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Reflective Essay using Gibb’s Reflective Cycle 
Introduction 
Starting university after twenty years away from education has been both exciting and overwhelming. One of the biggest challenges I faced was catching up with academic expectations and digital knowledge. This essay will reflect on the development of my academic expectations and digital skills using Gibb’s Reflective Cycle (Gibb’s, 2019). By examining key experiences, emotions, evaluations, and lessons learned, I hope to show how far I’ve come and where I need to improve next. 
I will also include a SMART action plan to guide my continued growth and make sure I keep building on the progress I’ve made so far.  
Description  
In my first term, I struggled most with digital literacy. When I was at school two decades ago, computers weren’t used much in classrooms. Coming back to education, everything was digital: online submissions, research, emails, and PowerPoint. I felt completely lost when I had to do academic reading and writing. I didn’t even know how to properly format an essay or where to begin looking for academic sources. A big turning point was when I had to prepare a practice presentation on a chosen subject (Michael Jackson) I had to use PowerPoint, ad images and present to the class. Even though it was stressful, preparing for it forced me to learn how to organise information and present clearly. I didn’t know how to start so I asked my tutor for help during class. She answers to all the questions I had and slowly I felt more confident working on my own.  
Another moment that stood out was writing my first reflective assignment. I struggled with how to write on my own words and include sources. I spend hours reading, taking notes, and writing drafts. Eventually, I realised that the process of researching and reflecting wasn’t just for assignments – it was helping me think better in general.  
Feelings    
At the start, I felt frustrated and embarrassed. I thought I was the only one who didn’t know how to use digital tools, and I was scared people would think I wasn’t smart enough. I was also very anxious about failing because I couldn’t keep up with others. Turner and McCarthy (2020) found that “academic stress can significantly affect performance in new learners” (p.502), which I experienced in my first few weeks.  
I also felt isolated in the beginning. It seems like more people around me knew what they were doing. I avoided asking for help because I didn’t want to look incapable. That only made thinks harder. Looking back, I realise now that I wasn’t the only one feeling unsure. Many students quietly face the same fears, especially mature students who haven’t been in education for a while. It took me a while to accept that needing support doesn’t make me weak – it shows I care about learning and want to succeed. However, as I began to explore these challenges, I started to feel more confident and prouder. After my presentation went well, I felt a real sense of achievement. I even got positive feedback from my teacher and colleagues which it showed me that my work was paying off. Gibb’s (2019) explains that reflecting on both negative and positive emotions helps built resilience and deeper learning. 
That’s exactly what happened to me.  
Evaluation   
What went well was that I learned quickly when I had real motivation – like the need to present or complete an assignment. The presentation helped me to improve my digital confidence and communication. Sharp (2018) demonstrated that integrating digital tools into academic work significantly improves adult learners’ confidence in using them. 
One thing that I’m proud is that I didn’t give up. I kept trying and asking questions. My tutor was supportive, and when I didn’t understand something, I started asking more openly in class. This helped me feel more in control and less lost.  
On the other hand, I didn’t manage my time well in the beginning. I would live tasks to late and panic a lot before assignments deadlines. Trueman and Hartley (1996) highlight that poor time management is a key barrier for returning students, especially those who are balancing family or work life. 
I also realised that I needed to improve my critical thinking. At first, I used to accept information without much analysis. But after learning more about how to question and compare ideas, I started thinking more deeply. According to Cottrell (2023), critical thinking helps students make stronger arguments by evaluating evidence clearly (p.40). This skill improved my writing and give me more confidence in academic tasks. 
 Analysis 
Looking back, I learned that I could develop new skills, even if I feel behind at first. 
My self – doubt held me back more than the actual tasks. Beetham and Sharpe (2020) highlight that confidence is just as important as technical skills in digital learning environments” (p.45). This helped me realise I didn’t have to be perfect, just open to learning. The Michael Jackson presentation gave me a reason to engage with technology and overcome my fear of failure. Public speaking used to scare me, but by the end I felt empowered. I realised that preparation and practice made a big difference. This experience reminds me that trying something new is uncomfortable at first, but worth it in the end.  
