Lathered Up in Reflective Teaching: A Case Study on Preservice Teacher Reflection Using SOAP During a Mock School Day
Introduction and Literature Review
Preservice teachers often struggle to connect coursework theory to real classroom practice (Ding & Wang, 2018; Tigchelaar & Korthagen, 2004). To ameliorate this disconnect, we replicated classroom teaching through a full-day immersion event on campus at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL) to enhance preservice teacher preparedness. Recognizing reflection as a critical component of teacher development (Hatton & Smith, 1995), we paired our event with structured reflection using the SOAP Notes method (Weaver, 2019). Our approach aimed to support preservice teachers in identifying challenges they faced during the mock school day experience and planning steps to improve their future practice. 
Experienced teachers may intuitively reflect on their teaching to enhance their effectiveness; however, preservice teachers require a systematic structure to learn and practice reflecting on their teaching (Weaver, 2022). The SOAP (Subjective, Objective, Assessment, Plan) Notes Method, derived from the medical field, allows preservice teachers to capture reflections specifically focused on their perspective, challenges faced during the experience, measurable data, and plans to overcome those challenges in the future (i.e., planning for the next lesson and future experiences) (Weaver, 2022). 
Purpose and Research Questions
Our study explored how our preservice teachers experienced Husker High School Day by examining the challenges faced during the simulated school day and how they planned to address those challenges in their future teaching practice. We asked two research questions to achieve our purpose:
1. What specific challenges did preservice teachers experience and identify from Husker High School Day?
2. How did preservice teachers plan to overcome these challenges in their future teaching experiences?
Methods
We applied a case study research design to explore the reflections of our preservice teachers. This qualitative method is best suited to explore, describe, and analyze participants’ lived and subjective experiences (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell & Creswell, 2023; Merriam, 1988). Further, case study research, specifically Merriam’s (1998) approach, emphasizes a clearly defined, bounded system (Merriam, 2009; Mott & Haddad, 2025; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003, 2018). In our case, we bounded our study to preservice teachers enrolled in UNL’s teacher preparation program who participated in the Husker High School Day in April 2025. 
	Our participants included 22 preservice juniors, participating in Husker High School Day during the spring semester of their Methods of Instruction course. We chose this unique sample through purposeful sampling given their participation in the event (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Chein, 1981). They were the only individuals who could give us “information-rich” data to understand our phenomenon of interest (Miles et al., 2014; Patton, 2015, p. 53).
	We collected data using document analysis and observations (Merriam, 1998). We were unable to interview our participants due to the timing of our study and the resources required to conduct in-depth, effective interviews, both of which are high priorities for qualitative interviews (Seidman, 2019). We acknowledged this limitation and sought to fill these gaps through a thorough document analysis of participants’ SOAP reflection notes (Weaver et al., 2022). Our research team supported this primary document analysis data with observations during the event, and Dr. Dann Husmann facilitated a reflective lesson using the SOAP Notes Method with our participants. We chose SOAP because our participants had limited experience with deep reflection; therefore, we knew they would need explicit scaffolding to analyze their instruction. We journaled and recorded field notes as our participants reflected with each other during this lesson (Schensul & LeCompte, 2013). These highly descriptive data added meaning to the structured reflection notes completed by our participants to understand their experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 151).
	We analyzed our data and arrived at our findings using the inductive constant comparative analysis method recommended for case study research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; O’Connor et al., 2008). This process consisted of 1) identifying relevant text from the reflection note data, 2) assigning open codes to the relevant text, 3) comparing open codes to each other to form axial codes, 4) winnowing the axial codes through another round of comparison to establish selective codes, and 5) recognizing themes from the selective codes (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Glaser, 1965; Grove, 1988). We ensured trustworthiness by employing utmost attention through analytic memoing (Clarke et al., 2018; Saldaña, 2021) and researcher peer debriefing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Schwandt, 2007). This analysis elicited five themes: designing purposeful instruction, engaging students in meaningful learning, responding to learner needs, managing the classroom environment, and developing professional confidence.
Findings
Our preservice teachers faced notable challenges during their mock school day experiences. Yet, many identified opportunities to improve, evidenced through their reflective planning. To answer both research questions, we organized our findings into five themes, all of which illustrated the value of intentional reflection in teacher preparation programming.
