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Reflective Essay Using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle: Integrating Empowerment Theory and Personal Development 

Introduction 
Reflective practice is a deliberate and purposeful process, enabling individuals to critically examine their experiences to foster learning and future growth. Moon (2013) describes reflection as an intentional exploration of actions and thoughts, leading to deeper understanding and personal development. In academic settings, this process is invaluable for enhancing self‑awareness, critical thinking, and professional advancement. The act of reflection is active, challenging assumptions and beliefs to support nuanced learning. Through reflection, students and professionals can identify behavioural patterns, recognise strengths and weaknesses, and set meaningful goals for ongoing improvement. Lifelong learning is underpinned by reflective practice, which encourages adaptability and resilience in the face of change (Jasper, 2013). 
This essay utilises Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle as a structured framework to examine my transition into higher education in 2025. Gibbs’ model consists of description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and action plan (Gibbs, 1988; Gibbs, 2013), providing a systematic approach to reflection that moves beyond mere recounting towards meaningful learning. To deepen this reflective process, empowerment theory is integrated, explicitly connecting actions—such as seeking advice and attending workshops—to increased self‑efficacy and overcoming barriers. Each stage is developed to demonstrate the interplay between theory and practice, and key takeaways are summarised to reinforce learning points for students, educators, and assessors. 
Description 
In the description stage of Gibbs’ cycle, I’m meant to focus on what happened, without adding my opinions (Gibbs, 1988). My journey into higher education started in 2025 because I wanted a change in my career and to grow personally. I spent a lot of time looking into universities nearby, checking out their courses, what grades I needed, and what support they offered, to find the best fit for me. I went to online open days, read through prospectuses, and spoke to career advisors. I made a shortlist, ranking the universities based on things like their reputation, how happy the students were, and how flexible their courses seemed. 
I knew that being financially secure was really important, so I contacted the local council to ask about grants and loans. I also got in touch with the university admissions teams to make sure I understood what I needed for my application. One of the best things I did was speak to Serena, who was already studying at university. She gave me really helpful advice about what to expect and what student life was like. This proactive approach fits with empowerment theory, which says taking charge and seeking support builds confidence (Rappaport & Seidman, 2000). I also joined workshops on academic writing and time management to pick up useful skills, which made me feel more ready and less nervous about starting. My careful planning, and support from my family and friends, helped me feel prepared and confident as I took this big step. 
· Summary: I took charge by doing my research, asking for advice, and learning new skills. This gave me more confidence and helped me overcome the challenges of starting university.
Feelings 
Gibbs’ model says it’s important to notice how you feel because your emotions affect what you do (Gibbs, 1988). Going through the admissions process, my feelings were all over the place. Sometimes I was excited about starting something new, but other times I felt nervous and unsure of myself. Since I hadn’t been in school for a while, I worried about whether I could keep up and fit in. Getting ready for applications and interviews felt stressful, and I often asked myself if I could really pull it off. 
Even with these worries, I kept pushing myself. I was really nervous before the interviews, but the more I prepared, the more determined I became. When I finally got accepted into university, I felt a huge sense of relief and started to believe in myself again. Empowerment theory suggests that having people to support you makes it easier to bounce back (Rappaport & Seidman, 2000). Serena’s advice and my family’s encouragement helped calm my nerves and reminded me I could do this. Looking back, I realise that everyone feels vulnerable and doubtful at times, but having a plan and people behind you makes it easier to face challenges. 
· Summary: I managed my emotions by reaching out for help and leaning on my support network. This made me feel stronger and more able to handle what came my way.
Evaluation 
Gibbs’ evaluation stage requires balanced consideration of positives and negatives (Gibbs, 1988). Engagement in academic activities fostered confidence, with participation in discussions and debates strengthening communication skills and openness to diverse perspectives. Peer and staff support created a sense of belonging and academic reassurance. The university environment was inclusive and stimulating, and sharing opinions in seminars broadened my understanding. However, challenges arose—particularly struggling with reading assignments and managing deadlines. These difficulties initially led to frustration and self‑doubt. 
