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Abstract

While reflection is recognized as a critical element in successful learning 
(Huang, 2021), research suggests that learners often require support to 
engage in sustained and purposeful reflection (Curry et al., 2023). This 
research explores aspects of Gibbs’ (1988) Reflective Learning Cycle (RLC) 
that appear in Japanese university students’ reflections on peer discussions 
related to their self-directed learning using Massive Open Online Courses 
(MOOCs). Reflections were collected over three stages, each representing 
a different level of scaffolding: (1) non-guided reflection, where students 
freely described their experiences (Week 1); (2) guided reflection using 
questions based on Gibbs’ RLC (Weeks 2 to 5); and (3) less-guided reflection, 
where students created and answered their own reflective questions 
(Weeks 6 and 7). This design aimed to explore the effectiveness of guided 
reflection and its potential influence on how students engaged in 
subsequent, more autonomous reflective tasks. A qualitative thematic 
analysis suggested that, in the non-guided stage, students primarily 
addressed Description, Evaluation, and Action Plan. Guided reflection 
encouraged more balanced responses, including greater attention to 
Feelings, highlighting the value of explicit prompts in supporting emotional 
awareness. In the less-guided stage, student-generated questions led to 
broader engagement across the RLC stages. These findings suggest that 
structured scaffolding can help learners deepen their reflective practice 
and offer practical guidance for implementing reflection activities in 
language learning and other educational contexts.

INTRODUCTION

Reflection is increasingly recognized as essential in language learning for promoting metacognitive 
awareness, autonomy, and emotional engagement (Huang, 2021; Mynard, 2023). In practice, 
teachers tackle the question of how the process can effectively be scaffolded, as learners often 
struggle to engage in deep reflection on their learning, particularly without well-structured 
guidance or explicit training (Sampson, 2023). While various tools and frameworks have been 
developed to support reflection (e.g., Curry et al., 2023), learners’ characteristics and tendencies 
in engaging with various components of the reflective process, as well as how different levels 
of guidance might shape their responses, have not been clearly understood.
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The present study addresses this gap by exploring Japanese university students’ reflections 
related to their self-directed learning. A reflection activity was conducted as part of a Content 
and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) course where students learned from Massive Open 
Online Courses (MOOCs). These MOOCs, selected by students based on their own interests, 
served as rich, authentic content for both language learning and personal development. The 
diverse topics, self-paced structure, and inherent potential for learner autonomy within 
MOOCs offered an ideal foundation for students to reflect on their own learning. By discussing 
their MOOC experiences with peers, students were invited to articulate their learning 
trajectories, confront challenges, and consider emotional and cognitive aspects of their growth.

Using Gibbs’ (1988) Reflective Learning Cycle (RLC), the study examined how different degrees 
of support shaped students’ interaction with distinct elements of the reflective process under 
three conditions: non-guided reflection, guided reflection using teacher-developed prompts, 
and less-guided reflection using their own questions. Gibbs’ model was selected for its clear 
and accessible structure as well as its emphasis on both emotional awareness and actionable 
outcomes.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Reflection in language learning

In the field of language learning education, the concept of reflection has been studied extensively 
in the past years. Emphasizing learners’ personal development, Mynard (2023) defines it as 
“the intentional examination of experiences, thoughts and actions to learn about oneself and 
inform change or personal growth” (pp. 23–24). Reflection fosters metacognitive awareness 
(Fleming, 2014; Huang, 2021), enabling learners to understand their processes, evaluate 
progress, and identify actions for positive outcomes. This metacognitive dimension highlights 
reflection’s role in supporting self-directed and goal-oriented learning.

Beyond cognition, reflection also addresses affective dimensions of learning (Oxford, 2015). 
Emotional experiences in language learning, both positive and negative, play a significant role 
in shaping learners’ motivation and outcomes (Richards & Lockhart, 1996; Schön, 1984). 
Yamashita (2015) describes learners’ emotions as “an ‘essential resource’ that learners should 
make use of in helping learners become autonomous and achieve their learning goals in a 
self-fulfilling way” (p. 62). However, students often struggle to articulate these emotions, 
particularly in their target language (Dewaele, 2006). It is crucial to provide support in this 
area to foster their growth and autonomy (Yamashita, 2015).

While reflection is a critical component of successful learning, reflecting deeply and effectively 
seems to present challenges to many learners. The book, Promoting Reflection on Language 
Learning: Lessons from a university setting (edited by Curry et al., 2023), compiled detailed 
perspectives on reflection in a Japanese university context, the same setting as the present 
research. Three of the studies introduced there are particularly relevant to our study aims. 
Sampson’s research analyzed the depth of reflections on speaking performance written by 
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50 Japanese students of English. Using Fleck and Fitzpatrick’s (2010) scale, findings showed 
that most reflections remained heavily lacking significant analysis, and showed minimal change 
over two academic semesters. In another study, Ambinintsoa and MacDonald observed how 
students’ depth of reflection may or may not change in one year. Although some reflections 
deepened over time, others became shallower or showed no change. This is in line with 
literature that suggests learners “do not necessarily linearly develop their reflective abilities” 
(p. 73). Drawing on students’ feedback, the authors proposed several factors that may account 
for these differences, including individual interests, physical and emotional conditions, and 
perceived value of reflection. While these were most prominent in their data, other factors, 
such as task design or individual differences, may also affect reflective engagement. Finally, 
Stevenson and Bennett explored reflection in a CLIL course on MOOCs. They reported the 
value of structured reflective practices in MOOCs to enhance transformative learning, including 
reevaluating assumptions, gaining diverse perspectives, and fostering autonomy through tools 
such as reflective journals. These studies suggest that students need continuous support to 
reflect deeply and that developing reflective abilities takes a dynamic process.

