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Abstract 

Teacher education assumes that the more time observing practicing teachers, the better, but the 

value of observation (guided or unguided) in early field experiences is unknown. In this mixed-

methods study, we examined the levels of reflection, use of future-oriented reflection, and 

changes in the reflective writing of 89 preservice elementary education teachers enrolled in two 

sections of an early field experience course (one of which received guided observation) at a large 

Southeastern university. Although 22% of the PTs demonstrated deeper levels of reflection in 

their writing, the writing of 35% of the PTs increased in complexity over the span of a semester. 

Future-oriented reflection accounted for 6% of the language in the assignments with a majority 

of the instances documenting what PTs planned to do in their future classrooms. PTs in the 

guided observation group demonstrated a significantly higher level of reflection than those in the 

unguided group. With these findings in mind, we present implications for teacher-education field 

experiences and future research, such as providing scaffolding for future-oriented reflection.    
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The Nature of Elementary Preservice Teachers’ Reflection during an Early Field Experience 

Teacher education programs are supposed to effectively prepare new teachers for the 

complex realities of the teaching profession, and teacher educators base many of their 

pedagogical practices on the theoretical relationship between teachers’ beliefs and practice 

(Loughran, 2005). Reflection through writing is a common practice used in teacher education; it 

gained momentum when the model of the reflective practitioner (Schön, 1983) grew in 

popularity at the end of the 20
th
 century (Van Manen, 1995). According to Marcos and Tilema’s 

(2006) analytical review of the literature on reflection, the bridge between theory and practice 

has been referred to as reflection on action (Schön, 1983), wisdom of practice (Shulman, 1987), 

thoughtful action (Clark & Hollingsworth, 2002), situational understanding (Bereiter, 2002), and 

situated knowledge (Leinhardt, 1998).  

To some researchers the goal of reflection is to change beliefs about teaching in order to 

improve practice (Tillema, 2000) and to develop a professional teaching identity (Conway & 

Clark, 2003); however, reflection can have many uses, including the application of information 

learned into hypothetical future scenarios to bridge the gap between theory and practice. 

Behavioral intentions expressed in such reflective writing may represent goal setting and 

planning, which comprise the forethought phase of self-regulated learning (Zimmerman, 2000). 

Self-regulated learning practices (i.e., practices that allow one to control one’s own learning) are 

associated with academic success as well as improved performance in a variety of fields 

(Zimmerman, 2000). Thus, Manning and Payne (1993) theorized the connection between self-

regulated learning and effective teaching. The future teaching behaviors of preservice teachers 

(PTs) may be influenced by reflecting on the classroom practices of more experienced others and 

considering whether and how they may implement the practices themselves in the future.  In 
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addition, the level of guidance needed to support PTs reflection in this context is not well 

understood (Anderson, Barksdale, & Hite, 2005). Therefore, in this study, we explored the nature 

of PTs’ reflections across two different semesters of an early field experience course, which 

varied in the level of guidance provided for PTs when they made their classroom observations.   

Moreover, examining the development of reflection through the lens of self-regulated 

learning led us to examine PTs’ reflections for instances of future-oriented reflection (F-OR). F-

OR is a form of prospective reflection that allows expression of PTs intentions, beliefs, and 

values (Conway, 2004). Even though reflection is a common practice in teacher education 

(Conway, 2001) and lesson study (Lewis, Perry, & Murata, 2006), Fendler (2003) points out that 

educational research on reflection has ignored F-OR. Thus, in this study we also explored the 

extent to which PTs used written reflection to begin to develop their behavioral intentions.  

Early Field Experiences 

 PTs’ field experience in schools has evolved over the years yielding contrasting 

definitions of field experience in teacher education. Since the 1970s field experiences have been 

a required component of teacher education in the United States and abroad (Moore, 1979), as 

they are considered to be necessary and useful (sometimes the most useful) aspects of teacher 

preparation (Aiken & Day, 1999). In these experiences, PTs are supposed to apply the 

pedagogical theory learned in the university classroom to the K-12 classroom (Korthagen & 

Kessels, 1999; Zeichner & Melnick, 1996) by reflecting on their future practice (Erdman, 1983). 

