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Introduction
Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (The University of Edinburgh, 2024) provides a structured method for self-reflection, allowing individuals to critically analyse experiences to improve future practice. This essay follows the cycle’s six stages—Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion, and Action Plan—to reflect on my experience as a middle-aged man returning to university for the first time, studying alongside younger peers.
Description of the event
Embarking on a university journey as a mature student was both exciting and intimidating. On my first day, I entered the lecture hall to find that most of my classmates were in their late teens or early twenties. The generational gap was obvious, influencing interactions, learning styles, and social dynamics.​ (Barclay, 2018)
During group discussions, I observed that my younger peers were more comfortable with modern technology and digital communication platforms, often collaborating through social media and other online tools. In contrast, I was accustomed to traditional methods of communication and found it challenging to adapt to these new strategies. Socially, conversations often revolved around topics unfamiliar to me, such as recent pop culture trends, making it difficult to connect on a personal level.​
Academically, the teaching methods had evolved since my previous educational experiences. The integration of online learning platforms, interactive modules, and digital submissions required a steep learning curve. Balancing academic responsibilities with personal commitments, such as family and work, added another layer of difficulty to this transition.
The lecturer had explained the importance of Gibbs’ reflective cycle, which I now value very much. We had also learnt about ways to make ourselves more attractive to future employers and by the end of the lecture I was able to understand how to do this myself
Feelings
The initial weeks were a whirlwind of feelings. There was a sense of excitement in beginning this new learning process mixed with fear about adapting to a younger peer group. The high age gap left me feeling isolated, as if there was no point of interaction with my classmates.
Technological challenges further elevated my anxiety (Howell, 2024). The reliance on digital tools for coursework and communication left me feeling overwhelmed and concerned about my ability to keep up. I questioned my decision to return to academia, fearing that I might not be able to meet the demands of modern university life.​ I was also apprehensive about how I would adapt to a learning environment after years in the workforce. This is common among mature students, who often face feelings of "imposter syndrome" (Wikipedia Contributors, 2019) and adjustment challenges in academic settings. However, once the session progressed, I felt a sense of accomplishment as I began crafting my CV, realizing that this was the first step toward enhancing my career prospects. As the lecturer was explaining his lessons, I found it easy to follow which was very good for me because I struggle with English a lot. This experience made me very happy that I got this opportunity to study this course at university as I am able to learn different ways to improve my career. I am very glad I attended the lecture as it will be very beneficial for my future. Prior to the lecture I was unsure as to how it would be beneficial to me but now, I am very glad that I attended.


Evaluation
The experience had both positive and negative aspects. On the positive side, life experience had provided me with worthwhile insights to contribute to class discussions, making learning for myself and others more effective. Decades of work life had taught effective time management and organizational skills that were helpful when managing coursework and deadlines. Struggle resulted in the accessing of university services, such as workshops in digital literacy, which had improved my tech skills. As the lecture went on I grew more and more confident on what I was doing and the guidance from the lecturer was very reassuring help me complete the task of making my own CV.

On the other hand, the age difference made it difficult to bond with peers, creating feelings of loneliness and isolation. Lack of prior experience with digital learning platforms initially caused frustration and negatively affected academic performance. Drawing comparisons with younger students who appeared more flexible generated lower confidence levels in my competence.
By the end of the session I was very pleased with myself and was extremely happy that I have decided to return to academia and will be continuing my studies after such a long break.


Analysis
Reflecting on this experience, several insights emerge. The challenges highlighted the importance of adaptability in education. Embracing new technologies and learning methods is crucial for academic success. My journey underscores that learning is a continuous process, not confined to a particular age. Mature students bring valuable experiences that can enhance their educational pursuits. Utilising available resources, such as academic support services and peer networks, is vital in overcoming challenges and fostering a sense of belonging. The age diversity within the classroom can be leveraged to facilitate mutual learning, where both younger and older students benefit from each other's perspectives and skills.
Reflecting on the lectures themselves, I believe they went well as at first the stuff I was learning was challenging for me but the lecturer was very understanding and took his time with us making it easier for me to complete the work. I recognized that my apprehension stemmed largely from comparing myself to younger students. A study suggests that mature students often feel this way, which can affect their confidence. However, I realized that my life and work experience could be assets, allowing me to approach the task with a clear understanding of what I’ve achieved professionally and how best to communicate that in a CV. The lecture had run smoothly because the lecturer was good at explaining everything to us in a way that we understand. A lot of us in this course struggle with English but the lecturer was understanding of this and still made it easy for us to understand. As the lecturer was slow and methodical with his teaching, we all were able to follow along.
Conclusion
In hindsight, several actions could have improved my experience. Initiating interactions with classmates and participating in study groups early on could have facilitated social integration and reduced feelings of isolation. Enrolling in digital literacy courses prior to the start of the semester would have better prepared me for the technological demands of modern education. Sharing my concerns with faculty or academic advisors might have led to tailored support and accommodations, easing the transition. Recognizing that each student has unique strengths and weaknesses, regardless of age, could have reduced a lot of the self-doubt I had and promoted a more positive outlook.
As this was my first experience at university, I was extremely nervous but now I understand that there was no reason for this. I am very grateful for this opportunity, and I am excited for the future lectures that await me.
Action plan
To enhance future experiences in similar contexts, I would implement the following strategies. Familiarising myself with current educational technologies and platforms before commencing studies to ensure a smoother transition. Utilising university resources, such as counselling services, mentorship programs, and workshops, to address challenges proactively. Offering mentorship to other mature students who might be experiencing similar challenges, fostering a supportive community. I would also ensure that I am engaged from the very beginning as this slowed down a lot of the progress that was made
Overall, I am happy with the level of understanding that I have got which was due to how hard I was concentrating with the things he was teaching us. I will try to be more confident in myself next time as I might know the answer, but I am too scared to say it. In future workshops, I plan to come prepared with specific questions that address any knowledge gaps, such as digital skills or current job market expectations. By making these changes and understanding how I think myself I can make great progress if I ever find myself in this position again.
Conclusion
Gibbs' Reflective Cycle has provided me with a clear framework to analyse my experience as a mature student at university. Despite initial difficulties, reflection has helped me realize my strengths, areas for improvement, and action plan for future success. My experience highlights the importance of adaptability, lifelong learning, and confidence in one's abilities. In the future, I will be concerned with overcoming challenges with a positive attitude and making use of available resources.
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