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Introduction

Starting university was a huge step for me. I came from a different country, and although I had studied English before, I knew that academic English would be a whole new challenge. In my first months, one of the most difficult things I had to deal with was learning how to use Harvard referencing and how to find and use academic information properly. These were not skills I had used before, and everything felt unfamiliar. I remember feeling really worried and even a bit overwhelmed. I was not sure if I could keep up with the expectations, especially because of my English. But over time, I started to learn and improve. In this reflection, I will use Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle to explore a specific experience that helped me develop these skills. I will describe what happened, how I felt, what went well and what did not, and what I learned from it. I will also include a SMART action plan to continue improving in the next term.

1. Description – What happened?

In the second week of my academic skills module, we were given an assignment to write a short report on how digital learning affects student engagement. The task required us to use at least three academic sources and reference them using the Harvard style. I had never used Harvard referencing before, and I had no idea how to find academic sources using the university’s online library. I had used Google before to search for information, but this was different. We were expected to use journal articles and reliable academic sources, not just websites or blogs. I had to figure out how to search for the right kind of information, how to evaluate if it was good enough, and then how to use it in my writing without copying it directly. I also had to make sure I was referencing everything correctly, which was completely new to me.

2. Feelings – What were you thinking and feeling?

At the time, I felt anxious and stressed. I remember sitting in front of my laptop, not knowing where to start. I was worried that I would not be able to complete the assignment properly. I felt a bit lost and even scared because I did not want to fail. My English is not perfect, and reading academic articles was very hard for me. I had to read the same paragraph many times to understand it, and even then, I was not always sure I got it right. I also felt a bit embarrassed to ask for help because I thought maybe I was the only one struggling. I felt like everyone else already knew what to do, and I was the only one who was behind. At the same time, I was determined to learn. I knew that if I wanted to succeed at university, I had to improve these skills. I told myself that it was okay to feel confused and that I just needed to take it step by step.

3. Evaluation – What was good and bad about the experience?

There were both good and bad parts to this experience. On the positive side, I eventually found some helpful resources. I attended to one class of Ffion and she explain a bit about the library and she explained how to use the online library and how to search for academic articles. she showed us how to use filters, how to choose the right keywords. This made a big difference. I also found some online guides that explained Harvard referencing in a simple way, with examples. I used these guides to help me format my references correctly. I also discovered that Grammarly could help me check my grammar and even suggest better ways to phrase my sentences. This was useful, especially when I was trying to paraphrase information from the articles I found.

On the negative side, I wasted a lot of time at the beginning because I did not know what I was doing. I used very general keywords like “digital learning” and got thousands of results, many of which were not useful. I did not know how to narrow down my search or how to tell if a source was academic. I also struggled a lot with paraphrasing. I was so worried about getting it wrong that I ended up copying some sentences too closely. I also left the assignment too late, so I had to rush at the end. This added more stress and made it harder to focus.

4. Analysis – Why did it happen that way?

Looking back, I think this happened because I was not prepared for the academic expectations at university. In school, we did not have to do this kind of research or referencing. Teachers usually gave us the materials we needed, and we just had to answer questions or write short essays. At university, we are expected to find our own sources, evaluate them, and use them properly. This was a big change for me. I also think my lack of confidence in English made things harder. I was afraid of making mistakes, so I avoided asking for help. I thought I had to figure everything out on my own. But once I went to the classes and started using the online guides, I realised that there was a lot of support available. I just needed to be brave enough to use it. I also learned that referencing and paraphrasing are skills that take time to develop. It is not something you learn in one day. It takes practice and patience.

Another thing I realised is that using information properly is not just about following rules. It is about understanding what you are reading and being able to explain it in your own words. This means you really must understand the source, not just copy it. This was hard for me at first because of the language barrier, but I found that taking notes in my own words helped. I also started using simpler articles first and then moved on to more complex ones. This helped me build my confidence.

5. Conclusion – What else could you have done?

If I could go back, I would do some things differently. First, I would start the assignment earlier. This would give me more time to explore the library and practise my referencing. I would also attend the library workshop as soon as possible, instead of waiting until I was already stressed. I would not be afraid to ask for help. I now understand that many students struggle with these skills at the beginning, and it is okay to ask questions. I would also practise paraphrasing more, maybe by taking short paragraphs from articles and trying to rewrite them in my own words. This would help me feel more confident and reduce the risk of plagiarism. Finally, I would use a planner to organise my time better. This would help me avoid last-minute stress and give me more time to focus on learning.

6. Action Plan – What will you do next time?

In the next term, I want to keep improving my Harvard referencing and information searching skills. I will attend at least two more library workshops to learn more about advanced search techniques and referencing tools. I will also practise using the online library every week, trying different keywords and filters to find academic sources. I will keep using online guides to check my referencing and make sure it is correct. I will also work on my paraphrasing by reading academic texts and rewriting them in my own words. I will ask my tutor for feedback on my writing and use that to improve. I will set aside one hour every week to practise these skills. I believe that with regular practice and support, I can become more confident and independent in my academic work.


SMART Action Plan 

Specific: I will improve my Harvard referencing and information searching skills by attending two free library workshops, practising searches in the online library, and completing one paraphrasing exercise.

Measurable: I will keep a journal of my practice, including the keywords I used, the sources I found, and the references I created. I will also track my paraphrasing exercises and ask for feedback from my tutor.

Achievable: I will dedicate one hour every week to practising these skills and use free online resources and university support services to help me.

Relevant: These skills are essential for writing academic assignments, avoiding plagiarism, and succeeding at university.

Time-bound: I will complete this goal by the end of the second term and review my progress in the final week.
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