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Abstract 
This study investigates how preservice teachers (PSTs) collaborative-
ly develop picturebook text sets to integrate literacy, content, and 
culturally responsive pedagogy in an asynchronous online course. 
Grounded in transformative learning theory and professional vision, 
the study examines how structured digital collaboration supports 
PSTs’ pedagogical development. Nine PSTs participated in a quali-
tative case study involving a multimodal assignment in which they 
collaboratively selected picturebooks, developed annotated bibliog-
raphies, and designed integrated lesson plans. Findings reveal that 
digital collaboration deepens PSTs’ pedagogical understanding, en-
courages adaptability beyond scripted curricula, and contributes to 
shifts in professional identity. This study contributes insights into 
how collaborative, literature-based approaches can serve as a cata-
lyst for transformative learning in early childhood teacher education. 
Implications for teacher educators include strategies for designing 
intentional collaboration and fostering innovative and culturally re-
sponsive curriculum development.
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Introduction

	 Early childhood teacher education increasingly calls for innova-
tive approaches that empower preservice teachers (PSTs) to move be-
yond prescribed curricula and develop reflective, culturally responsive 
practices. In response to mandates for explicit literacy instruction and 
the need for integrated curriculum (Heimer & Winokur, 2015; Zhou & 
Kim, 2010), our study problematizes the traditional reliance on script-
ed curriculum. 
	 Collaboration plays a crucial role in shaping PSTs’ emerging pro-
fessional identities and instructional competencies. Engaging in struc-
tured collaborative activities allows PSTs to refine their pedagogical 
decision-making, explore diverse instructional strategies, and devel-
op confidence in integrating curriculum across subject areas. Through 
these collaborative experiences, PSTs transition from passive recipi-
ents of curriculum to active designers of learning experiences that are 
responsive to students’ needs. Research suggests that when PSTs work 
together to integrate curriculum, they are more likely to adopt inno-
vative strategies and critically reflect on their instructional choices 
(Brown et al., 2018).
	 Recognizing these benefits, this study investigates how PSTs 
develop professional agency in collaborative curriculum design. Spe-
cifically, it examines the role of picturebook text sets as a flexible, 
student-centered approach to literacy instruction that supports in-
terdisciplinary connections. Through collaborative creation of text 
sets, PSTs not only gain experience selecting high-quality, diverse 
literature but also engage in reflective decision-making about how to 
integrate these texts meaningfully across content areas. Our study 
asks: How can collaborative creation of picturebook text sets support 
PSTs in reimagining their instructional practices for early childhood 
classrooms? By addressing this question, we seek to highlight inno-
vative strategies for moving beyond scripted curricula, emphasizing 
the value of professional autonomy, reflective practices, and cultur-
ally responsive pedagogy in early childhood teacher preparation. To 
provide conceptual clarity, we define and synthesize six key terms 
central to our study:

•	 Picturebook Text Set: Deliberately curated collections of chil-
dren’s picturebooks selected for their thematic and pedagogical poten-
tial (Christ & Sharma, 2018).
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•	 Literacy: Encompassing comprehension, critical thinking, and 
culturally responsive engagement (Flores et al., 2019).
•	 Reflective Practices: Ongoing self-examination and dialogue 
that enable PSTs to align their teaching with personal and cultural 
values (Decker et al., 2023).
•	 Curriculum Integration: Blending of multiple content areas 
through literature to create interdisciplinary learning experiences 
(Rogers et al., 2015).
•	 Restorative Practices: Using literature to facilitate classroom 
dialogue on social justice and emotional well-being (Koltz & Ker-
sten-Parrish, 2020).
•	 Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT): Leveraging diverse 
texts and experiences to validate students’ cultural identities (Garc-
es-Bacsal, 2022).

In the following sections, we share the literature review, research ques-
tions, detailed methods, findings aligned with our guiding questions, a 
theory-infused discussion, limitations, and practical implications.