By the 1980s, early field experiences (EFE) occurring before student teaching, were found in 

almost all teacher education programs in the United States (Ishler & Kay, 1981). Denton (1982) 

found that an EFE positively affected performance in subsequent courses.  
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It has been assumed that some time observing teaching in school settings is better than 

not observing and that the more hours spent observing, the better (Guyton & McIntyre, 1990). At 

the beginning of the 1990s, the focus of research on EFEs included the concept of a cognitive 

apprenticeship (Zeichner, 1990). By the end of the century, however, the consensus was that 

merely observing teaching does not necessarily give PTs “access to the thinking and decision-

making processes of their experienced mentors” (Zeichner, 2010, p. 91).  

Researchers have found mixed effects of field-based experiences (Zeichner, 1980), which 

is not surprising considering that “what students appear to learn during field-based experiences is 

often in conflict with the expressed intentions of those in both the schools and universities and 

indicates that these experiences are often miseducative rather than helpful” (Zeichner, 1980, p. 

51). In a more recent study, observing more exemplary practices was found to be positively 

associated with PTs development of knowledge about effective literacy instruction, but more 

opportunities to observe and accurately identify poor examples of practices was not related to 

knowledge gain (Roehrig et al., 2008). Mixed findings may also be due to the level of guidance 

PTs receive, as field experiences can range from guided to unguided in nature. In a guided 

approach, the PTs are instructed to look for certain characteristics or instances of teaching and 

learning. Although the guided approach may limit the range of behaviors observed (Allison, 

1987), other scholars contest that sitting and watching a classroom teacher does not benefit PTs 

(Ben-Peretz & Rumney, 1991). This makes it unclear which approach is more beneficial for PTs 

(Anderson, Barksdale, & Hite, 2005). The reflections for this study were collected from PTs who 

participated in the guided section of the EFE course described by Roehrig et al. (2008) and from 

students in an unguided section of the course during the previous semester. 

Future-oriented Reflection 
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Educational psychologists are interested in the future for many reasons. The future 

implies expectancies and anticipation about what will happen next, eliciting motivation (Husman 

& Lens, 1999). Furthermore, expectancies and anticipation about the future serve as plans and 

implementations of goals (Nuttin & Lens, 1985). One’s perceptions of the future can help 

encourage and maintain such goals and motivation to learn (Bembenutty & Zimmerman, 2003). 

In the case of PTs, contemplating the importance of their future roles and the relevance of their 

course work to those roles may increase their motivation and the likelihood of success in their 

future classrooms.  

Outside the field of teacher education, future-oriented discourse is used as part of the 

self-appraisal component of performance evaluation in which an employee self-monitors in order 

to predict future performance (Campbell & Lee, 1988). Though F-OR has been considered more 

extensively in other fields, it has been overlooked in the field of education (Fendler, 2003). 

Fendler attributes this to narrow misinterpretations of Dewey’s original conceptualization that 

actually included the past, present and future, with reflection recommended “as a way of 

exercising the imagination toward future possibilities” (Fendler, 2003, p.18).  

Conway’s dissertation work was the first to address F-OR. In his study, which was later 

published, Conway (2001) conducted interviews and focus groups with six elementary-education 

teaching interns at several points throughout their internship year. Building on the work of 

Conway (2001), Beauchamp and Thomas (2010) conducted a study to examine PTs’ future 

reflection examining reflections and face-to-face interviews.  Overall, the 48 PTs indicated 

personal characteristics, not student- or school-characteristics, to describe their ideal selves, as 

well as the teacher role and relationship with learners. For the purpose of teacher education, 

anticipatory reflection (or F-OR) seems to be the most important for the development of a 
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teaching identity because it involves the constant evaluation of practices (Conway & Clark, 

2003). 

Another study examined discourse between 16 novice English as a Second Language 

teachers in a graduate intensive English language program and their mentoring teachers during 

one-on-one mentoring meetings (Urzúa &Vásquez, 2008). The transcripts were analyzed for 

future-oriented talk and the findings were categorized into the following taxonomy: planning, 

prediction, uncertainty, and conditional. Urzúa and Vásquez’s (2008) rubric informed our theory-

driven coding of PTs written reflections for the current study.  

The Current Study 

 The overarching purpose of this study was to explore the nature of PTs’ written reflection 

during an EFE. Questions guiding this investigation included the following: 

1. What F-OR and levels of reflection were present in PTs’ written reflection during an 

EFE? 

2. How did PTs’ reflection change over the semester?   

3. How did PTs’ reflection differ in the context of more or less guidance during the EFE 

classroom observations? 

