Reflective Essay
Introduction
My time at university has been both engaging and challenging, particularly as it marked my return to education after a two-year break. Adjusting to academic life was initially difficult, especially since this is my first experience in higher education. Unlike secondary school, university requires a high level of independence students are expected to manage their own learning, stay motivated, and meet deadlines without relying on constant support from lecturers. Throughout this course and module, I have developed a range of academic skills that have significantly shaped my learning experience and personal growth. This essay will reflect on my initial feelings, the challenges I faced, how my skills have developed, and what I would do differently moving forward.
Simple tasks like reading academic articles, understanding referencing styles, or organising my study schedule felt daunting. I often found myself second-guessing whether I was doing things correctly or if I had misunderstood the assignment briefs. I also struggled with academic writing, particularly in terms of structure and critical analysis. Despite these challenges, I began to realise that this module was designed to help students like me bridge the gap between school and university. It became clear that building strong academic foundations would be essential not just for passing assignments, but for growing as an independent learner. Many students report struggling with the shift to independent study and organising their own time when they begin university (Thompson, Pawson & Evans, 2021). The study shows that a lot of students find it hard to get used to the independence expected at university, especially when it comes to managing their time and keeping up with all their work.
One of the biggest challenges I faced during the first few weeks was participating in group work. As a shy person, I often avoided speaking up in class discussions or group settings, fearing I might say something wrong or be judged. Even though I had a lot of questions in my head, I was too nervous to express my thoughts. Being the youngest person in my class added to this anxietyI felt like everyone had more life experience and academic knowledge than I did, which made me worry that my questions would make me look unintelligent. I’ve struggled with anxiety for years, and it often causes me to overthink how others perceive me. Jasmine (2018) writes, “I had always hoped that I would grow into a confident, well-regarded, and emotionally fulfilled person,” and this sentiment really resonated with me. I’ve always wished I could change this part of myself, but I’ve come to understand that overcoming anxiety is a gradual process.I felt frustrated that my shyness might hold me back from making the most of university life. In the beginning, I was so nervous that it was difficult to concentrate properly in class. I had to force myself to stay present and focused, even when it felt overwhelming. As time passed and I became more comfortable with my classmates, I began to realise I wasn’t the only one feeling anxious. This discovery was incredibly comforting I did not feel so alone anymore. According to Denovan and Macaskill (2013), social support and shared experience among peers can significantly reduce stress and improve psychological resilience in students. Realising that others were also struggling helped ease my anxiety. Gradually, I became more at ease in group situations. My peers were kind and welcoming, which encouraged me to speak up more instead of staying silent. As Yorke and Thomas (2003) note, a sense of belonging in the classroom environment can increase students’ confidence and participation. This supportive atmosphere played a key role in helping me come out of my shell and begin building the communication skills I previously lacked.
This course requires working in groups often, which initially scared me a lot. In our very first lecture, the lecturer assigned us to small groups to discuss what study skills are and why they are important for succeeding in the programme. We were given a large sheet of paper to write down our ideas, and even though I was anxious, I tried my best to participate. I was nervous about sharing my ideas out loud, but once we all spoke, it was interesting to hear everyone’s different perspectives. After our group discussion, we each had to choose one skill to present to the class. This was nerve-racking for me. We couldn’t come up with a unique skill for each person, so I ended up being the last person to speak. By then, we were short on time, and I struggled to come up with something new to say. I felt overwhelmed—my heart was thumping, and I began to sweat as I tried to explain my point. Thankfully, my peers jumped in to help support what I was trying to say, and after I finished, the person next to me reassured me that it’s okay to make mistakes and lose your train of thought sometimes. That helped me calm down and reminded me that I wasn’t alone in feeling nervous. As Ulster University (2025) states, “by working with others, we can handle tough situations together, improve how we communicate, and get better at dealing with group dynamics.” I found that to be true in this situation. Even though I made mistakes, I was supported, and that made the experience more manageable. In addition, Johnson and Johnson (2009) emphasise that cooperative learning not only improves academic outcomes but also boosts social interaction and emotional support, which are crucial for students who experience anxiety in group tasks. This experience helped me realise that teamwork doesn’t have to be scary it can be a place of growth and support.

When I first started university, I struggled to understand how everything worked. One of the main difficulties I faced was interpreting assignment briefs. My thinking is naturally quite logical and structured, so when tasks weren’t presented in a clear or step-by-step format, I often felt confused and overwhelmed. Even though the lecturer explained the expectations, I still found myself unsure about how to begin. This confusion led me to procrastinate. Rather than seeking help, I avoided the assignments altogether, which only increased my stress as deadlines approached. Looking back, I now realise that many students experience similar challenges. Wingate (2006) notes that adapting to academic expectations can be difficult for students who are unfamiliar with independent learning. Likewise, Krause (2005) highlights that first-year students often feel uncertain when trying to understand assignment criteria and manage their time effectively. I found both points reflected my own experience quite closely.
One of the moments that challenged me the most during this module was preparing for and giving a presentation. Public speaking has always made me extremely anxious, and in the early stages, I seriously considered asking the lecturer if I could present with just her in the room and that thought that crossed my mind more than once. I felt overwhelmed at the idea of standing in front of others and feared that my shyness would prevent me from getting my message across. After reflecting on my goals and why I came to university, I decided to push myself instead of backing out. However, after some encouragement and practice, I managed to deliver the presentation with surprising confidence. I focused on the content I knew well and reminded myself that I had prepared thoroughly. To my own surprise, I stayed calm and spoke clearly throughout the whole presentation and after the whole class had to give me feedback, they all said that I was confident, and they understood well. This experience showed me that growth often happens when we push beyond our comfort zones. According to Lucas (2012), practice and preparation are key factors in reducing anxiety around public speaking, and I found this to be true. Furthermore, Cho et al. (2017) note that students who initially struggle with oral presentations often gain confidence when they engage with supportive learning environments. Reflecting on this, I feel proud that I didn’t let fear hold me back. realised how important it was that my lecturer and peers created a space where I didn’t feel judged. In the end, what I once saw as an impossible task became a moment of real personal growth. Completing the presentation gave me a new sense of self-belief, and now I feel more capable of facing similar challenges in the future.
Conclusion
Reflecting on my journey through this course, I can clearly see how much I have developed both academically and personally. At the start, I felt overwhelmed by the demands of university life, especially after being out of education for two years. My natural shyness and anxiety made it difficult for me to engage in group work and speak up in class, which affected my confidence. However, through repeated exposure to collaborative tasks and supportive peers, I gradually found the courage to contribute more openly and manage my fears. Experiences such as presenting in front of the class and working with others pushed me far beyond my comfort zone, but they also helped me discover that I am more capable than I believed. I’ve learned that academic success doesn’t just come from studying alone it also involves building communication skills, managing emotions, and learning from others.
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