Literature Review

The Role of Picturebook Text Sets in Early Literacy

	 Existing research highlights the value of picturebook text sets in 
early literacy instruction, particularly for enhancing comprehension, 
vocabulary development, and critical thinking (Christ & Sharma, 
2018; Duke & Cartwright, 2021). Picturebooks serve as multimodal 
texts that integrate visual and linguistic elements to scaffold mean-
ing-making and inferential thinking in young learners (Serafini, 2014). 
Through repeated exposure to thematic text sets, children engage in 
pattern recognition and conceptual connections that support literacy 
growth. Studies emphasize that curated text sets allow children to ex-
plore topics from multiple perspectives, deepening their comprehen-
sion through comparative analysis and inferential reasoning (Deliman, 
2021; Fisher et al., 2020).
	 Literacy scholars argue that the integration of picturebook text 
sets supports dialogic reading, a strategy proven to improve language 
acquisition and reading engagement in early childhood classrooms 
(Mol et al., 2008). Research suggests that diverse children’s literature 
can support social-emotional learning and help teachers create more 
culturally responsive literacy experiences for young learners (Deliman 
et al., 2024). However, gaps remain in understanding how PSTs learn 
to curate and implement text sets effectively, particularly in asynchro-
nous online learning environments. This study extends previous re-
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search by examining how PSTs develop professional agency through 
the process of selecting, analyzing, and integrating picturebooks across 
content areas. 

Curriculum Integration & Interdisciplinary Teaching

	 Curriculum integration has long been advocated as a means to 
create meaningful learning experiences that connect literacy with 
other disciplines, enhancing student engagement and comprehension 
(Beane, 1997; Zhou & Kim, 2010). Integrating picturebook text sets 
into subjects such as science, social studies, and mathematics provides 
opportunities for young learners to explore complex topics in develop-
mentally appropriate ways (Harding et al., 2017; Turner et al., 2023). 
Recent studies show that curriculum integration fosters higher-order 
thinking skills, as students make connections across domains rather 
than engaging in isolated content learning (Sherbine & Hara, 2022).
	 Despite these advantages, many teacher preparation programs 
still emphasize isolated, subject-specific instruction, limiting PSTs’ 
ability to design interdisciplinary units (Rogers et al., 2015). Research 
suggests that scaffolded experiences (Grossman et al., 2009), such as 
collaborative curriculum planning, support PSTs’ development of in-
terdisciplinary instructional practices (Flores et al., 2019).
	 Digital platforms support cross-disciplinary collaboration, allowing 
PSTs to co-construct knowledge beyond traditional classroom settings 
(Rosenberg & Koehler, 2015). By exploring how PSTs navigate collab-
orative text set creation in an online format, this study contributes to 
discussions on innovative, technology-mediated approaches to teacher 
education.

Transformative Learning and Reflective Practices

	 Transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1991) posits that criti-
cal self-reflection leads to shifts in perception and professional identity 
formation. In teacher education, reflective practices encourage PSTs 
to question assumptions, analyze instructional strategies, and adapt 
their teaching to meet diverse student needs (Brown et al., 2018). Re-
flective journaling, peer discussions, and self-assessments have been 
shown to enhance pedagogical awareness, particularly in literacy in-
struction (Decker et al., 2023).
	 When PSTs collaboratively design picturebook text sets, they par-
ticipate in an iterative cycle of selection, critique, and revision, which 
mirrors professional reflective practices (Eplar et al., 2013). Studies 
indicate that this process enhances instructional adaptability, a key 
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competency in culturally responsive teaching (Garces-Bacsal, 2022). 
Furthermore, digital collaboration fosters distributed reflection, where 
PSTs engage in asynchronous dialogues that deepen their understand-
ing of literacy as a dynamic, interdisciplinary tool (Nutov, 2021). This 
study builds on existing literature by examining how structured online 
engagements influence PSTs’ ability to integrate reflection into their 
pedagogical decision-making.

