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Starting university represents a significant milestone in any student's life. It marks the transition from structured secondary education to a more independent and self-directed phase of learning and personal development. During my first term I have encounter a wide range of challenges as well as opportunities that have helped me to begin developing my academic and digital skills. In this reflective essay I will be using Gibbs’ reflective cycle (Gibbs, 1988) to reflect on specific experiences that have helped me to develop my skills, and I will explore how these have influenced my learning journey. By doing this reflection essay it will help me understand my progress and will help me asses the areas that need improvement, but to also plan my future steps to achieve success in university. 
When I started my university journey, I quickly realised that the expectations were quite different to what I had been expected of when I was in high school. I realised that there was a lot more areas that I needed to develop and work on such as: independent studying, critical thinking, academic writing, digital literacy and being able to effectively use online platforms. (Cottrell 2019) My first hurdle was when I was asked to submit a written assignment through Moodle. This required me to not only produce a professionally written essay but also for me to use appropriate research, referencing and being able to complete the correct format within the word document. On top of this I had to engage with the online learning modules, familiarise myself with plagiarism software's such as Turnitin. (Turnitin, 2024) At the beginning I found it all very confusing especially where I lacked the knowledge and confidence in using these tools. However, over time I have started to become more confident and comfortable with learning these key skills. 
[bookmark: _Int_ZvoyXgzt]At the start of the term, I felt extremely overwhelmed and anxious. Not only because I had just started education again after 10+ years, but because the academic language used in our lectures and written in our assignments was extremely unfamiliar, and I was unsure how to approach the tasks. I was introduced to many of new aspects of learning, such as using referencing systems such as Harvard, which again was extremely new to me on this journey. I was worried and still am about making mistakes or beung accused of plagiarism. (Burns and Sinfield 2016) I also felt frustrated at the fact it felt like we were thrown in the deep end in a way and had everything piled on us in the first couple of weeks. Not really having enough time to gather our thoughts about the course and relearning critical skills such as digital skills. ( JISC 2023)
On the other hand, I felt excited and motivated to push myself to my full potential. I originally saw university as an opitunity to grow not only intellectually and gain practical skills that would benefit me in day-to-day life as well as my educational journey. But to help me grow personally by being able to grow my confidence. Once i had successfully submitted my essay, I felt a sense of achievement. As I began to understand how to research and structure my assignments more effectively, I started to feel a lot more confident and in control of my learning. 
There were both positive and negative aspects to my development of academic and digital skills. A big positive was the support that was provided by the university, such as academic skills workshops, digital literacy lectures and online library tutorials. (University of Leeds 2024) These resources have helped me to bridge the gap between what I personally knew and what was expected of me from the university. Additionally, to these resources that have been offered I found that collaborative group work in class gave me an opportunity to not only learn from others, but to be able to observe how other students approach different tasks. 
However, I have encounted many of different difficulties throughout this term, for example, on my first assignments I lost marks on not referencing properly, I realised I relied heavily on summarising data I had researched instead of evaluating it properly. I have also experienced technique problems, such as not knowing and understanding hot to correctly upload files to our submission links. These issues caused me at time a lot of stress which made me question my abilities to be able to complete the assignment and course. 
Reflecting on my experiences, I have identified several key factors that have contributed to both my struggles and my progress throughout this term. 
Firstly, I lacked familiarity with academic conversation. In high school, we were rarely taught how to structure an argument, resource, and reference properly or to think critically about assignments. However, university demands a much higher level of thinking. (Northedge 2005) The initial difficulty I had was with the first essay I found was being able to write and reference appropriately. However, from being able to attend all the lectures on digital skills it has helped me begin to understand the differences between descriptive and critical writing and the importance of supporting my work with references. (Cottrell 2019)
Secondly, I have realised how important digital literacy is to students in university. All our learning materials, communication and submissions are online. I initially underestimated the importance of being able to use tools like Microsoft office, Moodle, and the universities HWB app. Over time, I have recognized that it is important to become confident with these tools as well as becoming confident with the academic side of the course. I found watching tutorial videos, being able to practice using these tools and seeking help from fellow students was essential to helping me build my digital confidence. (Open University 2025)
Another insight came from receving feeback on my very first assignment recently, initially I saw feedback as criticism, but I have since learned that I must treat feedback as a tool to continue my growth. (Race 2020) I now read all comments on the feedback carefully and use them to guide my work. 
Looking back on my first term, i have hopefully made considerable progress in my work as well as in my digital skills. I now understand that these skills are interconnected and ongoing, and that mastering these skills requires patience, persistence, and willingness to learn from your mistakes. I have learnt that the support services the university provide are invaluable, however the responsibility of improvement comes from myself. The experience I have had, both positive and negative have helped me build my resilience, self-awareness, and capacity for independent learning. (Gibbs 1988)
If I had not relflected on my experiences I may have continued to make these mistakes within my work. But through trial and error, feedback from fellow students and lectures, and my growing knowledge of my own learning styles I can take the appropriate steps forward. I dop however still have a long way to go, but I now see my challenges as opportunities to be able to grow rather than view them as threats to my success. 
To be able to continue to improve my academic and digital skills, I have set myself several goals to help me succeed. 
1. I plan to attend additonal adacemuic workshops such as the digital skills workshop. 
2. I plan to improve my referencing accuracy. I plan to create a personal referencing checklist to use before submission of assignments. 
3. I plan to use feedback productively; this will help me identify recurring issues over time and help me focus on correcting them. 
4. I plan to seek support earlier, rather than waiting until I come across a problem. I have realised that asking for help is not a sign of failing, but a way to help myself improve. 
5. I intend to continually reflect on myself and my work throughout this course and the models. This will help me remain mindful of my progress and achieve my goals. 
Using the Gibbs reflective cycle framework has allowed me to take a structured approach to thinking about my academic journey and skills development within my first term. While I have encounted many different challenges ranging from personal to educational, I now appreciate the value of these experiences in shaping my growth. With continued effort and reflection, I am confident that I will be able to continue to improve and thrive in my university journey. 
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