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Gibbs' Reflective Cycle 
In this reflective essay I will explore how I have developed my academic and digital skills during my first term at university. I will use Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) as a framework to guide my reflection, focusing on personal experiences that have affected my learning journey. By reflecting it helps students evaluate their actions, understand what works well, and identify areas for improvement. As Cottrell (2024) explains, reflective thinking allows student grow and become more independent. Gibbs’ mode provides a clear and structured way to reflect by encouraging a deep analysis of experiences through six stages, description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action plan. (Trimasse, 2025)
In January 2025 I have decided to join University, but I felt scared and unsure, as my previous school experience in Wales was not positive. I moved from Poland at age of 15, did not speak English, and found it hard to adjust. However, I always knew I wanted more from life, and I wanted to be a good role model for my son.
I started University in May 2025 and chose the Employability skills course to help build my confidence and learn how to successfully run my own business. I had just opened my hair salon in February, so it was a big step to begin the year with so many changes. Still, I knew I needed to step out my comfort zone to grow.
Everything happened very quickly, interview, induction, and then the first lesson in class we learned about time management strategies and did an activity to find out what type of learners we are. I had always thought I was a visual learner, but I discovered I am also a kinaesthetic learner. According to Cottrell (2024), understanding you learning preferences helps you choose better study strategies.
Another experience that stood out was a surprise quiz. I did not expect it, but I scored 7/7 and came second in class. That moment helped me believe in myself. I always come to class prepared, took notes and reviewed materials before and after each session. Our lecturer Ffion was very supportive and helped boost my confidence.
A third important moment was the PowerPoint presentation project. I had never used PowerPoint before, and we were expected to present in front of the whole class. It was challenging, but the topic about Time management was helpful as we were also writing a report on that subject.
Before starting university, I felt very anxious and worried about managing my life, especially balancing study, work, and family life. According to McMillan, K. (2021, p.24) many students feel overwhelmed at the beginning, especially those with jobs or family responsibilities.
I also felt nervous about writing academic essays, using academic language, and speaking in class. English is my second language, so writing academically was new to me. At first, I was stressed and confused, especially with referencing. I found that being present in class and asking questions helped me feel more in control.
Giving a presentation was also very challenging. Speaking in front of a group for five minutes took me out of my comfort zone, but afterward, I felt proud of myself. My confidence began to grow. According to McMillan (2021), success in small tasks can increase a student’s self-belief and motivation, and that was exactly how I felt.
During my first term, I found it challenging to completely change my daily routine, especially as I had to balance being a student, running a hair salon, and caring for my son. Despite these challenges, many things went well. I was proud that I attended all my classes and stayed engaged. I used tools we learned in class, like the Eisenhower Matrix and time blocking, to organise my tasks. I took my learning preferences seriously and made a habit of reviewing my notes after each session and reading them loud at home. These small routines helped me stay focused.
What also went well was my consistent commitment. Even when I was tired or overwhelmed, I still made the effort to show up and participate. Negative emotions such as frustration or tiredness can disrupt learning and personal development. When overwhelmed, students may experience what Smale and Fowlie (2009) call an “amygdala takeover” it is a state in which strong emotional triggers lead to impulsive responses, followed by regret or loss of focus. I believe that by managing these emotions and stayed disciplined, I was able to succeed in surprise quiz where I achieved full marks. That moment gave me a strong sense of motivation and proved that my preparation and consistency were paying off.
However, some things didn’t go as planned. I struggled with time management when unexpected situations happened at home, like when my son was unwell or I had to reschedule clients. This affected how much time I had to practise my PowerPoint presentation. Because of that, I felt underprepared. I relied too much on notes and did not include citations on my slides.
I also found academic writing difficult. I didn’t know how to use Harvard referencing properly or how to find academic sources. I spent a lot of time trying to understand how to structure my essays. Although I booked sessions with the study support team and submitted my drafts, I realised I needed to start assignments earlier to avoid feeling overwhelmed. According to Hopkins, (2024) learning to plan and reflect on academic work helps students improve and gain confidence.
Sometimes I also booked too many clients on the same day as university, which left me exhausted and unable to revise effectively.
Looking back, I think many things went well because I had strong motivation. I wanted to succeed not only for myself, but also to show my son that it’s never too late to grow and learn. Getting a place on the course made me feel like I had something to prove. I wanted my lecturers to see that they made the right decision. This mindset pushed me to work hard, attend classes, ask questions, and participate fully.
Another factor that contributed to my progress was the support I had around me. My family helped me with childcare, and my classmates and lecturers were encouraging. I noticed that when the classroom environment felt safe and positive, I was more likely to speak up, take risks, and try new things. This helped me grow in confidence.
On the other hand, some of the problems I faced came from lack of experience and unrealistic planning. I didn’t fully understand how demanding academic writing would be, especially in English. I also underestimated how tired I would feel after a long day at the salon, which made studying harder in the evenings. According to McMillan (2021), students who have work and family responsibilities must carefully plan and protect their study time. I didn’t always do that effectively.
Another issue was that I didn’t yet know how to use digital tools well, for example, I had never used PowerPoint before, and I found it stressful trying to learn and present at the same time. My nerves affected my performance. I now realise that I need to practise new skills earlier and more consistently to avoid last-minute pressure.
Finally, I think I didn’t reflect enough in the moment. I was doing a lot but not always stopping to ask myself how I was doing. As Cottrell (2023) suggests, reflection is key for becoming more independent and intentional as a learner. That’s something I will take with me into the next term.
I’ve learned many valuable lessons. I now know that if I stay focused, motivated, and believe in myself, I can succeed, even while managing a business and caring for a young child.
The presentation task taught me a lot. Although it was difficult and new, I felt proud after completing it. I’ve learned that feedback isn’t personal, it helps us grow. Next time, I will improve my slides and focus more on structure, citations, and evaluation.
I also discovered that using tools like planners, quizzes, and self-recordings can help me identify areas to improve. I will start writing down my reflections and main points after each class to reinforce my learning.
While I still need to improve my academic writing and referencing, I now know where to start and where to ask for help. I also understand what to expect for next term, so I can prepare earlier.
Action Plan:
In the next term, I will start planning my weekly schedule earlier and more effectively. I will make sure to organise my time better by using time-blocking and prioritising tasks based on importance and deadlines. I will no longer book clients on the days I have university, so I can use that time after class to revise, reflect and complete assignments. My goal is to finish each assignment at least one week before the deadline, so I can have enough time to review my work and send a draft to my lecturer or study support team for feedback.
I will continue using tools that help me stay organised, like planners and calendars. I also plan to attend study support sessions regularly to improve my academic writing and referencing skills. I want to read more books from the essential reading list, especially books that help with essay structure and Harvard referencing.
Another goal is to practise my presentation skills. I will record myself presenting, so I can check what needs improvement and make sure I include proper citations on my slides. I will also plan at least one day each week for rest and relaxation, to avoid feeling overwhelmed. Staying consistent and motivated is important for me, so I will stick to my goals and review my progress weekly. I aim to complete all these actions by the end of Term two.
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