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Abstract 

Reflective writing (RW) is one of the most common writing activities adopted by higher education students. However, some 

still struggle with this writing technique. Therefore, this study aims to analyze the appropriate process/sub-process used by 

skilled and less skilled EFL graduate students in doing Reflective writing. Data were collected from 2 (two) post-graduate 

students through think-aloud, observation, retrospective, and semi-structured interviews. The instrument used to collect data 

is a questionnaire. The data analysis technique used is descriptive qualitative and quantitative analysis. The result of the 

research is some students have difficulty in reflective writing. A helpful solution is to encourage students to practice writing 

in various contexts under different environments and receive ongoing training supported by the teacher. The importance of 

integrating a focus on effective writing processes/sub-processes in academic writing and encouraging students to practice 

Reflective essays in various contexts by reading extensively while writing reflections. In addition, when the reflection 

writing task is carried out regularly, it helps students to have adequate knowledge of essential concepts and critically 

understand them. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Journal writing is the process of recording personal insights, reflections, and 

questions on assigned topics (Abednia et al., 2013; Anderson et al., 2021). It is extensively 

applied in the educational setting as an individual activity with diverse terms and these 

include journal dialogue, learning journals, and reflective writing (RW) (Hashemi & Mirzaei, 

2015; Thevasigamoney & Yunus, 2014). Several studies provided strong indications that RW 

is commonly used to nurture critical thinking and reflection as well as promote creativity 

(Arter et al., 2016; Stanton & Stanton, 2017). It analytically evaluates ones’ perceptions and 

theories and encourages students to be active (Bahmani, 2016). This writing type also 

develops a relationship between course materials and experiences. Reflective journal writing 

is a cognitive activity that allows writers to express themselves, reflect on their experiences, 

and assess their knowledge. This process involves several stages, namely planning, drafting 

or translating, and reviewing (Amrina & Sundari, 2021; Pen et al., 2020). 

However, a concise analysis of the writing processes adopted by skilled and less 

skilled EFL undergraduates was explored in this research. Previous studies reported that the 

participants were usually given a specific writing topic, to be completed within a fixed time, 

usually 30 to 60 minutes. In this research, the respondents were given a broad topic, which 

was narrowed down to attributes that specifically prompted their interest. In addition, there 

was no limitation on the length of writing and duration because they also had to type their 

work on a computer/laptop. Furthermore, it analyzes some of the crucial roles played by RW 

by comparing the writing processes adopted by both skilled and less-skilled writers. Primary 

data were collected by using the traditional method and Think-Aloud Protocols (TAPs) 
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inherent in the Zoom application. All products used to carry out the assignments were 

computer-based, which provided unobtrusive, simple, and more reliable writing processes 

compared to those applied in preliminary studies. Subsequent sections discussed reflective 

writing and briefly analyzed the cognitive model before discussing prior processes. 

Reflective writing aims to determine an individual’s learning skills, the ability to 

critically review certain topics, build a theory from observations, hesitantly engage in 

discussions, and self-development (Cheng & Chan, 2019; Pen et al., 2020). Reflection 

usually entails looking back or examining previous tasks and is also defined as an 

afterthought activity (Bjerkvik & Hilli, 2019; Szenes & Tilakaratna, 2021). Reflective 

writing is written systematically, based on a distinct purpose, asserting basic observations, 

and presenting additional information (Farahian et al., 2021; Weaver & Mulgrew, 2021). 

Meanwhile, these are all parts of the process that develops reflective writing. However, some 

students without much knowledge of academic writing usually encounter difficulties, which 

led to the conscious development of reflection to generate thoughtful writings. One of the 

effective ways to improve this capacity is through frequent practices in multiple contexts, 

including comprehensive and consistent training (Caravella & Johnson, 2019). 

Previous process-oriented research is often concerned with processes and strategies 

(sub-processes) adopted when writing L2 (Abdel Latif, 2019; Liu, 2015). Some studies 

compared the techniques used by the students in L1 and L2 (Alkubaidi, 2018; Johnson, 

2020). The similarities and differences between these writing processes (Wang, 2012: Chu et 

al., 2019). The transferability issues from L1 to L2 or vice versa are still debatable (Guo & 

Huang, 2018; Iman, 2020; Wei, 2020). Several preliminary studies have also analyzed the 

problems encountered during these writing processes. An innovative way to acquire data due 

to the complexity of the think-aloud instructions (Wingate & Harper, 2021). They used an 

application installed in the computer or laptop called "screen capture software Ice cream". 

This recording software is obtrusive, and at the same time, provides a comprehensive and 

accurate account of all activities conducted on the system, such as information searches. 

Students also make use of grammatical applications or other facilities installed on the 

computer. 

