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A Self-Reflective Essay
In this essay, I will be using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle to deliberate on an experience I have had as a new student at university, that being my first assignment.
Description
My first assignment in my criminal law module was a presentation about the defences of insanity and automatism, and the possible reforms of those defences. I started the assignment a week after I was informed of it, which was too early; I took a break from the assignment then went back to it a week before it was due. This led to me having to stay awake all night creating the presentation. Presenting it was four days later; on that day I practiced presenting my presentation, which had to be ten minutes. Once I had presented, I was asked questions which I did not know about, and once I finished, I went home and slept for five hours.
Feelings
[bookmark: _Int_6QY7ddI2][bookmark: _Int_aUeSj34b][bookmark: _Int_yr9ohox7]When I first heard about the assignment being a presentation, I panicked, especially after learning it had to be ten minutes. I had never done a formal presentation on such a complex topic before, so when I started my research, I was lost and confused. I did not know where to start or where best to search for credible information, leaving me hopeless. After a month of not thinking about the presentation, I went back to my research which left me even more lost however, a little less confused as I had more of an idea about how to find credible sources and what the defences of insanity and automatism were. During the sleepless night, I felt tired and stressed. I was worried that I would not finish my assignment on time, and I was already feeling sleep deprived from the previous night, leading to distress and anger. According to Gallagher (2023), it is recommended for eighteen to sixty-five year-olds to get between seven and nine hours sleep per night, reducing the risk of depression and anxiety. Receiving zero hours sleep led to me feeling down and unwell, and therefore anxious. When the day of the presentation came, I felt even more stressed than I ever have before. I was anxious my nerves would get the better of me and I would collapse or black out during the presentation. Anxiety is amongst the most common mental health issue students suffer from, with 61% of students facing it (Lewis and Stiebahl, 2024). The anxiety I faced that day was something I have never experienced before; I was shaking, I could not think straight, and I could not even speak properly when I was practicing my presentation. The National Health Service [NHS] (2023) says that stress can often make someone feel anxious, worried, and bad-tempered, resulting in problems sleeping. When it came to doing the presentation, my emotions were completely disordered; on one hand, I was pleased that in a few hours I would not have to worry about the presentation, but on the other hand I was terrified about speaking out in front of someone, knowing it was being recorded for moderation and marking. During the presentation I was so nervous that I was stuttering and was speaking too quickly, my breaths were shallow, and my voice was shaky, which resulted in being asked questions at the end of my presentation in order to fill the remaining time. This made my anxiety even worse, and my mind even blacked out, so afterwards I did not remember the questions that were asked nor how I answered them. Once the presentation was over, a huge sense of relief rushed over me and I felt accomplished, however, I still had a worried feeling due to what happened during the presentation, and I cried when I arrived home. I was worried that my presentation was a complete disaster and had ruined my chances of gaining a degree. Despite my panic, the feedback I received was very positive which made me feel relieved. I was extremely happy that I received a high mark on my first assignment; it made me feel confident in my abilities and I had an immense sense of pride and accomplishment.
Evaluation
[bookmark: _Int_VpI1PYRU]When reflecting on this experience, one positive I can take away from this is that the research I collected was accurate and credible; my information was from useful sources and was relevant to the topic. This was good because it demonstrated that I am able to decipher what is and what is not reliable when it comes to sources of information in academia. Also, although it was fast, I still managed to speak about all the points I needed to, and in enough detail and expansion, showing that despite the extreme pressure I felt, I was still able to cover everything that was needed. As well as that, although I cannot remember my responses, I was informed that I answered the impromptu questions well. From this, I know that even if I have nothing prepared, I can utilise and apply my prior knowledge of a subject if it is ever needed. Having said that, a negative point about this experience was that I had started the assignment too early. This led to me taking a break from the assignment, and when I came back too it, it was incredibly close to the deadline; I had to complete my assignment in one night, potentially hindering my abilities. Furthermore, I talked too quickly during my presentation which meant that I could not meet the ten-minute mark, and I also stuttered often during the presentation, and in my feedback, I was told that I needed to work on varying my tone while presenting; this all comes down to my presentation skills and shows that I need to improve on my public speaking abilities.
Analysis
One thing that I can make of this experience is that it helped build my confidence and presentation skills. Before doing the presentation, my confidence in myself was poor and I had little to no experience in presenting a formal assignment. Once the presentation was completed, my confidence somewhat grew, and, although I still need to improve, my presentation skills have begun to develop, and I would feel more comfortable if the opportunity to present again arose. Something else I can make of this experience is that starting an assignment too early can be just as damaging as starting too late as it can lead to burnout. Some behavioural symptoms of burnout include difficulty concentrating, procrastination, and little productivity, whilst physical symptoms of burnout consist of tiredness, trouble sleeping, and migraines (Mental Health UK, 2024). One more thing I can make of this experience is that I need to have more confidence in myself and not worry about that minor problems that could occur; I need to have faith in my own abilities and focus on the positives instead of dwelling on the negatives.
Conclusion
Thinking about this experience, I could have included more case law to back up my points. What I had was fine, but more case law would have shown more depth and would have filled up more time during my presentation. For example, I could have included four cases for each defence rather than two. Another thing I could have done is practice my presentation more beforehand, allowing me to slow down my speaking and take my time as I become more familiar and relaxed with my slides; I could have identified more natural points in which to pause and take a breath as well as where to engage more with my audience.
Action Plan
If this experience were to ever arise again, the first thing I would do differently would be to start the assignment later, to avoid burnout, and finish the assignment earlier. Not only would this change benefit me mentally, but it would also benefit me physically as I would be able to have a proper sleep schedule. Secondly, I would spend more time researching information related to the assignment, increasing my references to boost validity and reliability, whilst also filling up the time. Finally, the last thing I would do differently next time is to ask for help if I need it. There were times where I was stuck and felt lost, so if I ever came across any difficulties next time, I would look for guidance and support where it can be given.
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