Method 

We examined reflection in PTs’ writing over time in a secondary data analysis utilizing a 

convergent parallel mixed-method approach (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). To examine the 

frequency of F-OR in an existing dataset of reflective writing assignments, we used the coding 

rubric developed by Urzúa and Vásquez (2008). To align the reflection process studied to the 

methods chosen and ensure credibility (Shenton, 2004), we chose to use Marcos and Tillema’s 

(2006) recommended guidelines of analyzing written documents with the assumption that they 
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“determine action about professionals’ intentions with respect to subjective norms and 

experiences within practice” (p. 115). Levels of reflection were investigated using the coding 

rubric developed by Ward and McCotter (2004).  

Participants 

PTs (n=89) consented to participate and provided access to written reflection assignments 

completed in a 1 credit Directed Field Experience course. They represent two cohorts majoring 

in elementary education at a large public university in a southeastern state. Data were collected 

over two semesters, when each cohort took the course during their second semester in the major. 

Students were admitted to the major at the beginning of their junior year, so they were early in 

their teacher education program, but within one year of student teaching. The demographic 

distributions of the two cohorts were similar to one another and typical of the pattern found in 

the elementary education program at this university and in the US (i.e., 82% White, 98% female; 

Taylor & Sorbel, 2001).  

Context 

The data used in this study were situated in the context of an EFE course and in actual 

field observations. PTs spent a minimum of 36 hours in public elementary schools and attended a 

weekly 1 hour class session (Roehrig et al., 2008). Class sessions included the following topics: 

teaching as a profession, effective teacher characteristics, classroom management, instructional 

planning, teacher expectations, student motivation, and classroom atmosphere. These topics 

formed the basis for observation and reflection assignments completed by PTs in the field. For 

more detail on the course context, see Roehrig et al. (2008). 

The second semester included observation guidance structured around a research-based 

model of exemplary elementary teaching (Roehrig & Christensen, 2010) that was implemented 
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through modifications to the readings and assignments used in the course.  Students in the second 

cohort were assigned readings about exemplary teaching, as well as cases of exemplary teachers.  

After they made their field observations, they completed their journal entries, as described 

below. 

Data Sources 

 Essays. The essays were course assignments in a pre-/post- format. The directions for 

both were to write about the characteristics of “great teachers” and “great teaching.” The word 

‘great’ was chosen purposefully to push PTs’ thinking toward the most important characteristics 

of effective teachers and effective teaching. PTs were strongly encouraged not to use their pre-

essay while writing the post-essay. 

Pre-essays were due during the fourth week of classes, which was the first week of field 

participation. Before pre-essays were due, PTs had attended lectures on or had class discussions 

about teaching as a profession, effective teachers from various perspectives, and professionalism. 

Post-essays were due the last week of classes after all PTs had completed their required field 

hours in elementary classrooms.  

Journals. Three journals were assigned based on the observation sheets described above 

covering three topics: instructional variety, classroom management, and motivation. The PTs 

were encouraged to purchase a notepad to record field and observational notes when in the 

classrooms. Additionally, they were instructed to read their notes at home and reflect on the 

overall experience in the classroom before writing journal entries. Once the PTs completed field 

hours, they were asked to write one overall metacognitive entry on each topic. These final write-

ups were due the last day of class and comprised the journal data analyzed in this study.  
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Data Analysis 

 In addition to open coding, coders used two rubrics to analyze the PTs’ reflections. 

Quantitative analyses, such as t-tests, chi-square tests, and Pearson correlations were also 

conducted. Table 1 below presents the four research questions and the corresponding analyses.  

Before official coding began, three undergraduate research assistants coded the first 

semester of data. Official coding commenced after training using the pilot results as examples 

and points for discussion. All the essays and journals from both semesters were open-coded by 

three raters, as well as coded using theory-driven codes. The raters were all graduate students in 

Educational Psychology, one of whom had 26 years of elementary school teaching experience. 

To establish consistency among raters, we randomly selected a sample of 5% of each type of 

written data across semesters for all three raters to code. We compiled the segments across 

coders and discussed differences until we reached a consensus on each segment.  

Theory-driven codes come from the F-OR categories (planning, prediction, uncertainty, 

conditional) of Urzúa and Vásquez’s (2008) rubric, and levels/dimensions of reflection using an 

adaptation of Ward and McCotter’s (2004) rubric. The dimensions of Ward and McCotter’s 

rubric were: focus, inquiry and change.  The focus category involved the PTs concerns about 

practice. The inquiry category represented the PTs’ process of inquiry, and the change category 

addressed a change in perspective resulting from inquiry. The rubric also had four levels of 

increasing depth: routine, technical, dialogic and transformative. We coded each PT writing 

sample at each dimension of reflection at the appropriate level (e.g., routine focus, technical 

inquiry, routine change).  

