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This qualitative interpretive study examined how preservice school-based agricultural education teachers made sense of metacognition, learning transfer, and motivation through sustained reflective journaling. Reflective journals were collected as end-of-semester artifacts and analyzed using hybrid thematic analysis that combined sensitizing constructs with inductive coding. Journal prompts were sequenced across the semester and informed by Johns’  model of reflection to guide attention to experience, emotion, contextual influence, and alternative actions. Two themes emerged. Milestones as Reflective Growth Events captured moments when participants moved beyond description to reinterpret instructional experiences through comparison across teaching cycles, layered reflection over time, and attention to emotionally salient events. Constructing a Professional Identity Through Reflection described variability in how participants positioned themselves as teachers, including partial and uneven movement from imitation toward intentional instructional decision-making. Across both themes, sustained journaling made shifts in confidence, assumptions, and instructional reasoning visible while also revealing plateaus and regressions in reflective depth. These findings suggest that reflective journaling supports preservice teacher learning when designed as a scaffolded process revisiting instructional experiences over time. Reflection alone did not produce consistent growth, underscoring the need for structured supports that promote metacognitive awareness, instructional reasoning, and professional identity development in SBAE teacher preparation.
Introduction
Learning to teach requires more than content knowledge; it involves self-reflection, interactive decision-making, and navigating complex instructional environments (Clark & Lampert, 1986). Teacher preparation programs play a central role in this process (National Research Council, 2010; Wideen et al., 1998), yet learning to teach is refined through practice over time as preservice teachers integrate theory with situated classroom experience (Darling-Hammond & Sykes, 1999; Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Lampert, 2010). Therefore, teacher preparation must cultivate the emotions, beliefs, and identities that shape how novices interpret experience and commit to the work of teaching (Day & Leitch, 2001; Hammerness et al., 2005; Zembylas, 2004).
Two closely related concepts often used to understand teacher learning are teacher beliefs and teacher identity. Teacher beliefs reflect educators’ ideas about teaching and learning (Leung, 2021), while teacher identity encompasses how teachers understand themselves and are recognized within the profession (Gee, 2000; Sachs, 2005). Both are shaped by prior experiences and further influenced by school culture and power dynamics as preservice teacher identities develop within preparation programs (Beijaard & Meijer, 2019; Merseth et al., 2008). Reflective journals can capture this positioning as preservice teachers narrate what counts as “good teaching” and who they are becoming. In school-based agricultural education (SBAE), where novices must integrate academic instruction, laboratory teaching, and community-facing expectations, structured reflection may be especially important for making instructional reasoning visible (Eck & Edwards, 2019). For preservice teachers, learning to teach unfolds across multiple instructional settings and is shaped by prior educational experiences, which can make it difficult to connect coursework to situated instructional decision-making. Sustained reflection may provide a practical mechanism for noticing change over time and articulating how knowledge, emotion, and confidence travel across contexts.
Although reflection, metacognition, and motivation have been examined independently in prior research, less is known about how these processes are jointly experienced and interpreted over time through sustained reflective practice, particularly in SBAE settings. This study addresses that gap by examining how preservice teachers make sense of metacognitive growth and how motivational and transfer-related reasoning surfaces through sustained reflective journaling.
Transfer
A critical aspect of learning is transfer, which involves applying or adapting prior knowledge to new contexts or situations (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018). Other scholars conceptualize transfer as knowledge-to-go (Perkins & Salomon, 2012), drawing upon prior experiences when facing similar problems (Chi & VanLehn, 2012), and the capacity to apply learning across time and context (Larsen-Freeman, 2013). However, transfer is not solely a cognitive process. Lave (1988) argues that understanding how learning transfers requires attention to the real-world conditions in which learning occurs. Because learning is inherently social, teachers’ abilities to enact knowledge are shaped by the communities, norms, and expectations of their environments (Lave & Wenger, 1991). For preservice teachers, transitions between university coursework and student-teaching placements introduce distinct instructional contexts, including differences in language, culture, expectations, and power structures, that influence whether and how knowledge is transformed into practice. In this study, transfer is treated as participants’ reflections on whether and how course learning was taken up, adapted, or resisted across instructional settings.