However, in this study, the students applied think-aloud protocols when writing. The 

skilled and less skilled ones carried out all activities on their laptops. In addition, each of 

them verbalized the written topic during the Zoom meeting. All activities were recorded and 

executed in a day, although they read some articles on Autonomy Learning before starting 

the actual procedure. Therefore, this study aims to analyze the appropriate process/sub-

process used by skilled and less skilled EFL graduate students in doing Reflective writing. 

 

2. METHODS  

This qualitative study focuses on the writing processes applied in RW. Meanwhile, in 

the first semester of the 2020/2021 academic year, 12 students registered for the course 

“Approaches and Methods in TESOL”. They were given an assignment on RW once in two 

weeks, through this procedure, it is expected that they steadily improve their reflective 

capability. The students were monitored shortly before their first assignment till the third 

one, and each task was discussed in class. Based on the thorough observation by the lecturer, 

they still encountered certain difficulties when working on the initial assignment. After 

practicing this type of writing severally, they were able to develop their level of critical 

reflection. However, this varies among students, for example, SW1's performance was 

constantly improved while SW2 only achieved non-reflection and understanding 

levels. These two undergraduates were purposively selected because they met the research 

criteria, namely skilled and less skilled writers. Some data sources were adopted in analyzing 
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the writing processes. The first method was Think-aloud Procedures (TAPs) and writing 

process observation through Zoom meeting, recording the participants' activities during the 

entire assignment production. The third and final approaches were the retrospective and 

open-ended interviews regarding these tasks. As previously reported, TAPs have several 

limitations. To anticipate the students' varying abilities to acquire data, they needed to 

practice rigorously before carrying out the TAPs. The topic "autonomy learning" was the 

students' fourth assignment, executed during the zoom meeting by SW1 and SW2. 

A reflection task is an individual activity assigned by a lecturer regarding a particular 

topic, such as an internship, observation, or volunteer experience. The most crucial part is 

that it cites the writer's reactions, opinions, suggestions, feelings, and analysis of an 

experience in a more personal manner compared to a formal study or analytical essay. 

Reflective tasks take several forms. For example, the lecturer tends to ask the students to 

write about today’s lesson quickly or simply summarize the writer’s article at the end of the 

class. This has to be organized as a formal essay (descriptive reflection). It needs to start with 

an introduction, the thesis statement, several paragraphs, and a conclusion. This type of 

reflective writing was applied in this study. The students (SW1 and SW2) were given a day 

to complete their writing tasks at their convenience. Moreover, conducting think-aloud is a 

tiring activity, it tends to ruin their concentration when it is done for a long time. Students 

recorded all their activities during the Zoom meeting, which was reported in this research. 

The writing processes were observed and unclear information jotted and discerned during the 

retrospective interview. The final instrument was an open-ended interview which consisted 

of 10 items. Several questions were asked, such as their experiences and problems 

encountered when writing a reflective journal, applying TAPs, and issues encountered when 

completing their tasks through zoom meeting. 

The students’ writing process was thoroughly observed by watching their recorded 

activities during the Zoom meeting and jotting down everything that happened in each stage. 

A retrospective interview was also conducted, where certain unclear questions were asked. 

The data were then transcribed for content analysis. The acquired information was often 

coded according to a specific classification reported in this research throughout the process. 

The open-ended interviews were examined thematically and further coded independently, 

besides ten items were questioned. 

 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

Results 

SW1 and SW2 had already read several reputable articles or journals of interest as 

well as reflected on past events (experiences, discussions held with their peers and lecturers) 

or their background knowledge to support their claims on autonomy learning. They had to 

narrow it down into specific topics. SW1 discussed "The relationship between motivation 

and autonomy learning". On the contrary, SW2 worked on "Autonomy Learning in Digital 

Era". SW1 and SW2 spent relatively 74 minutes and 61 minutes completing their respective 

tasks. The length of their writing also varied SW1 and SW2 wrote 644 and 475 words, 

respectively. SW1 anticipated the topic to be written and referred to the overall plan 

throughout the process. SW1 keenly reflected on ideas from articles and past experiences 

regarding the content and wrote it as a guideline. SW1 often paused to think and ensure their 

work was organized. This respondent planned to write 4 paragraphs, including introduction, 

body paragraphs, and conclusion. However, SW2 tried to relate to previously read articles 

and went ahead to engage in reflective writing with slight planning. In the introductory 

aspect, SW1 tried to recall their background knowledge of autonomy learning and relate it to 
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previously read articles, and past experiences (discussions with the lecturer, friends, and 

colleagues)……….pauses awhile to reflect………..  

………One of the essential elements of an autonomous learner is motivation. 