To address these challenges, I adopted targeted strategies: I developed a weekly study schedule, breaking reading tasks into manageable segments and prioritising essential materials. I sought academic support through workshops and joined study groups, which provided collective encouragement and practical tips for tackling complex material. Attending time management sessions enabled me to allocate sufficient time for assignments, while feedback from tutors helped refine my approach. Reflecting on these actions, I recognised that empowerment theory was enacted—each strategy increased my self-efficacy, transforming obstacles into opportunities for growth. Overcoming isolation by engaging with peers and seeking help when needed reinforced adaptability and resilience, qualities vital for academic and professional success. 
· Summary: Specific strategies—study scheduling, collaborative learning, and academic support—helped overcome challenges, demonstrating empowerment through increased self-efficacy and adaptability.
Analysis 
The analysis stage deepens understanding by integrating theory and experience (Gibbs, 1988). Empowerment theory (Rappaport & Seidman, 2000) posits that self-efficacy is increased through proactive engagement and support. My actions—seeking advice from Serena, attending workshops, and joining study groups—embodied empowerment, transforming uncertainty into confidence and agency. These experiences illustrate the cyclical nature of empowerment: as I overcame barriers, my self‑belief and independence grew, enabling further proactive behaviours. 
Gibbs’ model underscores the importance of structured reflection and feedback (Gibbs, 2013). Serena’s peer support and tutor feedback facilitated learning, while collaborative academic activities fostered teamwork and resilience. Moon (2013) asserts that reflective practice encourages learning from experience, applying insights to new contexts. By systematically reflecting and linking theory to actions, I not only enhanced my academic skills but also developed transferable competencies essential for future aspirations. This stage demonstrates how empowerment and reflective practice intertwine, reinforcing each other to foster sustained personal and professional growth. 
· Summary: Empowerment theory and Gibbs’ model were actively applied through seeking support, engaging in learning, and reflecting on feedback, deepening self-efficacy and transferable skill development.
Conclusion 
Reflecting on my transition into higher education, I have gained a clearer understanding of the factors influencing academic change. Preparation, emotional awareness, and support networks were pivotal. Applying Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle and empowerment theory highlighted how structured reflection and proactive action foster self-efficacy and resilience (Gibbs, 1988; Rappaport & Seidman, 2000). Key lessons learned include the importance of linking theory to practice, seeking support to overcome barriers, and maintaining openness to feedback. This reflective process has clarified my sense of purpose and increased confidence in facing future challenges. 
· Summary: Structured reflection and empowerment actions underpin academic and personal growth, supporting adaptability and sustained progress.
Action Plan 
Looking ahead, my action plan is deeply rooted in my journey towards empowerment and reflective practice. I am determined to stay actively involved in academic life, making a conscious effort to participate in seminars and group discussions that challenge me. I will continue seeking feedback from my tutors, as their insights have proven invaluable in identifying areas for improvement. Setting aside specific time each week for reading and writing is not just about skill development, but about nurturing my confidence and independence. I want to build on my strengths by attending workshops in research methods and critical thinking, tapping into university resources, and joining clubs that genuinely interest me and relate to my field of study. These steps are inspired by my own experience of how empowerment theory has helped me overcome obstacles—each action is a way of bolstering my self-belief and tackling challenges head-on. By setting clear, personal goals and monitoring my progress, I will ensure that my growth remains steady and meaningful. 
As I plan for future study, I intend to thoroughly research degree programmes that truly align with my long-term aspirations. Strengthening my applications will involve not only striving for academic excellence but also immersing myself in extracurricular activities that reflect my interests and values. I am committed to ongoing reflective practice, and will keep a journal to record my progress, challenges, and achievements—this routine will help me process experiences and track my development, just as Gibbs’ model suggests (Gibbs, 2013). I also want to seek out mentors who can guide me and take part in voluntary work that will expand my skillset and open new doors for employability. By weaving these strategies into my daily life, I am reinforcing my sense of empowerment, making sure I am prepared for whatever academic or career challenges lie ahead. 
· Summary: My action plan is shaped by my personal experiences with empowerment theory and Gibbs’ cycle, emphasising self-efficacy, skill development, and reflective practice to support my ongoing academic and professional growth.
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