skills such as academic presentations. By engaging in reflective writing, learners can identify strengths and areas for improvement, set realistic goals, and enhance future performance (Burns & Sinfield, 2022). Reflection encourages a deeper understanding of personal experiences, contributing to academic and professional growth (Moon, 2019). For this reflective essay, I will use Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1998) to structure my reflection on my recent presentation for the Academic Skills for Student Success in Higher Education module. I will explore my feelings, evaluate the experience, analyse contributing factors, draw conclusions, and develop an action plan to enhance my future academic and professional presentations.
Description
The assigned task involved delivering a presentation titled ‘Time Management and Its Importance for Student Success’ to my university lecturer and classmates. I created a PowerPoint presentation that included definitions, research evidence, challenges students face, and practical time management strategies. The allotted time for the presentation was five minutes, followed by a short feedback session. I presented my slides, summarizing key points and offering explanations for each.
While I successfully conveyed the main content, I slightly exceeded the five-minute limit. Additionally, I became aware during the presentation that I was relying heavily on my notes and failed to maintain consistent eye contact with the audience. This was partly because English is my third language, and I was anxious about forgetting key vocabulary or mispronouncing academic terms.
After the presentation, I received feedback from my lecturer and peers. They praised my effort and knowledge of the topic but suggested that I work on timing.This experience provided valuable insights into my presentation skills, and I will now reflect on it using the stages of Gibbs' reflective cycle.
Feelings
Before the presentation, I experienced a mixture of excitement and nervousness. I was enthusiastic about sharing my knowledge on time management, a topic I find personally relevant and useful for academic success. However, I was also anxious about speaking in English, managing my time effectively, and presenting in front of a group of classmates and a lecturer.
During the presentation, my anxiety slightly increased as I noticed myself glancing at my notes too often. I realized I was missing out on making eye contact with the audience, which is essential for engaging listeners. I also noticed the time passing quickly, and towards the end, I felt pressured to rush through the final slides. This affected the clarity and depth of my final points.
After the presentation, I felt relieved but also disappointed because I knew I could have performed better with more practice and confidence. Despite this, I was proud of completing the task, receiving positive comments about my content, and recognizing my strengths and areas for improvement.
Evaluation
There were both positive and negative aspects to my presentation experience.
On the positive side, my presentation was well-organized, with a clear structure that included an introduction, main points, and a conclusion. The visual aids (PowerPoint slides) were helpful in supporting my key ideas and keeping the audience focused. I demonstrated a good understanding of the topic, and the information I presented was relevant, up-to-date, and backed by academic sources. I was pleased to see that some of my classmates showed interest in the time management techniques I described, such as the Pomodoro Technique and the use of digital planners.
However, several aspects of the experience could have been improved. Firstly, I exceeded the five-minute time limit, which affected the final section of my presentation. Secondly, my frequent glances at my notes reduced my ability to engage the audience effectively. According to Van Emden and Becker (2022), maintaining eye contact and using body language are essential presentation skills that help build rapport with the audience. Unfortunately, my reliance on notes prevented this.
Moreover, my apprehension about my English proficiency contributed to a lack of self-assurance and made me overly dependent on my notes during the presentation. Language anxiety is a common barrier for international students in higher education and can significantly impact oral communication tasks (Burns & Sinfield, 2022). Despite this, the feedback I received highlighted my clear effort and subject knowledge, suggesting that with improved delivery techniques, my presentations could become more impactful.
Analysis
Several factors contributed to the outcomes of my presentation. One of the main factors was insufficient practice. Although I rehearsed the presentation at home, I did not time myself accurately or practice in front of an audience. This led to poor time management during the actual presentation, resulting in me exceeding the time limit. According to Cottrell (2021), timed rehearsals and audience practice are essential for effective presentation preparation, as they help speakers manage anxiety and deliver content confidently within the allocated time.
Another contributing factor was language anxiety. Concerns about pronunciation, grammatical accuracy, and recalling complex academic terminology contributed to increased reliance on notes during the presentation. This apprehension affected my confidence and delivery, particularly in maintaining eye contact and engaging directly with the audience. Burns and Sinfield (2022) highlight that language-related challenges can significantly impact students' self-assurance in oral communication tasks, often leading to a dependence on written prompts as a coping strategy.
Additionally, my presentation skills were limited because of a lack of experience in public speaking within an academic context. Maintaining eye contact, speaking at a steady pace, and using effective body language are skills that require practice and confidence (Van Emden & Becker, 2022). Without these, it is easy to disengage the audience, even if the content is strong. Furthermore, research by King (2023) emphasises that non-verbal communication, such as facial expressions, posture, and gestures, plays a critical role in audience perception and understanding, often outweighing the verbal content itself.
The positive aspects of my presentation, such as content organization and the use of appropriate academic references, reflected good preparation in terms of research and slide design. However, the weaknesses in delivery demonstrated the need for better rehearsal strategies, language practice, and awareness of non-verbal communication skills. It also reinforced the importance of striking a balance between content knowledge and delivery techniques for successful presentations (Moon, 2019).
Conclusion
This presentation experience taught me several important lessons. Firstly, time management during presentations is crucial, and it can only be achieved through careful planning, timed rehearsals, and experience. Secondly, maintaining eye contact and engaging with the audience is vital for effective communication, and this requires confidence and reduced reliance on notes. Thirdly, while language barriers present challenges, these can be addressed through continuous practice, confidence-building exercises, and the use of clear, simple language where appropriate.
I also learned that anxiety is a natural part of public speaking, especially in a second or third language. However, it can be reduced through preparation, mindfulness techniques, and positive visualisation exercises. According to McNair et al. (2022), developing resilience and self-belief is essential for overcoming presentation anxiety and building long-term academic skills.
The feedback from my lecturer and peers was constructive and will help me focus on specific areas for improvement. In future presentations, I intend to prioritise practising aloud, timing my delivery, and minimising my dependence on notes. I also aim to improve my eye contact, posture, and body language to create a more confident and engaging presentation style.
Action Plan (SMART Goals)
To improve my future presentation skills, I have created a SMART action plan, which outlines specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound objectives:
· Specific: To improve my presentation delivery skills by reducing dependence on notes and increasing audience engagement through eye contact, posture, and gestures.
· Measurable: To reduce note dependency by 50% and make consistent eye contact with at least three different audience members during future presentations.
· Achievable: Attend a presentation skills workshop offered by the university and practise presentations at home in front of a mirror or with family/friends.
· Relevant: Enhancing presentation skills is important for my academic performance, employability, and future professional career.
· Time-bound: To achieve these improvements by the end of the next academic term (within three months).
Additionally, I plan to:
1. Practise each presentation aloud at least three times before the delivery day.
2. Use a timer during practice sessions to ensure I stay within the allocated time.
3. Record myself to assess body language, eye contact, and tone of voice.
4. Seek feedback from peers and lecturers after each presentation to track progress.
5. Continue expanding my English academic vocabulary to improve fluency and confidence.
6. Apply mindfulness and relaxation techniques before public speaking events to manage anxiety effectively (King, 2023).
By implementing this action plan, I am confident that I will improve both my presentation delivery and my confidence in academic public speaking contexts.
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