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ESSAY – GIBBS’ REFLECTIVE CYCLE

Starting university at UWTSD Cardiff has been a new experience for me, and has not always been easy, but overall, I have enjoyed it. During my first term, I faced several challenges that affected both my academic and digital skills. The main areas I struggled with were time management, Harvard referencing, and presenting. One important experience that reflects these challenges was a digital skills presentation that I completed on 18th March, taught by Phillipa. For this task, I had to create and deliver a presentation in PowerPoint, organise my ideas clearly, and present in front of others but, I was also the first one to deliver the presentation. This essay will reflect on my experiences using Gibbs’ reflective cycle, which helps structure reflection and support learning from experience (Gibbs, 1988; Moon, 2004).
One challenge I had from day one at university was time management. This was not especially because of the deadlines, but because I am a single mother of three small children. Balancing university work with my responsibilities at home made it difficult to organise my time effectively. Even when I planned to study, things did not always go as expected. Some days I had very limited time to focus, and I had to adjust my plans depending on my children’s needs. For example, there were times when I planned to study in the evening, but my children needed my attention, which made it difficult to follow my schedule.
 Another difficulty was Harvard referencing. In my first assignment, I only found out three days before the deadline that I needed to include at least eight references. This caused stress and confusion because I did not fully understand how referencing works. Someone from the university staff was supposed to help me, but instead of feeling clearer, I became even more confused. This may been because the support provided was not clearly explained, was different than what I have learned in class, that made it difficult for me to understand.
I had times when I felt overwhelmed and unsure about my abilities, but I also had times when I was proud, for example when I was on the leader board on the Academic Skills on the 10th of March. 
When I realised the reference requirement so close to deadline, I felt stressed and panicked. It made me feel confused and frustrated. However, it got easier after attending a session with Jon, I started feeling more positive because he told me it took him three years to fully understand referencing. This helped me realise that is normal to struggle at the beginning of learning, as suggested by Moon (2004), and I felt more relaxed and less worried
Before my presentation, I felt nervous and anxious and worried about speaking in front of others and making mistakes. I also felt like I was not prepared enough. During the presentation, I was nervous at first, my leg would not stop shacking, I forgot to breathe, and just at the last slide of my PowerPoint presentation I started feeling comfortable again. After finishing I was feeling relived and proud that I managed to complete it, while watching the others I realised that I could have improve my presentation by practising more beforehand, so I will aim to perform better in the future.
These feeling also affected how I approached my work. At times, I found it difficult to focus because I was thinking about multiple responsibilities at once. This made my studying feel more stressful that should have been. I also noticed that when I felt anxious, I was less confident in my work, especially when referencing or preparing for presentation. However, over time, I started to understand that these feelings are part of the learning process, as suggested by Race (2010), who highlights that challenges and emotions are part of effective learning. I realised that many of my colleagues experience similar emotions, especially when we are close to the deadline for assignments. This helped me feel less isolated and more motivated to continue.
Looking back, there were both positive and negative aspects. A positive aspect is that I successfully completed my presentation and used digital tools effectively, and I done my references too in the first assignment. I was able to communicate my ideas clearly, academically, even though I was nervous. This shows that I am developing important academic and digital skills, which are considered important for student success (Cottrell, 2019). Attending all my academic and digital lessons helped me better understand academic expectations.
On the other hand, time management remained challenging due to completing responsibilities outside of university. I did not always have enough time to prepare as much as I wanted, which affected my confidence. Harvard referencing was also challenging, as I was still learning and needed more time to understand how to do it correctly.
Another positive aspect was that I began to develop resilience, we learned about this important step last week with Jon. Even though I found the experience quite difficult, I did not give up, continued to attend all the classes, and complete my work in time. This shows that I am able to cope with challenges, even when they feel overwhelming. At the same time, I also recognised that I need to improve how I organise my work. For example, I could break tasks into smaller steps and set realistic goals for each day. This help me feel more in control and reduce stress. Pomodoro Technique involves studying in short, focused periods followed by regular breaks (Cirillo, 2018). This method can increase focus and concentration and make tasks feel more manageable, especially when time is limited. For me this was very helpful, because often I do not have long periods for studying or I have to do something else also while studying. So studying in this technique fit better with my day to day activities, especially when my childrens are off from school, and they ask for million things while I study or work on my assignments.  
