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Introduction

With this assignment, I would like to introduce my reflection on academic writing skills, online learning experience and public speaking and giving presentations through a reflective model. This allowed me to explore what I could have done differently to improve my learning and time management.


Reflection

Reflective thinking is important to detect weaknesses and find ways to improve them by formulating an action plan at the end of the reflection. This is an essential part of learning.

In this assignment, Gibbs’ reflective cycle is used as a reflection model. This involves 6 steps to explore and analyse an experience (Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle, 2021). The steps are shown in Figure 1. The cycle starts with Description, an explanation of the experience. Following this, emotions which this task stimulated are described in the Feelings step. In the Evaluation step, parts of the task that went well and the ones that did not go well are defined. These are analysed in the Analysis step by discussing the possible causes. Consequences are highlighted in the Conclusion step which forms a foundation for the action plan. Action plan is formulated by suggesting improvements to be performed next time.



Figure 1: Gibbs Reflective Cycle (made by myself)




Reflection on Academic Writing

Academic writing is an important part of the higher education. One’s capacity to compose an expanded content is the best indicator of a successful coursework. Academic writing involves paraphrasing, critical reading, summarising, referencing, organising paragraphs and essays. To produce a good piece of academic writing, good use of academic language is required.

For me, the most essential elements of academic writing are reading critically and making effective notes, outlining and structuring academic essays, integrating paraphrases and citations, revising and editing and research skills (Jordan, 1999). 

Initially, I felt that academic writing was challenging and this is probably related to my lack of experience in this field. After attending the academic and employability skills classes and further reading, I improved my reading and note taking skills. Furthermore, I learnt academic vocabulary and improved my academic grammar through completing language exercises. When outlining my essays, I used mind-maps which helped me organise my ideas. 

The skills that are especially improved during this course are research skills, taking notes, paraphrasing and referencing.

Research Skills

To support ideas and claims, higher education students need to have good research skills. Doing research is the first step of the academic writing process and this can be done online using the university library (O’Hara, 2005). Sources of information include journals, books, magazines and textbooks. To find the related sources, it is important to know which key words can be used in the searching engines. After finding sources, skimming strategy can be used to decide which sources might be beneficial for the academic essay. 

At first, I was not very confident in my research skills. This made me feel confused and demotivated. The articles I found at the beginning were not useful for my essay and I felt discouraged. Later, an article I read online about how to do research online, I used the tips given in the article, which helped me find the necessary sources for my essay. I noticed that the main reason for being unsuccessful in researching was lack of knowledge about using the browser effectively. As a next step, I need to practice using the browsers to find sources, which will help me improve my research skills.

Note taking

Taking notes while reading sources help summarise the main ideas. O’Hara (2005) discusses some note taking strategies that university students can use.

Note Taking Strategy 1. Highlighting key phrases in the reading text may help understand the main ideas of the text.
Note Taking Strategy 2. Jotting notes in the margins is a good way to summarise the main ideas.
Note Taking Strategy 3. Recording notes on a notebook using different techniques such as listing, mind-maps, flow charts help organise the information and stress the important facts.

While reading texts and taking notes, I generally focused on the introduction, discussion and conclusion parts of the sources. I highlighted the key words in these sections, used scanning for specific information I needed before noting them on my notebook. I usually use listing technique and colour-coding for visual representation in my notes. I significantly improved my note taking skills during this course. I enjoy taking notes and colour coding because it helps me understand the concepts better. However, this way of taking notes is time consuming so I should learn how to take notes in the margins on the articles using digital note taking tools. To make finding information easier from my notes, I need to organise my notes using note taking cards. Each card may include the source title, authors, key points and quotes from the article.

Paraphrasing

Broadly defined, paraphrasing is “to repeat something written using different words” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). Paraphrasing permits the same topic to be communicated in a variety of ways depending on the audience (Rogerson & McCarthy, 2017). A good paraphrase should provide the same meaning of the original text but it should use synonyms and different grammatical structures. However, poor forms of paraphrasing, or patchwriting, make use of only synonyms without changing the structure of the sentence (Howard, 1995, cited in Rogerson & McCarthy). In academic essays, paraphrasing can be used for supporting claims, providing explanations and giving examples (Bodie et al. 2016, cited in Rogerson & McCarthy).

