Reflective Essay on the Development of Academic and Digital Skills
Using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988)
Introduction
Starting university felt like a huge change in my life, and one of the biggest challenges was building strong academic and digital skills. One task that really stood out during my first term was a group presentation. It was my first proper experience of presenting in front of an audience at university, and I had to learn how to use tools like PowerPoint. That experience showed me how much preparation matters, and how digital skills can affect my confidence and the concert. In this essay, I am using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) to explore how that experience helped me grow academically and digitally. In addition to that reflecting in this way helps me to understand what I did well and what I need to improve for the future.
Description – What happened?
In our first term, we were given a group task to prepare a short presentation on a topic from one of our modules. We had to research the topic, create slides in PowerPoint, and then present it to the class. I had never done anything like that before in an educated setting, and I felt mistrustful about it.
At first, I wanted to just help with the slides rather than speak, because I did not feel certain talking in front of others.  However, our tutor made it clear we all had to take part identically. I ended up doing the introduction and conclusion for our presentation. I found it heavy to write what I was going to say and to get used to using PowerPoint to give out views.
On the actual day, I was nervous.  My voice was shaky, and I struggled with keeping eye contact. But I decided to finish my part. After the presentation, we got some useful feedback. Our tutor said the content was great, but our delivery needed more assured and better timing.
Even though the presentation was short, it felt like a big moment. I remember how my voice was rocking slightly.  It made me realise how much anxiety can affect entertainment and how practice and composing could make a big difference in similar future tasks.
Feelings – What were you thinking and feeling?
Before the display.   I was nervous. I kept thinking about everything that could go wrong, like forgetting my lines, stumbling over my words, or looking brainless in front of everyone. I found it hard to focus on other work because this demonstration was always at the back of my mind. I practiced a few times at home, but it did not feel like enough, and I was unsure if I was doing it right. I even considered asking to change part,
I also felt a bit embarrassed during our early group meetings, as I was not as confident in my digital or speaking skills as others seemed to be. After the presentation, I had mixed feelings. I was proud that I got through it, even though I was nervous. But I also felt disappointed because I knew I could have done better with more preparation and if I had reached out for more support. However, still, the experience made me realise that I can improve if I keep trying and learn from feedback. It taught me not to let fear stop me from growing.








Evaluation– What was good and bad about the experience?
The good part was that I pushed myself to speak in public, which I had always avoided. I also learned more about PowerPoint and how it supports presentations, including features like transitions, presenter views, and formatting text for clarity. It helped me understand how important clear structure is and communicating complex ideas.
Another positive regard was learning from others in my group. We shared concepts and worked together to divide the tasks. I found that teamwork helped me stay motivated and offered emotional support. I might not have discovered it myself. I was also able to contribute to the slide tasks.
However, my lack of awareness when it came to speaking meant, which made it hard to look up and connect with the audience. This affected the engagement and flow of the presentation. Our group also did not rehearse enough together, which impacted our timing and transitions between speakers. In hindsight, this could have been improved by setting clearer expectations and timelines for our usage sessions.
We also had some technical issues.  That delay made me even more nervous. These problems could have been avoided with a bit more planning and a run-through using the actual equipment. It highlighted for me the importance of being digitally prepared, not just academically prepared. Overall, the presentation was a learning experience in both skills and self-awareness.
Analysis – Why did it happen that way?
Looking back, I can see that my nervousness came from not having enough experience. According to Cottrell (2019), many first-year students struggle with presenting because it is a skill that takes time to develop through practice and exposure. I also did not know how to use all the features in PowerPoint properly, which made me feel less confident about both the design and the delivery.
I think I focused too much on getting the slides right and not enough on practicing my speech. Burns and Sinfield (2016) talk about how valuable it is to rehearse and manage time well in group assignments, which we didn’t do effectively. Our group meetings tended to focus more on content than on performance, and that imbalance contributed to our weaker delivery.
 was trying to stay in my comfort zone. But Dweck’s (2006) work on mindset shows that growth only happens when we face challenges and push through our fears. I now understand avoiding tasks because they make us uncomfortable and only delay progress.
Additionally, I underestimated the impact of digital tools on academic tasks. According to Jisc (2020), digital capability is a key part of academic success, including being able to use tools effectively and adapt to different contexts. My limited confidence with PowerPoint and lack of familiarity with tools like presenter view affected how well I could communicate my points. If I had taken time earlier in the term to build these skills, I could have felt more prepared.
The lack of feedback before the presentation also played a role. Nicol (2010) argues that feedback helps build self-regulation and improves performance, especially when learners seek input proactively. I realise now that I should have asked for feedback from my peers or tutor during preparation. Getting that input could have helped me feel more confident and corrected any issues before the day of the offer.
Conclusion – What else could you have done?
There are several things I would do differently if I had the chance. First, I would start preparing much earlier and break the task into smaller, manageable steps— such as practicing with the group and testing the equipment. Early planning would have helped reduce stress and build confidence over time.
These could have provided practical tips and reassurance that I was on the right track. Oxford Brookes University (2022) offers academic writing and presentation support, which I was not aware of at the time.
We should have practiced together more as a group, which would have helped us with timing, transitions, and technical setup. I would also ask classmates or my tutor so I could adjust and improve my delivery. Peer review is a powerful way to develop, as Wingate (2012) highlights in her work on academic literacies.
Next time, I will also use PowerPoint’s presenter view properly and make eye contact with the audience. Practicing body language and voice modulation would also help keep the audience engaged. Taking more initiative in preparation would also make me feel more empowered and responsible for the outcome.
Action Plan – What will you do next time
To amend future presentations, I will take a more active role.  I also plan to use the Digital Skills Hub to learn more about PowerPoint features like slide design and speaker notes.
When working in a group, suggest timelines, so we have enough time to practice together. I will also volunteer to speak earlier in the process so I can prepare better and get feedback.
Ultimately, I will record myself when I rehearse so I can spot areas to work on, like pace, tone, and body language. I believe that with regular practice, I can become a more confident and effective presenter. I will also build a checklist for myself for future tasks, so I do not skip key steps like testing equipment. These habits will help me feel more in control and reduce my desire.
Acknowledgement I want to thank my group members for working together with me and my tutor for pleasant feedback. I also recognise how important it is to make use of scholastic and digital craft support available at institutions, and I plan to move forward.
This presentation helped me see that confrontation can lead to growth, even when they are stressed. It reminded me that I am not alone in feeling nervous and that with the right tools, support, and effort, I can keep improving and become more confident in my lecturer journey.
SMART Action Plan (Not included in word count)
Specific: I will attend one public speaking warehouse and one academic presentation design session next term. I’ll also explore PowerPoint tools using the Digital Skills Hub.
Measurable: I will record myself rehearsing at least twice before each presentation and review for improvement in tone, timing, and transportation.
Achievable: I will dedicate 2 hours weekly to upgrading presentation and cyber skills.
Relevant: These steps will improve my academic performance and progress skills needed in both university and the plant.
Time-bound: I will attend both business units and complete two practice recordings in the first six weeks of next term. I will ask for acknowledgment monthly.