Models of reflective learning

Research in language education suggests that regular engagement in reflection can support a 
range of learner outcomes. These may include increased self-awareness, more purposeful 
goal setting, greater recognition of personal learning strategies, enhanced metacognitive 
awareness, and improved problem-solving (e.g., Boud et al., 2013; Kato & Mynard, 2016). 
Reflection has also been associated with fostering learner autonomy and sustaining motivation, 
particularly when integrated as a structured part of the learning process.

Different models have been proposed to illustrate reflective learning, or “the process of 
internally examining and exploring an issue of concern, triggered by an experience, which 
creates and clarifies meaning in terms of self, and which results in a changed conceptual 
perspective” (Boyd & Fales, 1983, p. 99). Table 1 adapted from Mynard (2023), outlines key 
reflective models, offering a structured understanding of this transformative process.

Table 1 
A summary of reflective models (Mynard, 2023, p. 28) 
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These models provide various ways to organize and encourage reflection in education, ranging 
from building practical skills and learning through experience to fostering deeper, critical, and 
transformative thinking.

Similarities between the models presented in Table 1 include that the process of reflection 
guides learners from experience to deeper understanding and learning (e.g., Driscoll, 1994; 
Greenaway, 1992; Kolb, 1984) and can be broken down into components such as feelings, 
evaluation, analysis, and planning for future actions (e.g., Bain et al., 2002; Gibbs, 1988). 
Furthermore, such models aim to foster deeper self-examination and critical reflection 
(including Mezirow, 1991, and Van Manen, 1991), and some include dialogue and feedback. 
Also, scholars designed models that encourage shifting from individual to collaborative, 
critical reflection (e.g., Taylor, 2014; Zeichner & Liston, 1996) and lead to improving future 
behaviors and learning strategies (in Driscoll, 1994; Gibbs, 1988; Mezirow, 1991). 

The models of reflective learning presented in Table 1 are different in several ways. Regarding 
the depth, Bassot’s model (2013) is cyclical, emphasizes iteration, and provides a structured, 
step-by-step approach. In contrast, Dewey (1938) focuses on continuous, active reflection 
without formal stages. Models by Mezirow (1991) and Taylor (2014) prioritize deeper, moral, 
or transformative inquiry, while Driscoll (1994) and Greenaway (1992) focus on practical 
improvements derived from experience. Furthermore, some models focus on critical reflection, 
which involves deeper analysis and questioning of assumptions to foster transformative learning 
(in Mezirow, 1991; Taylor, 2014; Van Manen, 1991) and others on descriptive reflection which 
focuses on recounting experiences and identifying lessons learned without necessarily 
challenging underlying beliefs (e.g., Driscoll, 1994; Gibbs, 1988). 

Gibbs’ RLC (1988) was selected for this study because it offers a clear, structured framework 
that is particularly accessible to learners with varying levels of experience in reflective practice. 
Adapted from Kolb’s (1984) Experiential Learning Model, Gibbs’ RLC breaks the reflective 
process into six manageable stages (see Figure 1), making it easier for learners to engage 
systematically with their experiences. Its balanced emphasis on emotional awareness, helping 
learners consider how their feelings influence actions, and practical application of insights 
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align well with the study’s goal of supporting learners in developing more intentional and 
sustained reflective habits.

Figure 1 Gibbs’ RLC (1988, p. 49)

The first stage, Description, involves recounting what happened. The second stage, Feelings, 
focuses on the reactions and emotions experienced during the event. In the third stage, 
Evaluation, one judges the event as positive or negative. The fourth stage, Analysis, examines 
why things went well or not so well. Based on this analysis, at the fifth stage, Conclusion, one 
draws lessons from the experience. Finally, the last stage, Action Plan, involves planning how 
to act more effectively in the future. While each stage serves a distinct function, they are 
interconnected: earlier stages (e.g., Description and Feelings) facilitate deeper interpretation 
in Analysis and Conclusion, which in turn inform future actions (in Action Plan). Gibbs (1988) 
emphasizes the importance of helping learners clearly distinguish each stage in order to 
support more systematic and meaningful reflection. Our classroom reflection activity was 
based on this model as it offered appropriate scaffolding for our students. This activity was 
embedded in a CLIL course that used MOOCs as a learning resource, providing a flexible and 
autonomous learning context. The following section outlines key characteristics of MOOCs 
and examines their potential to support reflective engagement.

Massive open online courses

MOOCs are online courses offered mostly freely by institutions worldwide and delivered 
through platforms such as Coursera. They typically offer asynchronous learning content, 
including pre-recorded lectures and automated assessments, and limited instructor interaction 
(Bates, 2015). Initially aimed at widening access to education, MOOCs have become popular 
tools for self-directed learning. Covering a broad range of subjects, including academic 
disciplines (e.g., philosophy, law), languages (e.g., English, Korean), and business skills (e.g., 
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negotiation, data analysis), MOOCs offer flexibility and opportunities to facilitate learner 
autonomy. 