 In general, any changes from lower levels to higher levels were coded as increases and 

changes from higher levels to lower levels were coded as decreases in the quality of reflection. 



   

11 

We looked at the levels and dimensions of reflection present in each of the journals in relation to 

the patterns of change emerging from the pre- to post-essays. We conducted further analyses to 

examine quantitative differences in types of F-OR and levels of reflection across sources and 

semesters. 

Calculation of Power 

 A post-hoc estimation of power (Steves, 1980) was conducted using the G-Power 

software (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007). Enough power (.91) was obtained to detect a 

large effect (w = .50) with chi-square tests (df = 12). Enough power (.98) was also available to 

detect a large effect size (d = .80) in one-tailed independent t-tests. A larger sample size would 

be required to detect smaller main effects.   

Results 

What F-OR and Levels of Reflection were Present in PTs’ Written Reflection during an 

EFE? 

 FO-R. One hundred and sixty-two instances of F-OR were coded across essays and 

journals (see Table 2). Over 13,000 words were included in the references coded as F-OR out of 

216,221 words in the documents overall. Overall, F-OR accounted for about 6% of the language 

in the reflections. The percentage of the references found across functions was calculated (see 

Table 3), as well as the percentage of the functions represented across sources (see Table 4). 

There were no significant differences in the number of future-oriented references in each 

category across sources, χ
2
 (12) = 13.165, p> .05.  

Planning. These references were the longest of the functions with 10,343 words coded, 

about 76% of all the F-OR. The majority of these instances involved PTs reflecting on what they 

planned to do in their future classrooms, while the minority involved what they planned to avoid 
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in their classrooms. Strategies to avoid were more prevalent in the instructional and management 

journals (see Table 2). 

What PTs will do. Three themes emerged from this subsample of PT reflections. The first 

theme, found in the writing of 25 PTs, included a strong sense of replicating the disciplinary 

strategies the PTs observed in the classroom in their future classrooms. However, the description 

of the strategies varied from very detailed to very vague. For example, one PT simply stated the 

following in her classroom management journal without actually describing the plan: “From 

what I observed, the students really work well with this plan and I plan to implement a similar 

discipline plan in my classroom” (5-121F). In contrast, the following PT described the classroom 

management system in her journal in detail: 

The whole fifth grade use a system called the, “Cash Card”. The cash card is a way for 

students to earn play money so that they can buy certain things in the class store such as, 

pencils, paper, and notebooks. Each day a student has the opportunity to earn up to a 

dollar in play money. If a student was off task or disruptive then the teacher will mark off 

a quarter from the cash card. The students really seemed to value the card and did not 

want any of their quarters to be taken from them. All Mrs. W had to say was, “I am 

getting ready to mark cash cards!” and everyone would quickly correct their behavior. I 

thought that this was a great way to reward and discipline students behavior. (126-151F) 

This PT may be likely to remember the strategy and actually use it in the future since 

implementation was described with details, like what was in the class store, how much money 

was docked per disruptive behavior, etc.  

 Another theme that emerged from the reflections of six PTs involved plans for having 

high expectations for their students, as well as themselves. This theme is exemplified by this 
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quote, “As I seek to maintain high standards for all my students, I must also hold myself to high 

standards” (110-165F; post). Another PT wrote in her motivation journal that “I want to let my 

students know my expectations for them are high, and that they will achieve them. This is very 

important to remember for teachers, and is essential to be a great teacher” (40-60S). 

 The third planning theme, found in the writing of four PTs, was also described in vague 

terms; but this theme is most important for the reflective practitioner, as the PTs described 

planning to learn more. This PT admits that excellent teaching is complex by stating that “There 

are other important aspects of being a great teacher and other factors in teaching great, and as I 

further my teacher training experience I will learn more” (102-144F; pre). Another PT described 

improving her skills in classroom management, but admitted having more to learn: 

Another thing that is important when teaching is control of the classroom. This is the 

hardest thing for me to do. The best way to learn to control the classroom is to practice. I 

never thought I could do it until last semester. The students should have rules and they 

should follow those rules. If they do not, there are consequences as well as rewards for 

when they do. I overcame my fear of classroom management and I know that as I 

continue throughout the program, I will only get better. (62-175S; post) 

This PT’s reflection conveys confidence in her own improvement through further practice.  

