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Introduction (Approx. 150–200 words)
Everyone's career journey is different and is often shaped by life experiences, personal circumstances and future goals. Looking back on these experiences can help people understand how they have grown and identify areas where they would like to improve. Reflection plays an important role in personal and professional development because it encourages people to learn from their experiences and use what they have learned to make better decisions in the future (Gibbs, 1988). In the same way, developing self-awareness can help individuals recognise their strengths and improve their employability (Cottrell, 2021).
This essay reflects on my own career journey and how different experiences have shaped who I am today. After leaving school, I began working in a nursery before moving into support work with older adults. I later went on to support vulnerable children, which was a role that meant a lot to me because of difficulties I experienced during my own childhood. Becoming a mother at the age of twenty-six was a major turning point in my life and, six months later, I made the decision to return to education. Although this was a big step, I wanted to create better opportunities for myself and set a positive example for my daughter.
Using Gibbs' Reflective Cycle, this essay will reflect on the different stages of my journey and the lessons I have learned from them. It will also explore how activities completed during the Professional Career Development module helped me understand myself better. In particular, SWOT Analysis, Myers-Briggs personality theory and Holland's Career Theory will be used to reflect on my strengths, personality and career interests. In addition, my Honey and Mumford learning profile will be considered to show how understanding the way I learn can support my future academic and professional development. Through this process, I have gained greater confidence in progressing onto Level 5 and continuing my lifelong learning journey.
1. Description (What happened?)
Looking back, there have been several important stages in my life that have shaped the person I am today. After leaving school, I began working in a nursery, where I developed communication, teamwork and organisational skills. I enjoyed working with children and found it rewarding being able to support their development and watch them reach important milestones.
I later moved into support work with older adults, which taught me the importance of compassion, patience and treating people with dignity and respect. Although the role could be challenging at times, I found it rewarding knowing that I was making a difference to people's lives.
After this, I began supporting vulnerable children. This role meant a great deal to me because I could relate to some of the difficulties they were experiencing through challenges I had faced during my own childhood. Looking back, I believe this strengthened my desire to help others and reinforced the values that are important to me.
A major turning point came when I became pregnant. Becoming a mother had always been a lifelong dream and, after undergoing IVF treatment, I felt incredibly grateful to finally be expecting my daughter. Due to the risks involved within my role, I made the difficult decision to leave my job to protect my pregnancy. After my daughter was born, I decided to return to education when she was six months old. Although this felt like a big step, I wanted to create better opportunities for myself and set a positive example for my daughter. Higher education can support personal growth and future opportunities (Gallagher, 2022), and I now hope to continue progressing onto Level 5 (Robertson, Hooley and McCash, 2020).
2. Feelings (What were you thinking/feeling?)
Throughout my career journey, I have experienced many different emotions. Working in childcare and support roles gave me a sense of purpose and satisfaction. Supporting vulnerable children was especially meaningful because I could understand some of the challenges they faced and wanted to make a positive difference in their lives.
Becoming a mother was something I had dreamed about for many years and, after undergoing IVF treatment, I felt incredibly grateful when I finally became pregnant. However, leaving a job I loved because of the risks involved was emotionally difficult. At times, I worried about what the future would look like, but I knew protecting my pregnancy had to come first.
Returning to education when my daughter was six months old brought mixed emotions. Although I was excited about improving my future, I also questioned whether I would be able to manage studying alongside motherhood. Smale (2015) highlights the importance of confidence and self-management within higher education, and these were areas I initially struggled with. However, as I became more involved in the course and completed different activities, my confidence gradually improved. Looking back, I believe these experiences helped me become more resilient and strengthened my belief that I am capable of achieving my goals (Cottrell, 2021).

3. Evaluation (What was good/bad?)
Looking back, I can see many positive experiences that have helped me develop both personally and professionally. Working in childcare and support roles taught me the importance of empathy, communication and building relationships with others. These experiences confirmed that helping people is something I find rewarding and meaningful.
Although leaving my role during pregnancy was difficult, I now understand that it was the right decision. At the time, it felt like I was stepping away from a career I loved, but becoming a mother had always been my greatest ambition. Looking back, this period gave me the opportunity to reflect on my priorities and think more carefully about my future.
Returning to education has been one of the most positive decisions I have made. Through classroom discussions, self-assessment activities and group work completed during the Professional Career Development module, I have developed greater confidence and self-awareness. Gallagher (2022) explains that higher education can support personal growth and improve employability, which I believe reflects my own experience. Completing the SWOT activity also helped me recognise strengths that I had often overlooked, and understanding myself better has improved my confidence (Robertson, Hooley and McCash, 2020).
Despite this, balancing motherhood and university life has sometimes been challenging. There have been occasions when I felt overwhelmed and doubted my abilities. However, looking back, I believe these experiences have made me more resilient. Recognising both strengths and weaknesses is an important part of personal development (Cottrell, 2021), and I now understand that some of the most difficult experiences have taught me the greatest lessons.