Digital Collaboration in Teacher Education

	 While asynchronous online learning poses challenges, it also fos-
ters rich collaborative engagement when structured effectively (Nu-
tov, 2021). Digital platforms such as Canvas, Zoom, and Google Docs 
provide PSTs with opportunities to engage in peer discussions, pro-
vide feedback, and co-construct lesson plans. Online collaboration can 
be just as effective as in-person group work when educators establish 
clear expectations and provide structured prompts for engagement 
(Rosenberg & Koehler, 2015).
	 The use of digital collaboration tools in teacher education helps 
PSTs develop essential 21st-century skills, including communication, 
technological literacy, and adaptability. These platforms also enable 
PSTs to work across geographic locations, broadening their exposure to 
diverse perspectives in literacy instruction. Studies show that effective 
online collaboration enhances metacognitive awareness and profes-
sional decision-making skills among PSTs, helping them become more 
reflective and adaptable educators (Hew & Cheung, 2020). However, 
gaps remain in understanding how digital collaboration influences 
pedagogical growth over time and how PSTs transfer these online ex-
periences into their future classrooms, particularly within the rapidly 
expanding context of post-pandemic online and hybrid teacher educa-
tion (Ohle-Peters et al., 2024).
	 The rapid shift to online and hybrid teacher education during and 
after the COVID-19 pandemic has reframed digital collaboration as a 
central component of PST learning. Emerging research suggests that 
online teacher preparation is not simply a change in delivery modal-
ity but requires intentional redesign to support equity, engagement, 
and community building (Ferdig et al., 2020). Studies on pandemic-era 
teaching highlight that without structured opportunities for interac-
tion, online environments can reproduce inequities in participation 
and access (Kaden, 2020; Trust & Whalen, 2020; Zuo et al., 2025). 
This is particularly evident for students from historically marginalized 
backgrounds. At the same time, equity-focused digital pedagogy em-
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phasizes the potential of collaborative online spaces to center diverse 
perspectives, amplify student voice, and support culturally responsive 
teaching practices (García & Weiss, 2020; Gay, 2021). Situating PST 
collaboration within this broader shift underscores the role of inten-
tionally designed digital environments in fostering both pedagogical 
development and equitable participation. In this context, there is also 
a growing need for equity-focused curriculum design, where PSTs 
must learn to intentionally select texts, design instruction, and facili-
tate collaboration in ways that reflect and sustain diverse cultural and 
linguistic perspectives within digital learning environments.
	 Building on this broader context, recent research highlights that 
digital collaboration can enhance culturally responsive teaching prac-
tices by enabling PSTs to engage with diverse texts and perspectives in 
ways that traditional, in-person collaboration may not facilitate (Kim 
et al., 2024). This study contributes new insights by examining how 
structured online collaborations influence PSTs’ ability to design inte-
grated literacy instruction that is both adaptive and culturally respon-
sive. By analyzing the ways PSTs navigate asynchronous peer engage-
ment, this research expands the field’s understanding of how digital 
tools support innovative and reflective teacher preparation.
	 By situating the study within these four domains—early literacy de-
velopment, curriculum integration, transformative learning, and digital 
collaboration—within post-pandemic teacher education, this research 
advances understanding of how intentionally designed online collabora-
tion can support PST development. It highlights the importance of de-
signing collaborative digital learning environments that support adap-
tive, reflective, and culturally responsive teaching practices.

Theoretical Framework

	 This study is framed by transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 
1991) and professional vision (Goodwin, 1994), both of which provide a 
lens to examine how digital collaboration and reflective practices influ-
ence PSTs’ pedagogical development. Transformative learning theory 
posits that learners experience deep shifts in perspective through critical 
self-reflection and meaningful engagement with new concepts. In teach-
er education, this means that PSTs must be given opportunities to ana-
lyze, critique, and reconstruct their understanding of pedagogy through 
structured, reflective experiences. By engaging in collaborative curricu-
lum development with picturebook text sets, PSTs move beyond passive 
adherence to scripted curricula and take ownership of their instructional 
decision-making, fostering professional autonomy and adaptability. 
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	 Professional vision, as defined by Goodwin (1994), describes how 
professionals develop specialized ways of seeing and interpreting 
their work. In the context of teacher preparation, professional vision 
is cultivated through structured experiences that challenge PSTs to 
critically examine instructional materials, pedagogical strategies, and 
their evolving roles as educators. Through the process of selecting and 
integrating picturebooks, PSTs refine their ability to evaluate texts 
for pedagogical value, cultural responsiveness, and interdisciplinary 
connections. By grounding this study in these theoretical perspectives, 
we explore how PSTs develop pedagogical adaptability and reflective 
teaching practices through collaborative digital engagement.

Research Questions

	 The following research questions guided our inquiry:
RQ1: How does the process of developing picturebook text sets 
influence PSTs’ conceptualizations of integrated lesson planning?
RQ2: In what ways does collaborative engagement in an asyn-
chronous online environment foster a transformative shift in 
PSTs’ pedagogical practices, particularly regarding literacy 
and culturally responsive teaching?

