Introduction

The experience of adapting to university has involved various opportunities to develop essential academic and inter-personal skills. Perhaps the most significant learning experience during my first semester was a group project in the "Effective Teamworking and Communication" module. The project required critical thinking, reflection, communication, and collaboration, which aligned with the major learning outcomes of the course. In this reflective essay, I am going to reflect on this experience utilizing Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (1988), a widely used model that encourages thorough reflection through six steps: Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion, and Action Plan.

This reflection draws on education literature and is based on leading theories such as Tuckman's team developmental stages (1965), Belbin's team roles (2010), and Goleman's theory of Emotional Intelligence (1995). The essay also crosses over diversity, communication, and leadership theory with it and reflects the five assessment criteria: engagement with literature, knowledge and understanding, cognitive and intellectual skills, practical skills, and transferable skills.

1. Description

During the first term, I was a member of a multicultural group of five students who were assigned to present on the impact of cultural diversity on team performance. I had the job of researching, developing presentation slides, and presenting our findings to the class. My specific role in the team was the team coordinator—to schedule meeting times, assign jobs, and achieve deadlines.

First, our group dynamics were strained. There were conflicting communication patterns and expectations from being from different cultures. There were some team players who were proactive and others who did not want to get involved. Our early sessions were unscheduled, and this resulted in delays and efforts that were redundant. Gradually, however, after a couple of sessions, we had clearer goals and better communication, which ultimately led to a successful final presentation.

2. Feelings

When I heard about my coordinator role for the first time, I was anxious and excited. Anxious, because I had not led a team before in an academic environment, and excited because I saw this as an opportunity to develop my leadership skills. Lack of consultation with some members of my team frustrated me and made me question how I would proceed without confrontation. I questioned whether I was being too passive as a leader.

As the project progressed, I also grew more confident in handling problems and encouraging participation. By the last project, I was satisfied with the progress we had made as a group and pleased with myself. I discovered that becoming a leader—something I had never been before—had compelled me to discover strengths of which I had no idea. 

3. Evaluation

There were good and bad aspects to this experience. On the positive side, our group became eventually more cohesive and collaborative. We came to understand and appreciate each other and take advantage of each other's strengths since Belbin (2010) had suggested that roles should be assigned according to individual strengths in order to make teams more effective. I saw that when one of my fellow workers—who was not contributing much initially—was assigned to take ownership of the research aspect, his work attitude tremendously improved.

One other area of strength was our utilization of online collaboration tools like Google Docs and Zoom, which assisted us in completing our work remotely and keeping a trail of our work. The tools allowed for asynchronous work as well as facilitating shy members to contribute more easily in writing.

Nonetheless, there were a number of weaknesses. To start with, communication was not clear. There were some members of our team who did not meet deadlines, and others who misread task requirements. This would have been prevented through better planning and establishing team norms, as West (2012) suggests. Secondly, time management was also an issue—our meetings were always running long without the use of clear agendas, and we only managed to complete our slides at the eleventh hour.
4. Analysis

Considered more deeply, this experience demonstrates several of the major theories which are relevant. To begin with, Tuckman's (1965) model of group development was evident. We went through multiple stages: forming, storming, norming, and performing. The "storming" step was especially challenging, with arguing over who was contributing their share and how we were splitting up work. If I hadn't known these stages, I might have viewed these issues as failure rather than as a normal process of group development.

I also employed Goleman's (1995) emotional intelligence model, notably in recognizing the importance of self-regulation and empathy in managing team tension. I would soothe myself and wonder what might have led to the tension whenever there was a tension. We had one member in the team who used to regularly miss meetings but later on disclosed that they were balancing work and family responsibilities. Instead of judging them, I adjusted our process to include more relaxed deadlines, which made our space more collaborative and inclusive. This type of flexibility is in alignment with inclusive leadership practices endorsed by Shore et al. (2011).

Our team was also ethnically, communications style, and academically diverse. This diversity presented challenges at times but also created opportunities. Hofstede's (2001) cultural dimensions theory helped me understand why some team members were introverted (high power distance) or team-based (collectivism). I needed to become more patient and tolerant and to adjust my communications style to be more participative.

Apart from that, the experience enhanced my active listening ability, which is most crucial in effective communication (Brown & Atkins, 2014). Through giving room for all to contribute and paraphrasing other individuals' words when at meetings, I made sure we comprehended one another. This heightened our collaboration and encouraged me to more actively participate in class discussions and seminars beyond the project.

5. Summary

This was an invaluable learning experience that greatly enhanced my academic and personal growth. I gained knowledge of how to use theoretical models like Gibbs', Tuckman's, and Goleman's in practical situations, enhancing my knowledge of group work, communication, and leadership. Though I started by finding it difficult to manage a diverse team and handle conflict, I became resilient and adaptable, two graduate attributes that are invaluable (Jackson, 2015).

Moreover, I honed time management, delegation, and online teamwork skills—skills directly transferable to academic life and professional careers ahead. I also discovered, however, that I need to improve working in establishing more clear expectations and intervening in conflict sooner, not later.

6. Action Plan

In order to further work on future group projects and my own development, I have set out a distinct action plan:
1. Establish Ground Rules Early: In upcoming team projects, I will establish clear team agreements during the initial meeting, such as communication expectations, task deadlines, and meeting structures (West, 2012).
2. Enhance Conflict Management Skills: I plan to attend a university workshop on conflict management in an effort to more effectively manage interpersonal tensions constructively.
3.\\tUse Collaborative Technologies Strategically: I will continue to utilize tools like Trello and Microsoft Teams to assign work openly and monitor progress. These tools increase accountability and reduce confusion (McMillan, 2020).
4.\\tImprove Feedback Practices: I will encourage regular peer feedback to identify areas of strength and development. Feedback is the secret to learning and skill development, argue Boud and Molloy (2013).
5. Reflect Regularly: I will maintain a weekly reflection diary to record challenges, achievements, and learning, which will support ongoing development (Moon, 2004).

Conclusion

This reflective account has helped me to critically reflect upon a turning point experience in my first term and evaluate its impact on my academic and personal development. Using Gibbs' Reflective Cycle, I was able to make sense of the cognitive and emotional dimensions of group work, relate theory and practice, and create means of developing in the future.

My literature study, including group dynamic theories, emotional intelligence, and communication, has helped me to better understand quality teamwork. Furthermore, intellectual and practical capabilities have been evidenced through reflective self-reflection and creating a solid action plan. This reflection is a key milestone towards being a more self-aware, effective, and flexible learner.
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