Learning with MOOCs can present various challenges such as difficulty understanding content, 
limited instructional support, time and workload management, lack of external accountability, 
and a reduced sense of community (Hew & Cheung, 2014; Zheng et al., 2015). These difficulties 
necessitate effective reflection on emotions, strategies, and beliefs, which could be facilitated 
by structured guidance (Stevenson & Bennett, 2023). Additionally, the openness and diversity 
of MOOC content offer opportunities for transformative learning. Learners may be exposed 
to unfamiliar cultural, ideological, or disciplinary viewpoints, encouraging critical reflection 
and perspective-taking (Ferguson & Sharples, 2014). When paired with peer discussion, MOOCs 
can create a space for dialogic reflection in which learners evaluate their assumptions, articulate 
insights, and consider future applications of their (self-directed) learning (e.g., Araneta et al., 
2024; Bennett, 2023; Bennett & Ubukata, 2023).

METHODOLOGY

This study examines how Japanese university students engage in written reflection during a 
CLIL course based on the MOOC content they individually learned. Building on research that 
highlights challenges in fostering deep reflection and its non-linear development, the study 
explores how varying degrees of scaffolding influence students’ use of reflective elements. 
Those reflections were elicited in three different stages during their seven-week MOOC learning: 
(1) non-guided reflection, (2) guided reflection with questions developed by the researchers, 
and (3) less-guided reflection with students’ own questions. To address gaps, by taking an 
exploratory approach, in understanding how learners engage with and internalize reflection 
across different levels of support, we ask the following research questions (RQs):

RQ1: Which aspect(s) of Gibbs’ RLC emerge in an initial non-guided reflection?
RQ2: Which aspect(s) of Gibbs’ RLC emerge in the guided reflections?
RQ3: Which aspect(s) of Gibbs’ RLC emerge in students’ own reflective questions and answers  
         after the guided reflections?

Based on findings from each stage of reflection, we identify overarching trends and patterns 
in the conclusion section. 

Context

The study took place at a small private Japanese university specializing in languages and 
cultures. Both researchers work as learning advisors at a self-access learning center at the 
institution where various resources and services are provided for students to engage in 
language learning activities.

In terms of courses, the university offers CLIL classes to third- and fourth-year students to 
enhance their academic, language, and cognitive skills. The research was carried out in a course 
taught by the authors, where students engaged in online learning using MOOC platforms 
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(Future Learn, Coursera, and EdX), aligning with experiential learning principles by enabling 
personal connection to content and reflection on real-world topics. Our CLIL course aims to support 
students in developing the skills necessary to effectively guide their independent learning 
through individual and collaborative work, and effectively guide their independent learning 
while learning English, their target language. The first six weeks prepare students for autonomous 
online study, covering skills for effective autonomous learning, including note-taking, reporting, 
and asking reflective questions. The rest of the semester consists of individual MOOC learning.

Participants 

This study involved seven students from a 15-week elective CLIL course with a total enrollment 
of 24. Their English proficiency level was high-intermediate, and none had prior experience 
learning through MOOCs. These participants were selected based on their completion of all 
reflection tasks and their consent to the use of their work. Pseudonyms are used to protect 
anonymity. While the small sample size limits the generalizability of the findings, the data offer 
initial insights into patterns related to the three research questions and help illustrate how 
learners engaged with Gibbs’ RLC across different stages of the activity.

Ethical considerations and instrument

Ethical clearance was granted by the university Ethics Committee, and informed consent was 
obtained. As the researchers were also the course instructors, we acknowledged that our dual roles 
may have influenced students’ responses, potentially fostering openness through established 
rapport but also posing a risk of social desirability bias. To address this, we emphasized the 
distinction between teaching and research roles, clarified that participation would not affect 
grades, and ensured that reflections were not assessed for content. Ongoing reflexive dialogue 
between researchers supported critical awareness of our positionality throughout the study.

In the second half of the semester, students completed a weekly reflective learning journal to 
record experiences, thoughts, and feelings throughout their independent MOOC learning. 
Following the weekly journal submission, students participated in a peer discussion (PD), where 
they shared their learning experiences. Each of the seven PDs corresponded to one week of 
MOOC learning. Before each discussion, participants received a worksheet (See Appendices 
A to C) designed by the researchers based on Gibbs’ RLC (1988). To ensure a shared 
understanding of the task, we explained the purpose of each activity in class, modeled 
example responses, and confirmed comprehension by inviting questions. Students also 
worked collaboratively, which allowed for peer clarification and support. The following describes 
how the activity was conducted.

1. Step 1 (20 minutes): Students discussed what they had learned, how they learned it, and  
     how they felt about their MOOC experience.
2. Step 2 (10–15 minutes): Students wrote an individual reflection based on the PD. The reflection  
    format changed across the seven weeks:
   ● Week 1: Non-guided reflection (See Appendix A)
   ● Week 2 to 5: Guided reflection with five questions created by the researchers based on  
       Gibbs’ RLC (1988; see Figure 1 for the original and Appendix B for an example worksheet)
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  ● Weeks 6 and 7: Less-guided reflection with students’ own reflective questions (See  
       Appendix C).

We designed three different formats for Step 2. Week 1 captured learners’ spontaneous 
reflections. Weeks 2–5 used structured prompts aligned with Gibbs’ RLC as scaffolding to 
facilitate students’ reflection. In Weeks 6–7, students created their own reflective questions 
within the same format, allowing us to observe how earlier scaffolding may have supported 
their development of independent reflective practices. While the instructions supported 
consistent task interpretation, we remained mindful of their potential influence when analyzing 
students’ reflections.

To facilitate students’ reflection on Feelings, in the second stage of Gibbs’ RLC, we asked: How 
did you feel about sharing your learning and/or listening to your classmates’ learning? Insert 
an emoji and explain why. Emojis are common visual symbols in network communication (Bai 
et al., 2019) and have become an indispensable part of written interactions on various online 
platforms (Li & Yang, 2018). Considering that our students grew up with constant access to 
digital resources, including social media, we decided to add emojis to make reflection more 
accessible. However, we did not analyze the specific emotions conveyed by the emoji, as 
interpretations can vary considerably depending on context, and such analysis was beyond 
the methodological scope of this study (Jaeger et al., 2019; Tigwell & Flatla, 2016).

