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[bookmark: _Toc827880648][bookmark: _Toc1940323316]Introduction 
The purpose of this essay is to reflect on the academic and digital skills I have developed during my first term at university. I will use Gibbs reflective cycle as a structured framework for this reflection. Reflecting on skill development is considered to be important in determining the areas of strength and areas of improvement which can help to guide future learning experiences (Colomer et al, 2020). 

Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle is a six-stage model including: Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion, and Action Plan, that provides a structured approach to reflection (Nurlatifah et al., 2023). This essay will apply each stage of the cycle to review the development of my academic skills, including time management, research, and digital literacy. I will also present a SMART action plan with specific goals to support my continued growth in the next academic term. 

[bookmark: _Toc1008650571][bookmark: _Toc210111864]Description
Through a combination of lectures, workshops, group projects, and independent tasks, I engaged in different learning experiences that supported my development in academic and digital skills.
One lecture focused on the importance of effective time management and how sticking to a structured schedule can help in meeting deadlines. Before starting university, my time management was erratic. I more often than not, struggled to follow a set routine and mostly found myself arriving late to community events, social gatherings, or work. This was partly due to poor time estimation and also the demands of being a carer for my wife. This lecture made me realise that I sometimes take on more responsibilities and tasks than time allows. 
During this lecture, we were introduced to the Pomodoro Technique, developed by Francesco Cirillo. He created this method to improve his study habits by using a tomato-shaped kitchen timer to experiment with different time intervals. He found that working in 25-minute blocks followed by a 5-minute break significantly improved focus and productivity (Sheldon and Wigmore, 2022). After beginning university, I found it difficult to balance academic demands with personal and work commitments. Learning about the Pomodoro Technique helped me realise the importance of using a physical strategy to manage my time more effectively. Without using a specific strategy, I recognised I was likely to repeat past habits of poor time estimation and inaction.
Other lectures focused on how to find academic resources using the library catalogue, how to conduct a swot analysis, and how to use different applications such as Microsoft Word and Powerpoint, Teams, outlook and moodle. 
[bookmark: _Toc817592986][bookmark: _Toc1573931749]Feelings
Initially, I felt a mix of excitement and anxiety. I was excited to return to academic life but also nervous about my ability to cope with academic expectations and questioned whether I had the skillset to complete the course. There were times when I felt overwhelmed, particularly by the amount of new information that had to be quickly understood and then applied in practice. This included learning how to use moodle, Microsoft Word and Powerpoint, writing various types of academic assignments, finding relevant academic sources and then referencing correctly. 
However, as time went on, I gradually began to feel more confident and comfortable. Group tasks helped me feel better about my ability as they allowed me to exchange ideas with my peers. I found reassurance in finding that many of us shared a similar level of understanding, which helped reduce my anxiety and boosted my self-confidence and motivation. 
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One area where I noticed improvement was in my digital skills, which I also found enjoyable to develop. Before starting university, I had very limited experience using applications such as Microsoft Word and PowerPoint, even though I was familiar with their names. Throughout this term, I learned how to use PowerPoint to support effective learning in group settings, particularly by creating presentations. I also became more confident using Microsoft Word, especially in editing, sharing, and retrieving documents. These are essential skills that I believe will benefit me not only during my studies but also in my future career. According to Manchester Adult Education (2025), many entry-level jobs now require basic knowledge of digital tools, and the need for digital skills is higher than ever before. Employers no longer see digital literacy as just a helpful skill, it is now often seen as necessary. In 2021, it was predicted that 54% of all workers would need major digital retraining. As new technologies continue to change workplaces quickly, the demand for digital education is growing and is expected to keep increasing in the future (Deshpande, 2024). 
However, one of the main challenges I faced was locating relevant academic research. I found the library database difficult to navigate at first and found it overwhelming with the many different ways of finding research, such as the various databases, even when I found a useful article, I had to click through several pages before accessing the full text. This experience was frustrating and I found it to be very time consuming. Having said that, it helped me realise the importance of learning through practice and how this can help to build research skills, I am still working to improve upon this. 

