Reflective Essay: Professional Career Development Using Rolfe’s Reflective Cycle

Taking part in the university course Professional Career Development (PCD) has opened my eyes to essential skills that support both my academic success and future career. Before these sessions, I had not carefully considered the importance of personal development or structured career planning. However, the course highlighted how crucial it is to actively build skills such as communication, teamwork, confidence, and goalsetting. I now understand that these attributes are not only useful in a professional context but also vital for personal growth and navigating real-life challenges.
In this essay, I will use Rolfe’s Reflective Cycle asking What? So What? and Now What? to explore my learning and development. I will use the tools introduced in the PCD programme: SMART Goals, the GROW Model, and Kolb’s Learning Cycle. These frameworks have significantly helped me to solve problems and learn from experience. They have also encouraged me to take a more initiative-taking and reflective approach to my future. What I experienced in the PCD sessions offered more than just career advice. They encouraged deep self-reflection on personal strengths, weaknesses, and aspirations. In the lessons and by Phillipa we as students have been introduced to structured methods for setting goals and making progress towards them. The learning environment was highly interactive, involving group work, peer discussions, and practical exercises such as mock interviews. This direct, real-world approach was a shift from typical academic lessons and helped prepare us for life beyond university. I found in these activities particularly beneficial because they have taken me out of my comfort zone and allowed me to develop confidence in a supportive setting. Feedback from tutors and classmates also helped me gain perspective on how I present myself and how to improve further. Three models stood out: SMART Goals A technique for setting clear, achievable objectives (Gharib et al., 2021). GROW Model A coaching framework that helps break down problems and find realistic solutions (Ahmad et al., 2021). Kolb’s Learning Cycle A model for learning from experience through reflection, theory, and action. These frameworks were not just theoretical; they had an immediate and positive effect on how I approached learning and development. So now before classes and in the home and in these sessions, my goal setting lacked direction. For example, I might say I wanted to “improve academically” or “be more confident,” but I had no plan to achieve these aims. Learning about SMART was a turning point. SMART stands for Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-bound (Gharib et al., 2021). This framework helped me turn vague intentions into concrete steps. For instance, I changed my goal from “read more” to “I will read for 20 minutes every evening before bed for the next three weeks.” Setting this type of goal made me more committed and motivated because I could clearly measure my progress. The GROW Model (Goal, Reality, Options, Way forward) became helpful when I felt stuck or unsure. For example, I wanted to improve my class participation. My goal was to speak at least once per session. My reality was that I felt too nervous. My options included rehearsing, asking to answer simple questions, or preparing comments in advance. My way forward was to begin by responding to yes/no questions to build confidence. This method helped me think more clearly about challenges and feel more in control of my learning (Kumar et al., 2024; Sororate et al., 2022). Over time, it helped me take small but meaningful steps toward more active engagement in class. Kolb’s Learning Cycle (Concrete Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract Conceptualisation, Active Experimentation) helped me learn from both success and failure. One time, I forgot my lines and was extremely nervous during a group presentation because I had not practiced enough. I felt embarrassed, but instead of ignoring the experience, I used Kolb’s cycle to analyse what went wrong and try new strategies. I practised more before my next presentation, which went much better (Wijnen‑Meijer et al., 2022; Corbett et al., 2023). I now understand that failure can be a powerful teacher when we take time to reflect and apply what we have learned. In Future Application of myself I now understand that professional growth is not something to delay it starts now. Every skill I develop today contributes to who I become in the future, both personally and professionally. I have realised that regular reflection, action planning, and goal setting are essential habits, not just one-off tasks. These strategies will guide me throughout university and beyond, helping me manage challenges and take advantage of opportunities. 
I will continue using SMART Goals in both study and daily life. Examples include: “I will prepare for a mock interview by the end of the month and ask for feedback from my tutor. Then I will try to attend one workshop outside my course this term to broaden my skills. “These clear targets keep me focused and help track my progress more effectively. They also reduce procrastination and make larger ambitions feel more manageable. Using the GROW Model for Problem-Solving: Whenever I feel uncertain or need to decide, I will turn to the GROW Model. For example: Goal: Identify a career that suits my strengths. Reality: I like creative subjects but do not know what careers suit them. Options: Research online, talk to a careers adviser, ask professionals about their jobs. The way forward is start by reading job profiles and then book a careers appointment. This approach allows me to break complex problems into smaller steps and encourages a thoughtful decision-making process. Using Kolb’s Cycle for Lifelong Learning I will apply Kolb’s Learning Cycle to reflect on all experiences. For example, if a group project goes badly, I will reflect on what caused the issues, consider how to fix them, and experiment with new strategies next time (Barr et al., 2025; Dingsøyr, 2022). It helps me view mistakes not as failures but as opportunities to gain experience and develop practical solutions. As Cottrell (2021) emphasises, self-awareness, planning, and resilience are vital in becoming an effective learner and future professional. So, in reflection in the PCD classes have had a major impact on how I see myself and my future. They showed me that success comes from setting clear goals, reflecting on progress, learning from mistakes, and being open to change. I now view personal and career development as an active, ongoing process rather than a future concern. Rolfe’s Reflective Cycle helped me analyse what I have learned (What?), why it matters (So What?), and how I will use it going forward (Now What?). The SMART Goals, GROW Model, and Kolb’s Learning Cycle are now part of how I think, plan, and improve. Thanks to these lessons, I feel more confident, prepared, and positive about my personal and professional journey. I will continue to use these tools to stay focused, make thoughtful decisions, and adapt to whatever challenges come my way. On Reflecting on my learning has made me realise that growth does not happen overnight it requires patience, commitment, and self-awareness. I have learned the importance of setting achievable goals and breaking larger ambitions into manageable steps. The skills and knowledge I have gained have already helped me think more clearly about what I want from the future, and I now know how to plan for it effectively. As I continue to grow, both personally and professionally, I am determined to keep using these reflective strategies to improve myself and make meaningful progress.
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