Metacognition
Metacognition refers to individuals’ knowledge of and reflection on their own cognitive processes (Flavell, 1979). Effective teachers use metacognition to grapple with the complexities of teaching (Hammerness et al., 2005) and develop adaptive expertise (Bransford et al., 2005). Within instructional settings, metacognitive experiences include explicit cognitive or emotional moments that coincide with and directly relate to learning (Flavell, 1979). These experiences may be deepened when preservice teachers reflect on their own instructional practice, allowing them to reconsider assumptions and improve future learning experiences for students (Bransford et al., 2005). Research suggests that effective instruction embeds metacognitive prompts within content learning, explicitly addresses the value and usefulness of metacognitive strategies, and supports sustained engagement over time (Panadero, 2017; Tanner, 2012). Without intentional scaffolding, preservice teachers may demonstrate metacognitive awareness without effectively applying it to instructional decision-making (Fauzi & Sa’diyah, 2019). Structured reflective strategies such as journaling, guided questioning, and video analysis have been shown to support preservice teachers’ ability to monitor and regulate their thinking (Yıldız & Akdağ, 2017). 
Motivation
	In this study, motivation is understood as an affective and interpretive condition that shapes how preservice teachers engage with reflection over time. Metacognition alone is insufficient without the motivation to engage in reflective learning. Motivation influences the depth, persistence, and openness of metacognitive activity, shaping how teachers plan, monitor, and evaluate their learning (Matsumoto-Royo et al., 2022). When preservice teachers feel efficacious and intrinsically motivated, they are more likely to set meaningful goals and take ownership of their professional growth (Chan et al., 2023; Ganda & Boruchovitch, 2018). Reflective practices can also enhance motivation by helping preservice teachers recognize progress, build confidence, and connect instructional experiences to personal and professional purposes (Garza & Smith, 2015). Through sustained journaling and self-assessment, preservice teachers can track growth over time, supporting a reciprocal relationship between motivation, reflection, and metacognitive engagement (Matsumoto-Royo et al., 2022; Nobutoshi, 2023). 
Reflection and Preservice Teacher Development
Reflection is often conceptualized as a mediating space where metacognition, transfer, and motivation intersect (Bransford et al., 2005; Matsumoto-Royo et al., 2022). In this study, reflection functioned as the primary site through which preservice teachers interpreted instructional experiences, revisited assumptions, and reasoned about instructional decisions. Structured reflective practices enable preservice teachers to integrate theory and practice, surface tacit beliefs, and adapt to instructional challenges (Dumlao & Pinatacan, 2019; Johannessen, 2024). Without guidance, however, reflection often remains superficial, focused on task completion instead of forward-looking improvement (Lambert et al., 2014). This limitation is especially salient in SBAE, where preservice teachers frequently describe classroom events in procedural terms, overlooking instructional reasoning or relational dynamics (Bowling et al., 2022; Sorensen et al., 2018).
Reflection is deeply intertwined with emotion and motivation (Day & Leitch, 2001). Emotional responses such as anxiety, pride, frustration, or affirmation shape how teachers interpret experience and sustain professional commitment. Explicit instruction in reflective theory and practice can help preservice teachers recognize reflection as a structured and ethical professional practice (Smith, 2011). Brookfield (2017) further emphasizes that teacher educators’ own engagement in critical reflection models reflective practice and legitimizes its role in professional learning. When guided through structured reflective tools such as journaling, preservice teachers can articulate these emotional signals as part of metacognitive sense-making, moving reflection beyond description toward analytic and developmental depth (Hatton & Smith, 1995; Johns, 1994; Korthagen & Vasalos, 2005).
