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Introduction
University is an important move and the start of a new section in life, which is both academic and personal. This journey also focuses a lot on developing essential academic and digital skills which are especially important for future higher education and future career paths. In this essay, Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) will be used to critically evaluate my progress in developing these skills during my first term of university. The use of Gibbs’ model to discuss my learning experiences provides a structured approach through six stages. The six stages include Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion, and Action Plan to gain a greater understanding of my learning in this context. 
I will consider the major occurrences of academic research, digital platform collaboration, time management, and the use of online learning resources to evaluate how these have affected my academic development. Additionally, this reflection will also discuss the challenges that I faced, such as time management, referencing issues and working on online collaboration which I solved. I will conclude the essay with a SMART action plan detailing specific and measurable goals aimed at refining my academic and digital skills for the next term so that it is clear throughout my university journey.
Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle
Description
In my first term at university, I developed my academic and digital skills, having gone through many challenges and learning opportunities. My first academic essay assignment, in which I had to research independently using the university’s online library catalogue, was one of the most significant experiences. Engaging with academic research and digital collaboration tools is essential for success in higher education (Cottrell, 2019). At first, I had problems with identifying best resources with peer reviewed and it is perfectly understandable, as the first time you hear about such a thing is very confusing. I also undertook the task of academic referencing, after the Harvard-style system, even if I had not previously been exposed to doing it correctly referencing sources. 
Another important experience was working on a group project, which involved teamwork, particularly through Microsoft Teams and Google Drive. However, this was new to me, as I had not had much experience with this online teamwork before university. In the beginning, the thought of having to adapt to virtual discussions, document sharing and task delegation was overwhelming, but once it was past, I settled down with how I collaborate effectively using these platforms. The use of platforms like Microsoft Teams, Google Drive, and Trello enhances productivity, fosters teamwork, and improves time management skills (Ajiva et al. 2024). Finally, I used time management and organisation apps like Trello to keep track of deadlines and tasks. As university workloads are demanding, these tools helped me structure my study schedule and tackle specific assignments while keeping track of tasks that I need to do. 
Feelings
I was overwhelmed at the outset of my first term with the demands of academic writing — not least researching and the use of formal referencing styles, for instance, Harvard. The challenges of academic writing and digital collaboration often create initial uncertainty for many university students, particularly when adapting to formal referencing and teamwork expectations (Cottrell, 2023). I also had an anxiety of plagiarism and difficulty in paraphrasing academic sources, without altering their original meaning. The fear of potential academic misconduct restrained me from writing and, therefore, slowed me down. The group project left many uneasy feelings. I was so frustrated because the members of the team misunderstood, and we were frequently using digital collaboration tools such as Microsoft Teams and Google Drive. 
Tasks were difficult to coordinate, set deadlines, and establish equal contributions, and often, I was paranoid about the final presentation quality. But then, once I got better at using digital tools, I thought I became better at working with others. The feeling of accomplishment came to me when I managed to write my first academic essay with the required citations. The feedback received from my lecturer on the constructive front further increased my self-efficacy in academic writing, and I was satisfied with my performance. Developing proficiency in these areas not only enhances academic performance but also fosters essential skills for future professional environments (AlAli, 2024). As time passed, I would get more okay with what the university-level expectations were, and my first anxiety would turn out to be more motivation each day to improve continuously.
Evaluation
I think back and reflect on my academic and digital skills, and I can say that I have learned and honestly improved in a bunch of separate ways. Amongst other things, my use of the same library databases I used back in college – books, but more specifically, EBSCOhost and Google Scholar – was one of the areas of growth. At first, I struggled to locate appropriate, high-quality sources, but once I attended library workshops and practised more advanced search techniques (such as Boolean operators and keyword refinement), I found myself being more proficient. This enabled me to proceed more easily with peer-reviewed articles, and it also made my work more academic. The “pro” tip is to use referencing tools like google scholarship citation and Cite them right references in the Harvard style way, thereby ensuring fewer errors and greater time efficiency for reference, as well. 
Effective use of academic databases and digital tools plays a crucial role in enhancing research efficiency and the overall quality of academic work (Khalifa and Albadawy, 2024). Time management was a big problem with which I had to deal, and I had to balance multiple deadlines. Digital helpers such as Trello and Google Calendar assisted me in organising tasks, but sometimes, I did myself in procrastination, which halted my efficiency and productivity. Another challenge was effective teamwork. While Microsoft Teams helped communication, the occurrence of misunderstandings, for task distribution, was often frequent. Clear communication and well-defined roles are essential in collaborative projects to ensure smooth task delegation and timely completion (Goyal, 2021). There were instances when the roles were not defined clearly, which delayed the progress of the project. It showed the importance of clarity of communication and defining the roles in academic collaborative work.
Analysis
These experiences showed how important it was to use efficient research strategies, digital literacy, and the time management to succeed in academic. Gibbs Reflective assessment claims that experiential learning is needed for the development of skills where the learning process is cyclical namely, experiencing, reflecting, conceptualising, and experimenting (Gibbs, 1988). My trials and tribulations with research correlate with the requirement for the experimental activity, as having to practice firsthand using the requisite academic databases was mandatory to achieve fluency. It helped me move from reflective observation to active engagement policy, working in workshops and applying what I learned from using the library resources. In addition, my issues with time management parallel to the theory of the Pomodoro Technique, which involves timed effort (work intervals) paired with ordered breaks to keep one’s focus (Cirillo, 2018). Doing this in my future courses may ameliorate my tendency to procrastinate and deal with a host of deadlines at the same time so that I am more efficient and productive. 
The experience gained from the group projects also supported Tuckman's Stages of Group Development (1965). Similarly, during the storming phase, our team initially had a lot of confusion and miscommunication because of that. However, once we adapted and made our collaboration better, we moved onto the performing stage, where things were a lot more efficient. It has also helped to give me a further understanding of these theories, for what they were, and now it has helped me realise how I learn and ways to better myself. Modern workplaces require skills in online research, digital collaboration, and self-management (Jaiswal et al. 2021). My aspiration of a career in modern workplaces makes me refer particularly to the development of digital literacy.
 
