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We all experience success and failure on our teacher journeys, and both experiences are 
important for our personal and professional development. I believe that we can learn from 
other educators’ reflective practice on activities or projects that didn’t achieve the desired 
outcomes, particularly if they resonate with our own experiences. In this paper, I share my 
experience of an unsuccessful extra-curricular writing project. I discovered Assembly, a global 
publication highlighting the stories and perspectives of young girls, after joining a new English 
program at a women’s university. The voices of young Japanese women were 
under-represented on this platform, so I initiated a pilot project in November 2022 for any 
students at Fukuoka Women’s University who might be interested in writing for Assembly. This 
article utilizes reflective writing to investigate why this project was not successful. I selected 
two reflective practice models to guide my writing; Korthagen’s (2004) onion model and 
Gibbs’ (1988) reflective model.  
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Assembly was a digital newsletter and publication which offered young people around the 

world who were socialized as or identified as female, non-binary, or genderqueer the opportunity 
to share their opinions, experiences, and achievements. This publication was created by Malala 
Fund (Assembly, n.d.), an organization founded by the Pakistani education activist Malala 
Yousafzai, and published articles describing young people’s experiences of leading the climate 
movement, challenging barriers to girl’s education, or highlighting racial discrimination. Young 
people could submit essays, research articles, interviews with people who they admired, or 
recommendations for books or movies. For example, one article featured an interview with Vee 
Kativhu, a YouTuber and girls’ education activist, and another recommended the #ReadGhanaian 
challenge which introduced African authors. In addition, the ‘roll call’ section of the publication 
invited young girls to describe a typical week in their life. Examples included a 17-year-old 
Ukrainian student and a 19-year-old Pakistani education activist sharing their experiences. 
Alternatively, shorter submissions of a few sentences to a paragraph were welcomed in the 
‘Around the world’ section. Readers could share their opinion in response to questions such as 
“What’s something interesting you learned in class recently that you didn’t know before?” or 
“What advice would you give to your younger self?” When I discovered this platform, I believed 
that it aligned with the goals of Fukuoka Women’s University which centered upon leadership and 
internationalization. Therefore, I proposed the possibility of collaborating with other faculties to 
offer students an opportunity to write about their leadership learning, gender inequality in Japan, 
or other relevant experiences or topics. 
 

Reflective Practice 
John Dewey proposed that thoughtful reflection enables individuals to learn just as much 

from failure as success (Rosen, 1987). Therefore, I was motivated to turn my experience of this 
pilot project into a learning opportunity and highlight areas for my professional development. 
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During my doctorate in Clinical Psychology from 2007 to 2010, I was required to maintain a 
reflective journal. The reflective scientist-practitioner model inherent in clinical psychology makes 
reflective practice a core competency (Ooi et al., 2023), and my reflective journal created a safe 
space for me to openly and honestly explore my experiences. Reflective writing is one way to 
engage in reflective practice, and journaling can be an effective way to uncover challenges and 
work through emotions (Yoshihara et al., 2019). When this project was unsuccessful, I used 
reflective journaling to document my initial thoughts about why I had been unable to recruit 
students to write for Assembly. However, I wanted to undertake a more formal and structured 
approach to reflective writing, incorporating what I had learnt since the pilot project ended in 
2023 to strengthen my reflections. Therefore, I employed two reflective practice models to guide 
my reflective writing in this paper: Korthagen’s (2004) onion model and Gibbs’ (1988) reflective 
model.  

 
The Onion Model 

The term “core reflection” refers to a deeper level of reflection that increases 
self-awareness, recognizes individual ideals and strengths, and identifies obstacles such as 
limiting beliefs and behaviors (Korthagen, 2014). Korthagen and Vasalos (2005) propose that the 
onion model provides a tool to guide teachers’ reflection as it facilitates core reflection and can 
be used autonomously by individual teachers. In addition, the focus on strengths rather than 
weaknesses and problems aids personal and professional development (Korthagen, 2014). The 
onion model offers a framework for reflection which is comprised of different layers of reflection 
(see Figure 1). Within this model, there is a two-way process between the inner and outer levels in 
the sense that the environment influences our behavior and beliefs while our beliefs and behavior 
simultaneously affect our external environment.  
 
Figure 1 
The Onion Model (Korthagen, 2004) 

 

Note. Adapted from Korthagen (2014) 
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Environment  

This layer refers to the external factors in the situation, which in this case would be the 
educational context of the pilot project. Fukuoka Women’s University has three faculty 
departments; International Liberal Arts, Environmental Science, and Food and Health Sciences. In 
2022, the Women's Leadership Center (WLC) was officially opened to enact the university’s 
mission to raise the next generation of female leaders. In the same year, I was appointed as a 
full-time lecturer at Fukuoka Women’s University on the new Academic & Career English (ACE) 
program, which is a mandatory program for students in their first and second year from all three 
faculties. On this intensive program, students develop their skills in reading, writing, oral 
presentation, and communication. Course materials were developed in-house and incorporate 
themes of globalization, SDGs, and leadership. During the process of curriculum development, I 
found Assembly which appeared to align with the university’s aspirations.  
 
