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The transition into university is an important academic, personal, and professional growth. It is crucial to reflect on this journey to appreciate the progress and know the areas where more improvements are required in the future. This reflective treatise seeks to critically analyze the academic and digital competencies that I have acquired in the first term at the university based on the reflective cycle of Gibbs (1988). The model developed by Gibbs consists of six phases, and they are description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and action plan, offering the structured model of reflection that will lead to deep learning (Neshaei et al., 2025). In this essay, I will consider particular experiences that influenced my progress, evaluate the efficacy of the developed skills, and introduce a SMART action plan of further improvement.
[bookmark: _Toc201963233]Description
My first term at the university presented me with a number of learning experiences that helped me acquire academic and digital competencies. One of the most effective activities was a group presentation about digital transformation in business that involved a lot of research online, collaboration, and work with digital communication tools. We have been conducting meetings and assigning the tasks using Microsoft Teams and storing and sharing collaborative documents using OneDrive. This online space was unfamiliar to me, particularly within an academic context of collaboration, and it required me to get used to virtual tools and asynchronous communication rather swiftly (Hill and Lawton, 2018)
When compiling our presentation, we have utilized the services of Google Scholar, ProQuest, and the e-library portal of the university to find academic articles and journals. I also got to know how to make use of search filters, keywords, and how to determine the credibility of journals, which is a very important step in the development of academic integrity (Qadir, 2020). I was also required to paraphrase and synthesise two or more sources into a logical argument, and this exposed me to the technical and ethical side of academic writing.
In addition to group work, I have had to undertake individual written work that had to be submitted to Turnitin, which has compelled me to learn the concepts of plagiarism and academic integrity. I faced problems with referencing, specifically referencing with the help of the Harvard system that has led to certain unintentional mistakes at first.
In addition, I had two digital literacy training sessions offered by the university. Such workshops provided such tools as Zotero to manage references, and Trello to schedule and prioritise tasks. I did not use such platforms before, but I understood how digital tools could make me more effective and organized (Beetham and Sharpe, 2019).
One more experience that was memorable was the process of learning how to organise an academic load. With several deadlines every week, I began to apply digital planners and the Pomodoro technique to organize my time. Consequently, I became more responsible in time management to read, draft and revise assignments.
[bookmark: _Toc201963234]Feelings
At the start of my university life, I was excited but overwhelmed by the change of learning style where I was not guided as much as I used to be. Independent reading volume, unknown digital tools, and high academic standards made me feel nervous and self-conscious at the beginning. I always wondered whether I could do it right, especially when working on such platforms as Zotero or trying to Harvard reference something without a proper idea of what it is (Dreamson, 2019).
I had conflicting feelings during group tasks. I liked the fact that I could work with others and receive their point of view. Nevertheless, I was frustrated and stressed out when our communication was not consistent, and task delegation was uneven. At certain times I felt like I was giving more than enough, and there was a bit of tension and self-doubt. It is this emotional reaction that informed me on how a collaborative dynamic can easily influence academic results.
On a brighter side, I felt good and proud about myself when our group presentation was over and we got constructive feedback. This made me regain confidence in my capacity to make a difference. Likewise, my experience in performing the workshop in the library and being able to produce a well-referenced bibliography made me feel strong and inspired to keep on enhancing.
Once I became more and more comfortable with both academic writing and digital tools, the anxiety started to fade away (Kolb, 2014). I began to feel like I was growing and becoming competent and this was more evident when I started to get better grades and lower plagiarism scores on Turnitin. Such emotional changes were a significant component of the learning process and made me more resilient and reflective (Pekrun et al., 2002).
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The term experiences identified my strengths and areas of improvement in the academic and digital skills. A better collaborative and communication skill was one of the most positive results. Remote work on Microsoft Teams helped me learn to be understanding, not to postpone deadlines, and be able to communicate effectively in both written and verbal forms. Almarashdeh (2020) notes that digital collaboration encourages the development of soft skills that are transferable both in the academic and professional setting.
The application of Zotero and Trello allowed me to discover some viable digital tools that made my academic process more efficient. I also got more effective in storing, tagging, and referencing, and this has decreased the number of mistakes in referencing considerably. Reading lists and deadlines were also organised with the use of these tools. Beetham and Sharpe (2019) stress that digital literacy is not only the use of tools to support learning but also the capacity to adjust digital approaches in order to improve the learning process.
Despite these successes, I also faced challenges that hindered my progress. Time management remained a persistent weakness. Although Trello helped me visualise tasks, I struggled with procrastination, often underestimating the time needed for reading and writing. Macan et al. (1990) link time management to self-efficacy, noting that students with poor control over time often report lower academic performance and higher stress levels.
I was not familiar with referencing, but I later developed with the help of trial and error. My first assignment was a challenge because I had trouble with the Harvard system, particularly the issue of direct quotes and paraphrased material. Nevertheless, the referencing workshop and the Zotero assisted me in learning how to cite the sources appropriately. It complies with the ideas of Beetham and Sharpe (2019) who emphasize that the development of digital academic literacy is an ongoing process.
Another area of development was group work. The way we worked and our schedules were different, but we managed to set up a common working process with the help of Microsoft Teams. This assisted us to communicate out of sync and not to overlap the duties. In this way, I enhanced my teamwork and flexibility. Almarashdeh and Alsmadi (2016) note that digital teamwork develops interpersonal and problem-solving abilities both of which I underwent in this project.
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The recollection of these experiences has given great insight into who I was as a learner. I understood that I perform well when learning is organised and aided with visual aids, including digital planners and task boards. This is in line with the activist-reflector learning styles by Honey and Mumford (1986), where the learners get the advantage of having practical activities as well as having the time to think. The use of such tools as Trello and Zotero aligns with my learning style, as it can be utilized to both act and reflect.
Moreover, cyclical reflection is also important, as my experience with Gibbs model during this module supported. As I progressed the steps of description, emotion, evaluation and analysis, I was able to learn how to critically evaluate not just the end result but the means behind it. This practice can be explained by the theory of experiential learning, developed by Kolb (1984), according to which, knowledge is formed in the process of transformation of experience through reflection.
The other area of great development was digital literacy. Jisc (2022) defines digital capabilities as not only the technical knowledge but also critical thinking, collaboration, and responsible online behaviour. The fact that I used Microsoft Teams, OneDrive, Zotero, and Turnitin has enabled me to progress in these areas, and I am now more ready to meet the digital requirements of an academic and professional setting.
The other important lesson learned was the value of academic integrity. Working with Harvard referencing system and Turnitin helped me understand better what it means to be responsible about research and writing. According to Pecorari (2008), academic writing is not merely about not plagiarising but it is associated with engaging in a scholarly discourse in a transparent and credible way. This idea has transformed my attitude to assignments, as I no longer fear being punished, instead gaining more insight into the idea of responsible scholarship.
Moreover, the examples of my group work experiences demonstrated the importance of collaborative learning. Wenger (1999) points at the fact that communities of practice establish the settings where learning can take place through participation. Regardless of our challenges, my group came up with common understandings and solutions that could not have been created, had we been working alone. It also made me more patient and open to other working styles, which is a necessary attribute in any team-based environment.
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In summary, my first term has been transformative in terms of academic and digital skill development. Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle enabled me to critically evaluate my experiences, identifying key strengths in collaboration and research, as well as areas needing improvement like time management and citation accuracy. The use of digital tools such as Zotero, Trello, and Microsoft Teams has broadened my digital literacy, preparing me for future academic tasks and a digitally driven workplace.
Despite initial anxiety and technical struggles, I have gained the confidence and self-awareness necessary to thrive in a higher education environment. I now recognise that reflection is not merely a retrospective activity but a proactive strategy for growth. The following SMART action plan outlines my goals for further developing these essential skills in the upcoming term (Robinson and Hullinger, 2008).
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	Action 01

