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When I think about my first term at university, one experience stands out the most because it honestly taught me a lot about how unprepared I was, but also how much confidence I actually gained without even noticing. It happened around my first proper written assignment, the one everyone kept talking about because it was our first real test of university-level work. I remember sitting in the library and feeling like I had to gather every single article, book and website I could get my hands on. I think I was scared that if I didn’t have loads of information, the assignment wouldn’t be good enough. But the problem was that I ended up with so much stuff that I didn’t know where to start. I probably spent more time collecting sources than actually reading them. On top of that, I thought referencing was something easy, like just putting the author’s name and year in brackets. When I got my draft feedback back, the comments were all about referencing mistakes, missing details, wrong formats, even things I didn’t know I was supposed to include. It felt like everything I thought I understood wasn’t actually right. It was a quiet moment, sitting at my desk reading those comments, but it hit me quite hard. It made me realise that university wasn’t just harder than college—it required completely new skills, especially with academic writing and digital research. Looking back, it’s the experience that pushed me to take things more seriously and start understanding how to actually learn at university.
My feelings during that time were all over the place. When I first opened the feedback, I honestly felt embarrassed because I’d thought I’d done okay. It wasn’t perfect, but I didn’t expect so many mistakes. I felt frustrated too, because I had spent ages collecting all these sources and trying to organise them, and it felt like all that effort didn’t pay off. I also felt a little annoyed at myself because deep down, I knew my punctuality isn’t great. I started the assignment later than I should have, which meant I didn’t give myself enough time to read things properly or check the references. So part of me felt like the stress I was feeling was my own fault. I also felt confused because when I tried to understand the referencing rules, some of them just didn’t make sense to me at all. I didn’t know which bits of the guide applied to which source, and everything seemed more complicated than it needed to be. But at the same time, mixed in with all the negative feelings, I also felt a bit proud. It sounds strange, but even though I was struggling, I noticed that I actually had more confidence than before. In seminars, I had already been speaking up a bit more, which I never did before. I had also been using the online library, which terrified me at first. So even though I was upset with the feedback, there was a part of me that felt like this was all part of getting used to university. I knew it would take time, and even though I hated the feeling of getting things wrong, I also felt determined to fix it.
There were definitely good and bad things about the experience, and I probably didn’t see the good until later. One of the really negative things was how messy everything became because I collected too much information. I thought having loads of sources would make the assignment stronger, but it actually made it harder because I didn’t know which ones were relevant. Another bad part was the referencing. I relied so much on reference generators because I thought they would make the job easier, but instead they just made more mistakes that I didn’t notice until afterwards. My poor timing didn’t help either. Because I left everything late, I couldn’t check things properly, and I rushed the writing. But the experience wasn’t all bad. It pushed me to look into the resources the university actually provides, like the referencing guide, writing tutorials and library videos. I didn’t use these things at first because I didn’t think I needed them, but the experience proved I did. It also helped me understand what lecturers mean by “academic writing,” which was something that confused me for weeks. And even though it was stressful, it actually helped me feel more confident afterwards. When I eventually corrected everything and saw the improvement, it made me feel like I really was capable of learning at this level. Another positive thing was realising that it’s okay not to get everything right the first time. I think I used to worry too much about making mistakes, but this experience showed me that mistakes are kind of part of the process.
When I look deeper at why the experience happened the way it did, I can see a few clear reasons. One big reason is that I came to university thinking academic writing was basically the same as writing essays in college. That was definitely not the case. At university, you have to support your ideas much more, and you have to prove where all your information comes from. Another reason is that I didn’t know how to use digital tools properly. I treated them like shortcuts instead of things that could help me think more critically. For example, I didn’t really check the sources I was saving, and I didn’t double-check the references that the generator created. Another cause of the whole situation was my poor punctuality. Because I didn’t start early enough, the whole assignment became a rush. That made everything more stressful and made me rely on quick fixes rather than understanding things properly. I also gathered too many sources because I didn’t know how to choose the most relevant ones. I basically saved everything, which made the whole process confusing. On a more positive note, I think the experience happened this way because the university kind of expects students to go through these early struggles. They design the first assignments to show us what skills we’re missing so we can improve before things get harder. So even though it felt horrible at the time, I can see now that it was an important part of my learning.
If I could redo the whole experience, I would definitely make some changes. The biggest change would be starting my research earlier. I didn’t give myself enough time, and it made everything harder than it needed to be. If I had started earlier, I could have actually read through the articles instead of just skimming them or saving them for later. I also would have been more careful with referencing from the very beginning instead of leaving it until the end. I should have practised using the referencing guide earlier so it didn’t confuse me so much. Another thing I would have done differently is ask for help sooner. I avoided asking questions because I didn’t want to look like I didn’t know what I was doing, but now I realise that loads of students were confused too. I also would have tried to be more selective with the sources I gathered. Instead of saving everything, I could have chosen a few strong sources and used them properly. I also think I would have tried to be more patient with myself. I felt stressed because I wanted everything to be perfect straight away, but I know now that learning new skills takes time.
Next time I have an assignment, I want to work in a much more organised way. I want to start researching early, ideally as soon as the assignment is given, or at least three weeks before it’s due. That will give me time to filter out the unnecessary sources and actually understand the ones I keep. I also want to take proper notes with page numbers and clear ideas in my own words so I don’t get confused later. I will practise referencing regularly instead of waiting until the end when I’m already stressed. I also want to ask for help when I need it, whether that’s using workshops, emailing a lecturer, or just asking questions in seminars. Another big goal for me is to finish my assignments before the due date, not on the day of the deadline. My punctuality hasn’t been great, and I know it holds me back. If I finish earlier, I can check my work properly and feel calmer. I also want to keep building the confidence I gained during the first term. Even though I struggled, I proved to myself that I can improve if I put the effort in. I want to hold onto that mindset and keep improving each term.

I will start researching at least three weeks before each assignment and complete referencing checks using the Harvard guide before submitting. I will track my progress in a weekly study log, noting how early I start and whether I finish my work before the deadline. This only requires small weekly time-management changes and consistent practice. These steps will reduce stress, improve organisation, and strengthen my academic writing. I will follow this plan for the entire next term and review my progress at the end of it.