Behavior 

After communicating with the ACE program director about the possibility of providing 
students with an opportunity to write and submit an article to Assembly, they suggested that I 
liaise with the WLC. Therefore, I arranged a meeting to explore the online platform, consider the 
potential risks or gains for students publishing articles on Assembly, and discuss the practicalities 
of initiating a joint project. Finally, a pilot project between the Language Education Center (LEC) 
and the WLC was approved.  

The pilot project consisted of three workshops, which were held in November 2022 during 
the university lunch break, to introduce and promote the Assembly writing opportunity. The 
workshops were promoted formally in emails from the director of the WLC and informally by 
instructors on the ACE program, and delivered by myself and a representative from the WLC. In 
total, nine students attended the workshops. First, I introduced students to the Assembly 
platform and explained the types of articles they could write for this publication using 
PowerPoint. For each type of article, two examples which had already been published were 
selected, with a QR code for students to access the full articles. Then, the representative from the 
WLC encouraged students to look at some of the articles published and brainstorm potential 
topics to write about. Next, I outlined some important considerations when publishing on global 
platforms, such as decisions on what information to include in their author profile and the 
implications of including a photo, full name, or social media account details. Assembly allowed 
authors to choose whether they used their real name or included a photo or personal details. 
Finally, I emphasized the importance of using reliable and accurate sources, citing sources, and 
differentiating fact from opinion in articles. Contact details were provided for ACE instructors who 
were willing to support students writing in English, while the WLC was available to support topic 
development.  

Of the nine students who attended the workshops, two students expressed an interest in 
writing for Assembly. One student indicated that she wanted to work on her article after her 
exams, so I sent her a follow-up e-mail after the examination period, but she did not respond. 
After an on-going e-mail discussion with the second student regarding potential essay topics, she 
decided not to proceed because she could not identify a suitable topic. As the pilot project was 
unsuccessful in recruiting students to write for Assembly, it was discontinued in the following 
academic year.  
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Competencies  
In terms of skills, I believed that I brought creativity and organization to the project, 

combined with an enthusiastic and motivated attitude. Although I had experience of teaching 
academic writing courses, I was only seven months into my new contract, and therefore lacked 
knowledge of the institution, the wider curriculum, and students’ prior academic experiences.   

 
Beliefs 

I discovered from this experience that my beliefs about the students’ interests and 
aspirations were inaccurate. Before the project, I had assumed that the majority of students were 
motivated to study at this university due to the focus on internationalization and leadership 
learning. While this is certainly true of some students, an interest in leadership and gender 
inequality doesn’t automatically generate aspirations to write about it. When I thought about how 
much I had changed since graduating from university in terms of my motivations, goals, 
competencies, and self-efficacy, I realized that I had confused my ambitions with the students and 
underestimated the competencies and experience required to confidently write an article for 
publication. So, this served as an important reminder that what I perceive as an exciting 
opportunity at this stage in my life and career is markedly different to my students who are still 
building their skills and have different priorities. 
 
Identity 

The question of who I am at work has been a recurring theme throughout my career 
transition into English teaching. When I left my previous career as a clinical psychologist, I 
envisioned teaching English for a couple of years while I figured out my next move. Seven years 
later, I decided to try and combine my teaching experience and academic background by 
pursuing a second career in higher education. However, I still felt uncertain about where I “fit” in 
terms of my academic interests, teaching pedagogy, and career aspirations in this new 
profession. Although I was no longer a psychologist, I was unsure who I was as a teacher. My 
personal journey through higher education was liberating and empowering, characterized by 
self-discovery and inquiry, and guided by teachers who served as role models. Consequently, I 
gravitate towards transformative education and critical pedagogy, which have broad educational 
goals that transcend the transmission of knowledge about a subject. In this way, my identity as a 
teacher centers upon inspiring, motivating, and empowering students beyond language learning. 
Because my academic and research interests diverge into fields outside the world of linguistics 
and language acquisition, this project presented a unique opportunity to collaborate with the 
WLC on a project designed to inspire and empower young women to share their stories and 
perspectives. Therefore, reflecting on my teacher identity deepened my understanding of what 
this project represented to me.  
 