Methods

Research Design

	 This study employs a qualitative, single case study design (Yin, 
2009) situated within an asynchronous online course designed for ear-
ly childhood and elementary education majors at a large Mountain 
West university. The course is a required component of the Bachelor 
of Science in Elementary Education program and serves as a founda-
tional course in early childhood pedagogy, literacy development, and 
curriculum integration. 

Course Description

	 The course is structured into 13 modules, each designed to in-
troduce key instructional strategies, developmentally appropriate 
pedagogies, and effective assessment practices in early childhood ed-
ucation. Course topics include early literacy instruction, curriculum 
integration, culturally responsive teaching, and digital collaboration. 
Assignments are designed to engage students in critical reflection, les-
son planning, and the application of literacy-based teaching strategies 



Amanda Deliman & Jenette De Oliveira 155

Volume 35, Number 2, Spring 2026

across content areas. The culminating project, a collaborative picture-
book text set assignment, requires students to curate a set of diverse 
picturebooks, develop annotated bibliographies, and design integrated 
lesson plans that connect literacy with other subject areas.
	 The project was completed across two course modules at the end of 
the semester, functioning as a culminating assignment. Students select-
ed groups based on suggested themes. The groups were also permitted 
to suggest themes. Each team could decide how they would gather the 
five books (individually or collectively). Groups then selected five final 
texts collaboratively through asynchronous discussion forums and shared 
documents. Then the team members worked together to create an initial 
draft of an integrated lesson plan, which was then peer-reviewed within 
the group. Students provided feedback and made revisions, resulting in a 
group submission of the final set of annotated texts and a collaborative-
ly refined lesson plan. This structure ensured that all students engaged 
in both individual analysis and shared decision-making, fostering critical 
dialogue around text selection, instructional design, and curricular inte-
gration. This project serves as the primary data source for this study.

Participant Recruitment

	 Participants were recruited at the conclusion of the course, after fi-
nal grades were submitted to minimize bias. All 25 students enrolled 
in the course were invited to participate in the study, and nine PSTs 
voluntarily opted in. Participants were not pre-selected based on aca-
demic performance; rather, participation was based solely on individ-
uals’ willingness to engage in reflective and analytical aspects of the 
research. Their participation was entirely voluntary, and all identifying 
information was anonymized to maintain confidentiality. This study was 
approved by the university’s Institutional Review Board, and informed 
consent was obtained from all participants prior to data collection.

Data Sources and Procedures

	 To capture a comprehensive understanding of PSTs’ experiences 
with collaborative picturebook text set creation, this study used three 
primary data sources: (1) Canvas assignment submissions, (2) struc-
tured Qualtrics survey responses, and (3) semi-structured Zoom inter-
views. This multimodal approach ensured a robust dataset that cap-
tured both individual reflections and collaborative processes.

1. Canvas Assignments: Participants submitted annotated bibliog-
raphies, integrated lesson plans, and peer feedback responses as part 
of the collaborative text set project. These submissions provided in-
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sight into their conceptualization of curriculum integration, literacy 
practices, and interdisciplinary lesson design.

2. Qualtrics Survey: Following project completion, participants 
completed an open-ended survey designed to elicit reflections on their 
experiences, challenges, and pedagogical shifts. Questions included:

How has developing a text set influenced your lesson planning 
approach?

In what ways did collaboration impact your project outcomes?

How do you anticipate using text sets in your future classroom?

3. Semi-Structured Zoom Interviews: One-on-one interviews were 
conducted with each participant to delve deeper into their perspec-
tives on collaboration, curriculum integration, and digital learning 
environments. These interviews allowed for a nuanced understanding 
of the ways in which PSTs navigated the challenges of online collabo-
ration while constructing meaningful literacy experiences.