Conceptual Framework
Reflection has long been central to theories of professional learning and teacher development (Day & Leitch, 2001; Loughran, 1996). Dewey (1933) conceptualized reflection as the reconstruction of experience through deliberate inquiry, positioning reflective thought as essential for addressing the practical and uncertain problems of teaching. Building on this foundation, Schön (1983) distinguished between reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action as mechanisms for adapting practice in complex situations. Because reflection-in-action presumes a level of cognitive fluency that novice teachers are still developing, reflection-on-action offers a developmentally appropriate space for preservice teachers to revisit instructional decisions with temporal and psychological distance (Bowling et al., 2022; Hammersley‐Fletcher & Orsmond, 2005; Kennedy, 1999). When reflection is structured and sustained, it can support preservice teachers’ analysis of experience, emotional awareness, belief development, and emerging professional identity (Hammerness et al., 2005; Smith, 2011; Yost, 2006). In this study, reflective journaling served as the primary site through which preservice teachers revisited instructional experiences, articulated emotional responses, and examined contextual influences shaping their practice.
To support this process, the reflective journaling protocol was informed by Johns’ (1994) model of reflection as a practical scaffold rather than an analytic framework. Johns’ model prompts learners to attend to the situation itself, their emotional and cognitive responses, influencing internal and external factors, and possible alternative actions. In this study, the model guided the sequencing and focus of journal prompts, encouraging preservice teachers to move beyond description toward more interpretive reflection over time without constraining reflection to fixed stages or categories. Within this framing, reflection is understood as a mediating space through which metacognition, motivation, and learning transfer are experienced and interpreted over time. Through reflective journaling, preservice teachers monitor their thinking, evaluate instructional choices, and make implicit assumptions more visible, supporting reasoning about how learning from coursework is taken up, adapted, or resisted in situated teaching contexts (Bransford et al., 2005; Hammerness et al., 2005). Motivation shapes the depth and openness of this engagement, as preservice teachers who experience autonomy, competence, and psychological safety are more likely to move beyond surface-level description, whereas evaluative perceptions of reflection may constrain sense-making (Ganda & Boruchovitch, 2018; Matsumoto-Royo et al., 2022).
Purpose and Research Questions
The purpose of this study was to explore how preservice teachers make sense of their learning through sustained reflective journaling and how reflection reveals preservice teachers’ experiences of metacognition, learning transfer, and motivation within a SBAE teacher preparation context. The study was guided by the following questions:
Research Question(s):
1) What are the metacognitive, learning transfer, and motivational experiences of preservice teachers when using reflective journals?
a) What influencing factors were present and supported in preservice teachers’ metacognitive, learning transfer, and motivational experiences?
b) What connections did students reflect on among their metacognitive, learning transfer, and motivational experiences?
Methods
Research Design
	This study employed a qualitative, interpretive research design to examine how preservice teachers made sense of their learning through sustained reflective journaling. Guided by a constructivist epistemology, the study assumed that meaning is actively constructed through experience and reflection and that preservice teachers’ understandings of teaching are shaped by both personal histories and programmatic contexts (Creswell & Creswell, 2023; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The study focused on how participants articulated metacognitive awareness, motivation, and learning transfer as they reflected on instructional experiences across time.
Participants
	Participants consisted of a census of all students (n = 13) enrolled in a senior level agriscience education teaching methods course during the fall 2024 semester at a large Midwestern university. This course was the final teaching methods experience prior to student teaching and served as a culminating component of the agriscience education teacher preparation program. The course included two lectures a week, four microteaching experiences (two conducted in in-class laboratory settings and two conducted on-site), peer teaching observations, and an immersive teaching experience with diverse learners. These varied instructional contexts provided multiple opportunities for preservice teachers to engage in reflection related to instructional decision-making, classroom management, and professional growth. Of the 13 participants, eight identified as female and five as male. Eleven participants reported prior enrollment in SBAE courses during secondary school, while two did not. This composition reflects common pathways into SBAE, where preservice teachers often enter preparation programs with substantial prior exposure to the profession.
