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Starting University is an exciting yet challenging experience, marked by new academic expectations, challenges and opportunities for growth. My first term has been a significant learning curve, especially in developing academic and digital skills that are critical for success. Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) provides a structured approach to reflection, containing 6 stages: Description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and an action plan. This essay will be about my experience, with references to literature where I aim to gain insight into my learning process, identify areas for improvement and formulate strategies for future growth. I will be talking about attending university, meeting new people, uploading my first assignment, in class group works, and my first ever presentation in front of my colleagues and lecturer.
Description: My first term at university has been a combination of new experiences and challenges. I have attended lectures, participated in group activities, and engaged in various online learning platforms. The academic environment demanded a higher level of critical thinking, independent research, and digital literacy than I was used to in secondary school. I found myself navigating through digital libraries, learning management systems, and collaborative online tools (Beetham and Sharpe,2013)
Key academic skills I began to develop included academic writing, critical analysis, and time management. In term of digital skills, I focused on information literacy, online collaboration, and the use of specialized software relevant to my field of study (Jisc,2020).
The first few weeks were particularly challenging as I navigated digital platforms such as Moodle, Turnitin, and referencing tools, all while adapting to university level academic expectations. The first considerable experience was submitting my first academic essay which required critical analysis, adherence to Harvard referencing guidelines, and the use of Turnitin for plagiarism checks. Although I managed to complete the task, the process was overwhelming, particularly the process of getting information from multiple sources. The second considerable experience was making a power point presentation about any successful person in which I wrote various aspects of his life that made him successful and then presented it in class in front of my colleagues. Even though my emotions were high as I was the first to do it, I managed to overcome my hesitation.
Feelings: Initially, I felt overwhelmed by the sudden increase in academic expectations and the reliance on digital tools. The fear of not meeting university standards was palpable, especially when faced with my first major assignment. However, as I began to engage with the course material, digital resources, and did my first group activity I began to feel more confident and excited. Successfully navigating online learning systems and contributing to group activities boosted my self-confidence. The opportunity to expand my knowledge and skills was exhilarating, but the learning curve often felt steep (Christie et al.,2016). Nevertheless, there were moments of frustration, especially when trying to integrate digital tools to my workflow. I often felt that I lacked the proficiency needed to use them efficiently, which affected my confidence. Overall, the first term was an emotional roller-coaster but one that ended on a more positive note as I began to see growth in my capabilities. I also felt a sense of accomplishment after successfully completing my first assignment, and did my first in-class presentation, despite the challenges.
Evaluation: Reflecting on the term, I recognize both positive outcomes and areas that need improvement. On the positive side, I have significantly enhanced my academic writing skills, learning to structure arguments more effectively and cite sources properly (Neville 2010). My digital literacy has also improved, particularly in using online databases and collaborative tools (Goodfellow and Lea,2013).
Moreover, positive aspects of my experience included the development of critical thinking skills while engaging with academic texts and participating in group discussions and tasks. According to Dwyer et al. (2021), such activities are crucial for fostering higher-order thinking skills in university students.
However, I struggled with time management, often finding myself overwhelmed by the workload and resorting to last-minute cramming. My critical thinking skills, while improving, still require substantial development to meet university standards (Cotrell,2017)
Analisys: Reflecting on my experiences I recognize that the development of academic and digital skills is an ongoing process that requires consistent effort and adaptability. The challenges I faced are not unique; research by Talsma et al. (2020) suggests that many first-year students experience similar difficulties in adjusting to university-level academic expectations.
 My improvement in digital literacy can be attributed to both formal instructions and experimental learning. This aligns with the findings of Anthonysamy et al. (2020), who emphasizes the importance of both structured digital skills training and practical application in developing digital competencies.
However, my struggles with time-management and critical thinking skills can be mostly attributed to the significant difference between university and secondary school expectations. The volume and complexity of reading materials, coupled with the need for more independent study, presented a significant challenge (van der Mer et al., 2010)
The difficulty in time management highlighted my lack of prioritization skills. Effective time management requires planning, monitoring, and adjusting tasks (Macan, Shahani, Dipboye & Philips, 2018).
Despite using a planner, I often underestimated how long tasks would take. This led to rushed submissions and added stress. Furthermore, I realized that I relied too heavily on trial-and-error learning rather than seeking formal guidance, increasing my struggles with technology and referencing. 
Conclusion: This reflection has highlighted the considerable progress I have made in developing both academic and digital skills during my first term at the university. The university environment has pushed me out of my comfort zone, encouraging growth in areas such as academic writing, digital literacy, group work and independent learning. However, it has also revealed areas requiring further development, such as time management skills and critical thinking.
I realize that I could have been more proactive in seeking support from academic advisors and utilizing more frequently university resources. Morosanu et al. (2021) highlights the importance of seeking academic support in enhancing student success and well-being.
I have realized that academic and digital skills are increasingly connected in higher education. Proficiency in digital tools not only facilitates academic tasks but also prepares me for the digital demands of the modern workplace (Becker et al., 2018).
Moving forward, I need to focus on developing more effective study strategies, enhancing my critical thinking skills, and further improving my digital competencies. I also recognize the importance of seeking support when needed, whether through university resources or peer collaboration (Thomas et al., 2017).
This reflective essay has provided valuable insights into my academic and digital skills development during my first term at university. By applying Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle, I have gained a structured understanding of my experiences, emotions, and areas for improvement. The action plan will serve as a road map for my continued growth and adaptation to the demands of higher education. As I move forward, I recognize that the development of these skills is an ongoing process, crucial not only for my academic success but also for my future professional endeavors in an increasingly digital world.
Action plan: Based on this reflection, I have made the following action plan to further develop my academic and digital skills:
Time management: I will implement a structured study schedule using digital planning tools to better manage my workload and avoid last minute cramming.
Critical thinking: I will engage more actively in group discussions and online forums to practice articulating and defending arguments. Additionally, I will seek out workshops or online courses focused on developing critical thinking skills.
Digital literacy: I will explore advanced features of the university’s digital resources and seek additional training in relevant software tools for my studies.
Reflective Practice: I will maintain a learning journal to regularly reflect on my skill development and adjust my strategies accordingly.
Seeking Support: I will be more proactive in seeking support from tutors, academic advisors, and university support services when faced with challenges.
Peer learning: I will form or join study groups to benefit from collaborative learning and different perspectives, both in person and through online platforms.

Smart Goals for Next Term
Specific: Improve my time management by using a digital planner to schedule tasks with realistic deadlines.
Measurable: Complete 90% of assignments at least 48 hours before the deadline to allow time for revisions.
Achievable: Dedicate 30 minutes daily to mastering one digital tool, such as EndNote or Microsoft Teams, through tutorials or practice 
Relevant: Enhance my academic skills by attending two workshops on academic writing and critical thinking.
Time-bound: Achieve these goals by the end of second term.
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