Data Analysis

	 Data analysis was conducted using a hybrid thematic approach 
(Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006), combining inductive and deductive 
coding strategies. First, both researchers independently coded the data 
to identify themes related to curriculum integration, collaboration, and 
professional identity formation. Following the initial coding process, it-
erative discussions were held to refine and consolidate themes, ensuring 
alignment with the research questions. Triangulation was achieved by 
systematically comparing themes across Canvas assignments, survey 
responses, and interview data to identify patterns of convergence and 
divergence. Intercoder agreement was established through independent 
coding followed by collaborative review and consensus-building discus-
sions to refine and confirm final themes. Member checking (Cutcliffe & 
McKenna, 2002) was implemented to enhance credibility, allowing par-
ticipants to review and validate the interpretations of their data.
	 Additionally, reflexive memos were maintained throughout the 
analysis process to document analytical decisions and researcher re-
flections, strengthening the study’s credibility and trustworthiness. 
This iterative, recursive approach to data analysis provided a rich, in-
depth understanding of how PSTs engage in digital collaboration and 
conceptualize their evolving teaching practices. 
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Findings

Overview of Identified Themes

	 Data analysis revealed three key themes: Exposure, Beneficial Col-
laboration, and Deeper Understanding. These themes illustrate how 
PSTs engaged with picturebook text sets as tools for transformative 
learning, professional growth, and interdisciplinary integration.

Exposure to Diverse Themes and Pedagogical Strategies

	 By curating books on varied topics, PSTs critically engaged with 
content beyond traditional curriculum constraints, leading to broader 
instructional strategies. This theme of exposure directly addresses RQ1 
by illustrating how the process of developing picturebook text sets ex-
panded PSTs’ conceptualizations of integrated lesson planning. PSTs re-
ported that curating picturebook text sets broadened their understand-
ing of instructional approaches and interdisciplinary connections. Many 
had previously viewed picturebooks as tools for early literacy develop-
ment but had not considered their potential for exploring complex topics 
such as social-emotional learning and environmental justice.
	 One participant noted, “I never imagined picturebooks could open 
discussions on topics like grief in a way that is accessible to young learn-
ers” (Mary, Canvas response: all names are pseudonyms). Another par-
ticipant, reflecting on the breadth of topics explored, explained, “Before 
this project, I mainly thought of picturebooks as tools for teaching read-
ing skills. Now I see them as powerful resources for addressing social 
issues, helping children navigate emotions, and building critical think-
ing” (Katie, survey response). This shift in perspective illustrates how 
exposure to new ways of using literature encouraged PSTs to expand 
their pedagogical repertoire beyond conventional uses of picturebooks.
	 Furthermore, the process of researching and selecting texts intro-
duced PSTs to authors and illustrators whose works reflected diverse 
cultural backgrounds. Several participants indicated that they became 
more intentional in selecting books that provided both “mirrors and 
windows” (Bishop, 1990) for their students, books that reflected chil-
dren’s own experiences while also exposing them to perspectives differ-
ent from their own.

Beneficial Collaboration as a Catalyst for Growth

	 The theme of beneficial collaboration aligns with RQ2, as collab-
orative engagement in an asynchronous online environment fostered 
a transformative shift in PSTs’ pedagogical practices. The assign-
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ment structure required both individual work and collaborative deci-
sion-making, allowing PSTs to engage in meaningful peer review and 
joint instructional planning. Collaborative engagement was found to 
enhance the quality of the final lesson plans. The digital space pro-
vided a structured yet flexible forum for PSTs to share ideas, provide 
feedback, and refine their instructional approaches. Unlike traditional 
in-person collaboration, asynchronous discussions allowed for deeper 
reflection and iterative improvements to lesson plans over time.
	 As one PST explained, “Bouncing ideas off each other in the online 
forum not only improved my plan but also boosted my confidence to 
adapt curriculum creatively” (Rebecca, Zoom interview). Another par-
ticipant elaborated on the collaborative experience, stating, “Working 
with my group helped me see possibilities I hadn’t considered. Someone 
suggested adding a writing component to our lesson, which made me 
rethink how literacy could connect across subjects” (Lola, Canvas re-
sponse). These reflections highlight how the back-and-forth exchange 
of ideas cultivated richer, more dynamic lesson designs. 
	 PSTs also reported that the structured peer feedback process pro-
vided a sense of accountability and encouraged deeper engagement 
with their planning. One participant noted, “Knowing that my peers 
would be reviewing my work made me put extra thought into my choic-
es—I wanted to make sure my lesson was both meaningful and practi-
cal” (Rachel, survey response). The collaborative nature of the assign-
ment thus fostered a sense of shared responsibility, pushing PSTs to 
refine their work in ways that they may not have done independently.

