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Reflective Essay on the Development of Academic and Digital Skills Using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle 
Introduction 
Starting university as a mature student has been one of the biggest changes in my life. I am 38 years old, work full-time night shifts as a team leader at a big meat factory, and have a family with two young sons. This made going back to school after a lengthy time challenging and difficult. At first, I was not sure about my academic and computer skills, and I was scared that I would not be able to handle all my duties.
This essay uses Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988) to analyse the enhancement of my academic and digital competencies during my initial term. I will think about what I learned in the Academic Skills for the Digital Era program, such as how to utilise Moodle, write academically, cite sources, obtain credible material, and accept feedback. The aim of this reflection is to analyse how my skills developed over time and what this means for my future as a student. 
Description 
I completed many activities during the first semester to improve my academic and digital skills. These included using Moodle, accessing academic sources, understanding Harvard referencing, improving academic writing, and developing reflective skills (Cottrell, 2019). 
At the beginning, I had difficulties using Moodle and accessing materials. Even simple tasks were challenging because I was not familiar with online learning systems. I also struggled to find academic sources because I did not know how to use the online library effectively (Beetham and Sharpe, 2013). 
During Weeks 3–4, I learnt how to write and cite sources for school. I had never heard of academic organization before, so this was new to me. I learnt how to structure paragraphs, incorporate evidence, and not copy other people's work (Neville, 2010). 
Later in the module, I learned how to think critically, use tools like the CRAAP test to judge sources, grasp academic integrity, and use feedback to make my work better (Cottrell, 2023). I also used Gibbs' Reflective Cycle to see how much I had learned (Gibbs, 1988). 
All this learning took place while I was working night shifts and managing my family responsibilities, which made studying more difficult. 
Feelings 
At the beginning, I felt anxious and unsure about my abilities. I doubted whether I could learn new academic and digital skills. I also believed that younger students would find technology easier (Prensky, 2001). 
This created pressure, as I felt that I needed to improve quickly. Research suggests that confidence develops over time through practice and experience (Cottrell, 2019). 
I also felt tired due to my night shifts, which affected my concentration. This suggests that external factors such as fatigue can influence learning performance (Burroughs, 2019).
However, I was also motivated. According to Knowles (1984), adult learners are motivated by personal goals. In my case, my motivation was to improve my future and support my family.
As the module continued, I became more confident as I learned how to use Moodle and complete tasks. This shows that confidence develops through experience. By the end of the term, I felt proud of my progress, as I had improved significantly. 
Evaluation
One of the most positive aspects of this experience was the development of my academic and digital skills. Over time, I became more independent in tasks such as finding sources, structuring writing, and referencing (Cottrell, 2019). 
Another positive aspect was learning how to reflect on my own progress. Reflection helps to identify strengths and areas for improvement (Gibbs, 1988).
I also improved my problem-solving skills, as I learned how to find solutions instead of giving up. This suggests that challenges can support independent learning. 
However, time management was a major challenge because of my work and family responsibilities. This sometimes-caused stress and affected my ability to complete tasks on time (Burroughs, 2019).
Another limitation of this experience was that I did not ask for help early enough, which slowed my learning.
Overall, the challenges I experienced helped me become more resilient and independent, which are important skills for university study. 
Analysis 
There are several reasons why my learning developed in this way.  
Firstly, my starting point was different from many other students. I had limited experience with digital tools, which meant I needed more time to develop digital literacy. According to Ng (2012), digital literacy is essential in modern education, and students must actively develop these skills (Beetham and Sharpe, 2013). This evidence suggests that students without previous experience may need additional support at the beginning of their studies (Cottrell, 2019). 
Secondly, being a mature student influenced my experience. I have work and family responsibilities, which made studying more difficult (Burroughs, 2019). My energy and focus were also impaired by working nights. This shows that things outside of school can have a big effect on how well students do in school (Cottrell, 2019). 