	Objective 
	Details

	Specific
	Improve my Harvard referencing skills and become proficient in using Zotero for citation management.

	Measurable
	Track referencing accuracy using Turnitin reports; aim for zero citation errors in the next three assignments.

	Achievable
	Attend two library-led referencing workshops and complete one online tutorial on Zotero by Week 4.

	Relevant
	Accurate referencing is essential for academic integrity and success in written assignments.

	Time-bound
	Achieve referencing proficiency by the end of Term 2 (within the next 10 weeks).

	Action 02

	Objective 
	Details

	Specific
	Enhance time management skills by consistently using Trello to plan and track weekly academic tasks.

	Measurable
	Monitor weekly task completion rates on Trello, aiming for 90% completion each week.

	Achievable
	Dedicate 15 minutes every Sunday to update and review Trello boards.

	Relevant
	Better time management will reduce stress and improve assignment quality.

	Time-bound
	Achieve consistent planning by Week 3 and maintain throughout Term 2.

	Action 03

	Specific
	Strengthen digital research skills by becoming proficient in locating and evaluating academic sources using databases like Google Scholar, JSTOR, and the university library.

	Measurable
	Use a reading log to document at least five peer-reviewed sources for each major assignment and track the quality of sources based on tutor feedback.

	Achievable
	Attend one digital research workshop and practise advanced search techniques weekly (e.g., Boolean operators, filters).

	Relevant
	Strong digital research skills are vital for academic success, evidence-based writing, and future dissertation preparation.

	Time-bound
	Complete training and begin applying skills by Week 3 of Term 2; maintain use throughout the term and review effectiveness by Week 10.
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