However, many teachers are frustrated by their demotivated students. They are not aware of 

the important connection between motivation and self-determination. Motivation is related to 

whether or not students have opportunities to be autonomous and make relevant academic 

choices. ………….Finally, SW1 wrote the thesis statement, ”The Relationship between 

Motivation and Autonomy Learning” (172 words). SW2 only discussed the definitions of 

autonomy learning and related it to the digital era. Autonomy Learner in Indonesian is 

interpreted as independence in teaching and learning activities (self-study)……Gagne (1985) 

defines learning as “a change in human disposition or capability which persists over a period 

of time………. 

…… During the Covid-19 Pandemic, students were forced to learn independently. In 

addition, the teachers were mandated to provide interesting teaching and learning activities. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has had both positive and negative impacts. In view of the 

educational system, teachers are supposed to provide interesting and creative materials as 

well as ensure that the students do not feel bored. They were expected to recreate the 

curriculum, assessment system, and regulations in this digital era… (158 words). In the body 

paragraphs, SW1 elaborated on certain points. The first is to instill motivation, according to 

Holec (1981), “Learner autonomy based on reflection and taking responsibility for one’s 

learning processes has become a central concern in the recent history of language 

teaching"…….paused while reflecting on some issues.  However, it is not easy to discipline 

students as some are uncontrollable, at least in the school where I teach. One of the ways to 

motivate students is to take responsibility and get them involved in classroom activities. 

Secondly, SW1 usually appreciates students that take their assignments seriously because it 

encourages them. Appreciation is in the forms of praises, rewards, good scores, etc….. 

therefore, they tend to put in more effort. Therefore, at least 2 effective ways are used to 

make students learn independently at home. First, they need to be motivated and appreciated. 

This method has been practiced by me when teaching high school students. It was realized 

that motivating students to be autonomous learners was a difficult task, although giving them 

a simple and interesting assignment at the beginning of the class and consistently monitoring 

their improvement while they work independently helps a lot. Secondly, appreciating them… 

(472).  

SW2 only grouped some aspects of autonomy learning, namely the self-study 

program (along with the independence level, autonomy learning model, and learner). This 

was written without any revision or proofreading. It seemed SW2 memorized previously read 

articles, although SW2 could not describe these experiences in detail. This condition led to 

certain limitations in their reflective abilities. SW1’s writing process turned out to be non-

linear, involving a continuous interplay of thinking, planning, and reviewing during the entire 

procedure. These activities are the most important components needed to improve the writing 

quality. SW1 often paused to reflect on the planning purposes, besides, there were frequent 

reviews as SW1 continued with the written text production. Furthermore, the various stages 

were also revised. SW1 was considered a skilled writer judging from their behaviour. Some 

discrete variations were observed between SW1 and SW2. According to the recording 

observation, SW1 was able to deliberately and simply control and direct the entire process by 

understanding the nature of writing, which is a recursive procedure. However, SW2 was 

unaware of this fact which involves generating ideas and reviewing the text to discover its 

intended meaning. SW2 revealed a lack of control and direction and often lost concentration 

when writing the body paragraphs. In addition, SW2 slightly planned and revised the work 

and got ideas mostly from previously read autonomy learning articles.  
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This study applied a protocol designed by Kember. Which monitors and allocates 

work into 4 types, from the least to the highest, namely Habitual or non-reflection 

understanding and reflection levels, as well as the critical reflection. Each level has its 

pointers that help identification. The last level is habit or non-reflection, this occurs when 

students search for related materials on an assigned topic. In addition, they copy without 

thinking and attempting to comprehend the information. Sometimes they engage incomplete 

or partial plagiarism, which is frequently paraphrased or summarized without understanding 

the fundamental concept. The second level understands this occurs when the students rely on 

the lecturers' notes or textbook without reflecting on how these theories are related to the 

practical situation. Moreover, they failed to consider the manner this concept relates to their 

personal experiences. The third level is reflection, and its classification in writing form goes 

beyond that of understanding which involves presenting the applicable theory. The 

interpretation of this concept is connected with personal experiences. In practice, the 

situations faced are effectively discussed and related to the topic taught. At this level, 

students are expected to offer personal insights that exceed the theories reported in books.  

