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Starting my university required me to develop several new academic and digital skills. One of the most important skills I had to learn during my first term was how to use Harvard referencing correctly in my academic writing. Referencing is an essential part of academic work because it allows students to acknowledge the ideas of other researchers and avoid plagiarism (Neville, 2010). This reflective essay uses Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle to explore my experience of learning Harvard referencing while completing my first university assignment. The reflection will consider the experience, my thoughts and feelings, an evaluation of what went well and what was challenging, and what I learned from the experience. Finally, it will outline how I plan to improve my academic skills in the future.

Description – What happened?

During my first term at university, I was required to complete a written assignment for one of my modules. The assignment required me to use Harvard referencing, which included inserting in-text citations throughout the essay and providing a full reference list at the end of the document. Before coming to university, I had not used Harvard referencing in my previous studies, so the process was completely new to me.

When I began researching for the assignment, I used a range of sources including books, academic journal articles and reliable websites. However, I quickly realised that I did not fully understand how to reference these sources correctly. I was unsure about how to structure in-text citations, how to organise the reference list, and how the format differed depending on the type of source being used.

To improve my understanding, I attended a university workshop that focused on academic writing and referencing skills. I also used the university’s online referencing guide to learn how to format different types of references. These resources helped me understand the purpose of referencing and how it supports academic integrity. According to Cottrell (2019), developing effective study skills and academic writing techniques is essential for success in higher education. Through this experience, I began to develop important academic and digital skills, including research, academic writing, and the use of online academic resources.

Feelings – What were you thinking and feeling?

At the beginning of the assignment, I felt confused and slightly overwhelmed. Because I had never used Harvard referencing before, I was worried about making mistakes in my citations or formatting the references incorrectly. I was also concerned that incorrect referencing might result in losing marks or be considered plagiarism. Academic integrity is a fundamental expectation in higher education, and students must acknowledge the work of other authors appropriately (Pears and Shields, 2022).

During the writing process, I often felt stressed because referencing took longer than I expected. I had to constantly check the referencing guide to make sure I was using the correct format. This slowed down my writing process and sometimes made me feel frustrated. I also noticed that I spent more time focusing on formatting than on developing my ideas, which made the task feel more challenging than usual.

However, after attending the referencing workshop and spending more time practising, my confidence began to increase. I started to understand the structure of Harvard referencing and how to apply it correctly within my essay. By the time I finished the assignment, I felt more confident in my ability to reference sources. Submitting the assignment made me feel proud because I had successfully learned a new academic skill that I could use in future assignments.

Evaluation – What was good and bad about the experience?

There were several positive aspects of this experience. One of the most important benefits was that I learned a valuable academic skill that will be essential throughout my degree. Referencing allows students to support their arguments with credible evidence and demonstrate engagement with academic research (Cottrell, 2019). Learning this skill early in my studies will help me produce stronger academic work in the future.

Another positive aspect was the support provided by the university. The referencing workshop helped explain the system clearly and allowed me to ask questions about areas I did not understand. The university’s online resources were also very useful because they provided clear examples of how to reference different types of sources.

However, there were also some challenges during this experience. One of the main difficulties was understanding the difference between in-text citations and the reference list. I also found it difficult to format references correctly for different types of sources, such as books, journal articles and websites. Each type of source requires slightly different information and formatting, which made the process more complicated.

Another challenge was managing my time while learning a completely new academic skill. Because referencing was very new to me, I spent a lot of time checking the formats and correcting mistakes. This sometimes made the assignment feel more stressful than it needed to for myself, it made me feel overwhelmed and despondent.

Analysis – Why did it happen that way?

This experience helped me understand why academic referencing is such an important part of university study. Referencing systems such as Harvard are designed to ensure that authors receive credit for their work and that readers can trace the sources used within academic writing (Neville, 2010). Without proper referencing, it would be difficult to maintain academic honesty and transparency in research.

My initial difficulties with referencing were largely due to my lack of previous experience with academic writing conventions. Many students experience challenges when transitioning from school to university because academic expectations are higher and require greater independence (Cottrell, 2019). At the  university level, students are expected to engage critically with academic sources and support their ideas with evidence.

Another important factor was the development of digital skills. In order to complete the assignment, I had to use online academic databases, digital libraries and referencing guides. These digital resources helped me access academic information and learn how to apply referencing rules correctly. Developing digital literacy is an essential skill for modern university students because much academic research is conducted online.

Additionally, this experience highlighted the importance of independent learning. At university, students are expected to take responsibility for developing their own understanding of academic skills. By actively seeking support through workshops and online resources, I was able to gradually improve my knowledge and confidence. This demonstrates how reflection and self‑directed learning can help students overcome academic challenges and continue developing throughout their degree.

Through out this experience, I also developed other transferable skills such as attention to detail, research skills and independent learning. These skills are valuable not only for academic study but also for my future employment. Learning how to analyse information, use credible sources and present ideas clearly are important skills in many professional environments.

Conclusion – What else could you have done?

Reflecting on this experience, there are several things I could have done differently to improve the process. Firstly, I could have started learning about the Harvard referencing earlier in the term rather than waiting until I began writing the assignment. This would have given me more time to practice and become familiar with the referencing format.

Secondly, I could have practised referencing different types of sources before beginning the essay. And practising beforehand would have helped me understand the system more clearly and reduced the time spent checking the referencing guide during my writing process.

Finally, I could have used the university’s academic support services earlier. Workshops, online tutorials and library guides are valuable resources that can help students develop their academic skills more quickly. And Using these resources earlier might have made the process less stressful for myself.

Overall, this experience have helped me realise that referencing is not simply about formatting the sources correctly. It is also about respecting the work of other researchers, supporting arguments with evidence, and demonstrating academic integrity. Developing this skill has massively  improved my confidence in the academic writing and prepared me to approach future assignments with greater organisation and awareness.

Action Plan – What will you do next?

Short-term actions:
• I will use the university referencing guide for every assignment to ensure my citations are accurate.
• I will also attend any additional academic writing or library workshops to strengthen my academic skills.
• I will practise using citation tools such as the referencing feature in Microsoft Word to organise my sources more efficiently.

Long-term actions:
• I will continue to develop my academic writing and research the skills throughout my degree.
• I will aim to become more confident in referencing different types of academic sources including books, journal articles and online publications.
• Before I submit any assignment, I will carefully check my references to ensure they are accurate and complete.
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