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I began my university journey in January this year, entering higher education from a background entirely in practical, hands-on work – Groundwork, general labour, and trade roles. I had never used computers for academic purposes, had no experience with digital systems, and never written anything at this level. Beyond the practical challenges, I am also someone that prefers to step back rather than be at the centre of attention – speaking up, presenting, or being the focus feels deeply uncomfortable for me. I have been doing a lot of inner work and shadow work alongside my studies, gently working through these feelings and building confidence to show up. It is an ongoing process, but it is part of every step I take.
My very first assignment was a 1500-word portfolio titled Academic Skills in the Digital Era, which required eight Harvard-style references. This was the first time I had ever heard of Harvard referencing, and I had no concept of what an academic source was, let alone how to locate one. The university’s online library, databases and filtering systems were completely unfamiliar. I spent hours navigating pages I could not understand, and when I eventually found material, the rules around credibility, authors names, dates and formatting felt overwhelming. Hinchliffe and Shaffer (2025) note that students find the practical mechanics of referencing one of the hardest parts of starting university, and many feel nervous or unsure about it even when they understand why it matters. I submitted only 7 references, and I still didn’t feel confident that they were consistent. It was the hardest thing I had ever done- academically and personally- but it was also the beginning of my own journey towards the goals I want to reach.
At the start of that first assignment, I felt completely out of my depth. When the brief stated I needed eight Harvard references and Academic sources, I did not even know what those terms meant. Even digitally confident students often lack the specific critical evaluation skills needed for academic work, treating all online information as equally valid (Hatlevik et., 2022). I felt embarrassed to ask – im naturally someone who likes to support others, not feel like I need supporting myself. Beyond the academic struggle, I also felt the weight of stepping into something that feels unnatural to me: being seen, having my work read and assessed, and knowing that one day I may need to present or speak in front of others. That brings up deep feelings I am still working through. I have always believed everyone deserves a chance to fulfil their potential, but in those moments, I wondered if I was being given the chance and might not be able to take it. That hurt more than anything – because I know how much it means when someone gets to follow their dreams. I felt frustrated and afraid I’d made a mistake in stepping so far outside my comfort zone. But as I slowly began to understand the systems and found my first genuine academic source, something shifted. I felt a quiet hope – if I can learn this, and keep showing up even when it feels uncomfortable, I really can build something for myself and maybe one day help others too. That feeling, alongside the inner work I am doing, keeps me going.
Looking back, there were clear positives despite the significant challenges. Most importantly, I learned two fundamental skills – how to locate credible sources and how to reference them in Harvard style. Starting from zero to being able to find, evaluate, and correctly reference sources represents a massive personal achievement. The ability to find, critically assess, and correctly cite sources is essential for university success, yet many first-year students begin their studies without these essential skills (Daka et al., 2024). Beyond the skills themselves, though, what matters most is what this has taught me about growth – both academic and personal. I’ve always believed that everyone has the potential to do great things, and now I’ve seen that in myself too. Every time I sat at the computer, even when I felt self- conscious or unsure, I was also doing my inner work – showing up despite the fear and proving to myself that I can do hard things. That is progress on more than one level.
On the harder side, the process was incredibly stressful. I wasted hours searching in the wrong places and guessing how to format references. My lack of digital experience slowed everything down, and I put too much pressure on myself to be perfect immediately. I also felt vulnerable – it’s not easy being the one who doesn’t know, especially when your someone who prefers to stay in the background. But, looking back, that vulnerability was part of the journey. It taught me that we all need help sometimes, and there’s no shame in that. Every struggle was worth it, because I’ve come further than I ever thought possible – not just in my skills, but in myself.
The difficulties I faced had clear causes. Coming from a practical background, I had never been taught what distinguishes and academic from general internet content – I didn’t know what peer review meant or how data bases worked. These are important skills to know, and I simply hadn’t been exposed to them. Stupacher (2025) explains that peer review is essential for academic practise and students need to understand it properly to get the most out of it. Teaching them what it’s for and how it runs helps build their critical thinking and evaluate skills – but without foundational knowledge, peer review activities don’t achieve nearly as much. Harvard referencing, too, is a system of rules that makes little sense until you understand its purpose. Once I learned that referencing is about acknowledging the work of others – giving credit where its due – it resonated deeply with who I am as a person. I believe in respecting people and their contributions, just as I would want my own work honoured. That shift in perspective made all the difference.
Beyond the academic side, I also had to navigate my own natural disposition. Being in an academic environment – where my work is visible, where I may need to speak up or present – brings up feelings I am actively working on through shadow work and inner reflection. Begum and Venkatesan (2026) found that self-reflection is basically the engine behind steady academic progress. Regularly checking in on how things are going, spotting what’s not working, and adjusting accordingly gives students the independence and control they need to keep progressing in not only their education but also help develop students’ employability skills. I am now learning that it is okay to take things at my own pace, and that growth doesn’t mean I have to change who I am – it means becoming more comfortable with who I am, even when I am seen. Fundamentally, my struggles were never about ability – they were about starting from a different place and doing the deep personal work that allows me to show up. Just as everyone’s journey is unique, so is the way we learn and grow. I simply needed time, guidance, and patience with myself.
In hindsight, there are things I could have done to make this easier – most importantly, asked for help sooner. I’m used to being the one who supports others, and it felt unnatural to be the one needing support. But I’ve learned that we all have something to learn and something to teach, and asking for guidance isn’t weakness – it’s how we grow. I also could’ve been kinder to myself from the start. I’m always encouraging others to do their best and believe in themselves, yet I wasn’t offering myself the same kindness – especially when it came to being visible or having my work seen. That’s something I’ve had to reflect on deeply through my inner work: if I want to see others thrive, I need to believe in my own potential too, even when it feels uncomfortable. I could also have broken the task down more simply – instead of seeing “eight references” as one huge mountain, I could’ve taken it one source at a time. I’ve realised that every big goal, whether it’s an assignment, a presentation, or a life dream, is built of small, careful steps – and being gentle with myself along the way is just as important as the work itself.
Moving forward, I have a clear plan that reflects both what I’ve learned academically and the personal journey I am on. First, I will always begin research with the university library databases, using filters to find peer-reviewed, academic sources from the start. Second, I will create references as I write, not at the end – noting all required details and checking them against the Harvard guide, so I never again face a last-minute rush. Third I will continue my inner work alongside my studies, offering myself the same kindness and patience I offer others. If I feel nervous about being seen, speaking up, or presenting, I will acknowledge those feelings without judgement – knowing that it is a process, and I am moving forward at the right pace for me. Finally, I will ask for help when I need it, and I will also offer help to others who are having difficulties like I did. If someone else is struggling with referencing or finding sources, I will share what I have learned – because I know how much difference a little guidance can make, and nothing makes me happier than seeing someone else move forward. I’ve come so far since January, from not knowing what a reference was to building them with understanding and purpose. This isn’t just about passing assignments. It’s about building the knowledge, skills, and confidence to one day help others reach their dreams too – while staying true to myself every step of the way.