Deeper Understanding of Curriculum Integration

	 The iterative process of group discussion fostered a deeper under-
standing of curriculum integration. This theme of deeper understand-
ing connects to both RQ1 and RQ2, as PSTs’ engagement in the project 
helped them recognize the role of picturebooks in curriculum integration 
and adopt a more inquiry-driven, student-centered approach. PSTs rec-
ognized that picturebook read alouds could serve as a bridge between 
literacy and content learning, shifting their focus from isolated reading 
instruction to more holistic, interdisciplinary lesson planning. 
	 One participant stated, “Integrating picturebooks has transformed 
how I view lesson planning, it’s not just about following a script but 
about creating a narrative that resonates with diverse learners” (Sar-
ah, survey response). This sentiment was echoed in multiple respons-
es, with participants emphasizing how picturebooks provided natural 
opportunities for cross-curricular connections. 
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	 In addition to recognizing the instructional potential of picture-
books, PSTs also reflected on the importance of scaffolding discus-
sions and facilitating meaningful student engagement. One PST de-
scribed how the project influenced their teaching philosophy: “Before, 
I thought lesson planning was about making sure I covered all the 
standards. Now, I think about how I can use literature to create discus-
sions that make learning feel more relevant and engaging for students” 
(Anna, interview response). This shift toward a more student-centered, 
inquiry-driven approach suggests that the experience of designing in-
tegrated lesson plans with picturebooks helped PSTs see beyond rigid 
curricular expectations. 
	 By engaging in this project, PSTs deepened their understanding of 
how literacy can serve as a foundation for interdisciplinary teaching, 
reinforcing the idea that well-chosen picturebooks can act as catalysts 
for rich, inquiry-based learning experiences. The findings suggest that 
such experiences are crucial in preparing PSTs to be thoughtful, re-
flective educators who are equipped to design engaging, meaningful 
instruction beyond a scripted curriculum.

Discussion

	 Our findings indicate that collaborative creation of picturebook 
text sets in an asynchronous online setting can serve as a catalyst for 
transformative learning among PSTs. This process not only demy-
stifies curriculum integration but also encourages PSTs to embrace 
culturally responsive and restorative practices. The intentionally 
scaffolded nature of the assignment, requiring both independent con-
tributions and collective synthesis, contributed to participants’ abil-
ity to articulate and adapt their instructional identities. Drawing on 
transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1991), the study reveals that 
digital collaboration fosters critical reflection and professional vision 
(Goodwin, 1994), enabling PSTs to reframe their teaching identities. 
These findings address RQ1 by demonstrating how engagement in text 
set development reshapes PSTs’ conceptualizations of integrated les-
son planning and RQ2 by showing how collaborative processes support 
shifts in pedagogical practice.
	 One of the most significant findings was how digital collaboration 
enabled PSTs to move beyond a procedural understanding of lesson 
planning and toward a more conceptual, integrated view of curricu-
lum. The iterative nature of the collaborative discussions encouraged 
participants to see curriculum as fluid rather than fixed, which helped 
them develop more dynamic and meaningful instructional practices. 
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Instead of passively adhering to prescribed curricula, PSTs engaged in 
collective meaning-making, allowing them to co-construct lesson plans 
that were not only aligned with standards but also attuned to the di-
verse needs of their future students. This shift reflects both RQ1, as 
PSTs reconceptualize lesson planning as integrated and flexible, and 
RQ2, as collaboration facilitates transformative changes in their in-
structional thinking.
	 Notably, our results suggest that structured online interactions 
help PSTs overcome the limitations of scripted curricula. Instead of 
relying solely on prepackaged lesson plans, PSTs learned to negotiate 
and co-construct knowledge, an integral process in developing inno-
vative early childhood teacher education practices. Many participants 
reflected on how the project encouraged them to shift from rigid les-
son planning to a more student-centered approach that fosters inqui-
ry, dialogue, and connection-making across content areas. This shift 
is crucial in preparing PSTs to be adaptive, reflective, and responsive 
educators who can engage with a diverse student population. 
	 Additionally, the study highlights the value of picturebooks as more 
than just instructional materials; they become powerful tools for shap-
ing professional identity and reflective practice. PSTs not only developed 
a deeper appreciation for how literature can facilitate meaningful class-
room discussions, but they also grew more confident in making pedagog-
ical decisions that centered students’ lived experiences. These findings 
underscore the importance of embedding opportunities for collaborative 
curriculum design within teacher preparation programs to help PSTs 
build professional agency and instructional adaptability. Together, 
these findings reinforce how collaborative, literature-based approaches 
support both PSTs’ understanding of integrated curriculum and their 
development of more adaptive, reflective pedagogical practices.