Mission 

For me personally, the most enjoyable aspects of teaching English are the interpersonal 
exchanges with students. I draw inspiration from witnessing students’ holistic growth as their 
growing confidence in a foreign language extends into other areas of their development, and the 
mutual learning process between student and teacher. Education has the potential to transform 
individuals and contribute to social change and that is what gives meaning to my work. 
Throughout my career transition, I have pondered how to combine my knowledge and skills from 
two separate professions, without abandoning my personal ideals of making a difference through 
my work. Initiating and pursuing this project represented my shifting professional identity as I 
attempted to identify teaching interests, pedagogy, and practices that aligned with my values, 
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and navigate a career pathway in a new profession. The process of examining my teacher identity 
and ideals allowed me to clarify the underlying tensions I was experiencing in this new 
professional chapter, address questions about how I combine the knowledge and experience 
gained from both professions, and thus develop a clearer vision of my future goals and 
aspirations. Moreover, I realized how my core qualities of compassion, enthusiasm, and curiosity 
could be employed in my new profession, if I improved my institutional knowledge and 
understanding of the student population and updated my beliefs accordingly.  

 
Gibbs’ Reflective Model (1988) 

Gibbs’ reflective model consists of a cyclical six-step process of examining an experience 
by identifying the emotions evoked, evaluating both the positive and negative aspects, analyzing 
the reasons for the outcome through integrating theory and practice, summarizing the key 
learning points, and creating an action plan to apply the lessons learnt to similar situations (see 
Figure 2). Aneeis Hashim et al. (2023) stated that the structured guidelines and questions in this 
model facilitate reflective writing, enable teachers to conduct a thorough exploration of their 
experiences, and assist teachers in thinking critically about their practice.  
 
Figure 2 
Gibbs’ (1988) Reflective Model  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Note. Adapted from Aneeis Hashim et al. (2023)  

 
Description 
​ This step in Gibb’s reflective model corresponds to the behavior layer of the onion model, 
where a detailed account of the process of initiating the pilot project, the content of the 
workshops, and the outcome of the project has already been provided.  
 
Feelings 
​ The project represented an opportunity to highlight the experiences and perspectives of 
young Japanese women in Assembly, a publication created by an activist whom I respected, 
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which featured stories that inspired me as an educator. Initiating and conducting this pilot project 
was also a chance for me to demonstrate my competencies as a newly appointed instructor. 
Consequently, I felt excited when the project was approved and motivated to promote this 
opportunity to the students. Additionally, the university’s emphasis on female leadership had 
attracted me to this teaching position, so I was enthusiastic about collaborating with the WLC. 
After the project, my disappointment at the low turnout for the workshops was replaced with 
curiosity and a desire to comprehend why the project had been unsuccessful.   
 
Evaluation 

The positive aspects of the pilot project included the chance to demonstrate ambition and 
initiative in my new role, build relationships with the wider faculty at the university, collaborate 
with the WLC, and publicize an inspiring resource. It also felt validating and encouraging that 
other professionals valued my proposal and supported the launch of the project. Two prominent 
negative aspects included the low turnout at the workshops and students’ disinterest in pursuing 
the opportunity. While it was important to include topics such as citation and credible sources in 
the workshop to adequately prepare students for publication on a global platform, it also 
introduced a potentially unwelcome academic tone to an extracurricular activity. Similarly, the 
voluntary nature of the project created the dilemma of trying to offer students enough 
encouragement and support to write for Assembly without pressuring them. Another negative 
aspect of the experience included an increasing awareness of my lack of knowledge regarding 
the institution or student population in terms of students’ academic schedules, other subjects and 
courses taught outside of the English program, or the previous English program curriculum which 
limited my capacity to support students in identifying potential topics to write about.  
 
Analysis 

The launch of this project coincided with the release of ChatGPT which acquired more than 
100 million users in the first two months (Feng Teng, 2024). By June 2023, 32.4% of university 
students were using ChatGPT in Japan, with 14% using it to complete assignments (Masutani, 
2023), and Japan was one of the top five countries using it by 2024 (Price, 2024). Within higher 
education, the rise of generative AI instigated numerous debates about how to balance the 
opportunities and challenges it presented with concerns centering on the generation of 
unreliable information and the potential for plagiarism and cheating (Feng Teng, 2024; Price, 
2024). To further complicate the matter, beliefs about what constitutes plagiarism vary between 
cultures, EFL teachers, and disciplines in Japan (Gettings & Hughes, 2014). At Fukuoka Women’s 
University, the ACE program implemented a departmental policy in March 2023 regarding 
plagiarism, AI, and machine translation in response to these global challenges. This policy 
prohibited students from using AI or machine translation to write English assignments. In 
hindsight, it felt ill-timed to pursue a project encouraging students to write high-quality articles in 
a second language.  

