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Reflective Essay



Reflective practice is essential in higher education, as it allows students to evaluate their learning experiences (Kramer, 2023), identify areas for improvement, and apply insights into future academic and personal development (Cottrell, 2024). In this essay, I reflect on the academic and digital skills I developed during my first term at university, using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle as a framework. This includes six stages: description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and an action plan. My reflection focuses on key areas such as academic research and writing, digital collaboration, time management, and the use of university platforms and resources.
A key moment in my academic development occurred in Week 2 of the "Academic Skills for the Digital Era" module, when we had a guest session with Lisa Ellis, the developer of the Hwb app. She gave a practical demonstration on how to use the app for navigating our academic journey, including managing tasks, accessing key resources, and improving digital literacy. She also introduced us to strategies for identifying credible academic information through the university’s online library. Her guidance on keyword searching, filtering results, and evaluating the credibility of sources made a lasting impact on how I approached academic research.
Following her talk, we engaged in a group activity where we explored the online library in teams. We were assigned different topics and tasked with locating peer-reviewed sources using the search tools she had demonstrated. This activity helped me understand how to navigate digital research platforms more effectively, and it also marked my first experience with collaborative academic exploration at university.
Later in the term, I applied these skills during a group research project focused on the effects of social media on student mental health. I used the online library to gather relevant articles and contributed to the literature review. The project took place in class, where we communicated, shared ideas, and discussed them with our lecturer. I have learned to personalize my learning and structure key words, which helped me become more productive and gain confidence to speak in class (Cottrell, 2019).
Throughout the term, I regularly accessed Moodle, the university’s virtual learning environment. It served as a central hub where I downloaded lecture slides, accessed reading lists, submitted assignments, and viewed lecturer’s feedback. I used Microsoft Word for essay writing and Excel for data organization. The requirement to use Harvard referencing was initially daunting, but I gradually became more confident with practice and support. To manage my time more efficiently, I adopted the Pomodoro technique, which helped me stay focused by breaking work into short, structured sessions.
At the beginning of the term, I felt overwhelmed by the academic expectations and the number of new digital tools I needed to learn. Navigating platforms like Moodle, Teams, and the online library felt confusing at first. I was particularly anxious about using Harvard referencing correctly and whether my research would meet the required academic standard.
Lisa’s session helped ease some of that anxiety by breaking down the research process into manageable steps. I felt encouraged and supported during the group activity that followed, where we learned to apply what she taught us. This hands-on experience gave me more confidence in using the online library and discussing sources with peers.
Creating the PowerPoint presentation for the group project brought mixed feelings. I felt nervous about speaking in front of others and unsure if my slides were professional enough. However, receiving positive feedback from my colleagues and lecturer boosted my confidence (Emdem, 2016). Similarly, using the Pomodoro technique improved my sense of control over deadlines and reduced stress, making me feel more capable and motivated.
There were several aspects of the term that went well. I successfully adapted to using digital platforms such as Moodle, Microsoft Teams, and the Hwb app, which allowed me to stay organised and manage my workload. I improved my academic writing skills by using Microsoft Word and developed more confidence in applying Harvard referencing correctly. The online library, which had once seemed intimidating, became one of my most frequently used academic tools.
Working on the PowerPoint presentation helped me improve not just in visual design but also in summarising complex information clearly and engagingly. The experience of presenting also allowed me to practise public speaking and enhance my digital communication skills. However, some challenges persisted. Initially, I struggled with finding credible information efficiently (Godfrey, 2018). I would often get lost in large search result lists or pick sources that were too general. I also underestimated how much time referencing and proofreading would take (University of Leeds). Even with the Pomodoro technique, I occasionally left work too close to the deadline, affecting the depth of my analysis.
Reflecting on my progress, I’ve realised how significantly my digital and academic skills have developed. Learning how to search for and evaluate academic literature through the online library was a turning point. I no longer see academic research as a vague or confusing process. I now understand how to formulate search queries, assess source quality, and integrate research effectively into my writing.
The group activity after Lisa’s presentation was particularly helpful in building confidence and applying digital research skills in a real-world context. It also emphasised the value of peer learning and collaboration skills that I used extensively in the group research activity in class. Creating the PowerPoint presentation highlighted the importance of academic communication beyond written work. It required me to think about how to engage an audience visually and verbally, while still presenting research accurately and concisely.
The Pomodoro technique was another important discovery. It taught me that sustainable study habits and structured time management are critical to avoiding burnout. It worked best when combined with digital planning tools and calendars (McMillan & Weyers, 2021).
In a broader sense, these experiences have shown me the importance of adaptability and digital fluency in modern education. Kolb’s experiential learning cycle helped me understand that failure and reflection are necessary steps in the learning process.
In conclusion, my first university term has been a valuable journey of growth in both academic and digital skills. I learned how to research effectively using the online library, improved my academic writing and referencing, and adapted to using digital platforms such as Moodle, Teams, and the Hwb app. The group project gave me experience in collaborative learning, and the PowerPoint presentation helped me develop confidence in public speaking and digital design.
The use of tools like Microsoft Office and time- management strategies like the Pomodoro technique has helped me become more organised and productive. Perhaps most importantly, I’ve come to value reflective practice to improve continuously. My initial struggles with research, referencing, and time management taught me important lessons that I can apply throughout the rest of my academic career.
I will enhance my ability to critically analyze and synthesize academic sources in essays and presentations (Cottrell, 2023). This includes learning how to evaluate arguments, compare perspectives, and identify research gaps in existing literature. I will monitor my progress by collecting and comparing assignment feedback, aiming to increase my analysis and referencing scores by at least 15%. I will maintain a research journal where I summarize and critique at least two academic sources per week. To achieve this, I will attend the university’s academic writing workshops every Wednesday and book monthly one-on-one sessions with an academic advisor. I will also allocate 3 hours per week (in two 90-minute sessions) to source evaluation and reflective reading. These actions align with my long-term goal of pursuing a postgraduate degree and potentially a research-based career. Developing higher-level academic writing and critical thinking skills is crucial for my field of study and future aspirations (University of Sheffield). I will follow this plan over the next 12-week academic term. Progress will be reviewed every 4 weeks, and adjustments will be made based on lecturer’s feedback and self-assessments (Cotterll, 2021). A final review will be conducted at the end of the term to evaluate overall improvement.
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