SW1’s reflection on the writing form goes beyond the understanding level by 

presenting the theoretical application. The concept was interpreted based on experiences. At 

this stage, SW1 provided personal insights. It was further reported that responsibility 

encourages students to be autonomous learners, and one important factor is motivation. For 

instance, assuming someone is not motivated to study independently, they find it difficult to 

engage in autonomy learning, especially in secondary students………. Nurturing their 

motivation is problematic, although it is an essential aspect of teaching that needs to be 

considered……..(paused to reflect)….. SW2 only gave a few definitions of learning 

autonomy by specific experts. There is no proof that it was described from their perspectives 

or turned their experiences into new knowledge, as it was not stated in detail. SW2 also 

engaged in partial plagiarism. Autonomy Learner in Indonesian is interpreted as independent 

teaching and learning activities (self-study). According to Cronbach, it is a relatively 

permanent change in one’s behavior, understanding, or emotion (such as interests and 

attitudes) due to experience…….…………. Gagne (197) defines learning as a change in a 

person's disposition or capability that occurs within a certain period and it is not caused by 

growth processes. It was also revealed that there are 5 main varieties. 

SW1 elaborated on each point that was planned and reflected on them for further 

development. SW2 failed to adhere to the rules of academic writing. The body paragraph was 

only based on some aspects of autonomy learning, such as the self-study program and its 

model. After reading SW2’s body paragraph, it was concluded that there was no reflection in 

this stage. A semi-structured interview was conducted and used to answer the 2 research 

questions. Meanwhile, 10 items were related to the writing process and RW. Each participant 

was interviewed through Zoom meeting for about 20 minutes. All the activities were 

recorded during the interview and transcribed afterward. Some core information concerning 

the reason SW1 did not encounter serious writing problems, whereas SW2 struggled with this 

process, was reported in this study. Do you find reflective writing difficult? (SW1) “I love 

writing and reading because it is assumed that this helps develop my critical thinking skills. 

Reading supports the writing process as much information is acquired. It also helps to 

develop ones’ writing style, improve grammatical understanding, and enlarge their 

vocabulary. Therefore, assuming one likes reading, they are likely not to have a problem with 

writing.” That is SW1’s opinion based on experiences. 

SW1 is a blogger that enjoys sharing useful piece information in English with 

students, friends, or people that visit the blog regularly. It was also mentioned that writing 

while verbalizing their thought was a strenuous activity. Unfortunately, it also slightly affects 

SW1’s writing quality. Usually, SW1 writes good pieces which develop their critical 
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thinking. In this circumstance, SW1 was able to complete their writing, although the critical 

reflection level was not fully developed. When SW2 was asked a similar question the 

following response were obtained: (SW2): Writing is not something that I routinely engage 

in because I often find it difficult to develop my ideas in the middle of the process, perhaps it 

is due to the fact that I do not read a lot to broaden my horizon. I read when there is a writing 

task from my lecturer. These are the main problems that SW2 encountered during the writing 

process. First is a lack of reading and writing practice. There is a close interconnection 

between these two skills. 
 

Discussion 

Based on the indicators designed by Kember, SW1 is categorized in the reflection 

level and slightly grouped under critical reflection. SW1 was able to relate the autonomy 

learning concept to their personal experiences during classes (Hatlevik et al., 2018; 

Jeheman et al., 2019). Simultaneously, SW2 is at the level of habitual or non-reflection and 

understanding. Levels are not regarded as meaningful reflection (Kamelia, 2019; 

Khodabandehlou et al., 2012). At the habitual level, a person engages only in routine 

activities without thinking about them. Likewise, according to the analysis in this category, 

no reflective activity was involved as SW2 only described the written text. SW1 had read 

different articles, thereby being able to recognize the core scholarly arguments relevant to 

the topic, and initiated an outline to support the arguments because SW1 completely 

understands the writing process. SW1 carefully planned the written texts and tried to relate 

them to read articles and experiences previously. The writing was also revised and reread to 

ensure they were on the right track because it is a recursive procedure. SW1 paused to 

reflect before continuing, while SW2 has never been involved in these activities and is 

unaware that writing is a recursive process. In addition, SW2 rarely reread and revised their 

work. Writing strategies play an essential role in L2 development and distinguish between 

skilled and less-skilled writers (Amrina & Sundari, 2021; Karaca & Uysal, 2021). These are 

also significant issues influencing the students’ writing quality (Alhassan & Chen, 2019; 

Hill et al., 2020; Pen et al., 2020). 

The findings of the research reported that some students encounter difficulties in 

reflective writing. A beneficial solution is to encourage students to practice writing in 

multiple contexts under an academic setting and get constant training supervised by their 

lecturer or teacher (Abrams & Byrd, 2016; Flores, 2021; Wong & Russak, 2020). 

Moreover, when reflexive writing assignments are effectively executed, it assists students 

to have a better knowledge of essential concepts, critically understand their professional 

identity, and create qualities for life-long learning (Staples et al., 2013; Sun et al., 2021). 

 

4. CONCLUSION  

Based on the results of data analysis, it can be concluded that the importance of 

integrating a focus on effective writing processes/sub-processes in academic writing and 

encouraging students to practice Reflective essays in various contexts by reading extensively 

while writing reflections. 
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