Limitations and Future Directions

	 While the study provides new insights into online collaborative 
practices, its single-case design and small sample size (n = 9) limits 
generalizability. Future research could explore longitudinal impacts, 
tracking how PSTs apply these strategies in student teaching place-
ments. Additionally, further exploration into how digital collaboration 
mediates reflective practices would offer deeper understanding of on-
line learning environments in teacher education. 
	 Another limitation is the self-selection of participants, which may 
have resulted in a sample of particularly engaged and motivated PSTs. 
Future studies could incorporate a wider range of PSTs, including those 
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who may be more resistant to collaborative work, to better understand 
how different levels of engagement impact the learning experience. 
Furthermore, examining how these collaborative experiences translate 
into classroom teaching once PSTs enter the profession would provide 
valuable insights into the long-term impact of digital collaboration in 
teacher education.

Implications for Practice

	 This research underscores the importance of incorporating collab-
orative, technology-enhanced assignments in PST education. Teacher 
educators should consider integrating similar projects that not only 
scaffold curriculum integration but also cultivate reflective and cul-
turally responsive teaching practices. The study also suggests that 
intentional digital collaboration can bridge gaps between theory and 
practice, preparing PSTs for the dynamic demands of modern early 
childhood classrooms. 
	 One key implication is the need for teacher preparation programs 
to intentionally design coursework that fosters professional autono-
my. By engaging PSTs in scaffolded collaborative curriculum design, 
educators can create environments where students feel empowered 
to make pedagogical decisions. This is particularly critical in an era 
where scripted curricula often limit teachers’ agency, and where flexi-
bility and responsiveness to students’ needs are paramount.
	 Additionally, findings from this study suggest that digital plat-
forms should not be viewed merely as logistical tools for communi-
cation but as vital spaces for intellectual and pedagogical growth. 
Teacher educators should leverage these spaces to encourage critical 
discourse, peer mentoring, and ongoing reflective practice. Structuring 
online learning environments to support dynamic, inquiry-driven col-
laboration can help PSTs develop essential skills for working in diverse 
and evolving educational contexts. These findings also have implica-
tions for clinical practice and early career induction. Teacher educators 
and mentor teachers can extend this work by incorporating collabora-
tive, literature-based planning into field experiences, supporting PSTs 
and novice teachers in applying integrated and culturally responsive 
approaches in real classroom contexts. During induction, structured 
opportunities for collaborative text set development and reflection may 
further support beginning teachers’ professional agency and instruc-
tional decision-making.
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Conclusion

	 By moving “beyond the script,” this study demonstrates that col-
laborative picturebook integration can empower PSTs to design more 
innovative, culturally responsive, and integrated lesson plans. The 
transformation observed in PSTs’ reflective practices and professional 
vision offers a promising pathway for rethinking teacher education. As 
the field continues to evolve, embracing both technological and peda-
gogical innovation will be critical to preparing teachers who can meet 
the diverse needs of young learners.
	 Ultimately, this study contributes to the growing body of research 
on teacher preparation by illustrating how structured, collaborative 
curriculum design assignments can serve as a vehicle for transforma-
tive learning. It provides a roadmap for how teacher educators can use 
digital collaboration to cultivate PSTs’ instructional flexibility, critical 
thinking, and cultural responsiveness, skills that are essential for fos-
tering equitable and inclusive early childhood education. As teacher 
education programs continue to adapt to new challenges and opportu-
nities, embedding collaborative, inquiry-based approaches will be key 
to preparing the next generation of educators to thrive in complex and 
dynamic learning environments.

Note

	 This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board in the 
Office of Research at Utah State University (#13092; May 1, 2024).
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