What PTs won’t do. More than half of the eight PTs that used this type of reflection 

plainly stated in their journals that they do not plan on using the classroom management 

strategies they observed, like this PT: “The classroom that I was in was run much differently 

then I plan on running my own classroom” (7-18S). Other instances varied from planning to do 

whatever it takes not to be a “mediocre teacher” (125-147F; pre) to not wanting to use certain 

curriculums.  
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Prediction. The prediction references were shorter compared to the planning function, 

with 1901 words coded, which represented about 14% of all the F-OR. Prediction was most 

saliently featured in the instruction journals, representing about 15% of the F-OR in these pieces. 

Similar to the planning function, negative prediction references were coded more often in the 

instruction journals.  

What will work. Not surprisingly, just over half of the positive predictions made by the 19 

PTs included what would make an effective teacher. Among the qualities that result in good 

teaching, in their essays PTs cited “being understood” by students (5-121F; post), being 

respected and admired (116-130F; pre), having “creative” lessons (125-137F; pre), having 

“experience” (127-137F; pre), and having “passion” for teaching (94-157F; pre). The other four 

PTs focused on specific strategies that they believed would work to motivate students. For 

example, one PT stated that “By giving students the opportunity to go on a nature walk or use the 

internet in the computer lab learning is facilitated outside the classroom walls” (11-61S; post). 

What won’t work. Negative predictions were found in the writing of five PTs, all dealing 

with specific classroom management strategies. In this example below a PT criticizes the teacher 

she is observing in her classroom management journal and predicts that the strategy won’t work 

if it is not consistent: 

There is not much that she has done that is proactive everything seems to be more 

reactive. She does move students who may cause distractions and has their desks situated 

so that there will be few interruptions. Some consequences that I have seen her enforce 

are for missing homework, disrespectfulness and talking, she will make the student miss 

free play completely or a portion of it. This is somewhat effective but then the next day 
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the same students are missing free play again. So I’m not sure if it is effective enough to 

change certain behavior. (101-145F) 

Uncertainty. Instances of uncertainty accounted for 1122 words, which is about 8% of all 

the F-OR. The 16 PTs’ writing expressed what the PTs were unsure about concerning their future 

teaching practice and their hopes for their future teaching experience. The most instances of 

uncertainty were found in the pre-essays. These represent their hopes, fears, and uncertainty 

about being a good teacher in the future. It was in the journals that the PTs expressed being 

unsure about how the strategies they observed would work in their future classrooms. For 

example, one of the ten PTs to write about these strategies explains the token economy in the 

classroom: 

Usually to start off her class she has the students get out their homework and then give 

points for those students that have their homework and debits for those who don’t. The 

people with debits at the end of the week are not allowed to throw darts for prizes on 

Friday. Also, those that forget their homework have to sign the “book.” The book is 

where the students that didn’t do their homework have to sign saying they didn’t do it. 

They are given a couple chances to not bring their homework in before they get points 

deducted. Mrs. A’s reasoning for this is because she knows that sometimes you just 

forget or you couldn’t do it and that it isn’t good to get punished or to be embarrassed in 

front of the whole class so she gives you a break by signing the book. I thought this was a 

good idea but I don’t know how it will work in my classroom. (124-143F)  

Another PT questioned what to do with students for which the classroom management strategy is 

not effective: 
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I believe that this system worked for the majority of the students. I did notice that usually 

the same students had to make a mark by their name. I think that these students didn’t 

really care about how many X’s they received. This is an issue that I think needed to be 

addressed; however I’m not quite sure how I would go about doing that. If the majority of 

the class is responding to the plan, then I believe that it shouldn’t be changed. However, I 

do think something should be adjusted in order to solve the discipline problems of the 

students who are not able to obey the rules. (96-140F) 

Conditional. The rarest form of F-OR was the use of the conditional with 273 words 

coded (2% of all F-OR). Only eight PTs used this type of reflection, with one PT using it twice. 

In the classroom management and instructional variety journals, five PTs take this opportunity to 

be critical of the teachers they observed. PTs wrote that differentiated instruction (115-162F) and 

“group work could be very beneficial to this classroom, if it was just implemented” (113-154F). 

In addition to criticisms, the pre/post-essays of three PTs suggest the conditions of 

excellent teaching in the eyes of principals and students. One PT encouraged promoting 

autonomy by allowing students “to learn through their own inquiry” (98-142F; post), while 

another PT suggested that excellent teaching occurs if the teacher educates “the student as a 

whole” (124-143F; post).  Yet another PT spoke to the issue of teacher content knowledge as a 

condition of excellent teaching: “If you don’t have full understanding of it, the students can tell, 

because you seem as if you are unprepared to teach” (102-144F; post). 