The designing purposeful instruction theme found preservice teachers struggled as they attempted to facilitate learning experiences with unclear objectives, confusing content, and poor lesson flow. Several participants became more self-aware about setting, communicating, and integrating learning objectives. One reflected, “going forward, I need to…follow my objectives,” while another noted, “I realize the importance of weaving the objective into every part of my lesson.” During our follow-up reflective teaching lesson, this conversation resurfaced organically. One preservice teacher stated, “I didn’t use the objectives; I think they’re more for the teacher than the student.” Another peer jumped in quickly and lobbied against this mindset, “I got in trouble for [that]…I figured they’d understand it…they had no clue…it’s very important to share your objectives so [students] know what the [lesson] purpose is.” Although participants disagreed in this area, all agreed about structuring a lesson to ensure understanding. Many realized their students were unable to comprehend their content, “some of the lessons were too advanced for the students.” The preservice teachers wrestled with this throughout the day noting: “my students were struggling to understand…I didn’t know how to put it into terms they could understand.” Preservice teachers also noticed weaknesses in lesson transitions and identified gaps such as “not checking for student understanding,” which limited student comprehension. In response to these challenges, preservice teachers committed to clarifying their learning goals, structuring lessons more intentionally, and reinforcing learning objectives through purposeful instruction to support student understanding. They planned to “give students a more basic understanding of the material first” and “think about the flow of the lesson” to scaffold instruction and reduce student confusion. Participants recognized the value of scaffolding instruction by including hands on learning steps, like “making students draw a blueprint/design before building,” or “giving students the opportunity to make multiple boats to see which model was the best.” Some participants considered the bigger picture of their lesson design, too, and made commitments to do so: “I need to ensure I follow my objectives and teach what I want my students to learn.” Others considered the methods and components within their lessons, “I need to organize my lessons better and have more than just lecture,” and “I want to plan out a more accurate way to assess my students’ learning.” 
Our engaging students in meaningful learning theme illuminated the challenges participants faced with disengaged students and difficulty making the content of their lessons relevant to students’ lives. Many of our participants were shocked by this and lamented, “those students were not willing to talk…or open up to me,” and “some of the kids were just not in the mood to exist in the same space as me.” These situations were especially difficult because preservice teachers did not “know why…they were not engaging.” Some attempted to remedy their situations with support, “[student] did not accept any help, so I walked away and then kept coming back,” but never succeeded. Another participant tried to promote critical thinking by “questioning students to initiate deeper thinking,” yet was still unable to engage students. One summarized their struggle with active learning by admitting, “I did the inquiry-based thing and just face-planted.” As a result of these failed attempts, our preservice teachers felt defeated and frustrated: “I did not know how to reach them…I got a little flustered by this and honestly didn’t know how to handle it,” and, “[a student] was like, ‘I’m just gonna sit here,’ and I was like, ‘okay, you pick your learning.’” Most participants reflected on challenges related to student engagement and planned to increase student involvement through hands-on, active learning experiences, inquiry-based strategies, and real-world relevance, aiming to make learning more exciting and accessible for their students. Additionally, we heard participants express the need to facilitate this engagement naturally through their attitudes, “our energy levels should be the same throughout the day,” and “If I was embarrassing myself, then I figured [students] were probably having fun…it showed I cared about my teaching, and in turn, they cared more.” The reflections indicated that many participants wished to grow in this area. They proposed strategies such as “creating…interesting content…the lesson should be fun,” “create an atmosphere where there was some curiosity,” and “intentionally design lessons that promote active participation.” We also found our preservice teachers returned to their lesson design and plans and recognized what caused the disengaging effect. They understood the need to “build in an ice breaker or bell ringer prompt” and “include student reflection so they can process what they learned.” These revelations also transferred to student management, where a participant connected the dots between behavioral issues and engagement: “You don’t want to deal with behavior, so you just make sure they’re really engaged all day.” After this point was made, other participants expressed a newfound value for active, hands-on learning.
The preservice teachers in our study recognized the importance of responding to learner needs. They initially struggled to connect with their learners, largely due to their lack of knowledge about their students’ backgrounds and prior knowledge. During our reflective lesson, we discussed the importance of knowing learners. Preservice teachers understood the limited time in the one-day experience hindered relationship building, “I’d only known them for three minutes,” yet they still felt disappointed by their inability to connect with students. They reflected on mistakes, such as, “I couldn’t pronounce [students’] names,” which underscored broader concerns about not knowing students’ prior experiences and learning levels. These challenges made it difficult to differentiate instruction or adapt materials to meet students where they were. Other challenges arose when they realized basic needs were unmet, “not enough food in their tummies,” and “I had hangry students.” They also experienced language barriers, “I realized that some students could not read English fluently.” For many of our preservice teachers, this was their first time encountering a situation like this. They responded by planning to differentiate instruction, build strong relationships early, and tailor their communication to support each learner. They planned to differentiate using “alternative assessments,” “posting directions for my projects on the board,” and “verbally stating clear instructions” to accommodate diverse learners. To make these changes, though, our participants declared they must know their students and have relationships with them. They emphasized the need to build relationships earlier, believing this would make students feel more comfortable and allow them to tailor instruction to suit each student’s needs.
