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1. Introduction

Developing academic skills is crucial for successful learning and improving performance in higher education. Three essential skills that influenced my knowledge and academic success include note-taking, paraphrasing and referencing. Note-taking allows learners to collect and retain key information, effectively, paraphrasing helps demonstrate understating of source materials, while avoiding plagiarism, and referencing ensures credibility and academic integrity.
To guide this reflection, I will use Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1998), a structured model designed to facilitate critical reflection on experiences. The cycle consists of six stages: Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion and Action plan. This framework helps break down experiences, analyse them critically and develop actionable strategies for improvement (Gibbs, 1998). Using Gibbs’ model, I will reflect on my experiences with note-taking, paraphrasing and referencing to identify areas of growt and implement strategies to enhance my academic performance.

2. Reflection on Note-taking skills

In the first few lectures I have attended at University on Academic Skills module, I started to take notes manually to capture the lecturer’s key points. However, I have realised later, when I began looking through my notes that I wrote excessively, focusing on every word rather than summarising the ideas. As a result, my notes became disorganised and difficult to follow when revisited later.
At first, I felt overwhelmed and frustrated because I could not understand my own notes and prepare properly for the coming exam. I realised that note-taking should help me consolidate and simplify information not only from classes, but also from reading materials. I also felt nervous about missing important content, which encouraged me to focus on quality, rather than quantity. Cottrell (2024, p.144) emphasizes that ‘note-making is an active process that help you to understand and remember information’.
While I managed to record a large amount of information, my disorganised noted failed to provide clarity for me. However, I did succeed in capturing some useful points. On reflection, I could have done my note-taking by using a specific method, such as the Cornell method or mind mapping. These approaches improve summarization and organisation for a successful student.
The main reason for these problems was my lack of preparation and awareness of structured note-taking methods. Had I read pre-lecture materials, I could have identified key topics beforehand, which would have guided my focus during the lecture. I now, understand that good note-taking involves selecting and organising key ideas rather than recording everything word by word. At this moment I do not believe it is very helpful to take linear notes, but one of the best and efficient methods for me are the diagrammatic or mind mapping notes. This helped me to improve my knowledge and gain better marks on my exam, with efficient revision. Also, another good lesson I have learned from my experience is to prepare for lecture by reviewing relevant materials in advance.

3. Reflection on Paraphrasing skills

Paraphrasing is something very interesting for me, but I also find it challenging because English is not my first language. One of the tasks we had to do during the class was paraphrasing a journal article and include key evidence. My initial attempt involved changing a few words, but the structure and phrase were too close to the original text. I realised that this approach could result in unintentional plagiarism and required improvement.
I felt very anxious and uncertain about paraphrasing. It was difficult to rewrite complex academic language, while retaining the original meaning. I worried that my efforts to paraphrase might still appear too similar to the source, but I found the Thesaurus very helpful.
Although, I struggled at first, I recognised the importance of paraphrasing for demonstrating understating.  It is a very important skill, it allows students to integrate evidence into their writing while avoiding plagiarism (Neville, 2016). I succeeded in identifying the main points, as I specified earlier in my notes-taking reflection, but needed work on expressing these ideas in my own words.
The primary reason for my difficulty was the lack of clear strategy for paraphrasing. According to Bailey (2018), effective paraphrasing requires reading the original text multiple times, identifying key ideas, and using synonyms and sentence restructuring. I also realised that time constraints, sharing student life with family, work and other daily activities and not lastly, my biggest defect, procrastination, contributed to my struggles. Paraphrasing requires thoughtful consideration and planning, which I had not allocated enough time for.
I now understand that paraphrasing involves more than just words replacement. It requires a clear understanding of the original text and the ability to express those ideas using my own language.
As an action plan for the future, I will read texts multiple times to fully understand the main ideas before paraphrasing, practice rewriting paragraphs, use tools like Turnitin to check the originality of my paraphrasing.

4. Reflection on Referencing skills

Before I attended University referencing was a completely foreign subject for me. Even after the lecture about referencing, and exercises done in class, I was still very confused about Harvard referencing style. I also struggled to distinguish between in-text citation and full references. I felt stressed and uncertain about my ability to reference correctly. The strict formatting rules seemed overwhelming, and I worried that mistakes would impact my grades and lead to accusations of plagiarism.
Knowing that we will have an in-class exam where I will be asked to show abilities of referencing, I started to follow materials and videos about Harvard referencing and after many exercises, I have managed to understand the process and I was able to gain good grades in my exam.
I recognised that referencing plays a critical role in academic writing by giving credit to original authors and supporting arguments. Referencing is vital for avoiding plagiarism and demonstrating academic integrity (Pears and Shields, 2019). My difficulties appeared from lack of familiarity with Harvard referencing rules. I also did not use tools or guides that could have simplified the process.
I now realise the importance of understanding and applying Harvard referencing rules accurately. By improving my referencing skills, I can present a well-structured academic work and avoid plagiarism. As an action plan I will use referencing guides (e.g. Cite Them Right) to learn and apply Harvard style consistently.

5. Conclusion

Reflecting on my experiences with note-taking, paraphrasing and referencing skills has been valuable for identifying areas of improvement. I have learned that structured note-taking methods can make learning more efficient, paraphrasing requires thoughtful rewriting and time management, and accurate referencing is essential for academic integrity. By implementing the action plans outlined in this report, I am to develop these skills further, which will enhance my academic performance and confidence in future assignments. Through continuous practice and reflection, I can become a more effective and competent learner.
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