Reflective Journaling Protocol and Trustworthiness 
	Reflective journals served as the primary data source. The journal protocol was designed to encourage sustained reflective engagement and to capture preservice teachers’ metacognitive, motivational, and learning transfer experiences across varied instructional contexts and time. Journal prompts were developed using Johns’ (1994) model of reflection to create a scaffolded, structured, and sequenced process to support iterative reflection across instructional settings and time, allowing preservice teachers to revisit experiences, reassess prior interpretations, and articulate emerging insights. Prior to implementation, the reflective journal protocol was reviewed by a panel of four teacher preparation faculty with expertise in reflective practice. The panel evaluated the protocol for clarity, alignment with best practices for reflection, and coherence with the study’s purpose and research questions.
	The reflective journal booklet was provided to students during the first day of class where reflection assignments and expectations were outlined. Participants completed multiple reflective entries aligned with course activities throughout the semester. Each type of reflection was assigned a label corresponding to its timing and instructional context. These included: lecture-based reflections addressing three core instructional topics of the student’s choice (LTR1, LTR2, LTR3); immediate “gut reaction” reflections completed directly following laboratory and on-site microteaching experiences (GR1, GR2, GR4, GR5); post-teaching reflections completed after reviewing video recordings of teaching experiences (TR1, TR2, TR4, TR5); immediate and post-teaching reflections following an immersive group teaching experience with diverse learners (GR3, TR3); a delayed reflection completed four weeks after the immersive teaching experience to support retrospective sense-making (DLR); peer reflection entries analyzing classmates’ laboratory teaching experiences (PR1, PR2). These labels are used throughout the findings section to situate participant excerpts within the timing and context of reflection.  
	Trustworthiness was established using strategies consistent with qualitative inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Credibility was supported through prolonged engagement with the data across multiple analytic cycles, peer debriefing, and reflexive memoing where we documented our positionalities as former SBAE teachers, current agricultural education teacher preparation faculty, and graduate students and bracketed our experiences and biases. An audit trail documented analytic procedures and key interpretive decisions, enhancing dependability. Thick description of the course context, reflective prompts, and participant experiences supports transferability by enabling readers to assess the relevance of findings to other teacher preparation settings. 
Data Collection and Analysis 
	Reflective journals were collected as course artifacts at the conclusion of the semester and analyzed retrospectively. To mitigate potential bias associated with the researchers’ roles within the teacher preparation program, all journals were anonymized and blinded prior to analysis. Treating journals as artifacts allowed the research team to engage with the data as representations of reflective sense-making rather than as evaluative course products.
	Data were analyzed using a hybrid thematic analysis that combined theory-informed coding guided by sensitizing constructs (metacognition, transfer, and motivation), with inductive coding to capture unanticipated patterns in the journals, consistent with Fereday and Muir-Cochrane’s (2006) staged approach to combining deductive and inductive coding and theme development. Identity-related sense-making emerged inductively during analysis rather than functioning as a prespecified coding category. Analysis began with repeated readings of the reflective journals to develop familiarity with the data and identify initial codes related to reflective sense-making. The research team engaged in collaborative coding and reflexive memoing throughout the analytic process. Early coding was conducted on a shared journal to establish interpretive alignment and surface assumptions guiding analytic decisions. Remaining journals were coded iteratively, with regular analytic discussions used to refine codes, examine patterns across participants, and identify moments of insight, tension, or developmental change. Codes were progressively synthesized into categories and themes through constant comparison across reflective entries and participants. Reflexive memos documented analytic decisions, emerging interpretations, and researcher positionality, supporting transparency and theoretical coherence throughout analysis.
Results/Findings
	Reflective journals illuminated patterns of preservice teachers’ metacognitive sense-making and identity-related positioning during microteaching experiences. Although metacognitive sense-making was most explicit in the journals, motivational and transfer-related reasoning surfaced when participants reflected on persistence, confidence, emotional response, and cross-context adaptation. Two central themes emerged: (1) Milestones as Reflective Growth Events and (2) Constructing a Professional Identity Through Reflection.