Paraphrasing is an important skill that help us avoid plagiarism. Previously, I was not able to paraphrase sentences, which was discouraging for me. However, after more practice, my paraphrases became better. I still have difficulty in paraphrasing long sentences that is why I choose shorter sentences in my essays. 

Referencing

Referencing is very important in academic research because it allows the readers to check the sources and analyse information themselves. It can also support the author’s claims which makes them more convincing. It is also essential to give credits to other authors for their research and ideas (Referencing FAQs, 2021).

There are multiple methods of referencing when writing an academic piece. Initially, I was not aware of the framework that specific referencing systems use. It was also very time consuming to make a bibliography at first. This was because I was not using the right referencing tools. Through attending online classes and practicing them in my own academic research allowed me to understand the use of correct referencing more. This understanding will be very useful in the research I do in the future. 


Reflection on Online Learning Experience

There has been a sharp rise in the number of education institutions which have adopted online learning as their main method of delivering education in the light of Covid-19 pandemic. Subsequently, most students and parents had to improve their digital literacy to adapt to this new and rapidly evolving system. Evidence suggests that not every student may benefit from online learning equally. The effectiveness of online learning depends on multiple factors such as availability of technological devices, age and level of digital literacy (Eynon & Malmberg, 2021).


Findings show that the extent of engagement of adults in online learning platforms may be affected by the resistance they feel by having to work with new online settings (Abedini, Abedin and Zowghi, 2021). This relates to my experience in online learning since at first, I felt overwhelmed with the amount of technical knowledge that was required to work with the online learning space. It is shown that technical issues occurring during virtual teaching sessions discourage some students (Githens, 2007). On the other hand, I was aware of the advantages of distant learning. There is no need to spend time to travel for education which made it cost effective and time efficient. The flexibility of online learning contributed to my engagement and enthusiasm as a working adult. This is reflected on my regular attendance to the online classes. However, this also promotes a sedentary lifestyle. Therefore, it is important to create a schedule that includes time for self-directed learning as well as other daily tasks and exercise. Admittedly, this has been a struggle because it requires a lot of time management which is a skill I am still improving. I will create a to-do list and a timetable to develop my time management skills. To improve my virtual learning experience further, I will try to avoid distractions by using a pair of noise-cancelling headphones.


Although it seems that many students may still prefer physical classrooms (Chakraborty et al., 2020). I think online learning is better than face to face learning when provided with adequate technical support and facilities. Eynon & Malmberg (2021) point out that the more students use online learning tools, the more benefit they obtain from it.














Reflection on Public Speaking and Giving Presentations

Presentation skills are a part of the academic skills, and they contribute to future employability. Public speaking skills which are developed at university can be later used in “job interviews and communication with clients and colleagues in the workplace” (Tsang, 2020, p.39).  Tsang (2020) suggests that by raising awareness of presentation skills, self-directed learning skills might be enhanced. This can increase the speaker’s self-confidence. I significantly developed my skills in public speaking and my understanding of how to use them effectively in academic context.
As a part of my assessment in Academic and Employability Skills module, I gave a presentation using my public speaking skills. At first, I felt very excited but also nervous. When I finally finished the presentation, there was a sense of accomplishment. Practicing well is part of delivering a successful presentation (Juneja, 2021). My experience in public speaking relates to this point since it highlights the importance of rehearsing multiple times before the presentation. 

One of the things I struggled during the presentation was time management. I had to cut out some of the parts to finish my presentation within the given time limits. This was due to technical struggles with the digital tools we were using. Therefore, when I am delivering a presentation next time, I will make sure to check the online platform beforehand to avoid technical issues during the presentation. This also was a good experience to practice public speaking and I believe overcoming the nervousness will be possible with more rehearsal. It was a good opportunity to practice staying calm and focused when there is time pressure. Having experienced these problems with time management, I now realise that I should be aware of the workload and establish good habits to plan my presentation carefully (University of Sheffield, 2021). 


Conclusion

To conclude, this course on Academic and Employability Skills has significantly improved my skills on research, critical reading, academic writing and public speaking. Through these, I further enhanced my time management and communication skills. I believe these skills will be very beneficial to build my CV and my future employability.
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