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For my first time in university, I experienced a few challenges. The experience that challenged me the most was writing my first assignment with academic sources and referencing while also studying in English as a second language and preparing my first presentation. These things happened in my first weeks at university, when everything was still new. I had never studied in an English academic environment before, and I was not ready for how different the expectations would be. One of the biggest surprises was finding out that university assignments need proper referencing and academic sources. In my previous education, I had never used citation systems in this way. In fact, I had never even heard of referencing, academic writing, or citation before, not even in my native language. At the same time, I needed to read difficult texts in English, understand them, and explain ideas clearly. I also had to follow lessons taught fully in English. Sometimes I tried very hard to concentrate, but I lost the thread because I was listening, translating, and trying to understand at the same time. Another important part of this experience was preparing and giving my first presentation in front of the class. At one point, I also uploaded my assignment incorrectly, and for a moment I believed I had already failed before it was even marked. After I spoke with my lecturer, the problem was solved, but the experience showed me how demanding university study could be at the beginning.
At the start, I felt anxious, overwhelmed, and unsure of myself. I worried all the time that my English was not good enough and that I would not be able to meet university expectations. I often thought in Romanian and then translated everything into English, which made the work slow and exhausting. In class, this pressure affected my concentration. Even when I understood the lesson, I sometimes felt my mind go blank when the lecturer asked questions. I knew the answer in my head and understood the meaning of the question, but I could not form the answer quickly enough in English and say it out loud. This was frustrating because it made me look less confident than I really was. I was also afraid of making mistakes and of looking weak or not intelligent enough. Another strong fear was getting a low grade on my assignment. Sometimes this fear blocked me and made it even harder to begin writing, because I wanted everything to be right from the beginning. Before my presentation, I felt tense and very nervous. At the same time, I also felt determined. I really wanted to learn, improve, and build a better future. That motivation helped me continue when I felt like giving up. As the term continued, I started to notice that lecturers and classmates were supportive. I did not feel judged, and that slowly helped me feel safer.
There were both positive and negative parts in this experience. On the positive side, I completed my assignment and presentation and developed important skills. I learned how to search for academic sources, use the online library, prepare slides, and organise my work more independently. One good thing was that I did not give up. Even when I struggled to concentrate in class or felt blocked, I still went back to the material later and tried to understand it. This helped me keep moving forward. I also started to see that progress is possible even when confidence is low at the beginning. This connects with Ghafar’s (2023) review, which shows that self-confidence plays an important role in language learning and that students with stronger self-belief are more likely to keep trying and improve. Although I did not feel confident at first, I can see that continuing to try helped my confidence grow slowly. Another positive point was the support around me. Mulaudzi (2023) explains that first-year students often face academic pressure and adjustment problems, so support matters a lot during transition. I felt that support from lecturers and classmates, and it helped me continue.
However, there were also clear difficulties. Referencing was confusing because I had never used it before, and academic writing required vocabulary and structure that were new to me. Hu and Yu (2023) found that many ESL students arrive at university without experience in citation and often find paraphrasing and reference lists difficult. This matches my experience very closely. I also struggled with academic writing itself. Aldabbus and Almansouri (2022) found that university EFL learners often have difficulties with academic vocabulary, organising ideas, and writing coherent paragraphs. I experienced these problems too, especially when trying to express ideas clearly in English. Another difficulty was losing the flow of the lesson because of the pressure of understanding content and language together. Speaking was especially difficult. Research showing that language anxiety can cause student to ‘freeze’ mentally even when they understand the content (Zhang, 2021). Even when I understood, I sometimes could not respond because I was worried about saying it wrong. This is why the experience was not only difficult academically, but also emotionally.
Studies also suggest that students from multicultural backgrounds may feel additional pressure when they are learning academic writing, particularly when they are unfamiliar with expectations related to citation, referencing or academic learning (Shamsuri et al., 2024).
Several reasons explain why this experience was so challenging. First, I was adapting not only to university, but also to a different language and a different academic culture. Ungureanu (2025) explains that the transition from high school to university involves adapting to new academic expectations and new ways of engaging with knowledge. I can relate to this because I was not only learning content; I was also learning how university works. Second, I did not have previous preparation for referencing, academic writing, and citation. Hu and Yu (2023) show that this is common for ESL students, and this explains why referencing felt unfamiliar rather than simply hard. Third, the emotional pressure I placed on myself made things worse. I wanted to do well immediately, understand quickly, and not make mistakes. This pressure sometimes affected my concentration and made my mind feel empty when I wanted to speak. Mulaudzi (2023) notes that first-year students often experience pressure, uncertainty, and adjustment difficulties, which can influence their learning. I can clearly see that in my own experience. Finally, my presentation added another layer of challenge. Yusof, Jaapar and Zaini (2025) found that oral presentation tasks are closely connected with speaking anxiety and confidence in ESL learners. Even though their study focuses on recorded oral presentations, it still supports the idea that speaking tasks can create pressure and anxiety in second-language learners. This helps explain why my first presentation felt so stressful.
This experience also helped me understand something important about myself as a learner. I realised that my difficulties were not only caused by language barriers but also by fear and pressure. When I felt anxious, my ability to think clearly decreased, even if I understood the content. This made me see that emotional factors can influence academic performance just as much as knowledge or skills. At the same time, I learned that persistence can slowly reduce these barriers. Each time I completed a task or participated despite discomfort, my confidence increased slightly. This showed me that adapting to university is a gradual process, especially for students studying in a second language.
Looking back, there are things I could have done differently. I could have asked for help earlier instead of trying to manage everything alone. I could also have started learning referencing earlier in the term, instead of waiting until the assignment was close. Another thing I could have done was practise English more actively outside class in simple ways, such as reading more regularly, listening more often, and speaking aloud to myself. This might have helped me depend less on translation. I also think I could have been kinder to myself. I expected myself to perform very well immediately, but that was not realistic. Accepting that learning in a second language takes time would have reduced some of the pressure I put on myself. Regarding presentations, rehearsing aloud more often would probably have helped. What I understand now is that struggling did not mean I was not capable. It meant I was adapting to something new and difficult.
In the future, I want to use this experience as motivation for growth, not as proof that I am weak. I want to keep improving my academic English, referencing, and confidence. I will continue reading and listening in English regularly because this can help me think more directly in English instead of always translating. I also want to practise speaking more, even if my sentences are simple at first. When I work on assignments, I will start earlier and check referencing carefully so that I feel less panic. One of the most important things I learned is that what went well was my determination to continue and not give up. What did not go well was allowing fear and anxiety to affect my concentration and confidence. Reflecting on both sides helps me understand my first term more honestly. This experience was difficult, but it also showed me that I can adapt, learn, and improve step by step.