Levels of Reflection. No pattern was found between F-OR and levels of reflection. The 

dimensions were collapsed and the number of references found across sources is shown in Table 

5. A significant difference in number of instances coded within each level of reflection across 

sources was found overall χ
2
(12) = 113.32, p< .005.  



   

17 

The writing demonstrated mostly technical reflection, although there were more instances 

of routine and technical reflection found in the journals, which served as a log of events, as 

compared to the essays, which typically included more supported arguments. Subsequently, more 

instances of dialogical and transformative reflection were found in the essays overall. Only 22% 

of the PTs across both cohorts demonstrated dialogic reflection at all. Likewise, 10% of PTs 

demonstrated transformative reflection at all. Three patterns or specific combinations of foci, 

inquiries, and degree of change demonstrated emerged from the coding of the PTs’ writing. 

Pattern 1: Descriptive reflection. The first pattern was characterized by superficial 

analysis, no personal involvement, and a focus on teaching tasks or behavior. As shown in Table 

6, this pattern was most prevalent in the motivation journals. Below is an example in which the 

PT merely described what she saw objectively: 

The teacher would outline the chapters in the books and provide the students with a 

summary that they highlighted key points from. For reading, she would read to them, 

then have them read on their own. When students were doing seatwork, the teacher would 

play music occasionally for the students who need noise to concentrate. Her favorite way 

of helping the students learn was to tie in a personal story to whatever she was teaching. 

She would tell funny stories about herself that all the kids could all relate to. (20-71-S) 

 Pattern 2: Reflective reporting. The second pattern was also characterized by superficial 

analysis, and a focus on teaching tasks, but included personal involvement in the reflection. 

Pattern two was most common in the journals (see Table 6). The following is an example of this 

type of reflection in which the PT personally responded to the variety of strategies used in the 

classroom she observed: 
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During some of the lessons, she had the students sitting on the floor in front of her taking 

notes, this gave them an opportunity to be out of their seats. They also had a ton of 

opportunities to do art projects, or to incorporate art into their work. She also had them do 

hand-on activities and experiments. I just think she did a great job of varying the 

activities that went on throughout the day. There wasn’t one day that the students stayed 

in their seats and just did book work the entire time. They were always up and actively 

involved in the lessons. She did a great job, and I can’t wait to use the different 

techniques that I observed. (14-65-S) 

Pattern 3: Analytical reflection. The third pattern was characterized by more 

sophisticated analysis, personal involvement, as well as a focus on teaching tasks. This pattern 

was most commonly found in post-essays (see Table 6). Unlike pattern one and two, this 

subsample tended to specify strategies, as well as evaluate them. For example, after describing 

the lessons that took place in the classroom and the computer lab, the PT wrote: 

I think that it was a good idea for Mr. G to take them to the computer Lab, because I 

could tell that they were bored with the repetitive work they were doing in class. I think 

that he used a great instructional method by switching up the environment and type of 

lessons. (99-166-F) 

How Do PTs' Reflections Change Over Time? 

 In terms of F-OR, there were about half the instances in the post-essays as compared to 

the pre-essays. Although PTs demonstrated the aforementioned patterns across sources, over 

time they demonstrated different levels. When examining the change in level of reflection 

between pre- and post-essays, the PTs were categorized into four groups based on their pre- and 

post-essays. The four groups included those that increased, decreased, and maintained 
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complexity, as well as those that increased in at least one dimension and decreased in another. 

Table 7 shows the change in complexity over time.  

How did PTs’ reflection differ in the context of more or less guidance during the EFE 

classroom observations? 

There was no significant difference in the number of F-ORs coded between unguided and 

guided observation groups, as well as for transformative reflection. Significantly more references 

were coded as routine and dialogic in the guided observation group as compared to the control 

group. Significantly more references were coded as technical in the writing of the unguided 

versus guided observation groups See Table 8 for a comparison of the groups.  

Discussion 

 As previously stated, the purpose of this study was to examine the reflections of a sample 

of elementary education PTs during an EFE with either guided or unguided observations. We 

examined PTs’ essays and journals for the presence of both F-OR and qualitatively different 

levels of reflection. We found that F-OR accounted for 6% of the language in the reflection with 

a majority of the instances documenting what PTs planned to do in their future classrooms. 