[bookmark: _Toc2044593945][bookmark: _Toc217357429]Analysis

Reflecting on my first term at university has helped me understand more about myself as a learner. One of the key things I discovered is that I learn best through doing, by engaging in practical activities and applying new skills in real situations, such as using Microsoft Word and PowerPoint in group work. This practical experience built my confidence and showed me that, although I may start with limited knowledge, I can learn quickly when I take small, consistent steps. This aligns with Kolb’s experiential learning theory, which emphasises learning through experience and reflection (Kolb, 1984). Freeman et al., (2014) carried out a meta-analysis, examining 225 studies comparing active learning to traditional lecturing in undergraduate STEM courses. The findings showed that students in active learning environments scored approximately 6% higher on exams and were 1.5 times less likely to fail than those in lecture-based environment.
I also realised that I have a poor perception of time, which has often led to me running late or struggling to complete tasks within deadlines. Without making deliberate changes, I am likely to remain stuck in the same unproductive cycle. Learning about the Pomodoro Technique gave me a practical, physical strategy to manage this issue. By breaking tasks into focused 25-minute intervals followed by short breaks, I believe I can improve my concentration, stay on track, and develop greater self-discipline over time.
The skills I have developed, particularly digital literacy, time management, and research are closely connected to both my academic and professional goals. Being able to manage my time more effectively and locate reliable academic sources will help me produce higher-quality assignments and reduce stress. Professionally, digital skills are becoming increasingly important in almost every career. In my role as a local councillor, for example, I regularly organise and participate in community meetings, where digital tools are essential for communication, planning, and presenting information.
Although I began the course feeling anxious and uncertain, I now feel more confident and motivated. I am proud of the progress I have made in developing these foundational skills, even if they may seem small to others, because they represent meaningful personal growth and will support my future success. 
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In conclusion, reflecting on my first term at university using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle has helped me to identify both the progress I have made and the areas I still need to improve. I have developed essential academic and digital skills, particularly in time management, digital literacy, and research. These skills are not only vital for my academic success but are also highly transferable to my professional life, especially in my role as a local councillor. I have gained a better understanding of myself as a learner—realising the value of practical learning and the need for structured time management strategies, such as the Pomodoro Technique, to stay focused and productive. This reflection has reinforced the importance of being proactive in developing new skills and adapting to challenges. As I move forward, I intend to build on these foundations through continued self-reflection, goal setting, and active engagement in both academic and professional environments.
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My Goal: To enhance time management, digital literacy (Microsoft Office), and research skills to improve academic performance and prepare for future career demands. 
	Date to Finish
	How will I measure my success

	

24/01/
2026
	· Time Management: Track time spent on assignments using a timer or app. 
· Digital Literacy: Evaluate progress through successfully completed assignments and the ability to independently use new software.
· Research Skills: Complete research assignments efficiently using relevant databases and references 



Steps to achieving my goal 
	Description
	Time Estimate 
	Completion date 

	Learn and implement a digital task management app (e.g., Todoist, Monday.com ) 
	2 months  
	20/04/2025

	Explore advanced features of Microsoft Office Suite 
	6 months
	20/10/2025

	Practice using a data analysis tool (Excel)
	2 months
	17/12/2025

	Practice advanced search techniques in JSTOR, Google Scholar 
	1 month
	24/01/2026



Obstacles that may arise & How I will respond: 
	Obstacles that may arise
	How I will respond 

	Difficulty using new digital tools 
	Seek help from online tutorials, university support services, or classmates.  



Helpful Tools: Todoist/monday.com (task management), Zotero (reference management), Microsoft Excel data analysis tool, online tutorials for chosen software.
Helpful Resources: University library resources, online tutorials, instructor support, classmates. 
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