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During my first term at university, one experience that had a significant impact on my academic development was learning how to research and reference effectively while managing family responsibilities. Early in the term, our lecturer asked us to complete an online learning-style test. From the results, I discovered that I am a kinaesthetic learner, meaning I absorb information most effectively by doing, experimenting, and actively engaging with tasks (Cottrell, 2021). This insight helped me understand why some study methods, such as reading passively or listening to lectures without active engagement, were less effective for me.
Around the same time, we were introduced to the university’s online library, which became an essential tool for managing our academic work. During the session, we learned not only how to search for articles using effective keywords and filters, but also how to access full texts, add outside sources to our personal library accounts, and reserve books that were not immediately available. We were shown how to highlight key information, annotate digital texts, and organise our sources in a way that would make constructing accurate reference lists easier later. Initially, these tasks felt overwhelming, as I had never navigated such a wide range of academic resources independently. However, I quickly recognised that mastering these skills was vital for developing both academic and digital literacy. The ability to identify relevant material efficiently, highlight critical points, and store sources for future use would save time and reduce stress, particularly given my responsibilities caring for two young children. On my first evening working alone, I applied what I had learned, logging into the library determined to gather sources for my first substantial essay. I experimented with different search terms, explored various databases, reserved books that could not be accessed immediately, and highlighted sections of articles that were most relevant to my topic. Although challenging, this process allowed me to build confidence, improve my organisational skills, and gain a sense of achievement as I gradually developed a structured approach to researching and managing information. These experiences reinforced the importance of careful planning, persistence, and active engagement in developing strong academic skills.
One evening, after settling my children, I logged into the library to begin work on my first substantial essay. The assignment required multiple peer‑reviewed sources and accurate Harvard referencing. At first, I felt a mixture of anxiety and uncertainty; there were countless articles, and not all were relevant or easy to understand. I worried that I might spend hours on material that would ultimately be unusable. Unsure where to start, I relied on my kinaesthetic learning approach, experimenting with different search terms, opening multiple sources simultaneously, taking active notes, and highlighting key points. I compared and evaluated each article carefully before deciding which to use. Over several focused evenings, I gradually gathered around a dozen suitable sources, which gave me a growing sense of achievement.
As I began drafting the essay, integrating in‑text citations and constructing the reference list using the Cite Them Right guide (Pears & Shields, 2022), I felt a combination of relief and continued nervousness. There was satisfaction in seeing my notes and sources come together, but I still worried about referencing correctly and presenting a coherent argument. To manage this, I applied structured study‑session techniques. I used the Pomodoro Technique — working in 25‑minute intervals with short breaks — to try and maintain focus during late‑night study sessions. Recent empirical research, however, suggests that while Pomodoro can help with short‑term structuring, self‑regulated or flexible break patterns may offer more stable motivation and less fatigue over time (Assessing the efficacy of the Pomodoro technique in enhancing anatomy lesson retention during study sessions: a scoping review, 2025). Reflecting on my own experience, I found that on some nights I felt alert and productive, but on others the fixed break schedule felt rigid, especially when I was deeply absorbed in reading.
To support overall time management beyond just study sessions I adopted a broader set of strategies: planning, goal‑setting, prioritisation and task organisation. Over time, combining strategic planning with flexible study‑session structuring helped me manage a heavy workload alongside family commitments reducing stress and improving my confidence in handling academic tasks.
Throughout the process, my emotions varied considerably. At times, I felt anxious and uncertain about whether I could find the right sources, understand complex academic content, or reference correctly (Cottrell, 2023). Balancing academic work with caring for my children and managing household duties added further pressure, often making it difficult to focus or maintain motivation. Despite this, I felt determined to succeed and pushed myself to engage actively with the resources available. As I became more confident navigating the library, selecting relevant articles, and using Cite Them Right to reference correctly, my anxiety gradually decreased.