Although only 22% of the PTs demonstrated dialogic reflection in their writing, the writing of 

35% of the PTs increased in complexity over the span of a semester.  

 The content of the reflections was mostly technical, focusing almost exclusively on the 

actions of the teachers, not the students, as was the premise of the course. The PTs in this sample 

demonstrated unrealistic optimism in their reflections on excellent teaching (planning and 

prediction), echoing previous findings (Weinstein, 1989). The lack of future-orientation in the 

present study is similar to previous findings of research on oral discourse in teacher education 

programs (Conway, 2001; Urzúa &Vásquez, 2008). The findings about PT quality of reflection 
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were similar to other studies (e.g., Bean & Stevens, 2002). Some studies actually indicate that 

reflecting after action is more effective than having PTs reflect before action (Tillema, 2000). 

The practice of reflection can become difficult to sustain, for PTs may see it as a rather esoteric 

and useless diversion from mastering the technical skills and content of teaching, which they 

regard as essential, especially early in their training (Zeichner, 1990). 

Limitations 

Not only is there a debate about studying written reflection as a representation of thought 

processes, there is also the critical issue concerning the link between thought and action (Hatton 

& Smith, 1995), which may not be strong considering that the PTs in this study were not yet 

student teaching. Another limitation includes the short duration in which the PTs were studied. 

This study only captures the PTs’ reflections and beliefs during one semester. Additionally, some 

have contested conceptualizing reflection in levels, as a hierarchy suggests one level is more 

important than another (Hatton & Smith, 1995). We acknowledge that there may be different 

purposes for each level of reflection and have avoided valuing one over the other.  

Future Research and Implications for Field Experience and Observation 

Taken together, these results suggest that major changes need to be implemented in such 

a course, and that a weak “connection between campus-based, university-based teacher 

education courses and field experiences” may exist (Zeichner, 2010, p. 91). With the requirement 

of hours in the field, teacher education programs need to evaluate the effectiveness of all such 

courses. Teacher educators should design instruction based on these implications to challenge 

PTs to imagine applying relevant skills, strategies, and approaches to their future teaching, aiding 

in deeper levels of reflection through guidance and scaffolds.  
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Perhaps there should be more reflection done through the course of the teacher education 

program to promote the reflective practitioner model (Schön, 1983), like allowing students to 

compare and contrast their knowledge across time and apply this knowledge to their future 

classrooms. Even with the scaffolding suggested, observing ineffective strategies in the 

classrooms may still be detrimental to the PT (Roehrig et al.,2008) and should be addressed by a 

mentor to avoid excessive realism (Katz, 1974) in which the PT perceives the strategies as the 

only possibilities.  

PTs can reflect without guidance or scaffolding, but ill-structured assignments may not 

lead to deeper reflection. PTs need to learn to think reflectively to solve problems in their 

classrooms, but certain skills need to be scaffolded. In order to achieve this, teacher educators 

should provide clear connections between classroom and field experience and include instruction 

on reflective thinking in their coursework (self-talk) to build problem recognition and solving 

thought process. Scaffolding may include reciprocal discussions with mentor teachers and peers, 

as well as instruction during coursework, so the PTs understand why teachers reflect on their 

practice and what teachers reflect on during their practice. More research is needed to compare 

ill-structured reflective assignments with well-structured ones. We also need to better understand 

how educators assess and scaffolded reflection. 
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Table 1. Research questions and corresponding analyses. 

Research Question Analysis 

1. What F-OR and levels of reflection were 

present in PTs’ written reflection during an 

EFE? Are F-OR and different levels of 

reflection related? 

 content analysis and open coding of 

essays and journals 

 descriptive comparison of reflection 

levels and F-OR 

 chi-square of number of references 

coded within the levels of reflection 

across sources 

 chi-square of number of references 

coded as F-OR across sources 

 Pearson correlations between 

number of references coded as F-

OR and each level of reflection 

2. How did PTs’ reflection change over the 

semester?  
 descriptive comparison of reflection 

levels and F-OR in pre- and post-

essays 

3. How did PTs’ reflection differ in the context 

of more or less guidance during the EFE 

classroom observations?  

 t-test comparing number of 

references coded within the levels 

of reflection  

 t-test comparing number of 

references coded as F-OR 

 

Table 2. Number of future-oriented references across sources. 

