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· Introduction

Reflection is central to academic development. It’s the process by which students examine their experiences and identify areas for improvement (Schon, 1983). My first term at university was far from easy. I encountered various challenges that pushed me beyond what I thought I could manage. In this essay, I focus on one specific moment my difficulty with academic referencing. That skill wasn’t instinctive for me. I struggled with it, made mistakes, learned through trial and error, and kept at it until I started to understand. I’ll use Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) to analyse what happened, how I felt, and what I learned as I moved from confusion to genuine confidence. This reflection isn’t just about my academic progress. It also highlights how crucial perseverance is, and how seeking support can make a significant difference when facing difficulties.

· Description

I want to talk about something that completely changed the way I write at university. It happened when I was working on my first essay for the Academic Skills for the Digital Era module. The assignment seemed simple enough: write a thousand words about digital literacy and use Harvard referencing. I felt confident, since I personally written essays before and thought I knew what I was doing. But as soon as I got into the details, I realised that academic writing at this level demands much more, especially in terms of referencing. Everything changed in Week 5. I submitted my first draft to my seminar tutor after spending ages researching, writing, and checking my references. I thought I’d done a good job. Then I got the feedback. It turned out I’d made a lot of mistakes incorrect citation formats, missing page numbers, incomplete references, and even some paraphrasing that wasn’t properly acknowledged. My tutor was direct: my referencing needed major improvement, and I had to fix it before the final deadline. To be honest, that feedback was hard to take. I’d put so much effort into the essay, and suddenly it felt like I had to start over. The next few days were intense. First, I had to absorb all the points my tutor had made, which was overwhelming. I attended a library workshop on referencing to try and understand things better. I spent hours in the Skills Hub, reading through guides and learning the rules. I wasn’t the only one struggling my classmates found it difficult too. We ended up working together on the more confusing parts, which really helped. When I finally resubmitted my essay, my referencing had improved a lot. Looking back, the experience of getting tough feedback, learning from it, and supporting each other was challenging, but it completely changed the way I approach my academic work now.



· Feelings
Before I began university, I thought I already knew how to write. I’d always gotten good grades on essays in school, so I assumed I’d be okay. Then I encountered academic referencing. I personally never had to deal with anything like that before. In my previous classes, no one really cared about citations or following a particular format. The first few weeks of the semester were tough. My tutor started explaining referencing, showing us examples of in-text citations and reference lists suddenly there were rules for everything. I remember seeing all these different citation styles and reference lists, and it just seemed overwhelming. I never seen anything so detailed, and honestly, it made me feel lost. What really confused me was learning that there isn’t just one referencing style. There’s Harvard, APA, Chicago each with its own set of rules. Different subjects require different styles. I kept thinking, “How am I supposed to remember all this?” I was genuinely worried I will make mistakes, lose marks, or even be accused of plagiarism. That fear stuck with me and made me doubt every assignment. But things started to get better when I realized I wasn’t the only one who was confused. During class discussions, I heard other students admit they never used citation systems before either. They were just as overwhelmed as I was. Knowing I wasn’t alone actually made things easier. Instead of letting the anxiety take over, I started to feel more determined. If we were all learning together, I could handle it too. My nerves faded a bit, replaced by a drive to get it right.

· Evaluation
Reflecting on this experience, some things really worked, and some things just didn’t. I’m glad I made myself figure out referencing, even though at first it felt like I was thrown in at the deep end. Instead of avoiding the problem, I tackled it head on I searched the internet, browsed the library’s online resources, and looked at examples on Google Scholar to see how real academics did their citations. Taking this practical approach paid off. Seeing real papers on Google Scholar helped me get used to different types of sources and understand in-text citations better. The library guides explained things clearly, and their templates gave me something straightforward to follow. I even created my own reference guide full of examples. That guide ended up saving me more than once on assignments. I also worked with classmates who were just as confused as I was, and figuring things out together really helped. We shared websites, exchanged tips, and solved referencing problems as a group. Still, I ran into some tough spots. For one, I should have started learning about referencing much earlier. Waiting until I was already swamped with assignments just made things harder. At first, my search for information was scattered I jumped from one random site to another, finding advice that didn’t always match up. That only made things more confusing, especially when the examples used different referencing styles. If I did stick to Harvard referencing from the beginning and used the university’s official guides, I would have avoided a lot of confusion.

· Conclusion
This experience taught me more than just the correct way to reference. I quickly understood that university isn’t about waiting until problems arrive. If you only ask for help once you’re already struggling, you make things much more difficult for yourself. It’s much better to think ahead, notice possible issues, and use the support available right from the beginning. That’s how you get through things more easily and show that you care about your own progress. I also began to see referencing differently. At first, it seemed like just another pointless rule something you did because you had to, not because it mattered. But after this experience, I understand it now. Referencing isn’t just extra work. It gives credit to others, allows people to check your sources, proves you’ve done your research, and keeps your work honest. Once I realized that, referencing didn’t feel like such a burden and seemed meaningful. Another important lesson I learned was the value of resilience and having a growth mindset. When I first received feedback, it was tough to take, and it would have been easy to let it get me down. Instead, I tried to see it as a learning opportunity, not as evidence that I’d failed. That change in attitude made a real difference. I know I’ll need to keep that mindset, because mistakes and setbacks are just part of learning. Reflecting, what could I have done differently? Honestly, I should have used the referencing resources and support services before I finished my first draft. If I had attended a workshop, looked at the style guide, or asked for feedback sooner, I could have avoided many mistakes and saved myself a lot of stress. I also should have made my own reference guide from the beginning, instead of trying to fix everything after the problems had already shown up.

· Action Plan

· Specific: I will consolidate and expand my referencing knowledge by creating a comprehensive personal referencing guide that includes examples of all common source types (books, journal articles, websites, government documents, social media) in Harvard style, along with explanations of when and how to use each
· Measurable:  I’m gathering all my knowledge about referencing to create my own guide one that includes all the standard sources: books, journal articles, websites, government documents, and even social media. I’ll provide straightforward Harvard style examples for each and clearly explain when to use each type and how to reference them correctly.
· Achievable: Each day, I’ll dedicate half an hour to updating my referencing guide. I’ll gather examples from the library website, consult the Cite Them Right handbook, and review how leading academic journals format their references. At some stage, I’ll arrange a one-to-one session with a study skills adviser, so we can review my guide together and ensure I’m doing everything correctly.
· Relevant:  Mastering referencing is essential for all university assignments and demonstrates academic integrity. Strong referencing skills will improve my assignment grades, reduce anxiety about academic writing, and prepare me for future academic and professional work where accurate attribution is crucial.
· Time-bound: I will complete my comprehensive referencing guide by the end of Week 12 and start using it for every assignment after that. At the beginning of each semester, I’ll review and update the guide adding any new types of sources or clarifying anything that’s still unclear. But I’m aiming higher than that. Every month, I’ll attend at least one study skills workshop that’s relevant to what I’m working on. This way, I’ll be developing skills in advance instead of scrambling when I face a challenge. I also want to organize a peer study group. We’ll exchange drafts, review each other’s work, spot mistakes, and encourage each other before submitting our assignments. When it comes to feedback, I want to keep improving. Rather than dreading criticism, I’ll see feedback as helpful advice and approach each challenge with curiosity no more letting anxiety hold me back.
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