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The purpose of this essay is to reflect on the development of my academic skills during the first term of university, using Gibbs' Reflective Cycle as a structured framework for reflection. Reflection is recognised as a vital component of academic learning, as it enables students to examine experiences, evaluate their impact and identify strategies for future improvement. The Gibbs model encourages not only descriptive writing, but also emotional awareness, evaluation, analysis and forward planning. 
This reflection focuses on key academic skills, including research, referencing, academic writing and oral presentations, all of which are essential for success in university and future professional practice. Specific attention is given to the support from academic staff and university services, particularly guidance from Lisa Ellis, the library liaison, who supported the development of my research skills. 
According to Cottrell (2023), Reflection in this context refers to specific kinds of mental discipline. This essay aims to demonstrate how my academic confidence has evolved and how these skills will support my progression in future academic studies and long-term career aspirations

Description
During the first term of university, I was introduced to a range of academic tasks that required the development of new skills and learning strategies. These tasks were structured over 11 weeks and included different academic skills to learn, such as referencing, critical thinking, and reflective writing. I produced my first academic essay and delivered a PowerPoint supported by an oral presentation. 
The transition to university represented a significant change from my previous educational experiences. I was expected to take greater responsibility for my learning, actively participate in class discussion and engage confidently with unfamiliar peers. Academic skills sessions led by Ffion Cumberpatch focused on developing academic writing, developing presentation skills and confidence-building activities. Teamwork skills are also considered essential for personal, academic, and professional achievement, so universities are increasingly trying to integrate them into their syllabuses (Pauldy C. J. Otermans et al., 2025)
In addition, library sessions delivered by Lisa Ellis introduced me to academic sources through the online library portal, which were unfamiliar to me at the beginning of the term.
Mock presentations and peer-evaluated activities were also incorporated into the learning process. These activities were designed to prepare students for assessed work while providing opportunities to practise in a supportive environment. Although these experiences were initially challenging, they formed an essential part of my academic development during this term.
Feelings
At the outset of the term, I felt optimistic about developing new skills; however, this optimism was accompanied by significant anxiety, particularly in relation to my presentations. The ability to communicate effectively to a person or a crowd is known as presentation skills, which provide the essential tools for implementing change, collaborating effectively, presenting information at professional meetings, or communicating in the corporate or educational arena (Pandey, Shukla and Pandey, 2022).
Before delivering my presentation, I experienced feelings of self-doubt as public speaking was unfamiliar and placed me outside my comfort zone. During the presentation, these feelings intensified, and I felt overwhelmed and stressed, which affected my confidence and delivery. 
My anxiety was strongly linked to fear of being judged by both peers and tutors. I worried my lack of experience would be noticeable and that I would not meet academic expectations. These emotions sometimes led to avoidance behaviours, such as delayed preparation or overthinking tasks, which increased stress rather than reduced it.
My emotional response to research and referencing was similarly challenging. Before beginning my research, I felt worried that I was not approaching academic work correctly. These concerns are compounded by feelings of embarrassment and fear of asking for help, as I perceive this as a sign of weakness. During my research process, I felt frustrated and mentally overloaded. Particularly when trying to understand academic conventions, such as referring. 
Following the completion of my presentation and essay, my emotions shifted considerably; I became increasingly surprised by how my confidence improved with each completed academic task. The repeated exposure to academic writing and presentations gradually reduced my anxiety and increased my belief in my own abilities. Cortell (2021) states that being more skilful in how you approach tasks and interactions with others makes studying more enjoyable and less stressful.
Evaluations
Several aspects of my academic experience were particularly effective. One positive experience was the icebreaker activity at the start of the term in the academic skills session with Ffion Cumberpatch, which encouraged interaction with peers and helped establish a supportive learning environment. This reduced initial anxiety and promoted a sense of belonging, which is recognised as important for student engagement and academic success. 
Additionally, the teaching approach positively challenged me by encouraging active participation rather than allowing students to remain within familiar social groups.  Although uncomfortable at first, this approach is effective in developing confidence and communication skills. 
The inclusion of mock presentations provided a valuable opportunity to practice in a familiar environment, allowing mistakes to be made without fear or formal assessments. Cortell (2024) states that study skills evolve and mature through understanding, practice, reflection, trial, and error, and feedback from others as you move through the different stages of your course. 