	Goal
	Specific
	Measurable
	Achievable
	Relevant
	Time-bound

	Confidently find credible academic sources
	Use university library databases & filters for all research
	100% of references come from academic databases
	Yes – library guides & filters are available; I will start research earlier
	Supports reliable, high-quality work; builds core skill I struggled with most
	By next assignment submission

	Master Harvard-style referencing
	Add in-text citations as I write, not at the end; follow the Harvard guide on Moodle for every reference
	Zero formatting errors; All references complete and consistent; in-text citations included throughout
	Yes – keep the guide open while writing; cross check before submitting
	Prevents lost marks; shows respect for others’ work; aligns with my values of fairness
	By next assignment submission

	Ask for support early & build confidence
	If stuck on referencing or sources, ask tutor & peers as well as use library help.
	Ask for guidance at least once in early stages of next assignment; no last minute panic
	Yes – support is there; I just need to reach out sooner
	Reduces stress; speeds up progress; helps me learn better
	From the start of next Term

	Be kinder to myself through the process
	Apply the same patience and encouragement as I give others to my own work; take short breaks instead of pushing through frustration
	Notice when I am being self-critical & reframe it; use pomodoro to avoid burnout 
	Yes – this is part of my inner work; I am already practising it
	Builds sustainable confidence; learning feels better when I’m not fighting myself
	Ongoing through Term 2

	Help others as I grow
	Share what I have learned about finding sources & referencing with peers who are new or struggling.
	Offer guidance to at least one other student this term; simply, like I wish someone had done for me
	Yes – I know exactly what its like to start from zero; I want to lift others up
	Aligns with who I am; reinforces my own learning; gives back
	End of Term 2
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