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Introduction

Reflective practice is the process where individuals learn from their own experiences by
examining their actions, assumptions, and outcomes (Osterman & Kottkamp, 2004). Reflective
practice allows educators to consider their practices and make informed decisions to support
student learning (Dewey, 1938). The process of reflecting on experiences to continuously learn is
a core tenet of experiential learning (Kolb, 2015). Reflective practitioners adapt their classroom
practices, improve teaching, and enhance student learning (Schon, 2017). Scholars propose that
reflective practices allow teachers to examine their feelings and actions to improve practice
(Moon, 2013), make evidence-based decisions about teaching (Larrivee, 2008), and respond to
diverse educational environments (Brookfield, 2017).

Reflective practice is recognized as a crucial tool for teacher professional growth (Bolton &
Delderfield, 2018; Moon, 2006, p. 200, 2013). Nduagbo & Casale (2023) found that reflective
practice had a positive impact on teacher self-efficacy. In one instance, teachers reported positive
impacts on their social-emotional understanding and well-being (Decker et al., 2023). In addition
to supporting teachers’ professional growth, reflective practice has been linked to improved
instructional practice and student engagement (Miller, 2023). Further, reflective practice helps
educators adapt to challenges by using innovative and transformative ideas (Sunar et al., 2024).

Reflective practice should be incorporated into teacher education programs to achieve consistent
educational outcomes (Zaji¢ et al., 2023). This recommendation aligns with a developmental
approach to reflective practice, which posits that reflective thinking skills are not inherent but
rather taught and developed through intentional exercise (Atkins & Murphy, 1993; Boud et al.,
2013; King & Kitchener, 1994; Moon, 2006, 2013). Educators who regularly engage in
reflection are more likely to experience improvement in their teaching abilities, develop more
profound insights into their educational practices, and make informed decisions that positively
impact their students and their professional journey (Brookfield, 2017).

Researchers have explored various aspects of reflection in SBAE, including in teacher
preparation and early career teaching. In SBAE teacher preparation, previous research provides
insights on modalities of reflection (Blackburn et al., 2015; Epler et al., 2013; Lambert et al.,
2014), collaborative reflection (Paulsen et al., 2016; Sellick, 2016), reflection in field
experiences (Coleman et al., 2021; Smalley & Retallick, 2011), reflection in instructional
planning and design (Ball & Knobloch, 2004; Greiman & Bedtke, 2008) and reflection in cross-
cultural settings (Hains & Hains, 2021). Research shows that early career SBAE teachers benefit
from reflective practice (Ermis et al., 2022; Meder et al., 2018). Further, empirical work supports
that reflective practice enables SBAE teachers to assess and improve their teaching methods
(Coleman et al., 2021; Meder et al., 2018; Paulsen et al., 2016).

The purpose of this exploratory case study is to understand the reflective practices of Student
Teachers (STs) and Cooperating Teachers (CTs) in SBAE teacher preparation. The question
driving this work is, “What are ST and CT experiences with reflective practice?” This work
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contributes to a foundational understanding of how agricultural educators process their teaching
experiences to develop their teaching skills and enhance student learning.

Theoretical Frameworks

Reflective practice is a principal component of preparing educators who continuously improve
their teaching. As a professional skill, reflection can be developed through teaching and practice.
Teacher education programs are positioned to foster the development of reflective practice
during ST preparation. When it comes to applying reflective practice to educational contexts,
York-Barr et al. (2005) propose a “Theory of Action for Reflective Practice” (Figure 1). They
contend that action leading to enhanced student learning is the ultimate desired outcome of
educators’ reflective practice, which results from a process that includes taking time to pause,
being open to changing classroom practices, inquiring into new knowledge, thinking about an
issue of practice, and learning from newly acquired knowledge.

Figure 1
Theory of Action for Reflective Practice
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Note. Figure adapted from York-Barr, et al. (2005) (p. 9).
Methods

In this exploratory case study, reflective practice is examined as an educational process. The
research is grounded in a constructivist paradigm and employs qualitative interviews to study
SBAE teachers’ experiences. The research drew on Merriam's (1998) case study approaches and
examines the reflective practices of STs and CTs in SBAE. This research context was SBAE in
the United States in the spring academic term of 2025. Participants were recruited using
convenience sampling methods, and invitations were sent to 20 teacher preparation institutions in
15 states. Recruitment resulted in 12 enrollments (7 STs and 5 CTs). Participants represented six
teacher preparation programs from five states, including Illinois, lowa, Kentucky, Michigan, and
Missouri.
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The procedures for this research were approved by lowa State University Institutional Review
Board for human-subjects research. Participants were recruited via email and sent a Microsoft
Form to provide their consent. A 40-minute semi-structured interview protocol was developed,
with an average interview duration of 37 minutes. The interview protocol was piloted and
revised after conducting three practice interviews. The interview focused on participants’
experiences with reflective practice, including various aspects of their reflective processes, such
as their strategies for reflection, the role of collaborative reflection, and the benefits and
challenges of reflecting.

