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This reflective essay focuses on my personal experience of developing academic and digital skills during my first term at university, particularly learning how to reference correctly using Harvard style. I will explore how leaning to reference affected my confidence, emotions, and approach to academic writing.

When I first started university one of the biggest challenges, I faced was learning how to reference correctly using Harvard style. In my first written assignment in the first term I realised I had very little understanding of in-text citations and reference lists. I remember sitting at home on my laptop and on the online library trying to write my references and feeling overwhelmed by the rules around authors, dates and punctuation. I had never used academic referencing properly before and although the lecturer explained it in class, applying it independently felt much harder. I tried to use online guides and the university library website, but I still felt unsure whether I was doing it right. When I submitted my first assignment, I was anxious that I might lose marks because of incorrect referencing. Looking back, I think I never realised how detailed academic writing is I didn’t realise how much effort referencing needed and it honestly took me a while to get used to it. I had to practice, make mistakes and I’m willing to learn from feedback so I can start being more confident with it.

At the time, I felt frustrated and slightly embarrassed that something which seemed technical was causing me so much stress. I was confident in expressing my ideas, but referencing made me doubt my academic ability. Honestly all of it was a bit overwhelming but my main struggle was the referencing. At one point I thought about no submitting my assignment as I thought I done it all incorrect and would fail, However I was also determined to improve because I understood that referencing is an essential academic skill. As the deadline approached, my stress increased, but it also motivated me to seek help and double-check my work more carefully I spent extra time going through the guidelines and comparing my references to the examples provided, I kept checking small details like punctuation because I didn’t want to lose marks over something simple. Evan though it felt draining, I knew giving up would only make me feel worse in the end, pushing myself through that stress helped me feel slightly more capable and confident for my own learning. It showed me that challenges can actually help you grow, even when they feel difficult at the time. This experience can be understood using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle, which highlights the importance of reflection on challenges to improve future performance (Gibbs, 1988). Additionally, Kolb’s Experimental Learning Cycle suggests that learning develops through experience and reflection (Kolb, 1984).
Looking back, there were both positive and negative situations of this experience. The negative situation was the time pressure and confusion I experienced while trying to learn a new system. Referencing slowed down my writing process and made assignments feel more complicated and that I could not complete it properly or loose marks for not doing it how it is correctly done. However, a positive outcome was that it pushed me to gain stronger digital literacy skills, and to not doubt myself so much, I was surprised with myself that I finally completed it. I learned how to navigate the online referencing guide more effectively and became more confident in finding academic sources such as Google Scholar. It also pushed me to take more responsibility for checking my own work. Although the experience was stressful and difficult at the time, it helped me realise that struggling with new academic skills is a normal part of adjusting to university life and does not mean failure it helps with opportunities and growth, this experience also helped me build self-confidence, as I learned not to give up when tasks felt difficult, and to see mistakes as part of improving rather than something to fear.
This experience happened partly because I did not realise how different academic writing at university level would be compared to what I was used to before. I underestimated how important referencing is and how much detail is involved in doing it correctly. At the start of university, I am still adjusting to new deadlines and having to work more independently, which make learning new skills feel more stressful. Referencing was especially challenging because it was not something I had much experience with and I lacked confidence in using academic sources and online journals. This made me doubt myself even though I understood the content of my work I also found trying to learn referencing at the same time as writing assignments increased my stress levels, as I felt pressured to get everything right straight away through practice, I slowly began to recognise patterns in referencing. This experience also highlighted how closely academic skills are linked to digital skills, as referencing requires using online library systems, academic database and reliable sources. Although this experience was challenging it helped me understand that struggling with new skills is a normal part of university life and that confidence develops over time with practice which I’ve been doing on referencing using guidance from my universities study skills resources (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, n.d.).
I could have managed the situation more effectively by asking for support earlier. Instead of trying to figure everything out alone, I could have attended a library workshop or booked an academic study skills appointment. I also could have practised referencing before starting the assignment rather than leaving it until the end. I now feel more aware of university expectations and more prepared for future assignments. This experience has shown me that it is normal to find new skills difficult and that mistakes are a part of the  learning process, by reflecting on this, I have realised how much my academic confidence has improved since starting university, learning how to reference has not only improved my academic writing but has also helped me grow personally by becoming more motivated to continue improving and have encouraged me to approach future academic challenges with more confidence, and has helped me feel more prepared when completing future university assignments independently. The task into smaller steps, such as completing references as I wrote each paragraph would have reduced last-minute stress. This experience has helped me understand that developing academic skills takes time and patients. Evan though I struggled at the beginning, I now feel more aware of university expectations and more prepared for future assignments. This experience has shown me that it is normal to find new skills difficult and that mistakes are part of the learning process.

My action plan for future academic work, I to take a more structured and proactive approach to developing my academic skills. One of my mail priorities will be down into smaller tasks and setting clear deadlines for each stage, such as researching, planning, drafting, and editing. This will help reduce last-minute stress and allow more time for improvement I also aim to straighten my academic writing skills. To do this, I will spend more time analysing assignments to ensure I fully understand what is being asked. I will practise writing clear plans before starting my essays so that my arguments are more logical and focused. I will use university resources such as study skills workshop, online guides and feedback from tutors to identify areas for improvement. Another important focus will be developing my referencing skills I will use a wider range of academic sources, including journal articles rather than relying on general websites. I will also ensure I reference correctly by getting used to the required referencing style and checking my work carefully before submission.
I will improve my academic writing and organisation for future assignments.
I will create an essay plan and start my assignment at least one week before the deadline.
I will do this by using study skills resources and following tutor feedback.
This will help me improve my marks and feel more confident in my academic work.
I will apply this action plan to my next assignment.
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