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The present study sought to explore the dimensions, functions, and inherent challenges of
reflective observation in the Practicum I course. Furthermore, it aimed to identify the
essential competencies required by student teachers while proposing strategies to enhance
the quality of this process at Farhangian University. A qualitative phenomenological
approach was employed utilizing purposive sampling to recruit 18 faculty members
specializing in teacher practicum. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews
and analyzed using Colaizzi's seven-step method. The findings indicated that reflective
observation serves three primary functions: enhancing student teachers' cognitive and
professional competencies, strengthening their professional identity and agency, and
facilitating the process of professionalization through experiential learning in school
settings. The study also identified four categories of implementation challenges:
structural and infrastructural barriers, school-related professional and managerial
challenges, individual factors, and university-related constraints. Furthermore, five key
components for effective reflective observation emerged: professional preparation before
school placement, structured observation, deepening the reflective process, strengthening
practicum supervision, and improving schools' structural support. The findings suggest
that, when systematically designed and effectively facilitated, reflective observation can
evolve beyond a purely descriptive activity into a powerful mechanism for fostering

student teachers' professional competencies, professional identity, and reflective learning.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Teacher education plays a fundamental role in the development of societies' human capital,
and the internship program, as the core component of teacher education systems, serves as a
bridge between theory and practice. At Farhangian University, the Practicum [ course
represents the first formal step for student teachers to enter the school environment,marking a
pivotal turning point in the formation of their professional identity. In this context, "reflective
observation," as a key element, goes beyond the superficial recording of events and enables
student teachers to analyze the logic behind instructional decisions, classroom interactions,
and cultural contexts. International research has demonstrated that reflective observation can
effectively contribute to the development of professional self-awareness, critical thinking, and
teacher identity. However, in the Iranian educational context, despite the theoretical emphasis,
the realization of this process in practice—particularly from the perspective of supervising
professors—remains ambiguous. The lack of understanding regarding the dimensions and
functions of reflective observation, the essential skills required for student teachers, the multi-
layered implementation challenges, and practical improvement strategies has created a
significant research gap. Therefore, the current study aimed to explain the dimensions,
functions, and challenges of reflective observation in Practicum I, identify essential skills, and
provide practical interventions from the perspective of supervising professors.

Methodology

The present study is applied in terms of purpose and qualitative in approach, employing an
interpretive phenomenological method. Participants included 18 specialized professors in the
field of internship at Farhangian University, who were selected through purposive sampling
based on criteria such as expertise in internship, teaching experience in Practicum I (at least
five years), and an influential role. The sampling process continued until theoretical saturation
was achieved. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews focusing on
four main axes: the functions of reflective observation, implementation challenges, required
skills, and improvement strategies. Data were analyzed using Colaizzi's seven-step method.
To ensure the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings, Lincoln and Guba's four criteria
(credibility, transferability, confirmability, and dependability) were applied. Transferability
was enhanced by selecting participants from different provinces across the country (Gilan,
Kermanshah, Mazandaran, Tehran, Markazi, Hormozgan, East Azerbaijan, Qom, and
Khorasan Razavi) ensuring diversity in both gender and years of service.

Finding and Conclusion

The findings led to the identification of a wide range of definitions, conceptualizations, and
practical frameworks of reflection. The analysis revealed considerable variation across these
definitions, shaped by factors such as the nature of reflection, its intended purposes, levels and
depth, the cognitive and affective processes involved, contextual influences, teacher agency,
and underlying theoretical frameworks. Classical literature generally conceptualizes reflection
as a structured, goal-oriented cognitive process aimed at problem-solving and improving
instructional practice while encompassing emotional, ethical, social, and critical dimensions.
In contrast, contemporary perspectives portray reflection as a dynamic, complex, data-
informed, context-sensitive, and multi-layered process embedded within individual, social,
and institutional contexts.

The findings from the interview analysis revealed that reflective observation in Practicum I
serves three primary functions. First, it contributes to the enhancement of cognitive-
professional competencies, including strengthening educational analysis and evaluation skills,
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fostering reflective and critical thinking, facilitating the practical application of theoretical
knowledge, and enhancing problem-identification abilities. Second, it promotes the
development of student teachers’ professional identity and agency through increased
professional self-awareness, greater self-confidence, and enhanced readiness to assume
teaching responsibilities. Third, it serves as an important pathway toward professionalization
by promoting experiential learning within the school context and providing a foundation for
subsequent internship experiences and professional growth. Furthermore, five categories of
essential skills required for effective reflective observation were identified: professional
observation and documentation competencies, analytical and critical interpretation skills,
practical-theoretical thinking skills, self-regulation skills, and professional development
competencies.

The challenges associated with implementing reflective observation were categorized into
four dimensions: (1) structural and infrastructural limitations, such as insufficient resources
and inadequate planning; (2) professional and managerial challenges within schools, including
resistance to reflective practices, limited professional competence among mentor teachers,
and administrative barriers; (3) individual challenges, including student teachers’ academic
weaknesses and anxiety; and (4) university-related challenges, including a shortage of
specialized practicum instructors and insufficient coordination between universities and
schools.To enhance the quality of reflective observation, five major strategies were identified:
professional preparation prior to school placement, structuring observation activities within
the school context, deepening observation and professional reflection, strengthening
practicum leadership and supervision through continuous guidance by specialized instructors,
and increasing structural support from schools.

The findings indicate that, when systematically designed and guided, reflective observation
in Practicum I can transcend being a merely descriptive activity and become an effective
mechanism for professional growth, the development of teaching competencies, and, in
particular, the formation of student teachers’ professional identity. The results also suggest a
meaningful and developmental relationship between the functions of reflective observation
and the skills required for its implementation. Specifically, observation and analytical
competencies provide the foundation for practical-theoretical thinking and self-regulation,
which in turn contribute to the development of professional identity. Moreover, challenges
arising from structural, managerial, individual, and university-related factors interactively
influence the quality of the reflective observation process. The proposed strategies, therefore,
represent systemic responses aimed at addressing these challenges and strengthening the
effectiveness of reflective observation.

Practical implications of the study include the development of a practical guide for

reflective observation, the organization of pre-placement workshops on observation skills, the
empowerment of practicum instructors in providing effective feedback, and the design of
reciprocal feedback mechanisms between universities and schools.
Since the present study focused exclusively on the perspectives of university instructors,
caution should be exercised when generalizing the findings to other contexts. Future research
1s recommended to comparatively examine the lived experiences of student teachers, mentor
teachers, and school principals in order to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the
reflective observation process.
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