Interview data were recorded and transcribed using Zoom. Participants received a copy of the
interview transcripts for member-checking and were asked to review the study’s findings to
confirm the results. This ongoing dialogue added trustworthiness to the research by improving
the internal validity of the findings (Merriam, 1998). Participant correspondence, field notes, and
reflexive journals were used to achieve triangulation and referenced to improve the reliability
and internal validity of the data analysis. In addition, the investigator’s positionality was
examined, and an audit trail was maintained to strengthen reliability. Finally, external validity
was addressed by providing rich, thick descriptions of the research situation; including
participants who represent a typical situation; and maximizing variation in a multisite design.

Thematic analysis of the data drew on strategies from narrative inquiry (i.e., Riessman, 2008).
Open coding was conducted using Dedoose, and theory was used to inform the interpretation of
the findings. Thematic coding was achieved in three rounds, which generated codes, categories,
and themes. The first round of data analysis resulted in 74 codes. In round two coding, the codes
were iteratively refined into 12 categories. Four themes emerged in the final round of coding.

Findings

This study examines ST and CT reflective practices. Analysis resulted in four themes: benefits of
reflective practice, challenges in reflective practice, student teachers’ reasons for reflection, and
individual tools versus collaborative reflection. The findings are reported by theme.

Benefits of Reflective Practice

STs and CTs identified the same benefits of reflecting on their teaching, including improvements
to teaching outcomes, individual satisfaction, gaining new perspectives, and having a plan for
instruction. As STs and CTs saw improvements in their teaching, they also benefited from
feeling more confident in their teaching abilities. Maria (CT) characterized the benefits of
reflective practice this way: “The more I teach a class, the more confident [ am in the materials,
the better the lessons get, and the more kids get out of it.”

Participants shared that their reflective practice supported their individual satisfaction with
teaching. Kelsey (CT) emphasized that improvements to student outcomes from reflective
practice resulted in individual satisfaction. She said, “There are lots of benefits, but for me, it’s
more the high of them staying engaged, and it’s more student led.” Lane (ST) described
reflective practice as a tool to achieve being a more dynamic educator and to avoid stagnation.

Gaining perspectives from others was another benefit of reflective practice. James (CT) talked
about having a group of teachers with which to discuss his teaching practices. Matthew (CT) said
“having one person in the room” was “the main obstacle to overcome” in being a teacher, and
how having an ST allowed for “the reflection piece of talking through [lessons] and overcoming
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those obstacles.” Anna (ST) said talking with her peers helped her “realize that there’s going to
be good days and bad days” and “it’s okay not to be perfect all the time.”

Reflective practice helped STs and CTs plan for teaching. Lane (ST) said, “Driving time allows
me to plan what I would want that day to look like before I get to the classroom and write down
the plans fully.” Kelsey (CT) described that reflecting on her plan gave her the satisfaction of a
“more organized, better practice classroom” where “we get further in the curriculum” and
“students get more excited about what we’re doing.”

Challenges of Reflective Practice

STs and CTs faced four shared challenges with their reflective practice: reflecting in isolation,
not teaching repeated courses, a lack of time and energy to reflect, and negative reflection. STs
shared additional challenges related to not knowing how to reflect and situational stressors.

Matthew (CT) described challenges related to being isolated in the reflective process as
“[getting] stuck in our own train of thought.” Lane (ST) used descriptors like “brain fog” and
“blindness” to describe the risks of reflecting in isolation. Madison (ST) directly stated, “I don’t
have a good way to reflect by myself.” She goes on to say, “I won’t get feedback on my
reflection to know if I’'m doing it right, so then I would know if I’'m reflecting the right way... |
can get easily lost there.”

STs and CTs discussed having limited opportunities to teach the same class twice in one day,
which restricted their ability to reflect on their teaching and make improvements. Instead, they
reflect on what they can do differently next time, or on how they can make changes to improve
the students’ experience for the next lesson. Matthew (CT) said it this way, “If you only have
one section of class, you might not teach that lesson again until next semester or next year...
reflection helps more when it’s recent.”

Lack of time and energy to reflect was another consistent challenge STs and CTs faced. Bailey
(ST) recognized that she had less time to reflect as the semester progressed. She shared, “It takes
up more time than it did when I was doing one or two lessons a week.” Madison (ST) said, “I
find it hard to consciously reflect on the classes when you’re teaching back-to-back-to-back
classes... I get them mixed together.”

