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Reflective Essay: My Employability Skills Journey


This essay reflects on my journey back into education and the impact it has had on my personal and professional development. Returning to university after almost twenty years away from education was not something I ever imagined I would do. For a long time, my focus was on work and raising my children. However, I reached a point where I wanted more for myself and my future. I wanted to challenge myself, gain new skills and prove that I was capable of succeeding in higher education.

Reflection is an important part of learning because it allows us to look back at our experiences and understand what we have learned from them. It helps us recognise our strengths, identify areas for improvement, and plan for future development. Looking back on my university experience has shown me how much I have changed since starting the course.

To structure this reflective essay, I will use Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988), which encourages reflection through six stages: description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and action planning. I will also apply SWOT Analysis, Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI), and Holland’s Career Theory to help me understand my strengths, weaknesses, personality traits, and career interests. Together, these theories provide a useful way to analyse my experiences and future career development.



I left school in 2005 and like many people, I went straight into adult life. Education was no longer my main focus. Instead, I concentrated on getting a job and working, I gained family responsibilities and only focused on building a life for myself and my children.

Over the years, I gained valuable experience through different life situations and eventually started working part-time as a carer. Caring for others taught me patience, empathy, communication and responsibility. I enjoyed helping people and making a positive difference in their lives. Although I found the role rewarding, I started to feel that I wanted to achieve something more for myself.

The decision to return to education was a major turning point. It was exciting, but also intimidating. Nearly twenty years had passed since I had last been in a classroom. I knew things had changed, especially in terms of technology, and I worried about whether I would be able to cope and be able to manage.

One of my first challenges was learning how to use computers. Before university, I rarely used them. Suddenly, I had to access online learning platforms, submit assignments electronically, create documents and carry out academic research. I remember spending a long time trying to understand basic university systems that other students seemed to use without thinking.

Submitting my first assignment felt like a huge achievement. What probably seemed like a simple task to others felt like a major milestone to me because I had spent so much time learning how to navigate the technology involved.

Another challenge was referencing. At first, I struggled to understand why every source had to be referenced in a particular way. I found myself constantly checking guides and worrying that I had done something wrong.

Presentations were equally difficult. I remember feeling extremely nervous before my first presentation. Standing in front of other students made me feel exposed, and I worried that my nerves would affect my performance. I really built myself up and didn’t even want to turn up.

Alongside all of this, I had to balance university with family life and work. There were times when childcare responsibilities made attendance difficult, and I often found myself studying late in the evening after my children had gone to bed.



When I first started university, I experienced a mixture of emotions. I was proud of myself for taking such a big step, but I was also full of self-doubt. Part of me wondered whether I had left education for too long and whether I would be able to keep up with the course.

Confidence was my biggest challenge. I often looked around the room and assumed that everyone else knew what they were doing. Because many students appeared comfortable with technology and academic work, I sometimes felt really out of place.

Learning to use computers was frustrating. There were times when I felt embarrassed having to ask for help with tasks that seemed straightforward to others. However, I also knew that avoiding those challenges would not help me improve.

Presentations caused a lot of anxiety. Before my first presentation, I remember feeling nervous for days. Even though I had prepared well, standing in front of a group made me question myself. I worried about forgetting my words or making mistakes.

Referencing also affected my confidence. It felt like there was always another rule to remember, and I often found myself always second-guessing my work.

At the same time, I felt determined. Deep down, I knew why I had returned to education. I wanted to create better opportunities for myself and show my children that learning is important at any age, and that it is never too late.

As the months passed, my feelings started to change. Small successes made a big difference. Completing assignments, receiving feedback and becoming more confident with computers helped me realise that I was making progress. My confidence gradually improved, and I actually started to believe in my abilities more than I had at the beginning.

Today, I still feel nervous about some aspects of university, particularly presentations, but those feelings no longer stop me from trying.



Looking back, there have been many positive aspects of my university experience. The biggest success has been rebuilding my confidence. When I first started the course, I doubted myself regularly. Now, I am much more willing to challenge myself and step outside my comfort zone.

Another positive outcome has been developing digital skills. At the beginning of the course, I had very limited experience using computers. Now, I can confidently access online resources, complete assignments electronically and use software that once seemed complicated.