SMART Action Plan for Next Term
	Specific
	In the next term, I want to improve my academic English, my ability to think and speak in English, and my referencing skills. To strengthen my understanding of English, I will listen to educational podcasts in English at least once per week for about 20 minutes. To improve speaking confidence, I will practise speaking loud in English in front of my family members. To improve referencing, I will practise using one academic source each week and write a short paragraph that includes a correct in-text citation and reference entry.

	Measurable

	I can measure my progress by tracking how often I listen to podcasts, complete speaking practice, and produce paragraphs with correct referencing. I will also check whether I rely less on translation and feel more able to answer simple questions. For referencing, I will compare my work with the university referencing guide and use lecturer feedback from future assignments to monitor improvement.

	Achievable
	I can practise referencing after taking my children to school, and listening or speaking practice can fit into my normal daily routine. The activities are short and manageable, which makes it more likely that I will continue consistently.

	Relevant

	These goals are directly connected to the challenges I experienced during my first term. Improving these skills will help me understand lessons more clearly, participate with greater confidence, and produce stronger academic assignments. Regular referencing practice is especially important because repetition will help me remember the correct format and reduce mistakes.

	Time-bound
	I will follow this plan throughout the entire next academic term and review my progress at the end of the term. I will evaluate improvement based on my confidence in English, the accuracy of my referencing, lecturer feedback, and the quality of my assignments and presentations.
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