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Description
Beginning my first term at university required me to adapt quickly to a range of academic and digital skills that were far more complex than anything I had previously encountered. Although the university provided clear guidance through lectures, Moodle resources, and structured weekly content, apply these skills independently felt overwhelming. Completing my first academic assignment became the moment where I confronted my uncertainties about academic writing, digital research, referencing and time management. This aligned with Bedford and Wilson’s (2021) view that early assignments often expose gaps in students’ academic preparedness and force them to adjust rapidly to new expectations. This assignment required me to locate credible academic sources, interpret the question accurately, and integrate up to fifteen references into a coherent essay. At the time, this felt almost impossible. I questioned how to find appropriate sources without reading entire books, how to identify the right keywords for database searches, and how to cite multiple authors while maintaining academic integrity. Despite attending lectures on finding and using information, paraphrasing, note-taking, and academic writing, I still felt unsure about how to apply these skills in practise. Burroughs (2019,) notes that mature and returning learners often experience this uncertainty because academic conventions feel unfamiliar at first.
I used the online library to search for sources, evaluated them using the CRAAP Test, and attempted to reference correctly using the Harvard style. However, I consistently doubted whether I was doing it right. Cite Them Right (2023) helped, but I still felt unsure about applying the rules independently. I even sought help from the student success team, which initially led me to the wrong direction, increasing my confusion until my lecturer reassured me that my approach was correct. Throughout the process, I revisited lecture slides repeatedly, used the Pomodoro Technique and the Eisenhower Matrix to manage my time and explore my learning preferences using the VARK questionnaire. Cottrell (2019, p.5) emphasis that academic skills develop gradually rather than instantly, which helped me understand that my struggles were a part of a normal learning curve. 
Submitting the assignment felt like a major milestone, not only because I completed it, but because I had navigated the emotional and cognitive challenges that came with it.
Feelings – Before, During and After the Experience
Emotionally, the experience was intense. At the beginning, I felt overwhelmed by the sheer amount of information I needed to understand in such a short time. Even though Moodle was well organised and my lecturer was patient and supportive, the tools and expectations still felt unfamiliar and intimidating. Anxiety around plagiarism was particularly strong. Newton et al. (2020) highlight that first‑year students often fear academic misconduct because they are still learning how to reference correctly.
Because I tend to be a perfectionist who needs to understand things in detail, I struggled with the idea of citing authors based on specific sections rather than reading entire texts. My fear of failure made me second‑guess myself constantly, leading me to ask questions repeatedly and seek reassurance even when I may not have needed it. Sederlund, et al, (2020) explain that perfectionism and procrastination often coexist, creating cycles of self‑doubt and hesitation.
As I progressed, my feelings began to shift. I realised that I was in a learning phase and that mistakes were part of the process. This mindset helped reduce the pressure I had placed on myself. Engaging with tools such as the PEEL writing method, paraphrasing strategies, and the module guide helped me structure my work more effectively. By the time I submitted the assignment, I felt genuinely proud of myself. Ball et al. (2024) argue that developing confidence is a key protective factor in the transition to university, and I felt this happening as I worked through the assignment.

Evaluation – Positive, Challenges and Impact on My Transition
Evaluating the experience, there were both positive and challenging aspects. One of the most valuable realisations was that the module content and lectures were genuinely effective once I applied them properly. Revisiting the lecture on finding and using information clarified how to search the library database more efficiently. Whitmer (2020) notes that first‑year students often struggle with information literacy until they receive structured guidance.
The CRAAP Test provided a simple but reliable method for evaluating sources, which made my research feel more structured. Learning about Harvard referencing eased my anxiety about plagiarism, especially when supported by Cite Them Right (2023). The week 4 lecture on academic writing and AI acknowledgment also reassured me that I could use digital tools ethically and responsibly. Martzoukou, et al. (2022) highlight that students’ confidence in digital competence improves significantly when they receive clear instruction and opportunities to practise.
