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[bookmark: _Int_9Tm8oDdI]The purpose of this essay is to reflect on the development of my academic, digital, and professional skills and knowledge during my first term at university, one of my modules being "Academic Skills in the Digital Era". As a first-year student, this time has been important in shaping my approach to learning and preparing for academic and professional success within my life and where I want to be in the future. Reflecting on my academic and digital skills development is important, as these skills are essential to navigating university coursework.
Academic skills such as critical thinking, research, and communication are essential for doing well in coursework, while digital skills, including using technology for research, collaboration, and communication, have become increasingly vital. To guide this reflection, I will use ‘Gibbs reflective cycle’ a structured framework for reflective practice. Gibbs' model consists of six stages.
[bookmark: _Int_xRvIbN6I]Starting university was both exciting and overwhelming. I felt anxious about meeting new people and whether I would be able to keep up with the work required. I was not sure how to navigate university resources, like the website and online library, which seemed daunting at first. However, over time, I learned to use these tools effectively. Participating in group exercises helped break the ice with my classmates and made it easier to connect with others. As a result, my feelings of worry gradually shifted to a more positive outlook on my university experience. At the start of university, I felt nervous and uncertain. I worried about being able to juggle home life, children and just life around my new studies, I also felt overwhelmed by the range of digital tools available, unsure of how to use them. However, as I learned how to navigate the university website and library, I began to feel more in control. The group exercises helped me engage with my classmates in a less intimidating setting. Taking online personality tests such as ‘hollands career theory’ and ‘honey and Mumford's learning style’ also boosted my confidence, as they provided me with insight into how I learn best and how I can study more effectively. These helped me to understand my learning style, giving me new learning styles or more effective revision and study ideas. Becoming more organised and even going out and buying a diary to write in my daily duties or appointments and deadlines which was one of the suggestions after learning about myself and I feel I have massively benefited from this minor change in my life alone.
[bookmark: _Int_FYvfjpb1]The module "Academic Skills in the Digital Era" was the first class I had at university, and it immediately set the tone for the rest of the term. We began by introducing ourselves and discussing key personal qualities that are essential for academic success, such as self-awareness, self-management, commitment, positive thinking, and determination. Our first lecture focused on developing effective study skills, which I found to be incredibly useful. We discussed various types of research skills, including notetaking, which I found to be an area I frequently relied on. The module also introduced organizational skills and techniques for finding and using information effectively, which I quickly realized would be essential in my university studies.
In addition to research skills, we discussed thinking skills such as memory retention, decision-making, problem-solving, and critical thinking. Cottrell (2019) highlights that mastering these foundational skills is key for students to succeed in university coursework. She suggests that actively engaging with academic content and utilizing techniques like summarization and outlining can significantly improve academic performance." In understanding my preferred method of learning "In understanding my preferred method of learning, I explored Kolb's (2014) experiential learning theory. According to Kolb, people learn best when they engage in a cycle of concrete experiences followed by reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. After taking the learning style assessment, I discovered that I fit into the 'Converging' learning style, which emphasizes problem-solving and practical application, aligning with my approach to learning at home."
One of the most practical lessons from the module was learning about time management. "Effective time management is a critical skill for university success. Anderson (2015). We explored different techniques to help with revision and study, including the Pomodoro Technique, where you set a timer for 25 minutes, focusing on a specific task, followed by a short break. I found this method useful in maintaining my focus and preventing burnout during long study sessions "To further improve my productivity, I began using the Eisenhower Matrix, as described by Covey (2013). This technique categorizes tasks into four quadrants based on their urgency and importance, helping me prioritize my workload more effectively. By applying this method, I was able to focus on high-priority tasks and avoid feeling overwhelmed by multiple deadlines.". "Understanding different learning styles has also been integral to my academic journey. The VARK model, developed by Fleming and Mills (1992), categorizes learning styles into visual, aural, reading/writing, and kinaesthetic preferences. Upon completing the VARK questionnaire, I identified myself as a multimodal learner, meaning that I learn best by combining multiple methods such as visual, auditory, and hands-on learning.
[bookmark: _Int_gX8F9QBX]The first week ended with a group activity, where we worked together to begin to solve the mystery of "Dr. Hart and her disappearance." This task required critical thinking, problem-solving, communication, and teamwork. We analysed clues and evidence and came up with a conclusion about Dr. Hart’s whereabouts. Barker (2018) notes that developing critical thinking and problem-solving skills is essential for academic success, as they enable students to analyse, evaluate, and synthesize information more effectively I enjoyed this task as it allowed me to apply many of the skills we had learned in a fun, interactive way. Johnson and Johnson (2013) mention that effective teamwork involves not only good communication but also mutual trust and respect, all of which I worked on building through group activities and discussions, and this is what we did in this lecture.
In the second week, we learned how to navigate the university's online systems, such as the online library and continued our work on Dr. Hart's disappearance, further developing our research skills. Research skills are essential for academic success, particularly in the digital era. Rowley and Slack (2004) emphasize the importance of developing strong information literacy skills, especially when navigating digital libraries and online databases. By familiarizing myself with the university's online resources.
At the beginning of the term, I felt both excited and nervous. Starting university was a big leap, and I was unsure about how I would manage the workload and balance my personal life with my studies. However, the module on academic skills provided a sense of direction and structure, which eased some of my anxiety. I particularly appreciated the discussions around personal qualities like self-awareness and positive thinking, as these helped me feel more in control and motivated to succeed. Self-motivation is a vital skill, especially when facing challenges and personal setbacks. Schunk (2009) discusses how building self-efficacy can enhance motivation, particularly in academic settings.
The most impactful part of the course was discovering my learning style through the Kolb's Learning Styles test and the VARK test. It gave me a sense of validation, as I realized that my preferred method of learning was in alignment with my natural tendencies. This helped me feel more confident in my ability to approach my studies in a way that works for me.
Despite the positive aspects of the module, I did face challenges during the term, particularly due to personal issues that impacted my focus and academic performance. At times, I felt overwhelmed by the pressure of keeping up with coursework and the worry of falling behind. This led to moments of self-doubt, where I questioned whether I could succeed at university. However, I reminded myself that setbacks are part of the learning process, and with persistence, I could overcome these challenges.
Looking back on my experiences, I can see that the Academic Skills in the Digital Era module was essential in helping me adjust to university life. The lessons on time management and study techniques, such as the Pomodoro Technique and Eisenhower's Matrix, were incredibly useful and directly contributed to my productivity and reduced stress levels. I also gained valuable skills in academic writing, such as how to paraphrase and reference properly, although I recognize that I still need to refine these skills further.
The module helped me become more self-aware and motivated. While my personal challenges did affect my studies at times. The emphasis on personal qualities, such as determination and self-management, helped me realize that I can control my academic journey, despite obstacles. My confidence grew as I learned more about myself and how to approach my studies. However, there were areas where I struggled, such as understanding how to effectively paraphrase and properly integrate references into my work. The feedback I received on my AI in Academia essay highlighted the need for improvement in these areas. This was a valuable learning experience, and I am determined to apply this feedback to future assignments.
The first term at university has been a learning curve, but the Academic Skills in the Digital Era module provided a strong foundation for my academic journey. The use of techniques like the Pomodoro Technique and Eisenhower's Matrix improved my productivity, and the discovery of my VARK learning style has helped me adapt my study methods for better retention and engagement.
The personal challenges I faced during the term showed me the importance of self-motivation. I learned that setbacks are part of the process, and what matters is how I respond to them. This realization helped me shift from a mindset of self-doubt to one of self-motivation.
In conclusion, my first term has been a valuable learning experience. I gained essential skills that I will carry throughout my academic career. I have also developed greater confidence, which have helped me navigate the challenges I faced during the term. While there are areas where I still need to improve, I am committed to making progress and applying what I have learned.
 
