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This paper presents the skills and knowledge I gained through professional career development lectures. I used Gibbs’s reflective cycle to deliberate on my learning because its framework is useful for reflecting on growth and development and the model is most suitable for literary classroom use (Ikin et al., 2020).
The Gibbs model, commonly used by students, requires reflective writing of lecture assignments to enhance reflective thinking (Sekarwinahyu et al., 2019). Reflective practices involve examining one’s thoughts and actions, typically guided by a specific theory. The reflective cycle Graham Gibbs developed in 1988 is appropriate for essay-style assignments, drawing on experiential and emotional components of reflecting. The six main stages of Gibbs’s reflective cycle are (1) description, (2) feelings, (3) evaluation, (4) analysis, (5) conclusion and (6) action plan.
Description: I am a first-year student in the University of Wales Higher Education for Employability Skills certificate programme. I studied various topics this semester, including professional career development.
In the first five weeks, I improved my skills by attending lectures and researching career development. I was excited to explore a new chapter in my life, as I had not been in any educational courses or training (other than an English language class) in 10 years. 
On induction day, the lecturer asked me to revise an email from informal to formal. I did not understand the lecturer’s question, and as I struggled to answer, I grew increasingly nervous and began shaking, trying not to cry. Ultimately, I was unable to complete the task. Subsequently, I avoided speaking when invited to, and I failed to engage in class discussions, particularly in the first three weeks. Indeed, I went straight home after each lecture without having answered questions and without speaking to my colleagues. The lecturer noticed what happened.
Feelings: I was upset, embarrassed by my inability to speak with confidence in front of my teacher and colleagues. I thought I had not received enough time to think about my answer and that the lecturer should have allowed me to address my shyness, nerves and other negative emotions. I felt miserable and disappointed, so I considered withdrawing. Later, I realised such negative emotions are common when returning to college after a prolonged absence. In this context, negative emotions (fear, anger, sadness, depression, anxiety, shame and guilt) can impede students’ academic progress (Harmey and Moss, 2023). Understanding this helped me feel more positive. For example, I focus on feeling proud, happy and motivated when overcoming communication barriers or accomplishing a step in my plan. As a non-native English speaker who has struggled with the language, I feel especially so when using my English skills.
Evaluation: At that time, I did not realise the situation had been resolved. I deliberately left early the day of the incident without speaking to anyone. However, after discussing this situation with my lecturer, I felt more positive. I realised my peers also feel nervous as new students with no higher education experience. The literature indicates students who return to education after long absences face challenges. For instance, they must update their knowledge on educational principles that may have changed, adjust to new learning environments and manage emotional, psychological, financial and family stressors, which can be as, or even more, debilitating than academic stressors and, thus, must be considered and addressed (Harmey and Moss, 2023).
Analysis: The incident was exacerbated by my actions and my academic future and life. Rather than leave early, I should have spoken to my lecturer and explained I was experiencing negative emotions. Moreover, I did not know anyone in the class.
Students who return to college after prolonged absences are doing so because they were dissatisfied with their previous academic experience or never had such opportunities. They may return after losing a partner and having to raise children alone, to improve their financial situation or to fulfil a long-term goal. Their transition back to college can be emotionally difficult, and when negative emotions are not addressed and resolved, success is jeopardised (Harmey and Moss, 2023) then analysed using multiple perspectives. For instance, returning to study after many years inserts conflicting emotions concerning the use of time with family (Alblihed and Alzghaibi, 2022). Students who return to school after a long absence are likely to recognise and support this emotional aspect of learning. The emotional impact of re-engaging in learning can be addressed using ideas of reflective practice and reflective writing (Main and Whatman, 2023).
Students who return to college after prolonged absences generally were dissatisfied with their previous academic experience or never had such opportunities. They may return to increase their earning potential, to improve their financial situation or to fulfil a long-term goal. Their transition to college can be emotionally difficult. For instance, returning to study can trigger conflicting emotions concerning the use of time with family versus on studying (Alblihed and Alzghaibi, 2022). When negative emotions are not addressed and resolved, success is jeopardised (Harmey and Moss, 2023). Students who return to school after a long absence are likely to recognise this emotional aspect of learning. The emotional impact of re-engaging in learning can be addressed using ideas of reflective practice and reflective writing (Main and Whatman, 2023) viewed through multiple perspectives
SWOT planning and management is used to identify and address an entity’s internal strengths and weaknesses and external opportunities and threats, while JOHARI’s window provides a psychological method for self-discovery and personal development (Perrenoud et al., 2023).
Applying the SWOT analysis highlights the main strengths, weaknesses and opportunities, establishing a path to further personal development (Martin et al., 2020). 
This course helped me recognise that my passion for my field is my major strength. I am excited about having taken my first step by returning to college and about the learning process; this eagerness will carry me through rough spots. Talking with other students who now work in their field has given me added strength. By focusing on reflective practices and moving through the process step-by-step, I can better overcome negative feelings that threaten my progress (Alt and Raichel, 2020). 
My strengths increase my motivation to make necessary changes and to recognise change is possible, thus increasing my confidence in the change process. Strengths are powerful, enhancing and positive (Alt and Raichel, 2020).
Conversely, I blame myself for anything that goes wrong. I need to overcome this weakness to take advantage of professional development opportunities and neutralise my threats. For instance, I can invest hard work into learning within less familiar knowledge areas, such as academic writing.
Returning students may face challenges and weaknesses. Therefore, they need a clear, realistic action plan from the beginning. SMART goals, with the help of a SWOT analysis, can help determine where strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats lie, which then inform the action plan (Martin et al., 2020).
I used a SWOT analysis to identify my strengths to capitalise on opportunities and overcome weaknesses and threats through a structured approach to further my educational achievements. SWOT analyses must be performed regularly to monitor personal progress so students can be adaptable to maximise their career development (Tweheyo and Mugarura, 2020). My SWOT analysis can be developed further to formulate my plans and strategies. This will help me combat emotional barriers and stress factors that can impact my education.
Students are encouraged to develop SMART goals to gain a clearer understanding of who they are and to establish personalised development plans to accomplish their objective. This can be done using SWOT throughout enrolment as a continuous analytical tool. 
Conclusion: Returning students are affected by their emotions, influencing their ability to form completed study habits. Specific approaches should be developed to manage returning students’ negative emotions.
The professional career development module was helpful; I used all models to evaluate the positive emotions I experienced during my first week of study after a long absence from education.
I identified my strengths and weaknesses with due diligence and have a PDP with SMART goals in place for improving on my weaknesses and coping with threats. I am focusing on positive emotions during my studies to gain more knowledge for my future. Moreover, my lecturers have been helping me improve my skills. I am in an ideal position to plan for career enhancement, for which I have set goals and created a PDP.
Action Plan: My action plan is to acquire extensive knowledge from courses undertaken to apply in my academic and professional career. I will also take more free courses in professional career development to enhance my CV by developing my knowledge.
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