However, the experience was not without difficulties. My biggest challenge was understanding how to write analytically and critically while integrating multiple authors’ perspectives. I initially believed I needed to read entire books to find relevant citations, and abstracts often left me uncertain about whether a source would be useful. This made the research process slow and stressful. McMillan (2021, p. 41) explains that first‑year students often misunderstand the purpose of academic reading and assume they must read everything in full.
The turning point came when I realised that even if a source’s title or abstract did not explicitly mention my topic, key ideas within the text could still be relevant. This insight helped me use keywords more effectively and reduced the pressure I felt around time management. Harieth Cawagdan‑Cuarto et al. (2023) found that vocabulary and reading strategies strongly influence comprehension, which reinforced my shift toward strategic reading.
Analysis – What Meaning I Made from the Experience
When analysing why the experience unfolded the way it did, I can see that much of my struggle came from adjusting to the expectations of higher education. Cottrell (2021, p. 12) emphasises that transitioning into university requires students to take responsibility for their own learning, manage time effectively, and develop independent research skills. My initial anxiety reflected the common challenges faced by first‑year students, many of whom feel pressure around academic integrity and digital literacy.
Although I had some familiarity with academic and digital skills, I lacked depth in applying them independently. The CREAM strategy—Creativity, Reflection, Evidence, Analysis, and Management—helped me understand that learning is not just about absorbing information but about engaging with it critically (Cottrell, 2023). My difficulties with referencing and research were also linked to my perfectionism and fear of making mistakes. Bedford and Wilson (2021) note that students often struggle with confidence when adapting to new academic expectations, which can lead to overthinking and hesitation.
Additionally, digital literacy plays a crucial role in modern academic work, and navigating multiple platforms such as Moodle, Teams, and the online library can initially feel overwhelming. Sandhu (2020) argues that digital transformation in education requires students to adapt quickly to new technologies. My experience reflected this, but it also showed that digital skills improve significantly through practice, persistence, and feedback. Schilling, Wittner and Kauffeld (2022) similarly found that digital onboarding interventions help first‑year students feel more prepared and confident.
Conclusion – What I Could Have Done Differently
Looking back, I believe that the way I handled the experience was understandable given the circumstances.  Everything was new, unfamiliar, and at times frightening, which aligns with research showing that first-year students often experience uncertainty as they adjust to university-level study (Burroughs, 2019). Although I cannot say I would have approached the situation entirely differently, I can see that I could have reduced some of my stress by trusting the process earlier. Instead of doubting myself, I could have relied on the guidance provided in lectures and the module handbook. I also could have reached out to my lecturer sooner rather than spending time worrying about whether I was on the right track. However, my determination, willingness to ask questions, and commitment to understanding the material were strengths that ultimately helped me succeed. The experience taught me that academic skills develop gradually and that confidence grows through practice, not perfection. Van Emden and Becker (2022) emphasis that developing academic communication skills takes time and repeated practice, which reassures me that I am on the right path.
SMART Action Plan – Preventing Future Difficulties
Specific: I will build stronger academic and digital skills by practising strategic reading, improving my keyword searching, and using referencing tools consistently, Cite Them Right (2022). I will also create a weekly study structure from Week 1 to avoid last‑minute stress.
Measurable: I will complete weekly research and writing practice tasks, check my referencing accuracy using library tools, and monitor my confidence levels using a reflective journal. Explore course materials beforehand and ask questions earlier when I’m unsure of question interpretation. 
Achievable: I will allocate 4–6 hours per week specifically for research, reading, and writing practice, using Moodle resources, library guides, digital tools and academic skills workshops.
Relevant: This will reduce the uncertainty and anxiety I experienced during my first assignment and support a smoother transition into independent learning (Ball et al., 2024; Hako, Shikongo and Bozkurt, 2025).
Time‑bound: I will implement this plan throughout the next academic term and review my progress every other week, regardless of my assignment result, to ensure continuous improvement. 
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