The preservice teachers also experienced challenges managing the classroom environment through myriad classroom disruptions and distractions. While low engagement contributed to disruptions, participants faced other challenges like “a couple of other students thinking it was okay to use their phones, and “[one student] wouldn’t stop talking to one of the high school girls.” We also heard some had difficulty in forming relationships with their students: “I did not have a good relationship with [the students],” while others experienced the opposite: “I had great students…they weren’t just listening to me, they were doing it.” Those who struggled with classroom management determined their “students [felt] too comfortable,” pointing to blurred student-teacher boundaries and unclear expectations. This led them to plan and prioritize clear behavioral expectations, rapport, and proactive behavioral management to foster a positive learning environment. Reflections showed a renewed commitment to “reinforce clear group expectations and individual responsibilities.” Still, they concluded these efforts would only be effective if their expectations were communicated: “I will have a code of conduct posted somewhere in the classroom,” and “I will make sure my classroom expectations are well known.” Others stressed the need for relationship-based classroom management, describing success when giving students freedom and mutual respect, “I gave students some flexibility…I feel like they had more fun.” 
The final theme, developing professional confidence, revealed participants experienced self-doubt and emotional strain as they realized they did not expect the realities of hard teaching. While past research has highlighted these challenges are typical for beginning teachers (Danyluk et al., 2021; Kim & Cho, 2014), many of our participants were surprised by how challenging teaching can be. They discovered they lacked content knowledge, especially in shop-based topics: “I have a lot to learn about the shop.” One preservice teacher took this shortcoming to heart and shared, “I also didn’t feel 100% confident in everything that I was teaching, this made it difficult to fully feel like the expert in the room.” Another perceived their introversion created a barrier to developing relationships with students: “I am not as outgoing as I wish I were.” Rather than retreating from these challenges, participants set their sights on growth through preparation and adaptability to become more confident. For example, one preservice teacher aimed to learn more about their content to “increase confidence in power, structural, and technical systems.” More participants set goals to “make sure I am prepared for the classes” and “have all my [teaching materials] for each class organized.” Others reflected on the need to have contingency plans in place if a lesson goes awry: “prepare a backup plan in case students needed more support or extension activities.” These challenges led many to conclude “being overly prepared is better than being underprepared,” which reinforced the importance of lesson preparation. These participants felt this deliberate practice would give them “flexibility to adjust the lesson based on [learner needs].” In fact, one said they did this in the moment, “I altered many aspects of my lesson as I taught,” and saw the fruits of their labor pay off.

Conclusions and Implications
The experiences shared in our study highlighted how preservice teachers utilized structured reflection to transform the challenges they faced into actionable growth opportunities. Participants exhibited a willingness to critically examine their teaching and identify specific areas for improvement across all five themes. As one preservice teacher affirmed in their reflection, “Husker High School Day made me rethink how I prepare for student teaching.” Their reflection underscored how realistic experiences paired with reflective teaching can shape preservice teachers’ attitudes and behaviors. Moreover, they identified tangible gaps in lesson design, engagement strategies, classroom management, responsiveness to learner needs, and confidence. Their SOAP reflections allowed them to notice these challenges and strategically plan improvements by connecting their mistakes to student outcomes and self-analyzing their approach to teaching as a whole. These findings demonstrated how reflection in teacher preparation programs can be utilized to instill confidence among preservice teachers, enabling them to address challenges and plan for improved instruction. We observed our participants move from discouragement to growth as they reflected, just as Weaver et al. (2022) found structured reflection assists preservice teachers in anticipating future challenges and revising their practice. Our findings suggest we achieved our goal to create an environment where our preservice teachers felt safe to evaluate and reflect on their experiences, as this is a crucial context for reflective teaching practice (Cruickshank, 1985). 
Teacher preparation programs must embed structured and supported reflection opportunities throughout coursework and field experiences. While reflection is a known necessity, teacher educators must utilize scaffolded tools, such as the SOAP Notes Method (Weaver et al., 2019), which our study employed, to guide preservice teachers in examining their experiences and making informed future decisions. We chose SOAP for its structured format, which facilitated focused and actionable reflection across four distinct areas of our participants’ experiences: subjective impressions, observed evidence, assessment of learning, and planning for next steps. SOAP aligns with Schön’s (1983) concepts of reflection-in-, on-, and for-action, helping beginning teachers move beyond surface-level reflection and toward critical analysis and meaning-making awareness. We recommend teacher educators consider the SOAP Notes Method and similar approaches to enhance the depth and clarity of preservice teacher reflections. In doing so, teacher educators can provide these beginning teachers the space to articulate their failures and struggles, ask critical questions of themselves, and chart meaningful steps for the future.  
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