Function Number of References by Source Total 

Instruction 

Journals  

(n = 90) 

Management 

Journals  

(n = 90) 

Motivation 

Journals  

(n = 90) 

Pre-Essays 

(n = 89) 

Post-Essays 

(n = 89) 

Planning       

Positive 8 16 6 45 22 97 

Negative 3 3 1 2 1 10 

Prediction       

Positive 3 4 3 6 3 19 

Negative 2 2 0 1 0 5 

Uncertainty 2 5 0 9 6 22 

Conditional 2 2 0 1 4 9 

Total 20 32 10 64 36 162 
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Table 3. Distribution of future-oriented references within each source. 

Function Source 

Instruction 

Journals  

(n = 90) 

Management 

Journals  

(n = 90) 

Motivation 

Journals  

(n = 90) 

Pre-Essays  

(n = 89) 

Post-Essays  

(n = 89) 

Planning      

Positive 59.1% 51.3% 51.5% 79% 66.2% 

Negative 16.2% 7.4% 18.7% 3.8% 4% 

Prediction      

Positive 8% 14.9% 29.8% 4.2% 13.1% 

Negative 7.2% 8.7% 0% 0.6% 0% 

Uncertainty 7% 13.9% 0% 12% 11.1% 

Conditional 2.5% 3.8% 0% 0.4% 5.6% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

 

Table 4. Distribution of future-oriented references across sources. 

Function Source Total 

Instruction 

Journals  

(n = 90) 

Management 

Journals  

(n = 90) 

Motivation 

Journals  

(n = 90) 

Pre-Essays 

(n = 89) 

Post-Essays 

(n = 89) 

Planning       

Positive 20.9% 14.6% 13% 34.2% 17.3% 100% 

Negative 37.5% 13.7% 31.1% 10.8% 6.9% 100% 

Prediction       

Positive 14.3% 21.4% 38% 9.1% 17.2% 100% 

Negative 48.3% 46.7% 0% 5% 0% 100% 

Uncertainty 17% 27.2% 0% 35.8% 20% 100% 

Conditional 24.5% 30% 0% 4.8% 40.7% 100% 
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Table 5. References of levels and dimensions found across sources. 

Level 

 

Dimension 

Number of References by Source  Total 

Instruction 

Journals  

(n = 90) 

Management 

Journals  

(n = 90) 

Motivation 

Journals  

(n = 90) 

Pre-Essays 

(n = 89) 

Post-Essays 

(n = 89) 

Routine 72 148 120 73  42  455  

Focus 1 26 7 13  12  59  

Inquiry 41 81 67 23 18  230  

Change 30 41 46 37  12  166  

Technical 177 147 133 165 195  817  

Focus 79 78 74 59 59  349  

Inquiry 46 19 20 60 69  214  

Change 52 50 39 46  67  254 

Dialogic 15 26 10 19  30  100  

Focus 11 9 7 11  16  54  

Inquiry 2 5 1 3  4  15  

Change 2 12 2 5  10  31  

Transformative 6 10 3 9  3  31  

Focus 0 2 1 7  3 13  

Inquiry 0 0 0 0  0  0  

Change 6 8 2 2  0  18  

Total 270 331 266 266 270 1403 

 

Table 6. Percentage of PTs demonstrating patterns across sources (n = 90). 

Source Pattern 1 Pattern 2 Pattern 3 

% of students (n) 

Pre-essays 10% (9) 7% (6) 27% (24) 

Post-essays 6% (5) 4% (4) 44% (40) 

Instruction journals 24% (22) 16% (14) 29% (26) 

Management journals 23% (21) 30% (27) 10% (9) 

Motivation journals 44% (40) 20% (18) 11% (10) 

Note. Not all PTs demonstrated one of these three patterns. 

 

Table 7. Change in complexity of reflection from pre- to post-essays (n = 88). 

Change Percentage of students Number of students 

Increased 35% 31 

Decreased 30% 26 

Stable 32% 28 

Mixed 3% 3 

Note. One PT did not have a pre-essay and one PT did not have a post-essay.  
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Table 8. Group comparisons of average number of references across sources (n = 90).  

Type of Reference Unguided Group 

M(SD) 

Guided Group 

M(SD) 

t df 

Future-oriented 

reflection 

0.95(1.32) 1.33(1.89) -1.09 88 

Routine 3.98(1.62) 5.41(2.73) -3.09* 77.88 

Technical 9.93(1.81) 8.00(2.04) 4.71* 88 

Dialogic 0.76(1.31) 1.31(1.7) -1.98* 70.97 

Transformative 0.33(0.57) 0.29(0.58) 0.34 88 

Note.* = p < .05 

 

 

 


