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Introduction

In my first term at university, I believe I have started to build several academic and digital skills that are essential for success in higher education. This reflective essay will use Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (1988) to explore my different experiences in developing these skills. I will focus on areas like reading and note-taking, academic writing, time management, and digital literacy. The cycle has six key stages including description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and action plan. Using these six steps to structure my reflection will allow me to really learn from my experience. I will also use academic sources such as Cottrell (2021), Godfrey (2018), and Burroughs (2019) to support my learning journey and include a SMART action plan at the end to guide my development in the next term.


Description

Starting university after years of driving a taxi has been a big change. During my first term, I really had to get used to using digital tools like Moodle, Turnitin, and Microsoft Word to write my assignments. I wrote my assignments, joined group discussions, presented as part of a team and learned to find sources using the university’s online library. Some of my big moments was completing an essay on career development, writing a business project plan for a new theroretical business plan. I had not ever written anything like this, so I was very nervous at the start as I worried a lot about the quality of the work. I also took part in a group presentation where we used PowerPoint, and I had to speak in front of the class. That was a challenge, but I gave it a go. According to Cottrell (2021), interacting with the new systems builds confidence and growth in learning, and I really feel like I became more comfortable with them. In my group, we worked in person and also remotely, using shared documents like Google Drive and discussing tasks over Outlook. These collaborative tools made such big difference to our coordination, and research shows that digital platforms improve communication and team-based learning in higher education (Bedford and Wilson, 2020).


Feelings

At the start of the course, I felt so nervous. Because I had not done study in years, coming back to education made me so anxious. I remember logging into Moodle for the first time and feeling lost because there was so many buttons and links. I kept questioning if I could really do this. Cottrell (2019) explains that mature learners sometimes feel like this and experience self-doubt, especially when faced with new environments. That was definitely true for me. I worried about how I might keep up with younger students who were already comfortable with digital tools. Once I got used to Microsoft Teams and realised I could share ideas through email and text, I started to enjoy the process. I felt proud when my group completed our presentation slides together. That sense of teamwork proper helped me feel like I belonged.

Learning to reference correctly was so stressful aswel. There were times I felt like giving up because I just didnt understand how to do it properly. However, after listening to lecturers I felt more confident. According to Burroughs (2019), mature and workplace learners often take longer to adjust but become more resilient through effort and trying. This definitely reflects in my journey. Later in the term, I learned about something called a SWOT analysis. I found it really helpful. It’s about thinking clearly about your strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats in your life or work. When I did mine, I realised that one of my strengths is being good with people because I think I can talk easily with my passengers and make them feel comfortable (Savickas, 2019). This made me think about how I can use that skill at university too. Being confident when talking to people has helped me during group work and when speaking in class, even though I still get bit nervous. It made me feel more sure of myself and showed me that some of the skills I use in my job can also help me succeed in my studies. 


Evaluation

Looking back over my first term, a few things stood out as successes while others were real learning points. One big plus was using my natural people skills in group tasks something I developed over years chatting with passengers in my taxi. I found that I could comfortably take part in group discussions, and that sets my skills apart when working with classmates. On the technical side, I gradually became more comfortable with online platforms like Moodle and Microsoft Teams. At first, I was so nervous and unsure, but tutorials, Classmates, and trial and error helped. As Cottrell (2023) says, digital confidence is now essential for students, and I feel like ive started to gain some of that.

However, balancing work and my studies was such a big straggle. I often found myself rushing through work because I didn’t manage my time properly. Research over long period of time supports this showing that good time management strongly links to academic achievement (Claessens et al., 2007; Fu, 2025) . Other studies also confirm that students who plan their time well perform better and experience less stress (Synnott, 2025; Kayyali, 2024). This issue was really clear in my own experience. without better planning, I missed chances to refine my essays and felt stressed before deadlines. Also I struggled with digital reading at first not just using platforms, but deeper skills like finding good sources and digital note-taking. Yet education research shows that digital literacy boosts both academic performance and job readiness (Mokhtari, 2023) This reinforced how vital it is to keep developing these digital habits.


Analysis

Looking back over the past term, I’ve learnt that doing well at university isn’t just about showing up to class. It’s also about learning from mistakes and trying to find new ways to study or do things. Cottrell (2021) says making mistakes is actually good sometimes because it can help people to improve, and they say this is part of developing academic skills. Another big change was how I think about learning. I think I have always been good at talking to people in my job as a taxi driver. I can make quick decisions, deal with different people, and stay calm under pressure. I used to think this had nothing to do with university work, but I now see that these types of skill are useful in group projects and in classroom environment. Reading Cottrell’s Critical Thinking Skills (2023) helped me understand how I can try ask better questions and look more closely at what im reading. Now I try to understand the meaning behind things, not just copy information. This is something Moon (2008) describe as “deep learning”. How I can really understand the topic, not just memorising it.

Also, learning how to use digital tools has made a big difference. At the start, I found PowerPoint and Microsoft Teams hard to use. But after watching tutorials and asking for help, I feel more confident. Van Emden and Becker (2022) explain that presentation skills are important for students, and I can see why now they help you speak clearly and share your ideas. I now feel little bit more comfortable giving short talks or sharing ideas in class. These small steps show I’m growing, both as a student and a person. As Cottrell (2023) points out, building your skills slowly is how you succeed over time.


Conclusion

Looking back on my first term, one of the biggest lessons I’ve learned is that skills can take  a lot of time and practice to develop and that is ok. At first, I didn’t fully understand what academic or digital skills even were but through doing these assignments, taking my time to practice my writing style, using digital tools, and reflecting on my progress, things started to make more sense. For example, using learning platforms, improving how I search for reliable sources, and learning how to structure my essays have all helped me feel more in control of my studies (Godfrey, 2018). I also realised that it’s not just about writing better or learning new technology it’s about building confidence in using those tools properly (Selwyn, 2016; Dijk, 2020). Recognising how I have improved, even in small ways, shows that I’m growing as a learner. As Cottrell (2019) explains, reflection helps turn experience into knowledge. Understanding my progress in both academic and digital skills has made me feel more prepared for what is coming ahead (Cottrell, 2023).

SMART Action Plan for Next Term:

	Specific:
	I will work on improving my academic writing by planning essays better. I will take my time in searching for good sources, and learning how to reference correctly to avoid any plagiarism. I also want to get better at using the university’s online systems for research and submitting work.


	Measurable:
	I will go back and review my different essays, and ahead of submitting any future work I will do my best to complete them early so I can get feedback on any drafts before handing in the final version. I will check my progress by looking at tutor comments and using checklists for good referencing and clear writing. I want to also complete some workshops or maybe watch some tutorials about writing and digital skills so I can really improve.


	Achievable:
	I will make time in my working week, maybe about 1 hour to 90 minutes for a session, to work on work on essays and referencing. For digital skills, I will spend 30 minutes, three times a week, learning to use university platforms like Moodle and library databases. If I get stuck, I will ask for help from tutors or the writing centre.


	Relevant:
	These goals will help me do better in my studies and prepare me for work in the future, where writing clearly and using technology are important.


	Time bound:
	By the end of the next maybe 5 weeks, I will have completed all of my set tasks like watching tutorials for essay writing, and use the feedback I get from my assignment to improve in my learning. I will review my progress every week and make changes to my plans if needed.
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