Data analysis 
	
We collected 49 written reflections from the seven participants across three stages of 
the project: seven non-guided reflections (Week 1), 28 guided reflections (Weeks 2–5), and 
14 student-generated reflections (Weeks 6–7). The data were analyzed using a thematic 
analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006), structured around Gibbs’ RLC: Description, Feelings, 
Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion, and Action Plan.

Our analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework:

1. Familiarization: read all entries multiple times to become immersed in the data.
2. Initial coding: independently apply deductive codes to each sentence or segment of student  
    reflections and questions, mapping them to the six stages of Gibbs’ RLC.
3. Searching for patterns: identify the number and variety of RLC elements that appeared  
     across individual reflections and across time.
4. Reviewing themes: compare coding decisions, discuss discrepancies, and refine our  
     understanding of how each RLC element was expressed by students.
5. Defining and naming themes: select representative quotes and coded excerpts to illustrate  
     how students expressed each RLC element.
6. Producing the report: summarize the coding results and use descriptive statistics (Loeb  
     et al., 2017) to highlight the distribution of RLC elements across the data.
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FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

RQ1: Which aspect(s) of Gibbs’ RLC emerge in an initial non-guided reflection?

After the first week of MOOC learning, participants orally shared their experiences in peer 
discussions before writing a non-guided reflection based on a simple prompt (see Appendix A). 
These initial reflections ranged from 64 to 179 words, addressing one to five aspects of Gibbs’ 
RLC (see Table 2). Specifically, six participants included Description, five Evaluation and Action 
Plan, three Conclusion, two Feelings, and one Analysis. More specifically, the coding indicates 
that 85% focused on Description, 71% on Evaluation and on Action Plan, 42% on Conclusion, 
28% on Feelings, and 14% on Analysis. This suggests that they largely focused on summarizing 
the discussion, assessing their knowledge-sharing skills, and planning improvements for future PD 
and MOOC learning, with less attention given to their emotional experiences during the process, 
how the discussion applied to their own learning process, and what they learned from others.

Table 2
Aspects of Gibbs’ RLC emerged in week 1 students’ reflection

Suzu’s non-guided reflection covers most aspects of Gibbs’ RLC and provides representative 
examples of such aspects. Table 3 presents quotes from her reflection, coded according to the 
model.

Table 3
Suzu’s week 1 reflection
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Her reflection shows that the in-class discussion helped her reflect on most aspects of Gibbs’ 
RLC. She described the discussion in detail (lines 1, 3, 4, and 8), reflected on her emotional 
response (line 5) and others’ reactions (line 4), assessed the effectiveness of peer discussions 
(line 7), and drew conclusions from the PD (lines 2 and 6) about improving her upcoming 
MOOC study by identifying ideas to incorporate in her learning process (line 9). 

The results collected from reflection through a non-guided written activity indicate that 
students included one to five aspects of Gibbs’ RLC. Findings also suggest that formal guidance 
on using all aspects of Gibbs’ RLC could enhance students’ reflective skills, particularly in 
addressing emotions and applying lessons learned during the PDs. This finding reflects prior 
research showing that, without explicit scaffolding, learners often struggle to engage in deeper 
or more abstract aspects of reflection (Allas et al., 2016; Toom et al., 2015). While emotional 
and analytical components are essential to meaningful reflection (Yamashita, 2015), students 
may lack awareness of their value or may not intuitively consider them part of reflection. 
Furthermore, considering students’ demonstrated language ability, this limited attention to 
emotional content in Week 1 is likely due to a lack of awareness rather than linguistic difficulty, 
echoing Dewaele’s (2006) observation that expressing emotion in a second language is 
complex but not necessarily inaccessible.

RQ2: Which aspect(s) of Gibbs’ RLC emerge in the guided reflections?

From Weeks 2 to 5, students reflected on their PD sessions using five guiding questions based 
on Gibbs’ RLC (see Appendix B for the worksheet). This section shows the results of our 
analysis on the aspects addressed for each question.

The first guiding question at this stage was How did you feel about sharing your learning and/
or listening to your classmates’ learning? Insert an emoji and explain why. Figure 2 shows 
which aspects of Gibbs’ RLC emerged in how many students, as elicited by this question. The 
vertical axis represents the number of students, while the horizontal axis indicates the aspects 
included in their reflections. The gray rectangle highlights the target aspect prompted by the 
question.

Figure 2 Aspects of Gibbs’ RLC emerged in students’ responses to the first guiding question 
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This reflective question was provided to encourage students to reflect on their feelings. Five 
students in Week 2, six in Week 3, five in Week 4, and six in Week 5 described their feelings 
in their entries (22 in total). For example, “I felt impressed while listening to my classmates’ 
learning.” (Miki, Week 3) or “I enjoyed sharing and listening to my partner’s experience.” (Suzu, 
Week 4). While most students described their feelings in response to the guiding question, 
some students also provided Description (18 in total, from Week 2 to 5), Evaluation (11), 
Analysis (12), and Conclusion (10), as well as Action Plan (two), although to a lesser extent. 

Table 4 presents an example of Week 2 guided reflection, Honoka’s. Her answer provides an 
illustrative example of how some students expanded their reflection beyond the targeted 
aspect of Gibbs’ RLC. 