Conclusion
Thinking about my academic journey has made me realise the significance of ongoing skill development in research, digital literacy, and time management. During my first term, I have succeeded in an important progression across navigating library databases, correctly referencing sources, and making effective use of MS Teams and Google Drive. The above enhancements have improved the skills needed to conduct independent research and collaborate in a team effectively. I have managed to pass over some difficulties with paraphrasing and citations which has increased my confidence when authoring essays and I find myself much more relaxed and producing well-structured and referenced essays. This is, however, nowhere near perfect. 
Occasionally, my lack of time management and procrastination affected how fast I could meet a deadline. I relied on productivity tools such as Trello and Google Calendar, but sometimes, I deferred to doing tasks, and my stress levels consequently rose. I could adopt structured time management techniques like do Pomodoro technique to keep better focus as well as productivity. In future, I intend to grow and build up these skills to achieve higher academic performance and become more employable. If I pay attention to my weaknesses and develop my strengths, I can make a steady development in both my university studies and future professional prospects.
Action Plan
 
 
	Goals
	Specific
	Measurable
	Achievable
	Relevant
	Timebound

	Improve time management
	Use the Pomodoro Technique to structure study sessions and minimize procrastination.
	Track study hours using a digital planner and improve efficiency by 35% (for example., Trello or Google Calendar).
	Set daily study goals and follow a structured schedule. Use timers to break work into focused intervals.
	Enhances productivity, reduces stress, and ensures timely submission of assignments.
	Implement within the next two weeks and maintain throughout the term.

	Enhance academic writing skills.
	Practice paraphrasing and summarizing academic sources to improve citation accuracy.
	Submit five drafts to Turnitin and receive feedback from tutors.
	Attend writing workshops and use referencing tools like Zotero, Cite them right     
	Reduces plagiarism risk and improves clarity in academic assignments.
	Demonstrate improvement in the next essay assignment within four weeks

	Strengthen digital literacy
	Become proficient in advanced search techniques for academic databases.
	Finding and using at least five peer-reviewed sources for each assignment.
	Take online tutorials on database research (for example.  Google Scholar).
	Improves research efficiency and ensures high-quality sources for academic writing.
	Master advanced search techniques within six weeks

	Develop effective teamwork skills
	Improve collaboration by setting clear communication guidelines in group projects.
	Reviewing group meeting minutes and task completion for improved teamwork skills by 50%
	Actively participate in discussions, assign clear roles, and use Microsoft Teams for task management.
	Enhances group efficiency, reduces conflicts, and improves overall project quality.
	Implement strategies in the next group assignment in four weeks

	 
Reduce procrastination
	 
Follow a daily study routine with predefined goals and break tasks into smaller steps.
	 
Track daily progress using a habit tracker and improve agility by 40%
	 
Set realistic goals, use self-rewards, and minimise distractions.
	 
Increases focus, ensures steady academic progress, and reduces last-minute stress. 
	 
Develop and maintain the habit within four weeks.
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