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I would like to write that I have no problems and I am great at everything, but that would not be true. For most of my life, I have struggled with a paralysing feeling that I would not call pure fear, but rather a deep psychological discomfort about how I am judged by other people. This reflection focuses on three presentations I delivered at university during my first term, using Gibbs reflective cycle as a structure to explore how my academic and digital skills developed and how these experiences challenged my adaptation to university life. Using a structured reflective model helps to move from simple storytelling to deeper analysis of causes, feelings and consequences, which is essential for academic and professional growth (Cottrell, 2023).
The first key experience was a mock presentation on 17 November 2025 during the Academic Skills for the Digital Era class led by Scott James. The task was a short, informal talk on any topic. I chose Tom Cruise and the Mission Impossible film series, which I usually enjoy talking about. The atmosphere was relaxed and my classmates were friendly, but when I stepped in front of the class I felt a strong urge to finish as quickly as possible and return to my seat. The second experience was my assessed reflective PowerPoint presentation on 27 November 2025, again with Scott James. The topic was my previous report Adapting to the Digital Era, Based on Students and the time limit was five minutes. I presented second, stood next to a large screen with my slides and, slide by slide, introduced myself and explained my points to the group. The third experience took place a week later, on 3 December 2025, in the Digital Skills class with Ms Philippa Fitzgerald in the IQ building. This was also a presentation, but the atmosphere felt more formal and serious. There were fewer students and I had the impression that the mood in the room was stricter. During this presentation I panicked, started to stutter and forgot my carefully prepared plan. I decided to improvise and spoke for more than seven minutes, but in my opinion I did not say what I had intended in the way I had imagined. These experiences highlight how digital tools and academic skills are interconnected, and how using technology under pressure can reveal gaps in confidence and competence (Raju, 2014).
During the first mock presentation on Tom Cruise, I was much more stressed than I had expected. My heart was beating fast, my hands were shaking and I avoided eye contact. I felt a mix of embarrassment and impatience, just wanting the moment to end, but at the same time I also felt some curiosity about how my classmates would react. In the graded presentation on 27 November I felt almost as if I might faint at the beginning. I was afraid of forgetting my words or being judged as unprofessional. However, as I continued to speak, I noticed that my sentences made sense and my classmates were listening with interest. Their facial expressions seemed positive. Gradually, my embarrassment and lack of confidence started to fade and a feeling of relief appeared. When my classmates applauded at the end, I felt surprised, proud and slightly uncomfortable, as I was not used to such a reaction towards me. In the final presentation with Ms Fitzgerald my emotions were very different. The room felt colder and more formal. I interpreted some faces as critical or distant, and that increased my anxiety. When I lost my words and started to improvise, I felt as if my mind had gone blank. After the presentation, I felt disappointed, ashamed and angry with myself, as if I had gone back to the starting point after the previous success. These emotional responses show how digital skills and presentation anxiety are closely linked, and how self-regulated learning can help manage stress (Cottrell, 2023).
Looking back, I can see positive and negative aspects in all three experiences. The positive side of the first mock presentation was that I survived it despite my stress and received a better reaction from my classmates than I expected, which slightly challenged my negative self image in public speaking. The graded presentation on 27 November was overall a success I stayed within the time limit, was mostly coherent and received encouraging feedback. This boosted my confidence and suggested that, with preparation and support, I am capable of speaking in front of a group. However, there were also clear negative elements. In both presentations with Scott I spoke too fast at the beginning and my body language showed tension. I was still more focused on my fear than on the message. The presentation with Ms Fitzgerald highlighted this even more. There, my anxiety completely took over, I lost my structure and did not deliver the content in the way I had planned. This damaged my self-confidence and made me question my abilities. From the perspective of Gibbs cycle, the evaluation stage shows mixed outcomes some parts were successful, but my emotional control and consistency between presentations were weak (McMillan, 2021).
Trying to understand why things happened in this way, I can see several factors. Firstly, my long-standing fear of being judged by others means that any situation where I am the centre of attention triggers a strong stress response. This is why my body, as I wrote earlier, shuts down logical and strategic thinking at the beginning of a presentation. The more formal the context feels, the stronger this reaction becomes. Secondly, preparation played an important role. For the graded presentation with Scott, I was well prepared I knew my slides, I had practised and I felt supported by the teacher and the group. This supports the idea that preparation and rehearsal can reduce anxiety and improve performance in public speaking (Cottrell, 2023). In contrast, although I prepared content for the Digital Skills presentation, I did not pay enough attention to practising under stress and did not have a clear backup plan in case I forgot my script. When my mind went blank, I panicked instead of pausing, breathing and returning to my main points. Thirdly, my interpretation of the audience had a huge impact. In the sessions with Scott, I perceived the atmosphere as understanding and positive. In the session with Ms Fitzgerald I interpreted some reactions as negative or critical. Perhaps they were not actually so negative, but my perception created a vicious circle I felt judged, then I made more mistakes, which increased my feeling of failure. This fits with the idea that our thoughts and interpretations influence our emotions and behaviour, a key idea in reflective practice and self regulated learning (Cottrell, 2023). Finally, these experiences showed me that resilience is essential. The fact that I did not give up after the disappointing third presentation, but instead decided to study, reflect and continue learning, suggests that I am able to treat failure as feedback, not as a final verdict. This attitude is important for academic and professional development and shows how digital well-being in the hyperconnected era can support student learning (Septania et al., 2025).
In conclusion, these presentations taught me important lessons about myself and my learning. I realised that my fear of being judged is strong, but it is not unbeatable. When I am well prepared, when I feel supported and when I manage my breathing and thoughts, I am capable of delivering a clear and even engaging presentation. I also understood that reflection is not just describing what happened, but trying to explain why it happened and what it means for the future. Using a structure like Gibbs cycle helps me to move from simple storytelling to deeper analysis of causes, feelings and consequences (Cottrell, 2023). Overall, I now see presentations not only as a source of stress, but also as an opportunity to practise transferable skills such as communication, self confidence and coping with pressure, which will be crucial for my future academic and professional life. Digital skills are not optional but rather a fundamental part of academic progression and even professional development in the digital era (Munaye et al., 2026). Skills and competencies of academic librarians to use information technology tools are also becoming essential for students adapting to university life (Dube et al., 2024).
Based on this reflection, I have created a SMART action plan for the next 6 to 12 months. Within the next six months, I will volunteer to deliver at least two short presentations 5 to 7 minutes in class or in small study groups. Before each presentation, I will practise at least three times at home and record myself once, focusing on speaking more slowly and clearly. After each presentation, I will ask the lecturer or a classmate for brief feedback on clarity and body language. Over the next three months, I will learn and regularly use at least one simple breathing technique to reduce anxiety before speaking. I will use it before every presentation or when answering longer questions in class. My goal is to be able to start speaking without my voice shaking noticeably in at least one of the two planned presentations. For each future assessed presentation this academic year, I will prepare a short written plan with key points and a simple structure introduction, three main points, conclusion. I will keep this plan with me during the presentation as a safety net in case I lose my words, and I will review it with a classmate or tutor at least one day before the presentation. Once a month, for the next academic year, I will write a short reflection using the stages of Gibbs cycle about one significant learning experience, not only presentations but also other challenges.
Specific - I will deliver at least two short presentations in class or in study groups, practise three times at home, record myself once, and ask for feedback on clarity and body language.
Measurable - I will track progress by recording myself and receiving feedback after each presentation.
Achievable - I have spare time over the break and can realistically complete these tasks.
Relevant - Strong presentation and digital skills will improve the quality of my future assignments and academic performance.
Time-bound - I will complete all tasks by the end of the first semester.
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