Before the pilot project ended in March 2023, I discovered two published articles on 
Assembly which offered extra advice on writing and submitting an article to the digital 
publication. The first article emphasized the process of brainstorming, conducting research, 
writing an outline and a first draft, editing, and proofreading before submitting an article (Uthman 
& Thomas, 2020). Our students learn these writing skills in their English classes, but I had wrongly 
assumed that they could apply them independently. Nonetheless, the discovery of the second 
article on Assembly removed the obstacles regarding writing in a second language as Tess 
Thomas (2023), former editor, encouraged people to write in their native language. I was unaware 
of this before the project because it was not explicitly stated in the submission guidelines and the 
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majority of articles were published in English. However, this discovery did not eliminate the 
challenges in identifying topics, applying writing skills, or the controversy surrounding AI misuse 
in higher education.  

During the second year of my contract, I taught a writing course in which students write a 
1,000-word English report on a topic related to their major. This led to a greater appreciation of 
the time and effort required to transform a topic into an essay for students and instructors alike. In 
addition, despite variations in high school education, not all students have been taught 
essay-writing skills in their first language prior to their EFL writing classes at university (Gettings & 
Hughes, 2014). Therefore, it is possible that students’ lack of experience and subsequent 
confidence in writing essays would continue to act as a deterrent even if they could write in 
Japanese. Furthermore, Assembly is a competitive platform which receives many submissions, 
not all of which are published (Thomas, 2023).  

Thus, the lack of student interest in writing for Assembly was understandable given the 
necessary time commitment, execution of writing skills which are still being acquired and 
developed, and the possibility of not having the article published. When I considered the 
effort-to-benefit ratio of this extracurricular activity, I could understand why it had not been 
appealing to students who were already managing competing demands on their time. Equally, 
this project would represent an unwelcome addition to the workload of instructors assisting the 
project. Anyhow, the opportunity to submit articles to Assembly ceased in December 2024 when 
it became an archived publication. 

 
Conclusion  

Prior to the closure of Assembly, I had already concluded that as an extracurricular activity, 
the cost-to-benefit ratio of the project was unfavorable. Planning and writing an essay demands a 
considerable time investment from both students and their teachers independent of language. 
Regardless of the negative outcome of the project, I learnt many valuable lessons. For instance, 
the importance of knowing your audience before launching a new project. Prior knowledge of the 
student population and the higher education institution would have enabled me to assess 
whether the proposed project aligned with students’ interests and competencies, consider 
whether there was a specific student group to target, and carefully review the practicalities of the 
project. For example, I could have offered regular workshops to support students through the 
writing process beyond the initial introduction to the platform, or targeted the ‘Around the World’ 
section which invited shorter responses and may have been more attainable. Likewise, I 
recognized the value of consulting students and using their perspectives to inform the planning 
and implementation of extracurricular projects. In relation to my teaching practice, further insight 
into the challenges my students encounter when writing an English report has enabled me to 
approach my second-year writing classes through a more compassionate lens. 

   
Action Plan 

The project will not be relaunched in the future, so this section concentrates on actions I 
can take to improve the outcomes of future projects. For instance, it was clear that I had 
knowledge gaps pertaining to the institution I worked in and the student population. I recognized 
that my Japanese proficiency limits my organizational and cultural knowledge. Thus, I need to 
resume my Japanese studies to further assimilate and integrate at my workplace. Another 
learning point related to the importance of maintaining a steady pace in a fast-paced work 
environment and remembering the proverb “more haste, less speed.” For example, investing 
more time in the initiating and planning stages of a project to carefully assess the feasibility and 
practicalities would result in better outcomes. Discussing potential project ideas with my students 
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to gain their perspectives and gauge their interest during these stages of the project cycle would 
further support the elimination of ideas which are unrealistic and lead to the development of 
projects which are compatible with the students’ needs and interests.      

Conclusion 
Employing two reflective practice models to guide my reflective writing enabled a 

thorough examination of the project. Korthagen’s (2004) onion model facilitated core reflection 
which allowed me to explore my teacher identity and the influence of my beliefs and experiences 
on the project. Examining my identity and ideals was instrumental in clarifying my teaching 
pedagogy and where I “fit” within the teaching profession, allowing me to gain new insights and 
direction as I navigate a second career. While there is some overlap in the initial stages of both 
models, Gibbs’ reflective model (1988) enabled me to perform a rigorous evaluation and analysis 
of factors contributing to the project’s lack of success, which encouraged me to view the project 
from the students’ perspective and learn more about plagiarism and AI misuse. Insights gained 
from this model informed my teaching practice and identified clear and practical steps for 
professional development. To conclude, combining a core reflection and an action-oriented 
model to guide reflective writing resulted in a comprehensive reflection that uncovered important 
observations and learning points for both my personal and professional development, 
demonstrating that failure can indeed be instructive.  
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