I also discovered that gym and meditation had a positive impact on my concentration. I started going to the gym twice a week, and I noticed I could focus better when studying. Chen et al. (2022) explain that physical activity, such as regular exercise, can improve how the brain works and support emotional health. They highlight that exercise is linked to better attention, memory, learning and mental wellbeing, showing that movement plays a valuable role in both thinking and emotional balance. Similarly, according to Dawson et al. (2020, p.384), “MBIs had a
small to moderate positive effect on improving psychological distress, depression, anxiety, and wellbeing.”
Another insight was how academic reading supports deeper thinking. At first, I didn’t see the point in journals or searching through online articles. But once I understood how to find good material, I found much better information for my writing. According to Selwyn (2016), digital tools do more than support learning – they actively shape how students understand academic content and create new knowledge through interaction with digital environments.  Similarly, Jisc (2022) found that many university students still lack confidence when using digital platforms, especially for academic work. This helped me feel reassured that I wasn’t alone in struggling at first.  
This learning journey also changed how I view employability. Before, I thought academic skills were separate from job skills. But Archer and Davison, (2008) notes that graduates who reflect and adapt are viewed more favourably by employers, as reflective and flexible skills are seen as key for success in today’s job market, – a point that helped me value self-reflection and adaptability. 

I also realised that being a mature student isn’t always a disadvantage. Knapke et al. (2024) states that “Compared with their younger counterparts, adult learners are frequently more motivated to perform well in their studies and are more oriented towards task completion.” I might not be fast with tech, but I have patience and determination. Learning how to learn again after 20 years gave me new confidence in myself.  
Conclusion 
This term has taught me more than I expected. I’ve learned that digital skills, time management, and emotional resilience are essential – not just for university but for future work too. I’ve gone for feeling completely lost to giving confident class presentation. I’ve become more independent, more open to feedback, and more willing to ask for help when I need it. 
Improving my digital skills made me feel more confident as a student. At first, I felt behind, but learning tools like Word and PowerPoint helped me realise that digital literacy is part of being academic. As Martin and Grudziecki (2006) explain, is not just about using tools but about thinking critically and sharing knowledge effectively. 
Reflecting using Gibb’s model helped me realised that learning comes from both struggle and success. As Moon (2004) writes, reflection helps learners connect experience with improvement and deeper understanding. By thinking about what went wrong and what went well, I was able to make better choices moving forward.                         I now understand that that digital skills are not just about knowing how to use tools but about using them with purpose. I still have a long way to go, especially with planning my time better and improving my academic reading. But I’m proud of the steps I’ve taken and look forward to building on them on my next academic year.                             
This experience has also changed how I view myself. I used to doubt my abilities, 
but now I know I can face challenges, adapt, and grow. Every setback has taught me something useful and I feel stronger for it. 
Action Plan 
To continue improving my academic skills, I plan to set clear and achievable goals for each week. This includes dedicating specific times for studying, breaking down assignments into manageable tasks, and regularly reviewing my progress. Research by Morisano et al (2010) indicates that students who engage in structured goal setting and self-reflection tend to achieve higher academic performance. By implementing these strategies, I aim to enhance my motivation, stay organised, and make steady progress in my studies.  
 
SMART Action Plan  
Specific: 
I will focus on improving my academic reading, planning, referencing skills and digital confidence. To do this, I will set a weekly study routine, improve my use of the Harvard referencing style, and make use of the university resources such as academic support and tutor feedback.  
Measurable:  
I will truck my study hours using a planner and aim to complete each assignment at least three days before the deadline. I will also practise referencing weekly by applying Harvard style in smaller tasks and reviewing feedback on past assignments. 
I will keep a log of my referencing practice to check my progress.  
Achievable:  
I will attend one study skill support session every month and I will take notes every 
lecture and review them weekly.                                                                                                           
To manage stress and being able to focus on my studies properly, I will continue going to the gym twice a week and practise meditation for 10 minutes daily. 
Relevant: 
These goals will help me become a more organised and confident student. They also connect to my long-term career plans, where strong communication and digital literacy are important.  
Time-bound: 
I will complete this action plan by the end of this last term (within 8 weeks). At the halfway point (6 weeks), I will reflect on the progress and update my goals if needed.  
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