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This reflective essay explores how my academic and digital skills changed over the first semester of university and specifically explores some of the challenges I have experienced with Harvard Referencing during the first assignments. I will use the Gibbs' Reflective Cycle as it will encourage deeper reflection (Adeani, Febriani and Syafryadin, 2020), pushing me to analyse my thoughts, feelings and actions. It will also enable me to link theory to practice and promote continuous improvement through the implementation of an action plan and by better connecting my experiences to relevant frameworks and academic standards. First and foremost, this essay has allowed me to fully understand the importance of referencing skills in academia and from this I have developed a SMART Action Plan to ensure that I continue to not only develop these skills but how I can use them to improve future research (Burns and Sinfield, 2022).

1. Description: What happened?
One of the biggest challenges I have encountered during the start of my academic career has been correctly using referencing in my work. In my first assignment, five of the references were needed for the AI essay. Having never used Harvard, or indeed any referencing style before, I was initially unsure of how to utilise in-text citation and unfamiliar with the styling required. Initially, I felt optimistic and was certain that I would be able to manage. However, after attending Lisa’s online course I felt overwhelmed by so much information. As Cottrell (2024) outlines proper guidance is essential in referencing and I soon discovered that I had a lot to learn. After the first session, I tried to apply what the course had taught me, but I soon realised that I didn’t know how to search, find information or how to correctly cite. For academic writing, it is essential to critically evaluate sources and demonstrate accountability and integrity (Ahmadpour et al, 2025). Therefore, I decided to develop this skill, and I started the Infoskills courses such as: “Identifying Information, Types of information”, “Searching for information, Introduction to Searching” and “Referencing, The Basics”. 

2. Feelings: What were you thinking and feeling?
Prior to the assignment, I had assumed that referencing would be straightforward. However, after grasping its complexity my feelings changed and after the library training, I felt overburdened and anxious. As Cottrell (2021) points out, anxiety, fear and frustration can restrain problem-solving, therefore I became progressively concerned that my first assignment would not be completed properly. Indeed, like me my colleagues were also feeling overwhelmed and anxious. 

I was quite unsure about how to deal with this rapid exposure to a new and complex side of academia and reduce the related stress of successfully completing the university's requirements on referencing guidelines. Maintaining a clear calm mindset is essential for academic success. Therefore, aware of the potential negative impact of stress on my performance, I knew I had to take proactive steps to improve my mental wellbeing (Galli and New, 2022). Gradually I became confident as I gained knowledge about useful materials I discovered in each module. Moreover, after doing the three InfoSkills courses I learned how to search, identify and use information about referencing. Most importantly, it helped me gain a thorough understanding why we must use a variety of sources. 

3. Evaluation: What went well and what didn’t?
Although there were challenges, I also experienced some positives incomes. I have now obtained three badges after completing the Infoskills courses: “Identifying Information, Types of information”, “Searching for information,  Introduction to Searching” and “Referencing, The Basics”. These courses offered me the knowledge and abilities I needed to not only find, recognise, and properly credit scholarly sources, but to strengthen my arguments with evidence.

As I started learning about library databases, I developed a sense of accountability and integrity from referencing. I recognised the importance of engaging with existing work and demonstrating that my work must be grounded in research and not just opinion, further enhancing my assignments and arguments (Sherwood et al., 2024). Moreover, through this I have been able to better connect with the course which in turn has played an essential role in further boosting the quality of my work. I certainly feel now that I have become more confident with various work structures and ultimately by achieving satisfaction in my work and developing these skills, I have experienced meaningful growth in both academic research and writing (Ahmadpour et al., 2025) (Dharmasaroja, 2024).

However, poor time management has negatively impacted my experience. I delayed starting the assignment, thinking that I had enough time to finish it. This made me increasingly stressed and made me rush my work (Cottrell, 2021). Sadly, I therefore did not engage with the materials thoroughly enough. 