Theme 1: Milestones as Reflective Growth Events      
Milestones as reflective growth events represent moments when preservice teachers moved beyond surface description to interpret experience, revise thinking, and reframe their understanding across instructional contexts. Three subthemes characterized these growth events: comparison-based reflection, layered reflection, and emotion as reflection. 
Subtheme 1: Comparison-Based Reflection 
Comparison-based reflection emerged as an initial entry point into metacognitive growth, supporting preservice teachers’ awareness of change across instructional experiences. By comparing later teaching experiences to earlier attempts, participants assessed instructional decisions, monitored student responses, and revised perceptions of teaching effectiveness. These comparisons enabled preservice teachers to identify challenges and consider adjustments. 
Emma’s reflections illustrate how comparison supported shifts in instructional confidence across successive teaching experiences. Following her first lesson, she wrote, “I felt like it went awful. I didn’t get to finish my lesson. I spent too much time talking and doing small activities… I was a nervous wreck” (GR1). After her second teaching experience, she reflected, “I feel like I did well in making my students on task. I felt more confident in my lesson” (GR2), indicating a reevaluation of instructional effectiveness relative to her earlier performance. Josh articulated this comparative process more explicitly, linking improved lesson flow and engagement to insights gained from prior experience: “[The first on-site lesson] helped me get a feel for the classroom set up and the students. I was more prepared to move around the room and engage students during the second lesson” (TR5).
Katie’s reflections further demonstrate how comparison supported self-assessment while also revealing limits in instructional reasoning. After one lesson, she noted, “My gut reaction is that the lesson went well, and the students stayed engaged throughout” (GR4). Following a later lesson, she contrasted this experience, writing, “It did not go as well as my others. The students had no desire to speak… Things I would change is to have a more engaging activity” (GR5). In a subsequent reflection, she reiterated this interpretation, explaining that students “didn’t enjoy the lesson because it was not something that excited them” (TR5). Across these reflections, Katie consistently framed improvement in terms of engagement and participation, identifying surface-level adjustments without examining instructional purpose or learning outcomes.
Overall, comparison-based reflection supported early metacognitive monitoring by making variation across teaching experiences visible. However, comparison alone rarely prompted sustained examination of instructional intent, learner thinking, or pedagogical reasoning without additional reflective layering or emotionally salient disruption.
Subtheme 2: Layered Reflection 
Layered reflection consisted of a recursive process of meaning-making across multiple assignments and weeks, in which preservice teachers revisited the same instructional moments with increasing depth over time. Metacognitive insight often surfaced later, after students had gained temporal distance, instructional language, or confidence through coursework and teaching experiences.
Alice’s reflections illustrate this layered process. In her immediate post-teaching reflections following an immersive teaching experience with diverse learners (TR3), Alice focused primarily on instructional logistics and teacher movement, noting, “I would provide more space for students to work on task so that I could interact with them more and assist them without making it obvious to the entire group” (TR3). 
In contrast, during a delayed reflection completed approximately four weeks later (DLR), Alice explicitly revisited the same experience with greater analytic depth and temporal awareness. She wrote, “To look back, I would kind of like to know what students’ IEPs or diversities are so that I can make connections between students’ behaviors and needs, compared to what is written on paper” (DLR), reflecting a shift from immediate instructional adjustment to metacognitive questioning about learner needs and contextual factors shaping student behavior. Additionally, she contrasted the supportive culture observed during the immersive experience with other instructional settings, noting that, “when teaching elsewhere and another situation similar appeared, many students got annoyed” (DLR). This cross-context comparison suggests Alice reframed her understanding of student behavior through experience accumulated over time.
Layered reflection, however, was not uniformly progressive across participants. Carol’s video-based reflections illustrate a plateau in reflective depth over time, despite the use of consistent prompts. Early in the semester, Carol’s reflections demonstrated specific self-observation and critique, such as noting nervousness, pacing, and verbal habits during instruction (TR1). As the semester progressed, her reflections became increasingly general or procedural. By TR4, Carol’s response focused primarily on teacher movement and encouragement or external constraints, without reference to student learning or instructional decision-making. In her final video reflection, she wrote, “I felt/looked rushed because of the time… I was trying to get through the most important pieces of the lesson” (TR5). Additional comments accompanying her video reviews shifted from early, specific self-assessment to minimal or absent reflection, including responses such as “I have none” (TR4) or generalized reassurance that improvement would occur with time and practice (TR5). These patterns indicate variability in how reflective practices were sustained across the semester, even when reflective prompts remained consistent.
