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Introduction

In the current academic environment, a robust set of both academic and digital skills is essential for success. These skills not only support students in managing their coursework but also help them engage critically with information and develop their understanding of various subjects. As I reflect on my academic journey, I realize that my ability to navigate online learning environments, utilize resources effectively, and critically analyze sources has significantly improved. In this reflective essay, I will apply Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle to explore various academic and digital skills, such as building a student toolkit using Kolb’s learning style inventory and the VARK questionnaire, finding and using information effectively, evaluating sources, understanding academic integrity, mastering Harvard referencing, critical thinking, the art of presenting, writing reflectively, and understanding and using feedback. Additionally, I will include a SMART action plan at the end to guide my continued development.

Description
When I began my academic studies, I was unfamiliar with the digital tools and resources available to support my learning. I quickly realized the importance of using an online library catalogue and accessing online resource lists to find relevant materials. For example, I initially struggled to find academic papers, but by learning how to use the online library catalogue and navigating various online resources, I became much more proficient. Additionally, I discovered the value of maintaining an organized class notebook to keep track of notes, assignments, and lecture materials.
To help understand how I learn best, I completed Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory and the VARK Questionnaire. These tools helped me identify my learning preferences, allowing me to tailor my approach to studying. I found that I am primarily a reflective learner, according to Kolb, and a mix of visual and kinesthetic in the VARK model. This insight allowed me to create more personalized study strategies, integrating visual aids, hands-on activities, and reflective journaling.
Another key component of my academic journey was learning how to evaluate sources effectively. Early on, I struggled with determining which sources were credible and which were unreliable. However, through practice and guidance, I gained confidence in evaluating sources using criteria such as authority, currency, and relevance. This skill was essential for ensuring the quality of my research papers and assignments.
Throughout my studies, I also became increasingly aware of the importance of academic integrity. Understanding the importance of citing sources correctly and avoiding plagiarism has been a fundamental part of my academic learning process. I learned how to apply the Harvard referencing system to properly cite sources, ensuring my academic work met the required standards. In addition to academic integrity, I developed critical thinking skills, learning to question assumptions and analyze arguments in depth.
The art of presenting has also been a significant area of growth. Initially, I found public speaking daunting, but over time, I learned how to structure presentations effectively, use visual aids, and engage my audience. Additionally, writing reflectively became an essential skill. Reflective writing has allowed me to process my learning experiences, evaluate my progress, and plan for future development. Finally, learning to understand and use feedback from professors and peers was crucial. Feedback allowed me to identify areas for improvement and build on my strengths.

Feelings

Reflecting on my academic journey, I initially felt overwhelmed by the sheer amount of information available and the various digital tools at my disposal. The online library catalogue and resource lists felt like vast, uncharted territory, and I wasn’t sure how to access the materials I needed. However, as I became more familiar with these tools, I felt more confident and efficient in finding resources. My initial frustration with not understanding my preferred learning style also gave way to a sense of empowerment when I completed the Kolb and VARK questionnaires. This insight into how I learn best made studying more manageable and enjoyable.
Evaluating sources initially caused me anxiety, as I feared I would rely on unreliable or inappropriate materials. However, once I understood the process and learned the criteria for evaluating sources, I felt more confident in selecting appropriate references for my work. The concept of academic integrity was another area where I felt initially uncertain. I feared I might unknowingly plagiarize or make mistakes in referencing. Over time, however, I gained confidence in my ability to adhere to academic integrity guidelines, especially after receiving feedback and using resources like the Harvard referencing guide.
Public speaking was an area where I felt a great deal of anxiety at first. Presenting in front of others was intimidating, and I worried about being judged. Over time, as I practiced and refined my presentation skills, my anxiety diminished, and I began to feel a sense of pride in my ability to communicate effectively. Writing reflectively also took time to get used to, as it required me to critically analyze my own thoughts and experiences. Initially, this felt uncomfortable, but I now see reflective writing as a valuable tool for personal growth.
Finally, receiving and using feedback was an emotional journey. Initially, I felt defensive when receiving critical feedback, but I gradually learned to view it as an opportunity for growth. The more I embraced feedback, the more confident and capable I became in my academic work.