Table 4
Honoka’s week 2 individual written reflection

The second guiding question in the written reflection (Week 2 through 5) was What was 
positive about sharing your learning and/or listening to your classmates’ learning? What was 
negative? The question targeted Evaluation, the third stage of Gibbs’ RLC (see Gibbs’ initial 
question in Figure 1). Our initial expectation was that the question would also lead students 
to include their rationale, that is, Analysis, without an explicit prompt. As shown in Figure 3, 
Evaluation was what the students expressed the most, with four students in Week 2, five in 
Week 3, six in Week 4, and five in Week 5 (20 in total).

Figure 3 Aspects of Gibbs’ RLC emerged in students’ responses to the second guiding question 
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On the other hand, fewer students addressed Analysis (two in Week 2, one in Week 3 and 4, 
and two in Week 5; six in total). When students evaluated their performances in their PD 
session, some expressed certain points as positive or negative and yet did not go beyond to 
give a rationale. For example, Tomoka’s reflection (Week 2): “I can remember the topic of my 
learning and review my learning again. It is a positive thing. A negative thing is losing confidence 
because I compare my learning and their learning.” It should also be noted that, similarly to 
the first guiding question, the other stages of Gibbs’ RLC were observed: Description (12 in 
total), Feelings (eight), Conclusion (12), and Action Plan (one). This result suggests that the 
guiding question effectively prompted one targeted aspect (Evaluation) but did not confine 
reflection to it.

The third guiding question, What impact does today’s peer share have on your learning 
process?, was provided to scaffold students to draw conclusions from their PD. Figure 4 shows 
their responses.

Figure 4 Aspects of Gibbs’ RLC emerged in students’ responses to the third guiding question 

The reflections of four students in Week 2, three in Week 3, five in Week 4, and three in Week 
5 (15 in total), included Conclusion. Description (21 in total), Feelings (five in total), Analysis 
(one), and Action Plan (eight) were also observed. For example, Honoka wrote “My peers 
showed me a chart that made it easy to understand the relationship between action and 
emotion. I realized that it’s okay to rely on internet information if I can’t explain it easily.” 
(Week 5). She first explained what her peers did (Description), and then summarized her 
realization about the use of resources to support herself (Conclusion).

The fourth guiding questions asked students What else they could have shared? What else 
could you have asked?, prompting Description and Conclusion. Students’ reflections were 
coded as Description when listing additional discussion points, while they were coded as 
Conclusion when drawing more general conclusions. Figure 5 summarizes the results.
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Figure 5 Aspects of Gibbs’ RLC emerged in students’ responses to the fourth guiding question 

When we first used the guiding questions in Week 2, we observed that several students did 
not understand this question in English. For example, instead of writing what they could have 
done differently, they described what they did in the discussion with their peers: “I shared 
about my learning. This time, I learned about #Me Too Movement deeply, I can communicate 
with my classmates using this topic” (Kazuki, Week 2). Thus, we explained the question to the 
class and added a Japanese translation to the question in the worksheet. Others, however, 
responded to the guiding questions by listing the ideas that they thought they could have done 
to improve their session, such as “I wanted to explain my MOOC contents more. I couldn’t 
explain some information because it looked really hard to explain and it will take time.” (Suzu, 
Week 4) and “I wanted to share and ask the feeling more, especially the negative one because 
I had negative feelings last week so I wanted to ask that you have been negative while learning.” 
(Ayano, Week 5). There were a few students who made general conclusions (two in Week 2, 
one in Weeks 3 and 4) such as: “By reflecting this [PD], I thought it was better to share my 
strategy in order to get some advice from my pairs.” (Miki, Week 4)

The fifth guiding question, targeting Action Plan, was: You will share your learning with 
2 classmates again next week. Would you change the way you share or listen to your 
classmates? If so, why and how? If not, why not? This question generated action plans for 
more than half of the students in each week (seven students in Week 2 and five in Week 3 to 5), 
as shown in Figure 6.
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Figure 6 Aspects of Gibbs’ RLC emerged in students’ responses to the fifth guiding question 

Students commented on various ideas such as changing the way they explain their ideas or 
respond to others. For example, “I want to change next time I want to explain using easy words. 
And I would like to comment more for classmates.” (Tomoka, Week 3). Other students’ responses 
also included Description (six in total), Feelings (three), Evaluation (six), Analysis (one), and 
Conclusion (five).

Findings from these students’ reflections suggest that the PD format seemed to prompt them 
to incorporate multiple perspectives, which in turn enriched their individual reflections. These 
findings support the inclusion of peer dialogue as a valuable reflective scaffold, one that not 
only provides ideas and vocabulary but also fosters emotional and cognitive engagement. 
Additionally, the guiding questions generally elicited responses for each aspect of Gibbs’ RLC 
effectively, without limiting their reflection to the targeted aspects. In fact, many students 
expanded their reflections to include additional aspects, building upon the targeted area. This 
expansion suggests that guiding questions were not perceived as limiting but rather served as 
a springboard for more comprehensive reflection. Such findings align with Allas et al. (2016), 
who emphasize the role of structured prompts in facilitating focused yet expansive reflective 
thinking, and with Ryan (2013), who argues that reflection is not inherently intuitive and 
requires intentional support. The increase in reflective depth also aligns with Zeichner and 
Liston’s (1996) idea that collaborative and dialogic practices foster deeper understanding.

RQ3: Which aspect(s) of Gibbs’ RLC emerge in students’ own reflective questions and 
answers after the guided reflections?