Subtheme 3: Emotion as Reflection 
Emotion as reflection was evident in how emotional responses functioned as catalysts for metacognitive processing. Students frequently drew on emotions such as anxiety, pride, frustration, and surprise to interpret teaching competence, student engagement, and evolving assumptions about themselves and their learners. These emotional responses were often prompted by contrasts between expectation and experience, particularly when prior assumptions were challenged by classroom realities. For example, Anne described a marked emotional shift across two teaching sessions:
“I was super excited going into the lesson, but after the 1st class period I was feeling kind of defeated… After the 2nd time teaching I felt better because I was able to anticipate the students’ needs and change things.” (TR4)
Other reflections reflected more subtle emotional recalibration rather than clear resolution. Emma noted, “This is the one I thought would go better, and I felt like it went worse” (GR5), followed later by, “I was kind of proud” (TR5), illustrating tentative confidence emerging through reflection rather than immediate affirmation. 
Video-based reflection further shaped emotional interpretation. After reviewing her teaching video, Alice revised her initial emotional reading of student behavior: “During the lesson I thought that the students had a strong dislike for me… But after watching the video, I realized they were testing me…” (TR5). Similarly, Erica described the easing of nervousness following work with diverse learners (TR3), while Robert reflected that students demonstrated capability challenged his assumptions and prompted him to relinquish control (TR3; DLR).
Finally, some students articulated emotion as a quiet form of affirmation. John’s delayed reflection emphasized connection and purpose, noting, “It reignited a lot of my passion and reminded me why I wanted to teach” (DLR). These reflections suggest early forms of emotional awareness that, while not always accompanied by explicit strategy change, contributed to ongoing reflective sense-making. In these cases, emotion functioned as an interpretive signal that shaped metacognitive monitoring and subsequent instructional sense-making. In these reflections, emotion did not replace analytic reasoning but appeared to orient attention, interpretation, and subsequent sense-making about instructional experience.
Theme 2: Constructing a Professional Identity Through Reflection
Identity-related sense-making through reflection captured how preservice teachers positioned themselves in relation to teaching roles and responsibilities across microteaching experiences. Through sustained written reflection, participants increasingly moved from performance-based evaluations toward consideration of instructional purpose, student learning, and professional responsibility. Two subthemes reflected this pattern: from imitation to intention and from performer to decision-maker.
Subtheme 1: From Imitation to Intention
Early in the semester, many preservice teachers used course language to signal alignment with expectations without linking terms to instructional decisions or student learning. Following a lesson on student motivational theories, Anne wrote, “This topic influenced my motivation to teach/work with students because I feel that I now have the knowledge to know how to motivate students through their psychological needs and social cognitive theory” (LTR3). While she referenced theoretical constructs, she did not connect them to pedagogical decisions.
Later reflections showed greater conceptual grounding and intentionality. Alice described how she used inquiry-based instruction to support specific learning outcomes, noting that the method helped students develop problem-solving skills, collaboration, and public speaking (TR5). Erica similarly described how earlier microteaching experiences helped her anticipate student needs, select appropriate materials, and adjust instructional methods based on learners’ preferences (TR5). These reflections reflect a shift from describing instructional activity to articulating instructional purpose.
Not all students demonstrated this shift. Emma’s responses across repeated prompts illustrate a stable, task-oriented conception of engagement. Early in the semester, she described engagement as “hands-on and lecture to engage the difference of learning preferences” (TR1). In her final reflection, she wrote, “Hands on made them engage more and explained more about the topic to the learners” (TR5). Across multiple teaching cycles, Emma’s reflections centered on activity and participation as indicators of engagement, with instructional intent and learning outcomes remaining implicit.
