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Introduction
 
Reflection is a fundamental aspect of learning, enabling students to assess their experiences critically and develop strategies for improvement. One of the most widely used models for structured reflection is Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988), which consists of six stages: description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and action plan. This essay applies Gibbs’ model to reflect on my first-year academic journey, focusing on a specific challenge I faced adapting to independent learning and managing my workload. By integrating academic literature, I will explore the significance of reflective practice and how it enhances personal and academic development.
 
Description
 
During my first year at university, I met several challenges, but one of the most significant was adapting to the independent learning style required at the higher education level. In secondary school, I was used to structured lessons, close guidance from teachers, and set assignments with clear deadlines. However, at university, I was expected to take greater responsibility for my learning, conduct independent research, and manage multiple assignments simultaneously. One of the most challenging moments was preparing for my first major essay. I underestimated the amount of research needed and struggled with structuring my argument. As the deadline approached, I felt overwhelmed, realising that I felt overwhelmed and that my time management skills were insufficient. Despite my efforts to complete the work, I sent my essay at the last minute, and when I received my feedback, I was disappointed with my grade. My lecturer pointed out that while my ideas were strong, my argument lacked coherence, and my referencing needed improvement. This experience made me question whether I was prepared for university-level study.
 
Feelings
 
At the time, I felt a mix of emotions, including stress, frustration, and self-doubt. Initially, I was confident that I could handle the workload, as I had performed well in secondary school. However, as I struggled with my essay, I began to feel anxious. I found it difficult to balance my readings, note-taking, and essay writing, and as the deadline loomed, I became increasingly stressed. When I received my feedback, I felt disappointed and frustrated with myself. I had put in a lot of effort, but my grade did not reflect my hard work. I also felt embarrassed because I knew my lecturer’s feedback was valid; I had not fully grasped the expectations of academic writing at university. I questioned whether I could succeed at this level. However, after reflecting on the experience, I realized that+- this challenge was a learning opportunity rather than a failure.
 
Evaluation
 
There were both positive and negative aspects of this experience. On the positive side, I successfully completed the assignment and received constructive feedback that highlighted areas for improvement. I also gained insight into the importance of time management, independent research, and critical thinking skills that are essential for academic success (Cottrell, 2019). Additionally, this experience made me more aware of the differences between school and university learning, which helped me adjust my approach in later assignments. The negative aspects were significant. My poor time management led to unnecessary stress, which affected my ability to produce my best work. I also realised that I had not fully developed my research and writing skills, particularly in terms of structuring arguments and referencing sources correctly. According to Moon (Moon, 2004), students transitioning to university often struggle with these aspects of academic writing, highlighting the need for structured support and self-directed learning strategies.
 
Analysis---
 
Reflecting on this experience, I recognize that my difficulties were partly due to my expectations about university learning. In secondary school, I was accustomed to a structured learning environment where teachers offered clear guidance on assignments. At university, I was expected to take ownership of my learning, which was initially overwhelming. According to Kolb’s (1984) Experiential Learning Theory, learning occurs through experience, reflection, conceptualization, and experimentation. My struggle with my first essay was part of this learning cycle; it exposed my weaknesses and offered an opportunity for growth. One of the key issues I faced was time management. Research suggests that poor time management is a common challenge for first-year students and can lead to increased -+stress and lower academic performance (Macan et al., 1990). I did not give sufficient time for research, planning, and revision, which affected the quality of my work. In hindsight, using a study planner and setting deadlines for each stage of my essay could have helped me manage my workload more effectively.
Another issue was my approach to researching and summarising information rather than analysing it critically. Additionally, I struggled with referencing, which is a crucial aspect of academic integrity. Studies show that many first-year students find referencing challenging, as it requires a thorough understanding of academic conventions (Pears and Shields, 2019). To improve, I needed to familiarise myself with engaging guidelines and practice integrating sources effectively.
 
Conclusion
 
This experience highlighted several key lessons for me. First, I realised that university study requires a proactive approach to learning. I could no longer rely on structured guidance from teachers; instead, I needed to develop independent learning strategies. Second, I learnt the importance of time management and planning. Academic success is not just about working hard but also about working efficiently. Finally, I understood that academic writing is a skill that requires continuous development. Constructing well-argued essays and properly citing sources are essential for achieving high academic standards. If I were to approach this situation again, I would take a more structured approach to my assignments. I would start my research earlier, break down the writing process into manageable stages, and seek feedback before sending my work. Additionally, I would make use of university resources, such as writing workshops and academic support services, to strengthen my skills.
 
Action Plan
1. I will use a planner to organise my coursework, set deadlines for research and writing, and give time for revisions. Research shows that effective time management leads to better academic
2. Improve Research Skills: I will take advantage of library resources, attend workshops on academic writing, and practice critical reading strategies. This will help me engage more deeply with sources and construct stronger arguments.

3: Writing skills. I will practice structuring my essays more effectively, focusing on coherence, argumentation, and clarity. Clear and well-structured writing is essential for academic success (Cottrell 2019).
4: Master Referencing Techniques I will familiarise myself with referencing styles and use citation tools to ensure accuracy. Emphasis on proper referencing proves academic integrity and strengthens arguments. (Pears and Shields 2019)
5: Seek Feedback and Support: I will actively seek feedback from lecturers, attend academic support sessions, and engage in peer discussions. Studies show that students who seek feedback and use academic support services tend to perform better (Hattie and Timperley, 2007). By implementing these strategies, I believe I can improve my academic performance, reduce stress, and develop the skills necessary for success at university. Reflection has been a valuable tool in recognising my strengths and weaknesses, reinforcing the importance of continuous learning and adaptation.
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