During Weeks 6 and 7 of the PDs, after orally sharing their learning experiences and methods 
with their classmates, participants were required to create and answer three to five self- 
reflective questions themselves (see Appendix C).
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Students’ questions

The analysis of the way students formulated their questions suggested they focused on different 
stages of Gibbs’ RLC. Table 5 shows the number of questions corresponding to each stage for 
Week 6 and 7.

Table 5
Students’ questions in week 6 and 7 coded

As Table 5 shows, in Week 6 and 7, students’ questions mainly focused on describing what 
happened during their MOOC self-study “Sometimes, we couldn’t manage our time with 
additional work. How did you remanage in order to achieve all of your MOOCs?” (Miki), and 
the structure of the last PD, for example: “Did you have enough time to share your contents?” 
(Ryota) or “Did you improve your sharing skills compared to before?” (Tomoka). The second 
most frequent focus was on evaluating their learning process, “Which kind of MOOC type 
(video, article, other resources, etc.) was the best way to understand about your MOOC?” 
(Miki), and/or their ability to share information successfully during the PD, “Did you feel this 
peer share is effective or not? Why or why not?” (Suzu). Furthermore, the third aspect that 
emerged focused on the participants’ Feelings about their PD experience and/or MOOC 
process, such as “How did it feel to talk with partners?” (Kazuki). 

Student questions from Week 6 and 7 indicate a prioritization of Description, Evaluation, and 
Feelings. This highlights the relevance of these aspects in their learning process and suggests 
that students are reflecting more objectively on their own learning (in MOOCs and PDs) and 
the learning of others, leading to more conscious decision-making.

Students’ answers

After writing their questions, students individually answered those in writing. The analysis of 
their answer shows three tendencies, which are visible in Table 6 and 7 below: a) students’ 
answers matched the aspect of Gibbs’ RLC implied in their questions (yellow in the tables), 
b) students’ answers matched and expanded the aspect of Gibbs’ RLC implied in their questions 
(blue in the tables), and c) students’ answers did not match the aspect of Gibbs’ RLC implied 
in their questions (red in the tables). Q corresponds to the number of the question (e.g., Q1 
for Question 1) and A the number of the answer (e.g., A1 for Answer 1). The tables also include 
some non-coded answers (NC) since they were not focusing on any aspects of MOOC learning 
or Gibbs’ RLC. 
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Table 6
Aspects of Gibbs’ RLC in students’ answers (week 6)

In Week 6, almost half of the students’ answers matched and expanded the aspect of Gibbs’ 
RLC implied in their questions (48.3% or 14 answers), more than a quarter of their answers 
matched the aspect of Gibbs’ RLC implied in their questions (27.5% or 8 responses), and 6.9% 
(or 2 answers) of their answers mismatched the aspect of Gibbs’ RLC suggested in their 
questions. 

Furthermore, 11 answers corresponded to Evaluation of their learning process and the PD, for 
example, “Personally, this peer share is totally effective to improve my summarizing, listening 
and conversation skills” (Suzu). Ten answers focused on Description, as in “Both she and 
I struggled to fix time for doing MOOC when we had extra tasks to do as the semester is ending” 
(Ayano). Eight answers indicate Analysis of what and how they learned, as well as what and 
how the PD was conducted, including Honoka’s reflection: “I always show some pictures or 
give some examples. It’s because it is easy to understand at glance.”

Table 7
Aspects of Gibbs’ RLC in students’ answers (week 7)

In Week 7, 38.5% (or ten responses) of students’ answers corresponded to the aspect of Gibbs’ 
RLC implied in their questions (shown in yellow). An equal percentage represents the answers 
that matched and expanded the aspect of Gibbs’ RLC implied in their questions (in blue), and 
19.2% of their answers did not match the aspect of Gibbs’ RLC suggested in their questions 
(in red). 

Additionally, 14 of the participants’ answers, such as “The memorable thing was my pair 
changed a topic last time, and he read long sentences to learn. I don't like to read so I thought 
I couldn’t read what he read” (Tomoka), indicated that they focused on evaluating the last PD 
and their MOOC learning process. Also, 12 answers describe the discussion and the autonomous 
learning, including (Tomoka) “First time I couldn’t explain to classmates who didn’t know the 
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contents of my learning. However I changed professional words to easy words to understand 
easily”, and eight answers suggest participants analyzed how they learned as well as what and 
how the PD was conducted, in Suzu’s answer, for example: “When I have something I can’t 
get, I always try to ask or do a quick review of what they say together to make a clear 
understanding when discussing.”

The analysis evidenced that participants’ questions and answers, from Weeks 6 and 7, mainly 
focused on four aspects of Gibbs’ RLC: Description, Feelings, Evaluation, and Analysis. It 
suggests, to a certain degree, an improvement in their ability to formulate and answer their 
own questions, compare to Week 1. Furthermore, responses aligning with aspects of Gibbs’ 
RLC increased, while those expanding on Gibbs’ RLC decreased. However, Week 7 saw a rise 
in answers mismatching the suggested aspect of Gibbs’ RLC, instead focusing on their learning 
process and final exam. Questions also demonstrated a more objective consideration of MOOC 
learning, in-class discussions, and classmates’ experiences to make conscious decisions. 
Furthermore, students not only matched the RLC aspect implied in their questions but often 
expanded their responses beyond what was asked. For instance, a question initially targeting 
Evaluation sometimes prompted an answer that included Analysis or a specific Action Plan. 
This tendency to build on reflection aligns with the iterative nature of reflective practice 
described by Bassot (2013), in which learners cycle through reflection stages and deepen 
understanding over time.