However, my work experience also helped me learn. As a team leader, I've learned skills that I can use in other situations, such how to be organised, responsible, and solve problems. These qualities are necessary for doing well in school (Yorke, 2006). This evidence suggests that work experience can be an advantage, not only a challenge (Knowles, 1984).
Motivation was another key factor. According to Knowles (1984), adult learners are motivated by personal goals. In my case, my motivation was to improve my future and support my family. This helped me stay focused even when I was worn out. This highlights that strong personal motivation can support persistence in difficult situations (Cottrell, 2019).
Another important factor was repetition and practice. At the beginning, I found Moodle, referencing, and academic writing difficult. However, as I practiced these skills regularly, they got easier. This suggests that learning is a gradual process that requires consistency (Cottrell, 2019).
Feedback also played an important role. At first, I did not fully understand feedback, but later, I realised that it was a useful tool for improvement. This changed my attitude and helped me become more reflective. This highlights that understanding feedback is essential for academic development (Gibbs, 1988; Cottrell, 2023).
A more in-depth look at this experience shows that my growth includes not only learning new academic and digital abilities but also becoming more independent as a learner. This method is related to the idea of self regulated learning, which is overseeing developing plans, keeping track of your progress, and figuring out how well you are learning (Cottrell, 2019). At first, I wanted more help and did not know how to get started. But as time went on, I took more control of my own learning by organising when I would study and paying closer attention to what people said. Beetham and Sharpe (2013) propose that the cultivation of academic skills is intrinsically linked to fostering learner independence.
This experience can also be analysed using Gibbs’ reflective cycle itself. While I used the model as a tool for reflection, I also realised that reflection is not always a simple or natural process. At the beginning, I found it difficult to analyse my own learning, and I focused mostly on description rather than deeper thinking. However, as I practised reflection more often, I started to move beyond describing what happened and began to question why things happened and what I could improve. This highlights that reflective practice is also a skill that develops over time (Gibbs, 1988).
The function of adult learning theory is another crucial part. Knowles (1984) says that adults learn better when they oversee their own learning and use what they already know. My employment experience affected how I did my university work. For instance, I often tried to figure things out on my own, which can be a good thing and a bad thing. This method helped me become more resilient, but it also meant that I didn't always use the help that was available. This indicates that prior experiences can influence learning behaviour in both beneficial and detrimental manners (Knowles, 1984; Yorke, 2006).
Lastly, this experience shows that going to college is not just about learning new things; it's also about changing how you think. I used to think that problems meant I wasn't good enough. But as time went on, I began to see them as part of the process of learning. This change in thinking is crucial because it helps people grow and feel good about themselves in the long run. It indicates that doing well in university is not only about being smart, but also about working hard and being open to learning (Cottrell, 2019).
Conclusion 
Looking back, there are several things I could have done differently. 
Firstly, I should have asked for help earlier, which would have reduced stress and helped me understand tasks more quickly. 
Secondly, I could have managed my time better by creating a clear study plan. This would have helped me balance my responsibilities more effectively.
I also could have engaged with feedback earlier, which would have improved my work.
Overall, this experience has shown me that developing academic and digital skills takes time, practice, and persistence. It also showed me that challenges are part of the learning process and can support development. 
Action Plan 
In the future, I want to continue developing both my academic and digital skills. I will create a weekly study plan and try to follow it consistently. I will also use university support more often, including workshops and online resources.
I will focus on improving my academic writing, especially structure, referencing, and critical thinking. 
I will also continue developing my digital skills, particularly using the online library and academic tools.
Most importantly, I will continue reflecting on my learning, as this helps me improve and understand my progress.
SMART Action Plan
Specific:
I will improve my academic writing, referencing, and digital skills by practising weekly and attending at least two workshops.
Measurable:
I will aim to improve my grades by at least 10% and receive more positive feedback.
Achievable:
I will study 3 hours per week around my work and family responsibilities.
Relevant:
This will support my success at university and improve my confidence.
Time-bound:
I will achieve this by the end of the second term.
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