This experience can be better understood through reflection. Gibbs (1988) explains that reflecting on experiences helps students improve, while Moon (2004) highlights the importance of reflection in learning. Effective time management plays a key role in achieving academic success (Claessens et al., 2007; Race, 2010) but in my situation it requires flexibility. 
This also links to the idea of self-regulation learning, where students need to plan, organise and monitor their own learning (Panadero, 2017; Zimmerman, 2002). I also realised that using short and focused study periods can be more effective. In addition, reducing digital distraction is important when studying, as they can affect concentration and academic performance (Thapa et al., 2025). This made me more aware of how I use my phone and other digital devices while studying. Reflecting on my own experience, I realised that I sometimes pick my phone and answer calls, or reply to messages, during study time, made me lose concentration and was harder to be focused again on my work. This experience made me more aware of how I manage my digital distraction while studying. 
Going back on the module and learning again, but on my own helped me begin to understand referencing better, even though I still need lots of practice. Referencing is a skill that develops over time (Neville, 2010; Pears and Shields, 2019). Also, hearing John’s experience helped me feel lees pressure and more motivated.
In terms of presenting, my anxiety was mainly due to lack of experience. Public speaking improves with practice (King, 2002), and learning strategies also develop over time (Dunlosky et al., 2013). Using learning strategies such as goal setting and task organisation can also improve academic performance (Tuckman, 2003). This shows that my challenges are part of the learning process. This experience also made me think more about my long term-development as a student. I started to understand that academic success is not only about completing tasks in time, but also developing skills over time. Skills such as time management, referencing, and presenting are not learned instantly, but gradually through experience and practice. This helped me become more patient with myself and more realistic about my progress. Another thing I would also like to improve in the future is my confidence in using academic language and structuring my work more clearly. Sometimes I understand the task, but I find it difficult to express my ideas in a more academic way. This is something I want to develop by reading more academic sources and practising writing regularly. I also plan to review carefully the feedback I get from the assignments I have done in the first term and apply all the advice I get from it in the future assignments. By doing this I believe I will improve my confidence and my overall academic performance.
Overall, this experience has been challenging but also valuable. I have learned that university requires organisation, independence learning, and the ability to manage responsibilities. Time management remains more complex for me because of my personal situation, and this is something I need to continue improving. I also understand now that referencing take time to learn and is normal to struggle at the beginning. In terms of presenting, I feel more confident than before even though I still need more practice. If I could improve something, I would organise my time more realistically and do more independent learning. I would also practise presentation more and do the mock presentation. In the next term I want to be more confident and prepared. I loved this experience and the modules, even though it was challenging, it showed me that I can improve and adapt, and I did grow a lot as a student compare with the time I started, nearly three months ago. I feel more prepared for future assignments, confident and excited in continuing to develop my skills.



SMART action plan :


Specific : I will improve my time management, referencing and presentation skills by creating a structured weekly study plan. I will keep attending all my lessons in the next module too. Use online resources to improve my understanding of referencing. I will also practice presentations more regulary in the front of my children or in the mirror to build my confidence. 
Measurable : I will complete assignments at least 2-3 days before deadlines, same as this term, include at least 10 references , attend at least two academic support sessions, and practice each presentation at least 3 times. I will also use a weekly planner to organise my study time.
Achievable : This plan is realistic because I will study in short, focused sessions that fit around my daily responsibilities. I will also keep using the Pomodoro technique to manage my time more effectively.
Relevant : Improving these skills will help me succeed at university, reduce stress, and increase my confidence in academic work and presentations.
Time-bound : I will start this plan now and review my progress every month. By the end of the next term, I aim to feel more confident in managing my time, using Harvard referencing, and presenting.
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