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Introduction
This report will discuss the importance of academic skills, research and referencing skills, encompassing the use of reference lists, paraphrasing and in-text citations for university students. The report will outline how academic skills help to develop thinking skills for new learners in Higher Education, enabling them to build self-efficacy, gain critical thinking skills and become independent researchers and learners and adjust to new learning and teaching methods (Murdoch et al, 2010). The utmost importance of gaining these skills especially digital/I.T skills is explained, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic (Antonopoulou et al, 2021) so that students understand the fundamental requirements for academic honesty to avoid plagiarism, by applying academically correct referencing, through the appropriate use of in-text citations, paraphrasing and reference lists throughout assignments or reports etc. (Levin, 2004)). The report will conclude with advice and recommendations as to how students can improve their research and study skills, to enhance and accelerate their learning process, by utilising the services of the librarians and attending workshops for study skills, especially digital skills, and putting these skills into practise (Cottrel, 2019).
1. Academic Skills.
Academic skills are one of the requirements to improve the behaviours and abilities of students, thus enabling them to become successful in their Higher Education (Murdoch-Eaton et al, 2010). These include reading, writing, and speaking skills, note-taking, and questioning: Who? What? What? Where? When? Why? (Cottrel, 2019). Time management, digital skills, research skills, critical thinking skills, teamwork, communication, and motivation are some of the academic skills required for a successful Higher Education (Levin, 2004). Antonopoulou et al (2021) reports how all Higher Education Institutes were forced to move to digital or on-line teaching / learning, during the COVID-19 pandemic, with many lecturers and students ill equipped with the appropriate digital/ I.T skills to enable the sudden move to virtual learning, thus stressing the importance of the afore mentioned skills.
2. Research Skills.
Research simply means to ‘find out something’ (Allison et al, 2014, p.10). Research skills for students at university, are academic writing, note-taking, communication, data analysis, problem solving and critical thinking (Levin, 2004). Developing these academic practises will be reflected in a student’s assignments, reports etc. (Levin,2004).  A good understanding and application of these skills will aid a student to create a strategy to analyse relevant information, through extensive reading on the subject matter, thus enabling them to reach a conclusion to an essay question effectively (Levin, 2004). Practically utilising these skills will enable students to speed up their learning process and see positive results throughout their Higher Education journey (Cotrell, 2019). These skills need to constantly be improved to allow students to gather information and then use it effectively in their studies, enabling them to save time and effort, as stated by Allison et al (2016). Neville (2016) explains how research skills and referencing help to strengthen an argument or discussion in an assignment or report, by directing the reader to the sources used through the reference list and in-text citations. Levin (2004) agrees with this and states that clear referencing will demonstrate the time and effort students spend researching.
2.1 Referencing.
As Neville (2016) concluded through his own research, most students find referencing an extremely tedious and difficult task and using the correct form of referencing very arduous and confusing to apply to their own work, as there are several different styles of referencing, e.g. Harvard, APA, MLA, etc.. Each Higher Education institution has it’s own chosen style and by applying this method, students are respecting and honouring the use of the authors work, by directing readers to their reference list, using in-text citations or paraphrasing the original words of the authors and not directly quoting from their work and pretending that it is their own words ‘verbatim’, which is called plagiarism (Neville, 2016).
2.2 Paraphrasing.
Keck (2014) found that many students struggle to master this skill, as it is difficult to re-phrase or summarise an author’s ideas/ thoughts without directly quoting their words, i.e. ‘verbatim’ (without the use of quotation marks), and this could result in an academic misconduct known as plagiarism, a disciplinary offence taken very seriously by Higher Education institutions. This is where students research skills come into use as constant practice and implementation of them will lead to the avoidance of plagiarism (Cottrel, 2019).
2.3 In-Text Citations.
In-text citations are used by authors/ students to inform readers of their source of information (Cottrel, 2019), throughout their work, to avoid plagiarism. Neville (2016) found that using in-text citations helped students to backup any claims/ ideas they presented in their work, thereby strengthening their arguments / claims, by directing the reader to their source of information clearly.  Research by Groom (2000) found that the majority of students found in-text citations difficult to master, but most students agreed that in-text citations were extremely important for academic writing to avoid plagiarism.
2.4 Reference List.                                                                                                                    A reference list is usually at the end of a students work, listing all the sources used to gather information to support and enhance a students work, in alphabetical order (Neville, 2016).
It is an invaluable guide as to how a student conducted their research, and where they gathered their sources of information from, i.e., from credible sources or not e.g., Google Scholar, University Libraries etc. (Levin, 2004), and an essential part of a students work to avoid any accusations of plagiarism (Allison et al, 2016).
2.5 Plagiarism.
Plagiarism is the practice of the intentional or unintentional use of another author with or without their consent and presenting it as your own work, by not acknowledging your source of information, through paraphrasing, in-text citations, and references (Cottrel, 2019). Plagiarism is considered as cheating, dishonest and stealing others’ work (Neville, 2016).It is an unfair practise and a serious disciplinary offence by all universities and Higher Education Institutes ( Keck, 2014), thereby stressing the importance of mastering the use of these academic skills: paraphrasing, in-text citations and reference lists in a students work (Cottrel, 2019).
Conclusion.
This report has highlighted the importance of academic skills required by students in Higher Education, focusing on research and referencing to avoid plagiarism in a student’s essays and assignments. . The importance also of digital/ IT skills was emphasised, as everyone moved to virtual/ online learning during the COVID_19 pandemic. It was also discussed how many students find referencing a difficult, boring, and arduous task and the only way to overcome this was to put these skills into practise even more. Research has been conducted to find ways to help students overcome this difficulty, and it is recommended that students use the full services of the library and librarians, as they posses the qualifications to guide and teach them how to research and reference correctly, as required by Higher Education Institutions. Another recommendation would be to take advantage of and make full use of the study skills sessions and workshops available to all students through their universities/ institutions, as are available at the University of Wales Trinty Saint David, Birmingham. Guidance and support is also available from lecturers and Module Leads and Student Support Services, and students are encouraged to utilise these resources made available to them.
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