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Using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) as a framework, this assignment will explore a guest speaker session delivered on 10th March 2026, by Mr Michael O’Brien who was wrongfully convicted of murder and robbery in 1988, for which he received a life sentence. 

Description 
During the lecture, Mr. O’Brien talked about his experience, and I listened to his account while others engaged by asking questions and interacting more directly. My motivation for attending the session came from its relevance to my course, particularly the modules which are focused on crime and miscarriages of justice. From the session I wanted to gain a deeper understanding of the reality of prison and what happens following release. The session exceeded my expectations and provided me with a better insight into systemic failures and revealed the personal impact of wrongful conviction which is something that is rarely captured in academic texts.


Feeling 
I felt apprehensive before the lecture because I was not very familiar with the case and not sure how Mr O’Brien’s story might challenge my existing perceptions. However, as the session progressed, my apprehension shifted to empathy and concern. Hearing his first-hand account of institutional failure brought out a strong emotional response in me, particularly when he described the psychological and physical hardships that he had endured. Moon (2004) argues that personal accounts like this are particularly valuable in a learning environment and a key factor in effective, reflective learning. My response certainly played a role in shaping my understanding, and supports Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory, which emphasises the importance of concrete experiences in knowledge development.

In the session I found the reactions of other students and lecturers interesting. There seemed to be a shared emotional impact. Many appeared shocked and relieved that he had eventually got some justice. The session facilitated a shift in my perspective and certainly reinforced the complexity of justice systems. Mr O’Brien’s experience prompted me to reconsider my assumptions about the reliability of the criminal justice system. This aligns with Iorio’s (2023) argument that guest speakers offer perspectives that bridge theory and lived experience, which often provokes deeper reflection. 

Evaluation 
The fact that Mr O’Brien managed to rebuild his life and is still able to advocate for justice after everything that he went through aligns with psychological research that suggests that people can experience growth following adversity (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). His willingness to share his story also emphasises the importance of using lived experience to educate others and promote change. 

During the session, I did notice that student participation was relatively low, which created moments of silence and reduced interactivity. I also felt that some of the questions posed by other students seemed intrusive, which may have interfered with the comfort of the environment. I also recognised my own lack of contribution in the session. I did not ask questions, despite having the opportunity to do so. 

Analysis
The American Psychological Association (2012) highlights the importance of developing supportive relationships and engaging in self-reflection as key strategies for resilience. Implementing these approaches will help me in the future to respond better in similar situations. This session helped me to connect theory with real-life consequences. Mr O’Brien’s case highlights some of the procedural failures within the criminal justice system. Evidence from the case suggests that multiple breaches of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) occurred. Reports indicate that suspects were subjected to physical and psychological pressure which increase the likelihood of false confessions (McCrae, 2018). This reflects a broader concern regarding the reliability of confession evidence, particularly when individuals are vulnerable. Further analysis in the case revealed that key testimony was provided by an individual who was later deemed unreliable (University of Exeter, n.d.). For me, this demonstrates the dangers of accepting evidence without sufficient scrutiny. Brookfield (2017) argues that critical reflection requires questioning assumptions and recognising systemic power imbalances. In this context, the session exposed the potential for institutional authority to contribute to injustice.

Conclusion 
Personally, for me this lecture reinforced the need for critical thinking and ethical awareness in both academic, life and professional contexts. I recognise that my engagement could have been better on the day and by not asking questions, I limited my learning experience.  

Action Plan
If I am fortunate enough to gain a similar opportunity in the future, I would take a more proactive approach by reading materials beforehand, engaging in discussion, and asking questions. This would ensure a more comprehensive and meaningful learning experience. As a result of this I plan to actively develop my questioning and communication skills and strategies such as preparing questions in advance and practising public speaking will support this development (BluePeaPod, n.d.). 
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