Other reflections showed the persistence of instructional preferences shaped by prior educational experiences. Todd consistently emphasized explanation and lecture. In one reflection, he wrote, “I’m happy with how I moved around and kept the students involved but feel like I could have explained more” (TR4). Anne demonstrated a different but related pattern. She proposed activity-based lessons, such as an outdoor scavenger hunt to teach plant identification (TR1), but later reflected that “I tried to be fun and creative, but students were confused” (GR2), suggesting activity without clearly articulated learning goals. In contrast, Emma reflected more critically on her prior experiences as a student: “I learned to alter my beliefs to be more confident in myself and to be more understanding… A connection I made was to myself in high school and how teachers could have just asked and talked to me” (LTR2). Here, Emma explicitly connected her past experiences as a student to her emerging beliefs as a teacher, signaling an evolving professional identity that draws from prior schooling but also reexamines it through reflection.
Subtheme 2: From Performer to Decision-Maker
Early in the semester, many preservice teachers framed teaching in terms of presentation quality, confidence, or classroom control. For example, Anne wrote, “I noticed that I answered questions well and tried to steer the class and individual students back on track with the lesson. I feel that I kept the lesson fun and engaging and the kids would be excited to learn about it” (TR1). As teaching experiences accumulated, several students began to adopt a more decision-oriented stance. Erica’s reflections exemplify this shift: “The 8AM group doesn’t participate as much. I learned who the chatty kids are and how easy they get off topic…. I should slow down and explain directions in a step-by-step method. I tried to fix this in my 2nd teaching” (TR4)
Todd’s reflections suggest an emerging, though incomplete, movement toward instructional decision-making. During a teaching experience, he noted that “our lesson changed due to new information about their future so we had to adapt our lesson plan” (TR3), indicating responsiveness to contextual information. In later reflections, Todd articulated questions centered on learners, writing, “I’m wondering how to ask the right questions about students and what they need for my class” (DLR). While his reflections often remained general and procedural, these statements reflect a growing orientation toward instructional responsibility and learner-centered planning, even as they lacked the specificity observed in more developed decision-making cases.
In written reflections completed after reviewing video recordings of their teaching, many students focused on personal delivery rather than instructional impact. Josh noted, “I seemed like I was struggling during the lesson to find a groove and honestly looked quite nervous” (TR1), while Robert reflected, “I flap my arms a lot and need to be less nervous. I need to be better with my words” (TR4). Peer critique reflections showed similar limits in decision-oriented analysis. Emma wrote, “I would have no questions. I really liked her lesson and believed she did really well” (PR1). Other peer reflections included suggestions framed as questions, such as “How could you add [redacted] breeds to this lesson?” (PR2) but did not connect feedback to instructional goals or student understanding.
The progression from performer to decision-maker was not uniform. In later reflections, some students returned to generalized statements emphasizing effort instead of analysis, often relying on language from the lesson evaluation rubric used for microteaching. For instance, Alice wrote, “I feel as though my lesson lacked in this area and could have been enhanced with more content coverage” (TR4). Attribution patterns further distinguished reflective stances. Some students explained instructional challenges by referencing external constraints such as time delays or technical issues without proposing instructional adjustments or addressing student learning. In contrast, students who identified barriers while suggesting concrete modifications demonstrated stronger evidence of instructional agency, highlighting variability in how preservice teachers began to position themselves as instructional decision-makers.
Discussion
This study examined how sustained reflective journaling during microteaching shaped preservice teachers’ metacognitive awareness, learning transfer, and motivation within a school-based agricultural education teacher preparation context. In relation to the central research question, reflection was experienced primarily as a recursive process of metacognitive sense-making, with transfer- and motivation-related reasoning surfacing unevenly through shifts in confidence, emotional responses, and cross-context comparisons. In relation to the sub-research questions, emotionally salient teaching moments, repeated reflection across time, and varied instructional settings functioned as key influencing factors, while the strongest connections among metacognition, transfer, and motivation emerged when preservice teachers revisited prior assumptions and interpreted change across contexts. Two interrelated themes captured these patterns: milestones as reflective growth events and constructing a professional identity through reflection.