There were clear positives to this experience. I developed my own strategies for managing research, combining Google with the library to access a wider range of sources, and refining my approach to ensure reliability and credibility. Integrating structured time‑management strategies planning, prioritisation, and flexible study sessions helped me feel more organised and capable. Over time, I also developed critical thinking skills by evaluating the credibility of sources, synthesising information, and constructing coherent arguments (Cottrell, 2023). Completing the assignment boosted my confidence and reinforced my ability to balance academic and personal responsibilities effectively.
However, there were also challenges. Researching and writing were time-consuming and often exhausting. Studying late at night after a busy day required sustained concentration, which was mentally draining. Some tasks, such as reading lengthy academic texts, did not always suit my kinaesthetic learning style. Initially, I focused more on relevance than on critically evaluating methodological quality, which sometimes meant revisiting or discarding material later (Chourio‑Acevedo et al., 2024). Additionally, note-taking and referencing were occasionally rushed, creating minor difficulties during drafting. Despite these drawbacks, the experience highlighted areas where I could refine my approach in the future and reinforced the importance of structured strategies.
Reflecting on why these challenges arose, several factors are clear. My kinaesthetic learning style played a central role — I needed to engage actively with the material by experimenting with search terms, opening multiple sources, and taking detailed notes before I could understand and use the information effectively (Cottrell, 2021). Developing digital literacy was equally important; learning how to navigate library databases, filter results, and assess source credibility allowed me to identify high-quality, relevant materials (Subaveerapandiyan & Sinha, 2022). Using evidence-based time‑management strategies supported both productivity and wellbeing, enabling me to balance academic tasks with family responsibilities (Assessing the efficacy of the Pomodoro technique …, 2025). Critically evaluating sources and synthesising information strengthened my critical thinking skills, while applying Cite Them Right helped me reference accurately and confidently (Pears & Shields, 2022).
If I were to approach this task again, I would take several additional steps. I would plan study periods more systematically to reduce interruptions and stress. Attending library and academic‑skills sessions earlier in the term would help me build efficient research techniques sooner. I would also evaluate sources more rigorously, considering methodology, credibility, journal standing, and relevance beyond simply being “peer‑reviewed” (Chourio‑Acevedo et al., 2024). Integrating note‑taking and referencing from the start would improve both accuracy and efficiency. Finally, I would continue using structured strategies with flexibility—including planning, prioritisation, and flexible work‑break patterns—alongside kinaesthetic techniques such as visual summaries, active note‑making, and reading aloud, to engage more effectively with dense academic material (Cottrell, 2023).
To build on what I have learned, I will adopt a deliberate weekly planning routine combining task prioritisation and time‑blocking. Each Sunday, I will create a weekly to‑do list and organise tasks according to priority and importance. I will allocate flexible study sessions for research, reading, writing, and referencing — using Pomodoro‑style blocks when appropriate, but allowing flexibility based on task and energy. I will review and adjust the plan weekly to reflect on what worked and what didn’t. I also intend to explore further university resources, such as library tutorials and writing clinics, to refine my research and referencing skills.
This challenging experience has provided a strong foundation for both academic and personal growth. I am now better prepared to handle future assignments, use digital tools confidently, think critically, and manage my time wisely. The skills and strategies I have developed will support me throughout my degree, helping me to learn not only effectively, but also sustainably.
SMART Action Plan
 Specific: I will improve my academic research and referencing skills by using the UWTSD online library more effectively, integrating notetaking and referencing from the start of each assignment, and applying structured study techniques such as the Pomodoro Technique and the Eisenhower Matrix.
 Measurable: I will track progress by maintaining a weekly study log, recording the number of sources successfully identified, summarised, and referenced correctly, and by reviewing assignment feedback for referencing accuracy and quality of research.
 Achievable: I will dedicate three focused study sessions per week, each 90 minutes long, after managing family responsibilities. Using Pomodoro intervals and task prioritisation will make this realistic alongside my childcare commitments. Relevant: Strengthening my research, referencing, and digital skills will support my university success by improving the quality of my essays, enhancing critical thinking, and enabling me to meet academic standards confidently. 
Time-bound: I will implement this plan throughout the next term, reviewing progress weekly and aiming to see measurable improvements in my research efficiency, referencing accuracy, and confidence by the end of the term.
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