The biggest challenge for me was that I didn’t know how to find credible sources. I found many articles, but I was not sure if they were strictly relevant nor if they were suitable for academic writing. This complicated my referencing process and forced me to spend a lot of time deciding which sources to use. I discovered that not all published materials meet the standards necessary for academic use, which I now know to be essential for maintaining the integrity of my work. Fundamentally, this taught me that good research is essential to starting a piece of work.

4. Analysis: Why did it happen that way?
I believe that an element of complacency on my part is responsible for why I struggled so much with my first assignment. There was an assumption on my part that led me to believe that referencing itself was not a difficult process and that it was more a reactive process rather than proactive one. I assumed that I would be able to start my work, find sources that supported my arguments and simply add them in as I went. This I realise now was completely wrong. By this time, poor time management meant I had to rush which further complicated matters and combined with my struggle to use online library sources I found myself anxious once more.

Therefore, better preparedness is key to my future assignments. The online library sessions were a huge help to me and showed me that I was approaching referencing the wrong way. To write good academic pieces I must ensure that I have completed the necessary research before I begin. Utilising better time management to ensure that I properly explore academic material before I even start writing. Understanding what has been said previously on the subject matter and work out which sources I am going to use. By approaching it proactively I can ensure that I am critically analysing the sources and thereby get the best answers to the right questions, making my work better reflect the sources available (Trimasse, 2025).

My work has become more creative because of the emphasis on references. By doing this, my work is now more nuanced and has developed increased originality. I can now critically evaluate digital documents and recognise the importance of analysing a wide range of online sources, while also identifying which sources are reliable and accurate (Tan et al., 2024). 

However, while learning these skills was crucial, I have now realised that I still have more to learn. There are several issues pertaining to my academic work, including at times improper referencing; not understanding what needs to be referenced like facts vs common knowledge, an inability to properly paraphrase articles and chapters, and finding irrelevant or incorrect sources (Yan et al., 2024). In my other essay, I struggled with when precisely referencing was required, especially when discussing topics such as career/personal development which are perhaps more ambiguous/perceptive topics rather than areas that are more absolute. Indeed, I hope to bring this up to my tutor in the future so that I can better consolidate my understanding of this.

5. Conclusion: What have you learned from this?
With the benefit of hindsight, I can now see that I had underestimated the scale of the task ahead of me. While understanding that writing academic pieces requires hard work, I believe that through my misunderstanding of how to correctly approach referencing and using digital source material I approached referencing as more of a post editing process. Clearly, referencing and research are one and the same thing, needing to be completed simultaneously. 

My lack of prior knowledge of online sources also meant that I was unable to properly search and use sources to correctly support my arguments. I believe this led to somewhat of a mismatch between my work and the source material. However, after completing the InfoSkills courses I feel I now have a better understanding of this and how to make use of the online tools to search for better more accurate sources.

Overall, I have learned a significant knowledge about referencing in a very short space of time. I certainly feel more comfortable using references in my assignments, knowing which to use and how to apply them. I understand how to approach sources and that they need to be analysed during the research stage, which of course requires good forward thinking and time management. Crucially, through this process I understand that I still have much to learn about referencing, particularly when and where to reference. However, I now feel a lot more confident and know that with patience and time I will overcome this soon.

6. Action Plan: What will you do differently next time?
Following on from this I have developed a SMART plan that focuses on some of my shortcomings discussed above. These are mainly about improving my research skills and managing my time better. This exercise has been extremely useful to me as it has given me a much better understanding
SMART Action Plan
	Goal
	Specific
	Measurable
	Achievable
	Relevant
	Time-Bound

	I will finish the InfoSkills Courses by September before the upcoming assignments
	I will dedicate more time to improve my understanding of Harvard Referencing and practising
	I will allocate time to finish all the Infoskills courses and I will improve my time management skills
	I will allocate 2 hours each week to finish the InfoSkills courses
	This will help me improve my skills and meet university standards for referencing and plagiarism
	By September before the upcoming assignments


Table 1: SMART action plan
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