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A Reflective Essay on the Challenges of Becoming a University Student Using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle
Introduction
Starting university is a life-changing experience, filled with excitement, new opportunities, and challenges. For many students, including myself, this transition is not always smooth. While I looked forward to gaining independence and pursuing higher education, I was unprepared for the difficulties that came with it. Meeting new people, managing academic expectations, balancing responsibilities, and developing essential skills all proved to be more challenging than I had anticipated.  
Reflecting on my experiences has helped me understand the obstacles I faced and how I overcame them. In this essay, I will use Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988)to analyse my journey, detailing my emotions, struggles, and the lessons I learned. Gibbs’ model provides a structured approach to reflection by breaking it down into six stages: Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion, and Action Plan(Jasper, 2013). This framework will allow me to explore the barriers that prevent individuals from engaging fully with higher education and offer insight into how I managed to navigate these challenges.  
Description: Adjusting to University Life
I remember my first day at university vividly—excited yet overwhelmed, clutching my timetable as I navigated a sea of unfamiliar faces. Unlike the structured environment of high school, university felt vast and impersonal.  
Making friends was a challenge. As an introvert, I found introducing myself daunting, while others seemed to connect effortlessly. This sense of isolation made the first few weeks difficult.  
Academically, the shift to independent learning was overwhelming. Without teachers guiding me, I often felt lost and procrastinated, unsure where to start. Balancing lectures, assignments, part-time work, and personal commitments proved harder than expected, leading to late-night study sessions and constant stress.
Feelings: Emotional Reactions to Challenges
At the beginning of my university journey, my emotions fluctuated between excitement and anxiety. On one hand, I was grateful for the opportunity to study at university and excited to learn new things. On the other hand, I felt uncertain and unprepared. The independence that I had once longed for suddenly felt overwhelming.  
Loneliness was a major emotional challenge for me. Seeing other students effortlessly form friendships while I struggled to connect made me feel out of place. I often questioned whether I belonged at university at all. Research suggests that many first-year students experience similar emotions, with 41% reporting feelings of stress and isolation in their first term (Smith & Patel, 2020).  
Academically, I also felt a deep sense of frustration. I had always been a good student in high school, so struggling to keep up with university coursework was disheartening. I remember receiving my first assignment feedback—it was not what I had hoped for, and I felt like I wasn’t good enough. This self-doubt affected my motivation, making it even harder to stay on top of my studies.  
Balancing responsibilities added another layer of stress. Between coursework, part-time work, and personal commitments, I felt stretched thin. There were moments when I wondered if I had taken on too much, and the pressure often left me feeling exhausted.  
Evaluation: The Positive and Negative Aspects of My Experience
Looking back, I realise that while my transition into university was difficult, it was also a period of immense personal growth. There were both positive and negative aspects to my experience.  
On the positive side, university introduced me to new ideas and perspectives. Despite my initial struggles, I eventually began to enjoy the independence that came with higher education. I discovered that I was capable of managing my own learning and making decisions about my academic path. This newfound autonomy helped me grow both intellectually and personally.  
Meeting new people, though challenging at first, also had its benefits. I eventually found a small group of friends who shared similar interests, which made university feel less lonely. Research by Jones et al. (2019) highlights that social integration is a key factor in student success—something I only realised after pushing myself to engage more with my peers.  
However, the negative aspects of my experience cannot be ignored. My struggles with time management had a significant impact on my academic performance. Procrastination and poor planning led to unnecessary stress, and I often found myself rushing to meet deadlines. Studies indicate that time management difficulties are one of the primary reasons students struggle in their first year (Kember, 2018).  
The emotional toll of university life was another challenge. Feelings of self-doubt and isolation affected my motivation, making it harder to engage fully with my studies.  






Analysis: Understanding the Challenges Faced
Reflecting on my experiences, I can see that my challenges were not unique—many students face similar barriers when transitioning to higher education. Several key factors contributed to the difficulties I experienced:
Social Integration and Making Friends
I initially found it hard to form new friendships because I hesitated to step out of my comfort zone. Studies show that students who struggle with social integration are more likely to experience loneliness and disengagement from their studies (Jones et al., 2019). My reluctance to join clubs or engage in social activities only made my situation worse.  
Developing Vital Academic Skills
I underestimated the level of academic independence required at university. In high school, I relied on teachers for guidance, but at university, I was expected to take initiative. Research suggests that students who lack strong foundational academic skills often struggle in their first year (Brown & Atkins, 2021).  
Balancing Time and Commitments 
Time management was one of my biggest obstacles. I often prioritised urgent tasks over important ones, leading to last-minute stress. Kember (2018) argues that students who develop effective time management strategies early on are more likely to succeed academically.  
Conclusion: Lessons Learned from My Experience
Reflecting on my journey has highlighted key areas for improvement. Time management has been my biggest lesson—structuring my study schedule has helped me balance my workload more effectively. I’ve also learned that seeking support is a strength, not a weakness. Engaging with study groups and academic resources has boosted my confidence and performance. Finally, I now appreciate the value of social engagement, as stepping out of my comfort zone has helped me build a supportive network of friends.
Action Plan: Strategies for Future Improvement
Reflecting on my university experience has made it clear that improvement requires a proactive approach. To address the challenges I have faced, I have developed a structured action plan focusing on four key areas: social engagement, academic skills, time management, and seeking support. By making intentional changes in these areas, I aim to enhance both my academic performance and overall university experience.  


Enhancing Social Engagement
One of the most significant challenges I faced was feeling isolated during my first weeks at university. I now understand that forming connections is crucial for both emotional well-being and academic success. Research by Jones et al. (2019) emphasises that "students who actively engage in university social life are more likely to feel a sense of belonging, which directly impacts their academic motivation and persistence."To improve my social engagement, I will participate in student events, join clubs, and attend networking sessions. I have realised that stepping out of my comfort zone is necessary for growth, and I am now more open to initiating conversations and meeting new people.  
Improving Academic Skills
My struggles with academic writing and research highlighted the need to develop better academic skills. Brown and Atkins (2021) note that "first-year students who actively seek academic support services, such as writing centers and peer mentoring, tend to perform better and build confidence in their abilities." Based on this, I plan to attend academic workshops, engage in study groups, and seek feedback from lecturers to refine my writing and critical thinking skills. I have already started using online resources and academic journals to improve the quality of my work, and I will continue to build on this habit.  
Effective Time Management
Poor time management often left me stressed and rushing assignments at the last minute. Kember (2018) notes that "students who adopt structured time management strategies early are more likely to balance academic and personal responsibilities effectively." To improve, I now use a digital planner and time-blocking techniques to stay organised. Setting personal deadlines ahead of actual due dates has also helped me work more efficiently and reduce last-minute pressure.
Seeking SupportI used to see asking for help as a weakness, but I now realise it’s essential for success. Wilcox, Winn, and Fyvie-Gauld (2019) state that "students who engage with academic and emotional support services are more likely to complete their degree with lower stress." Moving forward, I will make better use of office hours, student support services, and study groups, as discussing ideas with peers deepens my understanding and builds confidence.
Conclusion
Reflecting on my university journey through Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle has given me valuable insight into my challenges, emotions, and growth. While the transition was difficult, it ultimately strengthened my resilience and independence. University is more than just academics it’s about managing responsibilities, seeking support, and pushing beyond limitations. Moving forward, I will apply these lessons to not only navigate university life but to thrive in it.
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