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Introduction
Reflection is an important part of learning because it allows individuals to think about their experiences and understand what they have learned from them. Moon (2013) describes reflection as a process that helps people develop a deeper understanding of their experiences in both educational and personal contexts. This essay uses Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle to explore my experience of entering higher education and the impact this has had on my confidence, skills, and personal development. Returning to education was a significant decision for me and one that involved both excitement and uncertainty. Since starting university, I have faced a range of challenges and opportunities that have helped me develop academically and personally. Using Gibbs’ model has provided a useful structure for examining these experiences and considering how they have influenced my growth as a learner.

Description
My decision to begin university studies came after years of wanting to pursue a career that genuinely interests me. In early 2025, wanting something more for myself, I decided to begin a new journey of education and professional development. This marked the beginning of a new chapter in my life that I hoped would lead to personal growth and a fulfilling career. Now, as I approach my second term at university, I can see how much progress I have made. My academic writing has improved significantly, my Excel skills have developed, and I have become more confident when interacting with my peers. Most importantly, I have overcome much of the anxiety I previously felt before presentations, which has been a significant achievement for me, 

Feelings
Starting the application process brought a mixture of emotions. I felt excited about the possibility of beginning something new, but I also experienced moments of doubt. I questioned whether university was the right path for me and whether I would be able to cope with the workload and expectations of higher education, particularly when working in groups. Despite these concerns, I remained focused on my goals and reminded myself why I had chosen this path. As my time at university has progressed, those early doubts have gradually been replaced by confidence and a greater sense of belief in my abilities. Looking back, I can see how much I have accomplished. I have grown in confidence, improved my academic writing, developed stronger digital and presentation skills, and become more comfortable working with others. I feel proud not only of my academic progress but also of the personal growth I have achieved through overcoming self-doubt and becoming more resilient.

Evaluation
Looking back on my experience so far, I can identify many positive developments. Taking part in class discussions has helped me become more confident in expressing my ideas and listening to different viewpoints. I have also learned how to balance academic responsibilities with my personal life, which has strengthened my organisational and time-management skills. One of the most significant areas of development has been my digital skills. At the beginning of the course, I sometimes struggled with online learning platforms, referencing tools, and digital research. Through practice and support, I have become much more confident using technology to complete assignments, participate in online discussions, and access academic resources. This has made me more independent and better prepared for the digital demands of modern education. Although I still find some academic texts challenging, particularly when analysing complex ideas, I can see that my reading and analytical skills have improved over time. Overall, my experience has been positive, and I take pride in the progress I have made each time I successfully complete an essay, presentation, or assessment.

Analysis
Several theories help explain the changes I have experienced since starting university. Empowerment theory suggests that individuals become more confident and capable when they take active steps to improve their circumstances (Rappaport and Seidman, 2000). My decision to pursue higher education reflects this idea, as I chose to challenge myself in order to create better opportunities for my future. Bandura (1977) argues that self-efficacy influences how people approach challenges and their belief in their ability to succeed. At the beginning of my university journey, I often questioned whether I would be able to cope with the demands of higher education. However, completing assignments, contributing to discussions, and developing new skills has increased my confidence. Each achievement has reinforced my belief that I am capable of overcoming difficulties and continuing to progress. This reflects wider ideas about student empowerment and personal development in higher education (Li, 2025; Plysang, 2025; Mouchrek and Benson, 2023; European University Association, 2025; Song, 2024). The Johari Window has also helped me understand how my self-awareness has developed. When I first started university, I was often reserved and reluctant to share my opinions. Through conversations with classmates, group activities, and feedback from tutors, I have become more comfortable expressing myself and have gained a better understanding of how others perceive me (Luft and Ingham, 1955; Oliver and Duncan, 2019; Lowes, 2020; Challoumis, 2026). Completing a SWOT analysis encouraged me to think honestly about the factors affecting my academic progress. My strengths include determination, improved time management, and a willingness to learn. My weaknesses include occasional self-doubt and difficulties when analysing complex academic material. Opportunities include access to university support services, learning resources, and opportunities to develop transferable skills. Threats include balancing academic commitments with personal responsibilities and managing periods of increased workload. Identifying these factors has helped me develop strategies to address challenges more effectively (Harvey et al., 2025; Mohamed et al., 2022; Colomer et al., 2020; Radović et al., 2023). Exploring Maya personality types also helped me understand my learning preferences. I have realised that I work best when tasks are clearly structured and objectives are well defined. This understanding has helped me organise my studies more effectively and approach group work with greater confidence. Overall, these theories provide useful ways of understanding the personal and academic development I have experienced since entering higher education.

Conclusion
Looking back on my experience so far, I can clearly see how much I have developed since starting university. Although I initially had concerns about returning to education and managing the demands of higher education, I have gradually become more confident in my abilities and more comfortable with academic study. Using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle has helped me think critically about my experiences and recognise the progress I have made. I have improved my academic writing, digital skills, confidence in presentations, and ability to work with others. The experience has also increased my self-awareness and shown me the importance of reflecting on both successes and challenges.

Action Plan
My main goal is to continue building on the progress I have made so far and successfully complete my course. To achieve this, I will remain engaged in lectures, seminars, and independent study while continuing to improve my academic and digital skills. I plan to make greater use of feedback from tutors and peers to identify areas where I can improve. I will also continue developing my confidence in presentations and group work by taking an active role in class activities whenever possible. Regularly reviewing my SWOT analysis will help me monitor my development and identify any new challenges that may arise. I will also use what I have learned from the Johari Window and Maya personality types to improve my self-awareness and adapt my learning strategies where necessary. Staying  committed to learning and personal development, I hope to continue growing both academically and personally throughout the remainder of my university journey.
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