The course has also encouraged me to think more carefully about my future. Activities such as SWOT analysis, personality assessments, and career planning exercises helped me reflect on who I am and what I want to achieve.

A key strength identified through my SWOT analysis was resilience. Returning to education while raising children and working part-time required determination. There were many occasions when I felt tired or overwhelmed, yet I continued because I was committed to achieving my goals.

However, there have also been challenges. One weakness highlighted through my SWOT analysis was confidence in public speaking. Although I have improved, presentations remain an area where I do still feel uncomfortable.

Referencing has also been difficult. Even now, I sometimes worry about whether I have referenced correctly. Another challenge has been balancing university, family commitments, and work responsibilities. There have been times when attending lectures or completing work has required careful planning because family responsibilities always come first. It has sometimes felt on many occasions that there is not enough hours in the day!

Although these challenges have been difficult, they have also contributed to my growth. Each obstacle has taught me something new about myself and my ability to adapt.



SWOT analysis helped me identify both my strengths and areas for development. One of my biggest strengths is resilience. Returning to education after nearly two decades required determination and courage. Every time I faced a challenge, whether it was learning new technology or completing assignments, I continued to push myself forward.

Working as a carer has also helped me develop strong interpersonal skills. Communication, empathy, patience, and reliability are all important skills in my role. These strengths are highly transferable and can be applied in many different careers.

At the same time, my SWOT analysis highlighted weaknesses. Confidence remains one of the areas I need to continue improving. Public speaking is still difficult for me and I sometimes underestimate my abilities. Technology was another weakness when I started university, although this has improved considerably through practice and experience.

My Myers-Briggs personality result was Defender (ISFJ). According to Myers et al. (1998), people with this personality type are often supportive, dependable, caring and committed to helping others. This description reflects many aspects of my personality and helps explain why I enjoy working as a carer.

The Defender personality type also explains some of the challenges I have faced. ISFJ personalities can be highly self-critical and may struggle to recognise their own achievements. Looking back, I can see this in my own behaviour. Rather than focusing on how much I had achieved, I often focused on what I felt I lacked.

Holland’s Career Theory (1997) suggests that career satisfaction is more likely when a person’s interests and personality match their work environment. I identify most strongly with Holland’s Social category because I enjoy supporting others and working with people. This aligns closely with my role as a carer and helps explain why I find it rewarding.

University has also helped me identify new interests. One thing I would change is having more information about the course before starting. I expected there would be more focus on business and entrepreneurship. Learning how to start and manage a business is something I would like to explore in the future. I am also interested in developing stronger knowledge of computers and software because these skills will continue to be valuable in modern workplaces.

Overall, these theories have helped me understand how my personality, strengths, and experiences influence my career choices and future goals.



Reflecting on my journey has made me realise how much I have grown since returning to education. When I first started university, I lacked confidence and felt overwhelmed by many aspects of academic life. Technology, referencing, and presentations all seemed like major barriers.

Today, I see those experiences differently. They were challenges, but they were also opportunities to learn and develop. Each obstacle I faced helped me become more confident and capable.

The theories used throughout this reflection have helped me understand myself better. They have highlighted my strengths, identified areas for development, and shown me how my personality influences my career interests.

Most importantly, I have learned that I am capable of achieving far more than I once believed. Returning to university has shown me that it is never too late to learn something new. If I put my mind to something and remain determined, I can achieve it. That is the most valuable lesson I will take forward into both my career and my personal life.

Action Plan


	Goal
	Specific Action
	Measurable
	Achievable
	Relevant
	Time-Bound

	Improve presentation skills
	Practise speaking during seminars and volunteer to contribute more often
	Complete future presentations with increased confidence
	Yes
	Improves communication skills
	Within 12 months

	Develop computer skills
	Complete online digital skills and Microsoft Office courses
	Complete at least two courses
	Yes
	Supports future career development
	Within 6 months

	Improve referencing
	Attend academic skills workshops and use referencing guides
	Reduce referencing errors in assignments
	Yes
	Improves academic performance
	Within 6 months

	Maintain attendance
	Create a realistic study timetable around family commitments
	Maintain attendance above university expectations
	Yes
	Supports academic success
	Throughout the academic year

	Learn more about business and software
	Attend workshops and complete independent research
	Complete one additional course or workshop
	Yes
	Supports future career interests
	Within 12 months
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