                                                                  SWOT Analysis

SWOT analysis is a reflective tool used to assess an individual’s Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats in relation to their learning.  Cottrell (2019) suggests that SWOT is most effective when structured to support reflection and planning, whereas Valentin (2001) argues that poorly applied SWOT frameworks can oversimplify learning experiences and lead to weak or misleading conclusions.  Gibbs (1988) highlights how reflective tools like SWOT support students in identifying what they are doing well and what they need to improve.  Harvard referencing is the focus of this SWOT analysis because it is an essential academic skill for demonstrating integrity and supporting written work with credible evidence, as outlined by Pears and Shields (2019).  Accurate referencing enables students to avoid plagiarism and makes academic work reliable (Neville, 2016).  These views are reinforced by Wingate (2012), who emphasises that academic literacy skills require consistent practice and engagement. This analysis draws on the student’s use of Moodle, their absence from an in-class referencing session, the feedback received from tutors, and the demands of caring responsibilities.  Exploring these factors demonstrates how the student’s personal context and learning environment influence their ability to apply Harvard referencing effectively.  

Strength
A key strength in the student’s development of Harvard referencing is their effective independent learning, particularly through accessing Moodle materials at home.   Independent study is recognised as an important academic behaviour that enables students take responsibility for their learning (Cottrell, 2019).  By revising Harvard referencing guidance on Moodle, the student revisited examples, practise applying referencing rules, and strengthen their understanding of citation formatting.  This repeated exposure supported the development of accuracy, which is essential for mastering a technical skill such as referencing, as noted by Pears and Shields (2019).
Accessing Moodle from home also provided the student with the flexibility to revise at times that suited their personal circumstances.  Both Jisc (2022) and Martin and Sunley (2019) identify that digital learning platforms enable students to study at their own pace and return to complex material when needed, which supports flexible, independent learning outside of the classroom.  This flexibility enables the student to absorb information and focus on understanding the correct structure for books, journal articles and online sources.  The ability to stop briefly, review and compare examples contributed to improved clarity and reduced confusion.
Independent study also supported the development of problem-solving skills.  When the student was uncertain about formatting more complex reference, they double-checked the Moodle materials with academic writing books.  Gillet, Hammond and Martala (2009) explain that consulting multiple sources enables learners to deepen their understanding and evaluate different explanations, which helped the student apply Harvard referencing more accurately and consistently.  This improved the student’s confidence in applying Harvard referencing correctly.
Reflection also played a part in reinforcing this strength.  By reviewing their work and comparing it with correct examples, the student identified areas that required improvement and recognised aspects they had mastered.  Reflection is a key component of academic development because it supports learners in evaluating their progress and planning next steps (Moon,2004).  Overall, the student’s effective use of Moodle demonstrates independence, motivation and positive attitude towards engaging with academic expectations, qualities that Cottrel, (2011) associates with successful university learning.  This strength provides a strong foundation for continuing to improve Harvard referencing skills.

Weakness
A notable weakness in the student’s development of Harvard referencing is that they missed the in-class referencing session due to being on holiday.  Attending academic skills workshops is important because they provide structured teaching, demonstrations and opportunities to ask questions directly related to the skill being developed, as explained by Drew and Bingham (2020).  Not attending this session meant the student did not receive guided, step-by-step explanations or the chance to observe the lecturer modelling correct referencing practice.
These sessions often include opportunities for students to practise referencing with support available immediately.  Guided practice is valuable because it enables learners to identify mistakes early and correct misunderstandings before they become habitual (Biggs and Tang, 2011).  Without attending the session, the student lost the opportunity to clarify areas of uncertainty, such as how to reference edited books or correctly format multiple authors.
Missing the workshop also impacted the student’s confidence.  Hughes and Vafeas (2018) note that students who miss core skills teaching often feel less secure in applying those skills independently, which helps explain why the student experienced uncertainty when checking whether their reference list met university expectations.  This lack of confidence may have slowed their progress and increased their reliance on independent study.  
Additionally, the student missed out on collaborative learning.  Classroom environments allow students to learn from examples, peer questions and discussion.  Both Drew and Bingham (2020) and Boud et al. (2004) argue that peer interaction strengthens understanding because it exposes learners to alternative explanations and highlights common errors.  Without this, the student had a more isolated learning experience.  Although the student attempted to compensate by using Moodle resources, independent study cannot fully replicate the clarity and explanation provided through direct teaching. The missed session therefore created a gap in understanding that required additional effort to overcome.  This weakness highlights the importance of attending skills workshops where possible, particularly for technical academic skills such as Harvard referencing.



