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Reflective Essay 

During my first term at university has allowed me to understand carefully the challenges and the progress I made on my academic journey. In this essay, I will use Gibbs’ reflective Cycle (1988) as a framework, to look if and how I have improved during  this time, reflecting helps students to look and think carefully at their experiences, understand how they felt, and also to find ways to improve (Schindler,1991.) By following the six stages of Gibbs’ model- description, evaluation, analysis, feelings, conclusion, and action plan- I will be looking at key experiences that have contributed and influenced my learning journey, the fears and issues I have faced and how I will be dealing with any other academic or personal challenges.

At the start of my journey into higher education with the university, taking on the course being back in education, I really doubted myself, filled with motivation and determination to give myself and my child a better life, to achieve and complete, but also being overwhelmed and anxious with the academic demands increasing. Logging in for the first time felt very worrying and confusing. I was worried about not knowing how to reference, finding the resources I needed online, and how I would keep up with my work not fully understanding the digital tools and the referencing we are learning how to use. However, over time with the support of my lecturer and people around me on the same journey as myself. I become slightly comfortable using Moodle to access the notes, essential reading lists, online slides, and submitting my assignments. The lecturer who I have worked with has been approachable and very understanding, which is helping my confidence grow and keeping me motivated when using the digital tools needed, “Developing confidence in digital skills is a key part of succeeding in.” (her education.”(Cottrell,S,2019)

Before using online digital tools for studying at university, I felt extremely anxious it all seemed so far away and very daunting. I lacked knowledge Aswell as the confidence in my digital skills, and I was worried about missing deadlines or struggling to access important resources like Moodle or simple online submissions of assignments. This made me feel more stressed especially when I saw other students navigating these platforms with ease. Firstly, I felt embarrassed to ask questions and ask for help which would then add to these anxieties. In my defence, I have had very little experience with using digital learning platforms before starting university and I have been adjusting not only to a new academic routine and workload but to unfamiliar online systems. According to Cottrell,S(2019) it is common for students to feel unsure of themselves when faced with new digital environments, but with practice and persistence, confidence grows over time. However, during this experience realising spending the time practising and becoming more familiar with online systems, my feelings are gradually changing. The frustration is slowly being replaced by a sense of achievement and independence. I am eager to prove to myself that I can succeed. 

Looking back at what went well, there were both positive and negative sides to these experiences. At first my lack of digital confidence made it a lot harder to engage with university tasks along with lack of personal confidence, not wanting to participate with groups and classroom activities due to being anxious. I often have felt left behind and frustrated with myself because of this which then negatively impacted my motivation. I have realised my avoidance of taking part and of the digital tools and not reaching out for more support which is available to practise my skills in a supportive environment, because not wanting to look unintelligent or feeling embarrassed only delayed my progress, and my fear of making mistakes prevented me from learning sooner. There were positive outcomes. Once I started engaging with other students realising, I'm not the only student having doubts, fears and feeling overwhelmed at first this is common. Cottrell (2019) highlights that digital skills are not fixed but develop gradually with practice and reflection, which helped me realise that struggling initially is part of the learning process. By facing my fears seeking support when needed, I turned that negative situation into a positive learning experience. Although I still have a lot of areas to improve, I feel capable of using digital tools and I am learning more so how to access the resources, which has made me more independent and organised in my studies.

Reflecting on how things went during my first term of university, I can confidently say that my determination and willingness to want to do better played a crucial role in getting me through the early stages of academic life. I approached the course with a clear goal to better myself, develop and learn new skills and work towards a better and brighter future. This mindset helped me stay committed, even when faced head on with difficulties.
However, despite my determination, I soon realised that my lack of knowledge, it being such a long time since being in higher education this along with my time management significantly affected my progress. Balancing academic demands alongside personal life issues proved more difficult than I anticipated. I often found myself very worked up and overwhelmed by the unfamiliarity's of the new digital platforms, also deadlines and struggled to manage my workload correctly, which contributed to things not going the way I would have liked and hoped for. 
 I have learnt that improving in these areas is essential for my success and progression. Seeking one-to-one support is a step I need to take and taking more time to explore Moodle and referencing in depth is a must. Having some guidance, an individual helping me will not only help me strengthen my academic understanding but also help me develop some strategies for managing my time and handling extra pressures.

To ensure i am hitting my full protentional with my academic experience i will be participating more in group discussions and presentations something i also reflected on, realising i have been hesitant to contribute being worried about saying the wrong thing, being judged and looking silly not fully understanding the digital tools and academic language also making use of my university's support systems in place to build my knowledge and skills. I will also adopt structured time management strategies using planning tools, as recommended by Bedford and Wilson (2020). To confidence in academic reading and writing, I will use Godfrey's (2018) guidance and cite them right (2023) to master referencing. I will further develop my critical thinking skills using Cottrell's (2023) resources and practise presentation skills to enhance my communication abilities (Van Emden and Becker,2022). Finally, I will utilise strategies made to help mature learners to balance my studies with my personal life (Burroughs,2019).  Embracing all the negatives and positives overall my first term has been an experience, I hope by putting all the plans in place I can grow my confidence, and I will continue to face all challenges and grow personally and academically. 
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