Notably, reflections in this phase became more metacognitive and strategic. Some students, 
for example, indicated a shift in how they approached peer discussions or used MOOC materials 
based on insights gained from earlier weeks. These findings suggest that with repeated, 
scaffolded opportunities, learners can begin to reflect more independently and critically. Peer 
discussions continued to provide a meaningful context for these reflections, reinforcing the 
value of collaborative reflection spaces highlighted in Taylor’s REFLECT framework (2014).

CONCLUSION

The study found that in the initial reflection phase, students focused on Description and 
Evaluation aspects of Gibbs’ RLC, with limited attention to Feelings or Analysis. Guided prompts 
in the second phase elicited more comprehensive reflections, particularly on Feelings and 
Analysis, indicating the value of scaffolding. Students’ reflections generally aligned with the 
targeted aspects and some extended into others. By the final phase, participants showed 
further ability to connect past and current learning, reflecting more comprehensively and 
collaboratively. However, certain aspects, such as Analysis, remained underexplored, suggesting 
the need for more explicit prompts to encourage discussion. 

While the findings provide insights into Japanese learners’ engagement with reflection, this 
study has certain limitations. Using additional data collection methods, such as interviews or 
classroom observations, might have offered a more detailed understanding of how learners 
experienced the guided reflection process. Additionally, the focus on a specific participant 
group in a particular setting limits generalizability. 
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To conclude, this research suggests that incorporating regular reflective activities into language 
courses, through explicit prompts and peer dialogue, can support metacognitive growth and 
learner autonomy. Building on previous studies (e.g., Bennett & Yarwood, 2020; Pemberton 
& Mynard, 2023) and our own results, structured classroom tasks that gradually evolve in 
complexity may help students develop the awareness needed to sustain reflection 
independently. Activities that involve formulating their own reflective questions may effectively 
lead learners to examine aspects of learning that would remain unexplored otherwise. 
Furthermore, providing multiple modes of reflection (e.g., writing, drawing, discussion) can 
also accommodate diverse learner preferences and language abilities. Most importantly, regular 
practice, underpinned by reflective tools and classroom integration, appears essential for 
helping students internalize these skills as part of their learning process.

THE AUTHORS
 
Emily Marzin is a learning advisor and a lecturer at Kanda University of International Studies, Japan. She completed 
a Master in Didactics at Jean Monnet University, France and an EdD at The Open University, UK. Her research 
interests are self-directed learning and intercultural communication.
marzin-e@kanda.kuis.ac.jp

Haruka Ubukata is a learning advisor and a lecturer at Kanda University of International Studies, Japan. She 
holds an MSEd in TESOL from Temple University, Japan. Her research interests include self-directed learning, 
language learning advising, and self-access learning center resources.
ubukata-h@kanda.kuis.ac.jp

REFERENCES

Allas, R., Leijen, Ä., & Toom, A. (2016). Supporting the construction of teacher’s practical knowledge through  
	 different interactive formats of oral reflection and written reflection. Scandinavian Journal of Educational  
	 Research, 61(5), 600–615. https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2016.1172504
Ambinintsoa, D. V., & MacDonald, E. (2023). A reflection intervention: Investigating effectiveness and students’  
	 perceptions. In N. Curry, P. Lyon, & J. Mynard (Eds.), Promoting reflection on language learning: Lessons  
	 from a university setting (pp. 112–131). Multilingual Matters. https://doi.org/10.21832/9781800415591-011
Araneta, M. G., Liotino, M., Olatunji, T. I., & Fedeli, M. (2024). Leveraging massive open online courses to foster  
	 reflective practice in blended university courses. Innovations in Education and Teaching International,  
	 62(2), 416–428. https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2024.2320697 
Bai, Q., Dan, Q., Mu, Z., & Yang, M. (2019). A systematic review of emoji: Current research and future perspectives.  
	 Frontiers in Psychology, 10, Article 2221. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02221
Bates, T. (2015). Teaching in the digital age: Guidelines for designing teaching and learning. BC Campus. https:// 
	 opentextbc.ca/teachinginadigitalage/
Bennett, P. A., & Ubukata, H. (2023, April 29–30). Basic psychological needs observed in a self-directed learning  
	 CLIL course [Conference presentation]. KOTESOL 2023 International Conference, Seoul, South Korea.  
	 https://www.researchgate.net/publication/370655233_Basic_Psychological_Needs_Observed_in_a_Self- 
	 Directed_Learning_CLIL_Course 



