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Introduction
University life has many hurdles that must be surpassed by students who are new to the expectations levied upon them by their institutions. Many are unsure of exactly what these expectations are, how to properly apply them to their work or how they may affect their university experience and quality of education. These expectations, however, are well reasoned and well meaning in nature, aiming to improve or evidence the academic performance of a student. Strong academic performance is determined by many factors; confidence, knowledge, willingness to learn, among many others. Four of the most influential factors are the ability to properly reference, critical thinking, self-reflection, and academic honesty. A combination of these four factors will lead a student to be competent in their work, as well as providing them with a crucial set of skills for a career in an academic field. These four factors have become increasingly important in academic life due to the increasing use of technology, allowing students to become ever more dependant, avoiding the development of these crucial skills. This report will clarify and explain the importance of these four skills. 

Referencing
Referencing is one of the most important skills that a student can have at their disposal. It is an essential cornerstone of any academic document. referencing is the act of properly crediting or acknowledging the work of previous authors, researchers, and studies. These references provide a clear line of reasoning between your own argument and the evidence or other arguments used to support it, as well as allowing the reader to form their own views on the validity and relevance of your sources (Bloomsbury Publishing, no date). Referencing and citation are done to “give thanks” to other authors, who may have inspired, informed, or evidenced your claims made in an academic assignment (Tarafdar M, Davidson R.M., 2020). It also shows understanding of what is being asked, as well as understanding of what has been previously stated by other authors on similar or relevant topics. poor referencing can show a lack of understanding or undermine arguments made in each piece of work. Additionally, it can cast create a negative image of a student’s competency or academic ability, as well as presenting them as dishonest in their work. The presence of poor referencing may even cast a poor light on others, eroding trust in specific organisations or groups (Santini, A, 2018). Referencing also helps to avoid accusations of plagiarism, by ensuring that work conducted by others is properly credited as not to mislead the reader into believing that all research used was conducted by the author (Bloomsbury Publishing, no date). 

Critical thinking
Critical thinking is a crucial element of academic life. It allows people to argue for many different viewpoints in order to find a single conclusion, as well as giving awareness of flaws and gaps in research. The creation of the concept of critical thinking is often attributed to Socrates, who stated that all knowledge should be challenged and questioned, as to prove clear reasoning as to someone’s conclusions. This would over time come to be known as “critical thinking” (Bottomly, J, Wright, J, Pryjmachuk, S, 2020). While critical thinking is not a discrete, easily defined subject, it is imperative in any academic work, especially in cases that may require critique, analysis, or comparison (Bottomly, J, Wright, J, Pryjmachuk, S, 2020). many have provided definitions of critical thinking, with varying degrees of relevance to academic life. These ideas, while being fundamentally different, share some core elements, such as the ability to analyse, criticise and advocate for an idea or concept (Haber, J, 2020). This has led critical thinking to be a main focus of higher education, not just in the UK, but globally. This is due to it being extremely useful in many careers, as well as it being an essential skill in leading an active and engaged life outside of a career (Carlsburg, G.B.V, 2021). Critical thinking can also play a role in combatting bias, which may cause academic works to become one sided, and thus unreliable in their nature. Bias can lead to poor argumentation and analysis which may over time affect a student’s academic performance and even their worldview. 

The power of Reflection 
Reflection is a process that allows one to look back upon their work, gaining insight on where they can improve, or have already improved. This is important to academic life, as there is always room for improvement in assignments, all that is required to realize these improvements is that the author be critical of and analyse their own works. This is supported by theorists such as Neale (2019), who describes self-reflection as reviewing oneself to increase self-awareness. This is further expanded upon by Shaw, Kuvalja and Suto (2018) who apply this definition in the context of education, describing self-reflection as reflecting upon one’s learning and personal experiences (Brownhill, S, 2021). Self-reflection offers a number of benefits to students, including the ability to revise and reiterate work effectively and independently, allowing them to ensure that their work is the best they believe possible, and even challenge their previous limits. A 2011 study shows some positive correlation between self-reflection and academic performance (Lew, M.D.N, Schmidt H.G, 2011). Self-reflection can be used in several other contexts however, including in goal setting. The university of Edinburgh even states that self-reflection can be applied in the personal lives of students to improve wellbeing, by providing a better understanding of themselves, what they consider important and what they consider helpful to their wellbeing (2023). The university of Edinburgh article also pinpoints a number of methods by which personal reflection can improve the lives of students, such as celebrating their successes, journalling events and their experiences, and spending time reflecting on their personal strengths, weaknesses, and goals. 

Academic Misconduct
Academic misconduct is an issue that many students will encounter during their time in university. The university of Cambridge defines it as any action that leads to unfair advantage, such as using materials in an exam which are prohibited, or plagiarising (no date). There are a number of different forms of academic misconduct that can be committed by students. University College London details many of these (no date). The first is plagiarism, which is one of the most serious academic offences that a student can commit. It entails any action taken that may represent others work as your own. This discredits a piece of work as well as its author as being unreliable and untrustworthy, regardless of if it is factually correct. The use of “essay mills” is also considered a serious form of plagiarism, as it requires a student present a piece of work that has been partially or wholly written by another as their own. Students may also collude, which is the act of collaborating with others on pieces of work in which it is strictly prohibited to do so. Sources or evidence may also be falsified, which is another academic offence. Falsified sources are those that do not exist or have been manipulated. Similarly, pieces of work in their entirety may be falsified through methods such as manipulating a word or character count. Finally, students may commit academic misconduct by bringing prohibited materials, or anything that may provide unfair advantage into an examination room (UCL, no date). Academic Misconduct in universities is punishable through sanctions such as capping a piece of work at a specific maximum mark, generally at most 40%, and at least 10%, or at its most serious, can lead to a student being removed from the university. Academic misconduct also reaches further than universities, being a serious offence in academic career fields that may lead to discreditation or blacklisting. Academic misconduct is rising in prevalence among students, with it increasing by 42% between 2013, and 2017. This is not just confined to the UK however, with academic misconduct becoming a rising global issue (Tee, S, Curtis, K, 2018). Although it is unclear exactly as to why academic misconduct takes place, there is a positive correlation between high stress environments with little support and instances of academic misconduct (Tee, S, Curtis, K, 2018). 

Conclusion
There are many factors that may determine a student’s academic success, with Critical thinking, good referencing, self-reflection and avoiding academic misconduct being some of the most influential. Some students may however struggle adapting to the new expectations levied upon them by their institutions due to the large gap in time investment and required effort between college and university curriculums. This may lead to high stress environments that can cause higher rates of academic misconduct or lower competency among students.
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