Evaluation

I recognize that the skills I have developed throughout my academic journey have been incredibly beneficial. For example, using the online library catalogue and resource lists has significantly improved my ability to conduct research and access academic materials. The knowledge I gained from Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory and the VARK Questionnaire allowed me to study more effectively by aligning my study methods with my preferred learning styles. Evaluating sources has become second nature, and I now approach academic research with a critical eye, which has improved the quality of my work.
In terms of academic integrity, learning the Harvard referencing system was a critical skill. Although it initially seemed complex, with time and practice, I became proficient at citing sources and avoiding plagiarism. Academic integrity is now something I prioritize in all my work, and I take pride in following the correct procedures for referencing. Developing critical thinking skills has been equally valuable. I now approach readings and assignments with a more analytical mindset, questioning arguments and considering multiple perspectives.
The art of presenting was initially challenging for me, but through practice and the development of specific strategies, I have become more comfortable and confident in presenting. I now understand how to structure presentations, use visual aids effectively, and engage my audience. Writing reflectively has been an invaluable tool for self-assessment and growth. By writing about my learning experiences, I have been able to identify areas for improvement and track my progress over time. Finally, learning to use feedback has helped me improve my work and become more receptive to constructive criticism.
Despite these positive developments, I recognize areas where I still need to improve. For example, while I am now proficient at evaluating sources, I sometimes struggle with synthesizing complex information and presenting it clearly. Additionally, although I have become more confident in my presentation skills, I still get nervous before presenting in front of large groups. Writing reflectively is an area I continue to work on, as I sometimes find it difficult to be completely honest and critical of my own learning process.

Analysis
The skills I have developed throughout my academic journey have been essential for my growth and success. The ability to find and use information effectively is foundational for academic success, and the online library catalogue and resource lists have played a central role in this. Understanding my learning style through Kolb’s Inventory and the VARK Questionnaire has allowed me to tailor my study techniques and maximize my learning potential. By evaluating sources critically, I can ensure that the materials I use are credible and relevant, which directly impacts the quality of my work.

Academic integrity has been an important focus throughout my studies. By mastering the Harvard referencing system, I have gained the confidence to produce work that adheres to academic standards and avoids plagiarism. Critical thinking has been an essential skill in my academic development, allowing me to approach assignments with a questioning mindset and consider various perspectives.
The art of presenting, although initially daunting, has become an enjoyable aspect of my academic experience. I now understand the importance of structuring presentations and engaging my audience effectively. Writing reflectively has given me the opportunity to examine my learning process and identify areas for improvement. Feedback has been an invaluable tool in helping me refine my skills and develop as an academic.

Conclusion

In conclusion, my development of academic and digital skills has been an ongoing and transformative process. The tools and techniques I have learned, such as using the online library catalogue, evaluating sources, referencing correctly, and developing critical thinking, have greatly enhanced my academic performance. Additionally, the ability to present effectively, write reflectively, and use feedback has contributed to my growth as a learner. While I have made significant progress, I recognize that there are still areas where I can improve, and I am committed to continuing my development.

SMART Action Plan for Continued Development

To continue my academic and digital skill development, I have created the following SMART action plan:
• Specific: I will improve my ability to synthesize complex information by engaging in weekly reading exercises and practicing summarizing articles effectively.
• Measurable: I will practice presenting in front of small groups or through recorded presentations at least once a month to build my confidence and presentation skills.
• Achievable: I will schedule 30 minutes per week to practice writing reflectively in a journal to continue developing this skill.
• Relevant: These goals will contribute directly to improving my academic performance and my ability to communicate and analyze information effectively.
• Time-bound: By the end of the semester, I aim to have improved my synthesis of information, feel more confident in presenting, and have written at least ten reflective entries.
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