Moving forward, I will dedicate time to improving my referencing and paraphrasing skills by seeking additional resources and practicing these techniques. Paraphrasing and proper referencing are key components of academic writing. Harris (2015) stresses the importance of avoiding plagiarism by accurately paraphrasing sources and adhering to proper referencing convention to further support my learning, I will engage more with study skills. I am confident that with persistence and a positive mindset, I will continue to grow and succeed.
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Smart Action Plan
Goal 1: Improve academic writing (Paraphrasing and referencing)
· Specific: I aim to improve my academic writing skills, particularly in paraphrasing and referencing. This will ensure my assignments are more polished, original, and academically credible.
· Measurable: I will track my progress by reviewing feedback on each assignment and ensuring I paraphrase effectively and correctly cite sources using the Harvard referencing system. Additionally, I will review resources such as referencing guides and use plagiarism checkers for accuracy.
· Achievable: Given the feedback I received from previous assignments, I will set aside time each week to practice paraphrasing and referencing, starting with smaller tasks like incorporating references into my notes and summaries.
· Relevant: Academic writing is essential for all university assignments, and improving these skills will help me perform better in my courses and be prepared for future professional work.
· Time-bound: By the end of next term (in 12 weeks), I will have consistently improved my paraphrasing and referencing, as evidenced by receiving positive feedback from my lecturers and reducing errors in these areas.

Goal 2: Enhancing time management skills

· Specific: I will improve my time management by using the Pomodoro Technique and Eisenhower's Matrix to better prioritize my assignments and reduce stress.
· Measurable: I will track my progress by recording my study sessions in a digital planner, noting when I use the Pomodoro Technique, and reviewing how well I meet deadlines and manage workloads.
· Achievable: I will start by applying the Pomodoro Technique for one study session each day and gradually extend it to longer periods. I will use the Eisenhower Matrix to prioritize tasks at the start of each week.
· Relevant: Effective time management will help me manage my workload across multiple modules, reduce stress, and improve my productivity—key skills for both academic success and future career prospects.
· Time-bound: I will consistently use these time management techniques throughout the next term, with progress evaluated by my ability to meet deadlines and the reduction of stress by the end of the term.


Goal 3: Develop research skills

· Specific: I will enhance my digital research skills by making better use of the university’s online library resources and databases, learning how to effectively search for academic sources and integrate them into my work.
· Measurable: I will track my progress by ensuring that each of my assignments incorporates at least five credible academic sources from the online library. I will also ask for feedback on the quality and relevance of my sources from lecturers.
· Achievable: I will dedicate time each week to practicing research techniques, including advanced search strategies and database use, as taught in the Academic Skills in the Digital Era module.
· Relevant: Strengthening my research skills will enhance the quality of my assignments and equip me with skills that are essential for academic and professional success, particularly if I pursue a career in research or academia.
· Time-bound: By the end of next term, I will have incorporated a wider range of academic sources into my assignments and will be comfortable using the online library, with noticeable improvements in the quality of my research by week 12.

Summary:

· Goal 1: Improve academic writing (paraphrasing and referencing) with positive feedback by week 12.
· Goal 2: Enhance time management using Pomodoro Technique and Eisenhower’s Matrix for better prioritization and meeting deadlines.
· Goal 3: Develop research skills by using online library resources effectively, with improvement by the end of next term.

By focusing on these SMART goals, I aim to build key skills that will not only help me succeed in the next term but also contribute to my long-term academic and career development.





