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Higher education demands a more rigorous approach to studying, distinguishing itself from previous educational levels. Consequently, it becomes essential to enhance and refine your academic skills to optimize your learning experience. This paper will focus on three specific academic skills that are crucial for success in academia. These are note taking skills, summarising skills and referencing skills. Each of these skills enables you to enhance your learning in a more effective and comprehensive manner. As a student in higher education, it's essential to have a foundational understanding. As explained by Most crucially, you must grasp the nature of higher-level study (Cottrell, S, 2019, p. 10). By understanding this, you will gain insight into what is expected of you, what matters most, and how to achieve success. This reflective report uses Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle to explore how I can improve my learning by enhancing these skills, drawing on insights from The Study Skills Handbook by Stella Cottrell (2019), relevant research articles, and academic writing guides.


1. Note-Taking Skills
Note-taking is an essential skill that aids in capturing and retaining information presented in lectures and readings and students who take more course lecture notes in general are higher achievers (Stacy et al., 2015). My previous note-taking methods were disorganized and lacked focus, often leaving me with incomplete or unclear notes. Recognizing the importance of effective note-taking, I sought guidance from The Study Skills Handbook by Stella Cottrell, which emphasizes structured methods like the Cornell method (Cottrell, 2019).

Initially, I found note-taking overwhelming, especially during fast-paced lectures. As found by Peverly et al. (2014) handwriting speed and selective attention are variables significantly related to notes. Therefore in fast paced lectures it is vital to have a fast note taking skills in order to improve your performance.  I often felt anxious about missing important points, leading to notes that were either too detailed or incomplete. However, after learning about structured approaches from Cottrell’s book, I started feeling more confident and in control of my note-taking process.

The structured approach to note-taking significantly improved my ability to capture and organize information. The Cornell method, which utilizes a unique layout in that it takes a single sheet of paper and separates it into three distinct sections, cue column,” “the note-taking area,” and the “summary area. This method is effective in promoting retention of learned material by relying on cues that reap the retention benefits of a handwritten note (Saran et al, 2022).  The Cornell method helped me create clearer and more concise notes which would be easier to review and revise later. 
Cottrell’s (2019) emphasis on structured note-taking aligns with research that highlights the importance of organized notes for effective learning (Stacy et al., 2015). By adopting these strategies, I improved both my comprehension and retention of lecture material. The method also encouraged active listening and engagement during lectures, rather than passively recording information.
Improving my note-taking skills has had a positive impact on my learning. Structured note-taking methods, such as the Cornell method, have allowed me to capture and organize information more effectively. However, continuous practice and refinement are needed to fully integrate these techniques into my study routine.
Moving forward, I will continue using the Cornell method for note-taking and regularly review my notes to ensure they are clear and comprehensive. Additionally, I plan to experiment with the mind mapping technique for more complex topics.  Mind mapping is an innovative and effective method in remembering things better than the routine way of reading texts (Kalyanasundaram et al., 2017). This will further enhance my understanding and retention of information. 

2. Summarizing Skills
Summarizing is a key academic skill that helps condense large amounts of information into concise and manageable pieces. It also shows that you are reading critically and able to pick out which points from a source are relevant to the argument you are making (Libguides, 2024). Previously, my summarizing skills were inconsistent, often leading to summaries that were either too brief or too detailed. To improve, I turned to Cottrell’s strategies in The Study Skills Handbook, which emphasize active reading and critical thinking (Cottrell, 2019).

Summarizing initially felt challenging, as I often struggled to determine what information to include and what to omit. This led to feelings of uncertainty and frustration. However, as I practiced Cottrell’s strategies, I began to feel more confident in my ability to create effective summaries.
The active reading techniques I adopted from Cottrell’s book significantly improved my summarizing skills. By focusing on understanding the material first and then rephrasing key points, I was able to create more concise and accurate summaries. This approach not only made reviewing material easier but also deepened my understanding of the content.
Summarizing is a valuable tool for researchers as it provides multiple perspectives on a subject, helps in time management, saves space, and allows non-experts access to the research work (unriddle, 2024). Therefore, effective summarising requires both comprehension and the ability to distil key points. By practicing these techniques, I enhanced my ability to condense complex information into clear summaries that are useful for revision and study.

Improving my summarizing skills has helped me better manage and understand the information presented in lectures and readings. The strategies I learned from Cottrell’s book have been instrumental in refining my approach to summarizing. However, I recognize that continued practice is necessary to handle more complex texts effectively.
To further improve my summarizing skills, I will continue to practice active reading and summarizing techniques. I will also experiment with different formats, such as bullet points and narrative summaries, to find the most effective approach for different types of content. Regular review and refinement of my summaries will be key to ensuring they remain concise and accurate.
3. Referencing Skills
Referencing is an integral part of scientific writing and professional research conduct that requires appropriate acknowledgement of others’ work and avoidance of plagiarism (Lindhal, J F, Grace, D. 2018). Effective referencing not only makes you a better researcher but enhances your reputation amongst editors, reviewers and readers (Santini, 2018).
 My previous approach to referencing was inconsistent, and I often found it difficult to remember the rules for different citation styles. To improve, I turned to resources such as The Study Skills Handbook by Stella Cottrell (2019).
Initially, referencing felt like a tedious and confusing task, especially when dealing with multiple citation styles. This led to frustration and a lack of confidence in my ability to reference sources accurately. However, as I practiced using the tools and guidelines provided in Cottrell’s book and online resources, I started to feel more comfortable with the process.
The guidance provided in Cottrell’s book and the online resources significantly improved my referencing skills. By following structured steps and using citation generators, I was able to create more accurate and consistent references. This improvement not only enhanced the quality of my academic writing but also increased my confidence in avoiding plagiarism.
By improving my referencing skills, I also strengthened my ability to build and support arguments in my writing. The use of citation tools and guides helped streamline the referencing process and reduce errors.
Improving my referencing skills has been essential for enhancing the quality of my academic work. The strategies I learned from Cottrell’s book and online resources have made referencing more manageable and less daunting. However, I recognize the need for continued practice to master different citation styles.
Moving forward, I will continue to use citation tools and regularly review style guides to ensure accuracy in my referencing. I will also practice using different citation styles, such as APA and Harvard, to become more proficient in them. Additionally, I plan to incorporate referencing into my writing process from the beginning to avoid last-minute errors.

Overall, improving my note-taking, summarizing, and referencing skills has had a significant positive impact on my learning. By applying the strategies from The Study Skills Handbook by Stella Cottrell and additional academic resources, I have developed more effective methods for capturing, condensing, and presenting information. Continuous practice and refinement will be key to further enhancing these skills and maximizing my academic success.
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