Academic resources also played a significate role in my development. The Study Skill Handbook by Stella Cottrell was particularly beneficial, as it provided clear and practical guidance on academic writing, independent learning and time management. Further support from Lisa Ellis significantly improved my understanding of academic research and referencing. learning how to navigate the university library and develop a structured bibliography strengthened my quality of work. 
However, some experiences were less positive. Peer-evaluated mock presentation caused heightened anxiety, which reduced my motivation to attend class. Additionally, my PowerPoint presentation was under the requirement limit, indicating insufficient rehearsal and preparation. I relied heavily on reading from slides, which limited audience engagement and reduced the effectiveness of my delivery. 
Referencing also presented difficulties. Initially, I relied on a single source for my first essay, demonstrating a lack of understanding of academic conventions. Correcting this error was time-consuming and negatively affected my confidence.
Analysis
The effectiveness of my presentation was strongly influenced by the sense of accomplishment I gained from completing the mock presentation. This experience challenged my fear of public speaking and demonstrated that I could perform despite feeling anxiety, supporting the idea that confidence develops through practice and exposure.
Conversely, the presentation was less effective due to poor time management and limited rehearsal. Nervousness affected my ability to engage naturally with the audience. Suggesting the need to improve strategies, such as practising out loud.
Feedback provided from Ffion and peers helped me to identify my strengths and areas for improvement. Ffion’s teaching approach linked theory with practice by providing repeated opportunities to apply presentation skills in a structured and supportive environment. As a result, my confidence has improved, and these transferable skills will be valuable in future academic assessments and professional contexts. Tuononen et al. (2022) state that the importance of developing transferable skills that are required in the job market has been highlighted in both educational policy discourse and in the practice of HE.
Referencing difficulties were exacerbated by my dyslexia, which affects my ability to structure written work and process academic language. At times, this resulted in cognitive overload where information felt disorganised and overwhelming. However, after accessing learning support services with Sally Sleep, a disability advisor. I was granted extended time for assignments, which significantly reduced pressure and allowed me to produce higher-quality work. This demonstrates the importance of inclusive academic support enabling student success.
Overall, my academic skills improved through structured support, reflection and persistence. These experiences highlight the value of recognising personal learning needs and proactively seeking assistance to support my development.
Conclusion
In conclusion, this reflective essay has demonstrated the critical importance of developing academic, digital and presentation skills within a university. Through the application of Gibbs Reflective Cycle, I have been able to examine my experiences in depth, exploring how my emotions, behaviours and academic performance evolved over time.
Although presentations initially provoked anxiety and self-doubt, they ultimately contributed to increased confidence and communication skills. Similarly, challenges within referencing and academic writing, while initially overwhelming, became valuable learning opportunities that strengthened my academic competence. Support from lectures and library staff played a crucial role in this development, reinforcing the importance of utilising available resources.
Reflection has enabled me to recognise that discomfort and challenge are essential components of the learning process. By stepping outside my comfort zone, engaging with feedback, I have developed resilience and self-awareness as a learner. These skills will be essential for success in future academic work and professional contexts.
Looking ahead to the next term, it is clear that continued development of referencing skills, effective planning of academic work and improved presentation preparation will be essential. By applying the lessons learned from this experience, I am confident that I can continue to build academic confidence and progress towards my long-term goals of becoming a qualified Human resource professional.
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Smart Goal/ Action plan
Specific: Over the next term, I am to improve my academic writing, referencing accuracy and presentation delivery by planning assignments earlier and practising presentation skills more consistently.
Measurable: I will begin each assignment at least a week before the deadline, use a minimum of eight academic sources for written work and rephrase presentations at least three times a week.
Achievable: These goals are achievable as I have access to academic skill sessions, library support, and disability support services that provide reasonable adjustments such as extended time.
Relevant: Improving these skills is essential for success in my degree and directly supports my long-term career foal of being a qualified Human Resource professional, where strong communication, organisation and research skills are required.
Time Bound: I will apply these strategies consistently throughout the next academic term and review my progress after each assessment to identify further areas for improvement.