4. Analysis (What does it mean?)
Completing the activities during the Professional Career Development module helped me understand myself better and think more carefully about my future. Looking back, I can see how my experiences and changing priorities have influenced the choices I have made, which supports the idea that career development changes throughout life (Robertson, Hooley and McCash, 2020).
One of the most useful activities completed during the module was the SWOT analysis. Before completing this exercise, I often focused on my weaknesses and overlooked my strengths. However, the activity helped me recognise qualities such as empathy, communication and resilience, which have been developed through my work and personal experiences. Becoming a mother and returning to education also showed me that I am more determined and adaptable than I had previously realised. Although SWOT analysis has been criticised for being subjective, I found it valuable because it helped me understand myself better and identify areas for improvement.
I also found the Myers-Briggs activity interesting. My results identified me as having an ISTJ personality type. Looking back, I was not surprised because many of the characteristics matched the way I approach work, family life and studying. I value organisation, reliability and responsibility, which have been important throughout my career and have become even more important since becoming a mother. Although the model has been criticised for lacking reliability, I found it useful because it increased my self-awareness.
Another activity that stood out to me was Holland's Career Interest Profile. My highest scores were Helping and Creating, which made a lot of sense to me. Looking back at my career journey, I can understand why I have always been drawn towards caring roles. Whether working in a nursery, supporting older adults or helping vulnerable children, I have always found satisfaction in helping others. These results gave me confidence that my values and interests are closely linked to the type of work I enjoy.
The Honey and Mumford questionnaire identified me as a Pragmatist learner. I was not surprised by this result because I have always learned best through practical experience and relating theory to real-life situations. Understanding this has helped me develop better learning strategies and will continue to support me as I progress onto Level 5.

5. Conclusion (What have you learned?)
Looking back on my career journey, I can see how much I have grown both personally and professionally. My experiences working with children, older adults and vulnerable young people have helped shape the values and qualities I have today. Although there have been challenges along the way, including leaving a career I loved during pregnancy and returning to education after becoming a mother, these experiences have taught me resilience and helped me understand what is important to me.
Completing the Professional Career Development module has helped me develop a better understanding of myself and my future goals. Through classroom discussions and self-assessment activities, I have become more aware of my strengths, personality and career interests. Applying SWOT Analysis, Myers-Briggs personality theory and Holland's Career Theory has helped me recognise why I am drawn towards caring roles and increased my confidence in my future direction.
Understanding my Honey and Mumford learning style has also helped me recognise how I learn best and how I can continue to develop academically. Looking back, I now understand that personal and professional development is an ongoing process rather than something with a fixed end point. Continuing to learn and reflect will be important in helping me achieve my future goals and progress onto Level 5. Most importantly, I have learned that it is never too late to invest in yourself and work towards creating a better future.
6. Action Plan (What will you do next?)
Create a table like this:
	Goal
	Specific Action
	Measurable
	Achievable
	Relevant
	Time-Bound

	Progress onto Level 5
	Successfully complete Level 4 and enrol onto Level 5
	Passing all modules and progressing to Level 5
	Yes, by continuing to work hard and seek support
	Supports my future career goals and continued development
	September 2026

	Improve academic writing skills
	Use tutor feedback, wider reading and academic support services
	Improved grades and increased confidence in academic writing
	Yes, through regular practice and support
	Will help me succeed in future studies
	Throughout Level 5

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Develop communication and teamwork skills
	Continue to take part in group work and classroom discussions
	Increased confidence and positive feedback from others
	Yes, by actively engaging in learning activities
	Important for future employment and professional development
	Ongoing

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Maintain a healthy work-life balance
	Use time management and weekly planning to balance study and family life
	Reduced stress and meeting deadlines
	Yes, through better organisation
	Supports both wellbeing and academic success
	Ongoing

	Continue personal and professional development
	Reflect regularly on experiences and set new goals
	Greater self-awareness and personal growth
	Yes, through continued reflection
	Supports lifelong learning and future career opportunities
	Ongoing
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