Across participants, deeper reflective sense-making was most evident when preservice teachers revisited the same instructional episode across time or encountered emotionally salient disruptions that prompted reinterpretation of prior assumptions. Structured opportunities to engage with the same experience through immediate reactions, video-based reflection, and delayed journaling supported more developed metacognitive awareness. In these cases, reflection functioned as a recursive process through which preservice teachers made sense of instructional experiences across contexts, consistent with views of identity development as participation and meaning-making (Cherrington, 2019). However, growth was not uniform. Several participants demonstrated plateaus or regressions, returning to generalized or performative reflections, particularly later in the semester. This variability reinforces that reflection alone does not guarantee metacognitive development, aligning with prior research cautioning against assumptions that reflective writing automatically produces instructional insight (Bowling et al., 2022; Lambert et al., 2014).
Emotion also played a central role in reflective development. Emotional responses such as anxiety, pride, frustration, and affirmation frequently acted as catalysts for deeper reflection, prompting preservice teachers to reexamine assumptions about students, teaching competence, and their emerging professional identities. In this study, emotion functioned as a metacognitive signal that shaped how experiences were interpreted and, in some cases, how participants anticipated or reasoned about learning transfer across contexts. This finding aligns with prior work emphasizing the interdependence of emotion, motivation, and reflective practice in teacher learning (Day & Leitch, 2001; Zembylas, 2004).
Identity-related sense-making was similarly uneven and non-linear, reflecting broader findings that professional identity is continuously negotiated through experience (Peterman, 2019). Participants demonstrated identity work when they positioned themselves in relation to teaching roles and responsibilities, particularly in shifting from performer-oriented conceptions of teaching toward instructional decision-making. While some preservice teachers began to articulate learner-centered reasoning and adaptive decision-making, others remained anchored in task completion, activity-based engagement, or self-presentation. Partial movement toward decision-making was common, with participants demonstrating emerging but underdeveloped pedagogical reasoning. This pattern aligns with conceptual work emphasizing that teacher identity develops through the integration of beliefs, emotions, and professional expectations, and that moments of tension or uncertainty are integral to that process (Beijaard & Meijer, 2019).
Implications and Conclusion
The findings suggest several implications for teacher preparation within school-based agricultural education. Reflective journaling was most productive when designed as a layered, longitudinal process rather than as isolated assignments. Prompts that revisited instructional experiences across time and contexts supported deeper metacognitive engagement and made developmental trajectories more visible. Reflection alone, however, was insufficient. Many preservice teachers initially framed reflection around compliance or effort, and these orientations often persisted without guidance. Structured scaffolds that foreground instructional decision-making, learner thinking, and adaptation may better support movement toward professional sense-making, including sequenced prompts, guided comparison across teaching cycles, video-supported reflection, and delayed journaling that encourages retrospective reinterpretation. The uneven reflective trajectories observed in this study should not be interpreted as instructional failure, but as characteristic features of early professional development that are often emotionally mediated and non-linear (Black, 2015). Viewing reflection as a developmental practice may help teacher educators normalize uncertainty, attend to emotion, and sustain engagement over time.
Future research should examine how reflective trajectories initiated during methods coursework extend into student teaching and early career practice, particularly how patterns persist, attenuate, or transform as preservice teachers encounter increased responsibility and autonomy. Additional work is needed to examine how specific forms of reflective scaffolding support metacognitive development across content areas that integrate technical instruction, laboratory environments, and community-facing expectations. Overall, this study suggests that reflective journaling supports preservice teacher development not by producing uniform growth, but by creating conditions for recursive, context-sensitive sense-making. Reflection functioned as a developmental space through which preservice teachers interpreted experience, negotiated uncertainty, and tested emerging professional commitments. In this sense, reflection is not evidence of competence, but an ongoing practice through which preservice teachers learn how to think, feel, and decide as educators.
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