Negative reflection, such as being self-critical and a lack of constructive feedback, were two
additional challenges STs and CTs identified with reflective practice. Maria (CT) said, “I’m
probably overly critical about my teaching.” Anna (ST) put it his way, “You tend to think about
all the negatives. This is all you remember from that class period.” Madison (ST) shared
challenges with both self-criticism and lack of constructive feedback, “You can very easily get
down on yourself and never think you’re improving something... I would acknowledge
something I needed to work on, but then I wasn’t getting feedback on how to improve that.”

STs faced additional challenges of not knowing how to reflect and situational stressors. STs
struggled with the lack of structure to guide their reflective practice. James (CT) validated this
struggle in retrospective reflection by sharing, “never once did we talk about once [a lesson’s]
done how to go back and look at it, or how to evaluate your program on a larger scale... it came
out of necessity.” Madison (ST) said, “I don’t know of any reflection tools. If I did, I would use
them.” When Melissa (ST) reached out to experienced teachers for support, she said they told
her, “You just learn to walk yourself through a reflection because there’s not a tool or a guide.”
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Student Teachers’ Reasons for Reflection

STs used reflection for unique purposes compared to CTs. STs shared their experiences using
reflective practice to process their feelings, reflect on self-growth, and reflect on positive things.
STs dedicated time to affective reflection after the school day. Courtney (ST) shared, “I take my
drive time to and from school to reflect on how the day went and how I feel about what
happened throughout the day before I can be at peace and let the day go.” STs processed their
emotions with their family and friends or individually in personal journals.

When sharing what they reflect on, STs talked about reflecting on themselves for self-growth.
Lane (ST) said, “I think about my own growth. That sounds a little selfish, but I suppose
reflection in itself is selfish in a sense... I do think about my personal growth.” Courtney (ST)
reflects on herself and her student for mutual benefit. She said she reflects to figure out, “How
can I take all of those things and make them into something that benefits me, but also benefits
my students and my classroom environment?”

STs reflected on the positive experiences that helped them overcome the challenges of student
teaching. Lane (ST) said, “I feel my emotions, and I’ll feel them for a while after something’s
happened. If I’ve had a really good day at school, I’ll keep that emotion with me and I'll think
back, ‘What were the positive things that happened to help bring me up?’” STs reflected on how
they felt about how lessons went, as well as how students felt about their learning experience.

Individual Tools versus Collaborative Reflection

While STs and CTs both used tools for reflection, STs used more individual reflection tools
compared to CTs and were more likely to propose innovative tools for individual reflection.
Tools used for reflection included discussion and observation, physical tools such as journals,
and digital tools such as videos, slide decks, iPads, learning platforms, and web resources. Other
tools included logs or records, sticky notes, social media platforms.

While STs used a broader range of tools for reflection, they also leveraged fewer relationships
for collaborative reflection. CTs had more robust professional networks to draw on for engaging
in collaborative reflection. CTs’ collaborative reflection was based on discussion. CTs kept in
contact with their university supervisors and their CTs to engage in reflective practice. In
addition to these groups, CTs reach out to co-teachers, mentors, and stakeholders.

Conclusion

The Theory of Action of Reflective Practice espouses that enhanced student learning is the
desired outcome of being a reflective practitioner (York-Barr et al., 2005). The reflection
interviews revealed that STs and CTs teachers highlighted enhanced student learning as a benefit
of reflective practice, but also faced several challenges with reflecting effectively.

SBAE teachers reported a lack of training on how to reflect. James (CT) shared that he “had to
figure it out on [his] own” and that if he had the knowledge sooner, he “could have helped [his]
kids five years earlier.” He said, “That’s something I would like to see for these teachers- we
need to give them the tools to be successful.” Several studies in SBAE support the integration of
intentionally guided, standardized, and formalized tools and strategies for reflective practice
(Blackburn et al., 2015; Paulsen et al., 2016; Smalley & Retallick, 2011). Teacher preparation
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programs should provide training for STs and CTs that includes structured guidance on reflective
practice, including resources for supporting reflective practices.

This study highlights a variety of tools STs and CTs teachers use for reflective practice. STs used
more individual reflection tools, while CTs leveraged a broader professional network to engage
in collaborative reflection. Scholars suggest that reflection is most effective when it is employed
individually and collaboratively (York-Barr et al., 2005). In SBAE, collaborative reflection and
peer networks have been shown to positively support reflective practices (Epler et al., 2013;
Sellick, 2016). These findings suggest that teacher preparation programs should support STs in
collaborative reflection while equipping CTs with individual reflection strategies.
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