Opportunity
A valuable opportunity that enhanced the student’s development of Harvard referencing was the decision to seek personalised feedback from the module tutor.    Feedback is one of the most influential tools for improving academic performance because it enables students to identify errors and refine their approach, as explained by Hattie and Timperley (2007).  By sending work containing references to the tutor, the student received tailored guidance about which aspects of their referencing were correct, and which required improvement.
This form of personalised feedback is particularly beneficial for skills that involve detailed rules and formatting, such as the Harvard system.  Wallace and Wray (2016) explain that feedback is most effective when it addresses specific issues, allowing students to apply corrections to future assignments.  In this case, the student was able to adjust punctuation, ordering of reference details and use of italics based on the tutor’s comments, which helped improve accuracy and consistency.  This view is supported by Price et al. (2010), who found that detailed feedback has a positive impact on a student understanding and performance.
Seeking feedback also demonstrates initiative and responsibility for learning.  Cottrell (2011) highlights that proactive engagement with academic support is characteristic of effective learners. By reaching out to the tutor, the student demonstrated commitment to developing their skills and a willingness to learn from expert guidance.  This opportunity also helped compensate for missing the in-class session by enabling the student to clarify uncertainties directly with their lecturer.
Receiving feedback also increased the student’s confidence.  Levin (2010) explains that confidence is crucial for academic skill development because students who feel secure in their abilities are more likely to apply skills accurately.  The reassurance provided by the tutor helped the student feel more confident in applying Harvard referencing independently.  Overall, seeking tutor feedback represented a meaningful opportunity to strengthen the student’s understanding of referencing rules, improve accuracy and support ongoing development.  This opportunity will continue to benefit the student in future assignments that require consistent and precise referencing.

Threat
A significant threat to the student’s development of Harvard referencing is the limited study time available due to their role as a carer for their autistic child.  Caring responsibilities can create competing demands on a learner's time, resulting in irregular study patterns and limited opportunities for consistent academic engagement (Rensburg and Botha, 2017).  For this student, academic work is often completed during weekends or short periods of respite, which restricts the amount of time available to practise referencing. Although mentioned previously that the student’s strength was to study at home, time is still very limited on when this can take place.
Harvard referencing requires regular practice and close attention to detail (Pears and Shields, 2019).  Limited study time increases the likelihood of rushing through tasks, leading to mistakes such as incorrect punctuation, missing details or inaccurate formatting.  Time pressure can also reduce the opportunity to double-check reference lists or revisit complex rules.
Caring responsibilities can also contribute to fatigue, which affects concentration and academic productivity, as explained by Cottrell (2019).  Cottrell (2019) and Pears and Shields (2019) share the view that fatigue and reduced concentration make it harder for students to maintain the accuracy required for technical academic skills such as referencing, which explains why the student may be more likely to make mistakes when working late or under pressure.
External responsibilities can cause stress, which may affect academic performance as outlines by Levin (2010) and Rensburg and Botha (2017) both identify that competing personal demands increase stress levels and reduce the amount of focused time students can dedicate to academic tasks, which helps explain why the student may struggle to engage consistency with complex referencing rules.
Although the student has demonstrated determination by using Moodle independently and seeking tutor feedback, the demands of caring responsibilities remain an ongoing threat that is likely to slow progress.  Recognising this threat is important because it highlights the need for effective strategies such as planning ahead, scheduling shorter but focused study sessions, and completing referencing gradually instead of leaving it until the end of an assignment.

The SWOT analysis demonstrates how the student’s personal experiences shape their development of Harvard referencing skills.  By identifying a strength in independent use of Moodle, a weakness in missing the in-class session, an opportunity in seeking tutor feedback, and a threat related to caring responsibilities, the analysis demonstrates how internal and external factors influence learning.  Using the SWOT framework has provided insight into the student’s abilities and highlighted strategies for improvement. Overall, this analysis shows how reflective practice supports the continued development of accurate and confident Harvard referencing skills.  This process has also enabled the student recognise steps that can enhance their academic performance in future modules, including using feedback effectively and planning study time more strategically.
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