Reflective Essay on the Development of Academic and Digital Skills



Academic and digital skills are important for students as they help them study effectively, think critically and use technology wisely while learning. According to Cottrell (2024), these skills strengthen their ability to succeed in higher education. 
The purpose of this essay it to reflect how my abilities have developed during the last 10 weeks, identify challenges and the progress made.
Delivering the first PowerPoint presentation as part of the Academic Skills module became one of the most memorable learning experiences of the first term at university. The purpose of the task was to present a reflection on how I built the essay and e-portfolio, and to demonstrate the academic skills applied. The presentation took place during a class on campus, with thirteen people present, including my lecturer and classmates. The environment maintained a friendly and supportive atmosphere, yet I could detect clear signs of nervousness among us. The entire group faced their first presentation experience together which led to a tense and quiet atmosphere. Using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988), I will reflect on what happened during my presentation, the thoughts and feelings I experienced, what went well and what did not, and what I have learned from it. I will explain how the situation could have been better and identify the skills I need to develop and alternative actions that would have enhanced my performance. 

The situation began when it was my turn to present, and I walked to the front of the classroom. I prepared a PowerPoint presentation which showed my entire process of developing my essay and e-portfolio by using digital tools and academic sources. I wanted to show  evidence of my development, and I hoped that my presentation would run smoothly. The moment I looked at my classmates and tried to speak, I experienced an intense nervousness. I felt like my voice started to shake while I attempted to make eye contact with the audience, and my brain stopped working. I found myself unable to remember the sentences I had planned, which made me panic internally. To avoid standing in silence, I began reading almost completely from the slides. I assumed the presentation included all the required materials, yet I did not felt confident about my delivery. The lecturer thanked me after I finished and asked me two questions. Then they moved on to the next presenter and in the middle of all those anxious feelings, I do not remember receiving feedback. The presentation ended successfully but I did not achieve the level of performance which I had set for myself. The goal of my presentation was to deliver my message with confidence, while keeping the audience interested and showing improvement in my communication abilities. 

The presentation made me experience different emotions during each stage of its development. I felt extremely anxious before I started my presentation. I worried about forgetting my points, being judged by others or mocked, and appearing unprepared. I also felt pressure because this was my first presentation at university, and I wanted to prove to myself that I could do it. Having English as my second language, added an extra layer of difficulty. This aspect intensified my anxiety and made the overall experience even more challenging. I knew my content perfectly, but I couldn’t find the right words to express it which made me feel both disappointed and frustrated. The presentation caused my emotions to shift in the opposite direction. I experienced relief when the moment passed but I felt proud that I managed to finish the task while dealing with nervousness. The experience forced me to leave my comfort zone which helped me discover the abilities I need to develop. 

Evaluating the presentation helped me identify both positive and negative aspects. The achievement of completing the presentation shows my ability to persevere through challenges. My PowerPoint slides were organized in a way that worked effectively. The slides show the steps I took during my work process while demonstrating my digital abilities with online research tools and Microsoft Word usage. The information on my slides shows that although not perfect, I grasped the learning goals of this module. The evaluation revealed different positive and negative elements. My lack of eye contact meant that I did not engage the audience effectively. The act of reading from the slides pictured a delivery style which seemed less professional, and I appeared unsure and hesitant. My voice sounded strange to me, which made me feel insecure. This made it difficult for my message to come through, and my blank moments created a sense of disconnection in my presentation. Topping (2017) states that students require feedback to develop their abilities throughout higher education, and the feedback I received during the mock presentation contributed to my improvement for the actual presentation. It helped me identify the areas I must polish and helped towards my preparation for the final delivery. I prepared my content thoroughly which positively impacted the situation, although my nervous presentation style brought negative effects, such as lack of eye contact and poor engagement with the audience. 

Through analysis, I identified the factors that contributed to those specific events. I achieved success because I spent time preparing my content. I understood the steps I needed to explain, and I had applied digital skills effectively, showing the impact of the module on my learning. The choice I made, to keep presenting after feeling overwhelmed, proved successful because it showed my ability to persist through difficulties. The situation changed because my anxiety started to affect my performance. According to Zimmerman (2002), students learn to control their learning activities by regulating their emotional responses, their cognitive actions and their behaviour. Although I had prepared academically, I had not prepared emotionally for speaking in front of an audience. Biggs (2022) explains that constructive alignment requires students to match their learning strategies with assessment requirements. My academic experience met the requirements of the assignment, but my presentation skills needed improvement. Kolb’s (2015) theory of experiential learning helps me make sense of the situation by showing that direct experiences, even uncomfortable ones, can lead to deeper learning.  Ng’s (2012) digital literacy model supports my analysis because it shows that emotional readiness is crucial for digital communication success. My nervousness prevented me from fully combining my technical and communication skills. People develop their study skills through reflection according to Cottrell (2024) which helps them to learn from their past mistakes to perform better in upcoming assignments. 

In conclusion, I learned that good preparation goes hand in hand with confidence and effective communication skills. This experience proved me that although being challenged by strong emotions, it is still possible to complete a task successfully and grow in the process.
The entire situation would have turned out better if I had shown more confidence because it would have decreased the nervousness. The situation would have probably been more positive if there had been more interaction between students prior the presentation. Asking each other questions or briefly discussing about each presentation would have helped reduce part of the tension and made the atmosphere feel more comfortable.

I must develop public speaking confidence, communication skills and emotional self-regulation to handle similar situations better. I need to strengthen my ability to maintain eye contact, deliver information naturally, and stay calm under pressure. I need to practice my presentation skills by rehearsing with others, to avoid reading from slides. My self-regulation skills based on Zimmerman's (2002) theory will help me focus better and control my anxiety. 
The practice sessions with friends and family would have helped me replicate the experience of performing in front of an audience. Through recording myself I could study how I speak and move. I also could have prepared strategies for calming myself, such as breathing exercises or positive visualisation. 

The experience taught me different lessons which helped me develop academically and personally. The preparation process requires students to learn content while mastering emotional control and communication abilities. Through the process of stepping outside my comfort zone I discovered that it leads to increased self-confidence. The presentation did not go as planned but it helped me discover which skills I need to improve. Reflecting through Gibbs’ model and connecting my experience to academic theories from Cottrell, Biggs, Kolb, Ng, and Zimmerman, helped me comprehend the situation more deeply. I now understand the importance of practice and reflection for learning development which motivates me to perform better in the upcoming assignments.

In order to improve my skills of delivering a presentation, I have put together a SMART action plan as follows:

Specific
I will practise delivering short presentations of 3–5 minutes every few weeks using the same style and structure expected in class. I will focus specifically on maintaining eye contact, reducing reading from slides, and speaking clearly and confidently. 
Measurable
I will record each practice presentation and review it to track improvement, and I will ask a classmate, friend or family member to give feedback twice a month.
Achievable
This goal is achievable because I already have the necessary tools, including PowerPoint, my laptop and a phone to record myself. I will schedule rehearsals at home and practise with a small audience to help me build confidence gradually.
Relevant
Improving my presentation skills is essential because academic success relies on effective communication and confident delivery Cottrell (2024). These skills will also support my digital literacy development and prepare me for future academic assessments and professional roles where presentations and teamwork are required.
Time-based
I will follow this plan consistently for twelve weeks, reviewing my progress at Weeks 4, 8 and 12. My goal is to deliver my next in-class presentation with improved confidence, reduced anxiety, clearer speech, and minimal reliance on the slides.
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