rEFLections
Vol 32, No 3, September - December 2025

1533

Bennett, P. A., & Yarwood, A. (2020). A case for scaffolding self-reflection. The PanSIG Journal, 6, 55–62. https:// 
	 pansig.org/publications/2020/2020_PanSIG_Journal.pdf
Boud, D., Keogh, R., & Walker, D. (2013). Reflection: Turning experience into learning. Routledge.
Boyd, E. M., & Fales, A. W. (1983). Reflective learning: Key to learning from experience. Journal of Humanistic  
	 Psychology, 23(2), 99–117. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022167883232011
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2),  
	 77–101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
Curry, N., Lyon, P., & Mynard, J. (Eds.). (2023). Promoting reflection on language learning: Lessons from a university  
	 setting. Multilingual Matters. https://doi.org/10.21832/9781800415591
Curry, N., Mynard, J., Noguchi, J., & Watkins, S. (2017). Evaluating a self-directed language learning course in a  
	 Japanese university. International Journal of Self-Directed Learning, 14(1), 17–36.
Dewaele, J. (2006). Expressing anger in multiple languages. In A. Pavlenko (Ed.), Bilingual minds: Emotional  
	 experience, expression, and representation (pp. 118–151). Multilingual Matters. https://doi.org/10. 
	 21832/9781853598746-007
Ferguson, R., & Sharples, M. (2014). Innovative pedagogy at massive scale: teaching and learning in MOOCs. In  
	 C. Rensing, S. de Freitas, T. Ley, & P. J. Muñoz-Merino (Eds.), Open learning and teaching in educational  
	 communities: 9th European conference on technology enhanced learning (pp. 98–111). Springer  
	 International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-11200-8_8
Fleck, R., & Fitzpatrick, G. (2010). Reflecting on reflection: Framing a design landscape. In M. Brereton, S. Viller, &  
	 B. Kraal (Eds.), Proceedings of the 22nd conference of the computer-human interaction special interest  
	 group of Australia on computer-human interaction (pp. 216–223). ACM. https://doi.org/10.1145/1952222. 
	 1952269
Fleming, S. (2014, September 1). The power of reflection. Scientific American Mind, 25(5), 30–37. https://doi.org/ 
	 10.1038/scientificamericanmind0914-30
Gibbs, G. (1988). Learning by doing: A guide to teaching and learning methods. Further Education Unit. 
Hew, K. F., & Cheung, W. S. (2014). Students’ and instructors’ use of massive open online courses (MOOCs):  
	 Motivations and challenges. Educational Research Review, 12, 45–58. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev. 
	 2014.05.001
Huang, L. S. (2021). Improving learner reflection for TESOL: Pedagogical strategies to support reflective learning.  
	 Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429352836
Jaeger, S. R., Roigard, C. M., Jin, D., Vidal, L., & Ares, G. (2019). Valence, arousal, and sentiment meanings of 33  
	 facial emoji: Insights for the use of emoji in consumer research. Food Research International, 119,  
	 895–907. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodres.2018.10.074
Kato, S., & Mynard, J. (2016). Reflective dialogue: Advising in language learning. Routledge. https://doi.org/ 
	 10.4324/9781315739649
Kolb, D. A. (1984). Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and development. Prentice-Hall. 
Li, L., & Yang, Y. (2018). Pragmatic functions of emoji in internet-based communication: A corpus-based study.  
	 Asian-Pacific Journal of Second and Foreign Language Education, 3(16), Article 16. https://doi.org/10. 
	 1186/s40862-018-0057-z
Loeb, S. J., Dynarski, S. M., McFarland, D. A., Morris, P., Reardon, S. F., & Reber, S. J. (2017). Descriptive analysis in  
	 education: A guide for researchers (NCEE 2017-4023). National Center for Education Evaluation and  
	 Regional Assistance. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED573325.pdf
Mynard, J. (2023). Promoting reflection on language learning: A brief summary of the literature. In N. Curry, P. Lyon,  
	 & J. Mynard (Eds.), Promoting reflection on language learning: Lessons from a university setting  
	 (pp. 23–37). Multilingual Matters. https://doi.org/10.21832/9781800415591-005



rEFLections
Vol 32, No 3, September - December 2025

1534

Ryan, M. (2013). The pedagogical balancing act: Teaching reflection in higher education. Teaching in Higher  
	 Education, 18(2), 144–155. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2012.694104 
Sampson, R. (2023). Encouraging introspection on speaking performance in class: Findings from student reflections.  
	 In N. Curry, P. Lyon, & J. Mynard (Eds.), Promoting reflection on language learning: Lessons from a university  
	 setting (pp. 81–90). Multilingual Matters. https://doi.org/10.21832/9781800415591-009 
Stevenson, R., & Bennett, P. (2023). Reflective practice for transformative learning in a MOOC course. In N. Curry,  
	 P. Lyon, & J. Mynard (Eds.), Promoting reflection on language learning: Lessons from a university setting  
	 (pp. 236–250). Multilingual Matters. https://doi.org/10.21832/9781800415591-018
Tigwell, G. W., & Flatla, D. R. (2016). “Oh, that’s what you meant!”: Reducing emoji misunderstanding. In F. Paternò,  
	 K. Väänänen, K. Church, J. Häkkilä, A. Krüger, & M. Serrano (Eds.), MobileHCI’16 proceedings of the 18th  
	 international conference on human-computer interaction with mobile devices and services adjunct  
	 (pp. 859–866). Association for Computing Machinery. https://doi.org/10.1145/2957265.2961844
Toom, A., Husu, J., & Patrikainen, S. (2015). Student teachers’ patterns of reflection in the context of teaching  
	 practice. European Journal of Teacher Education, 38(3), 320–340. http://doi.org/10.1080/02619768.20 
	 14.943731 
Yamashita, H. (2015). Affect and the development of learner autonomy through advising. Studies in Self-Access  
	 Learning Journal, 6(1), 62–85. http://doi.org/10.37237/060105 
Zheng, S., Rosson, M. B., Shih, P. C., & Carroll, J. M. (2015). Understanding student motivation, behaviors, and  
	 perceptions in MOOCs. In D. Cosley, A. Forte, L. Ciolfi, & D. McDonald (Eds.), Proceedings of the 18th ACM  
	 conference on computer supported cooperative work & social computing (pp. 1882–1895). ACM.  
	 https://doi.org/10.1145/2675133.2675217 



rEFLections
Vol 32, No 3, September - December 2025

1535

Appendix A
Week 1: Reflection Worksheet
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Appendix B
Week 2: Reflection Worksheet
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Appendix C
Week 6: Reflection Worksheet


