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There comes a point in everyone’s life when they realise that the path of their life is no longer going to be influenced primarily by others, such as parents, peers or tutors. Instead, they recognise that most of the things that really matter can and should be determined by their own individual choices. One such area is personal development, where you can make decisions that can change your skills, experiences and qualifications to prepare yourself better for the future you imagine.
Why it is important to think about personal development?

For BTEC study: you will have many opportunities to gain from the teaching you will receive and the coursework you will complete. Having a positive, open and thoughtful view of these opportunities, coupled with willingness to carry out hard work, will help you to develop your personality and skills in an optimum way.

For work: developing yourself through education and other chances to experience and learn is the key to achieving the most from employment. It will help you gain a job, keep a job and progress better within your chosen career.

What can you do to develop yourself?

As noted above, the first thing to recognise and accept is that personal development is just what it says it is – personal: it belongs to you. It is, or should be, under your control. Therefore, it is worth the effort required to make things happen.

If you take this on board, then a four-step process can help you to progress further.

1 Think about yourself and your future
You can start by thinking where you stand now, where your interests lie, what your strengths and weaknesses are and by planning the improvements you would like to make.

This involves some difficult decisions, and many people find it valuable to discuss their situation with another person. The term ‘mentor’ is often used to describe such a person, and in addition to giving general ‘life advice,’ they may offer support in more tangible ways, such as commenting on your work or by reviewing your curriculum vitae (CV).

Inevitably, many of the decisions you need to make will depend on the type of employment you wish to aim for, and in today’s world there can be little certainty in that area. Nevertheless, identifying a bold target or targets (perhaps with the help of a careers advisor) could give a direction of travel that might branch off into other interesting areas should opportunities present themselves. The real mistake is to aim nowhere and be left with fewer choices.

You might like to take the following approach:

1 Outline your long-term goals and aspirations

2 Think about potential jobs and how they fit your personality and qualifications

3 Research your options, and find out where the best opportunities lie.

You need time and space to carry out this deep thinking your future, perhaps away from the distractions of day-to-day life. Try to find the necessary freedom, perhaps by taking time off your usual responsibilities, by going to a different place from normal or by seeking out new perspectives from a mentor.

2 Plan to change

Once you have an idea of where you might want to go, you can start thinking about the skills, knowledge and qualifications you might require to get there.

This isn’t as easy as it might initially seem, and in some cases the help of a qualified careers advisor will be essential. You may need to carry out a personality test to see what kind of jobs might suit you (online quizzes are available); you may need to research what the entry qualifications are for particular jobs; or investigate what skills and personal qualities your ideal employer will be looking for in an applicant.

3 Take action

This is the important part! You will need to set goals and targets for yourself. You will also need to create milestones to show to yourself that you are making the right progress.

A typical target might be signing up for a particular qualification or improving your grades. Here, the milestones and achievements are obvious. Less clear will be the pathway and finishing post when trying to improve, say, your communication skills. This might become clearer by studying the BTEC qualification specification and relevant ‘learning outcomes,’ which describes what you can gain from the coursework and how.

Ultimately, you will be aiming for an improvement in your CV, something tangible – supported by evidence – that will create a potential link between you and a job you desire.

4 Reflect

This part of the process is about looking back over your progress, tallying up your achievements and thinking further about where you can go from here.

The emphasis in the description of the above phases has been on obtaining appropriate employment, but the process also apply to other aspects of your circumstances that influence your satisfaction with life and happiness. This could refer to relationships, housing, life skills (such as cooking, for example) or sport. Whatever our starting position, we can all learn from assessing our current situation, deciding on a route to improve matters and by acting towards that goal. In some aspects of life, we do these things naturally (perhaps by seeking out recipes and practising them in the cooking example), but in others (perhaps education), we need to take a more formal approach.
Checklist for personal development

· Take time and find the space to think more deeply about your future

· Become familiar with some of the terminologies in this area as it might be used by employers

· Identify a mentor with whom you can discuss your ideas in private

· Consult with this mentor and arrive at a path of action and specific targets

· Take steps to move in a new direction

· Find out where you can get careers advice locally

· Make an appointment to visit (or revisit) someone who can give you careers advice

· Discuss your job/career aspirations with a mentor
Learning activity

	Case study on mentoring

	Caroline was wandering around the town centre the other day, heading off to a meeting with her pals in their favourite cafe. On a windy day, the litter was fluttering along the pedestrian precinct as she walked through the depressing mix of boarded-up shops and charity outlets. She stopped to catch her breath at the top of a flight of steps and looked around her. She took a deep sigh as she took in the familiar demoralizing view of her run-down home town. Normally an upbeat and cheery soul, she was suddenly overcome by a feeling of gloom. ‘What is in this place for me?’ she thought; ‘Where am I going?’ She reflected on the past few years of her life – hating most of her school subjects; trying to get out of school as soon as possible; the elation of no longer having to go to boring lessons; the joy of getting a first job; the grim reality of living on a part-time wage and then, worst of all, having to continue living with her parents because she could not afford to rent a place of her own. She took another sigh and trudged on to her meeting, wondering whether her life could ever change for the better.

You happen to be sitting in the café when Caroline comes in. She looks around and rather obviously sees none of the people who she is expecting to be there. She takes out her phone, studies it briefly and mutters out loud: ‘Oh no, I’ve got the wrong flipping day.’ ‘Give us a coffee, Jake’ she says to the barista, and slumps into a chair at the table next to you. ‘What’s up?’, you say, to strike up a conversation, and soon you are chatting away. Half an hour later, Caroline now having told you most of her life story and explained the reason why she is feeling a little down today, suddenly asks: ‘What would you do in my situation?’ Cast in this unexpected role of an informal mentor, what three questions might you ask her, with the aim of helping her to think about possible new directions for her life?


Activity 15.1. A case study in mentoring

Read the case study in the box above and then identify three questions that might help Caroline to review her current situation.

4 ___________________________________________________________

5 ___________________________________________________________

6 ___________________________________________________________

Reflective activities

Activity 15.2. Outline your job/career aspirations and goals and what will be required to achieve your ambitions

Try to think backwards rather than forwards, by answering the following questions in sequence:

7 Where would you like to be job/career-wise in 10 years’ time?

____________________________________________________________

8 What qualifications and skills will be required to gain employment in that area?

____________________________________________________________

9 What steps could you take in the current year to develop the relevant qualifications and skills?
____________________________________________________________

Activity 15.3. Think about your social life and personal qualities

What three skills and/or personal qualities are you developing in your social life?

	Social activity
	Skills and personal qualities involved

	1 
	

	2 
	

	3 
	


	TIP
	Activity Sheet 14 covers some relevant skills and personal qualities.


Activity 15.4. Reflect on your educational experiences so far

Focus your thoughts on the following questions:

10 What subject/subject area did you find most rewarding at school, and why?

____________________________________________________________

11 How have your feelings changed in later education? Do you still favour that subject/subject area, and if so, why? (If not, why have your feelings changed?)

____________________________________________________________

12 Are these subjects the ones in which you do best in assessments? If so, why? If not, why not?

____________________________________________________________

13 How has your attraction to certain subject areas influenced your current thinking about jobs and occupations?

____________________________________________________________

14 Have your attractions to certain jobs and occupations influenced your current thinking (and effort levels) about subjects to study and qualifications to attempt? If so, why?

____________________________________________________________

Action points

Note personal action points that will help you to develop these techniques further.

	How you can develop yourself further

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5


	Link

	To help you to review your current Skills for Learning and Work, look also at:

· Activity Sheet 14 on Employability and personal skills.
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