
THE MULTICULTURAL LENS OF EXPERIENCE AS A DOCTORAL STUDENT

LeAnne A. Olson

Marshall University

College of Education and Human Services

Qualifying Assessment Paper submitted to the Faculty of the 

Marshall University Graduate College

in partial fulfillment of the 

requirements for the degree of

Doctor in Education 

in

Curriculum and Instruction

Committee Chair, Linda Spatig, Ed.D.

Rudy Pauley, Ed.D.

Lisa Heaton, Ed.D.

L. Eric Lassiter, Ph.D.

Huntington, West Virginia, 2007

THE MULTICULTURAL LENS OF EXPERIENCE AS A DOCTORAL STUDENT
“There should be brief intervals of time for quiet reflection provided for even the young” (Dewey, 1938, p. 63).

Reflection is a central criterion for the demonstration of depth of knowledge in the Marshall University doctoral program in Curriculum and Instruction.  Throughout my coursework, my view of research, learning, and theory developed into a clarified vision of the value of education and research.  I came to the doctoral program in search of more clearly defined methods of instruction and a deeper understanding of the practice of curriculum work.  Reflecting on my experiences both before and during the doctoral program, I adjusted my vision of education to focus on the students’ needs for access and resources that create equitable opportunities within education. 

Being such a visual learner, I would like to express my educational doctoral journey by describing the development of my multicultural lens of experience.  As I reflect on my doctoral experience, I realize that my view of education has changed as I have moved from being an observer to becoming an active participant.  My perspective of education changed as my vision accommodated to the experiences of my formal education during my childhood, continuing through my acceptance into the doctoral program.  My early personal experiences interacting within a diverse population strengthened my desire for equality in educational resources and access.  However, for a long time I felt that everyone should be given the opportunity to become what he or she wanted in life, without recognizing the environmental factors that inhibited equality.  Through the focus on doctoral coursework, my perspective on equality in education changed as I broadened my focus to include discrepancies in the achievement gap and the digital divide which separates learners who do not have equitable resources and access.  Through the development and clarity involved in the portfolio process, my understanding of research changed to seek answers to the “how” and “why” questions through qualitative research.  During my doctoral journey, my experiences have allowed me to reflect on the accommodation of my past experiences, the integration of focus through doctoral coursework, and the development and clarity I gained through portfolio activities.  

Accommodation
We come into the world looking through a neutral lens, and through our interaction with our world our lenses accommodate our personal perspectives as transformations occur as a result of our experiences.  From an early age, we learn about the world around us through our personal experiences which shape us into the individuals that we become.  Looking back on my childhood, I now recognize the roots of my colorblind consciousness “where racial identity is irrelevant” (Brown, Carnoy, Currie, Duster, Oppenheimer, Shultz, & Wellman, 2003, p. 7). Through the focus of my doctoral course work, however, I began to realize that my ethnocentric view restricted a deeper understanding of cultural differences.  The development of my cultural lens opened the world of others by recognizing the values and beliefs that become part of who we are.  

My multicultural lens of experience began when my family moved to Huntington, West Virginia from Atlanta, Georgia when I was three years old.  In pre-school, I can remember being made fun of because of my southern accent.  I could recognize that I was different from my peers and can remember asking my parents, “Why did you teach me to say words wrong?”  In kindergarten, I recall Ms. Philips, a tall African American woman with an Afro hairstyle.  I asked my parents why she had such dark skin, only to be told that we were the same on the inside, but skin tones were often different.  

Being raised by a father who is a college professor has provided me an equitable lens through which to view the world of education.  My father has been a professor at Marshall University for 36 years, and he has always instilled in me the value of education for all.  Throughout my doctoral studies, we have had interesting dialogues about his experiences in an Ed.D. program.  In addition, we have had dialogues about research methods and writing, as well as the significance of discussions on race in a world where racism and inequalities are kept hushed.    

My personal experience with education was initiated and sustained through a desire to learn from my interest and curiosity.  I excelled in mathematics, but have not gained an interest in the larger concepts.  I simply took math courses because they were easy for me.  After receiving my Regent’s Bachelor of Arts degree, I decided to continue my education through a Master’s degree program in English, which was not an emphasis in my undergraduate studies.  During college, I can recall taking African American literature and being surprised and embarrassed at my racial identity as I read slave narratives and watched a slide show on lynching.  I had an African American friend who was also taking the class, and I felt like I owed him an apology on behalf of all the white people who had ever lived.  I recognized that his perspectives of his experiences everyday were different from my own.  For the first time, I acknowledged that everyone was not the same, and that every personal experience contributed to the individuals that we were and who we would become.  

As an academic counselor at the Buck Harless Student Athlete Program at Marshall University, I worked with a diverse group of students concerning their academic eligibility responsibilities for athletic participation.  During the first three years, I worked with football and men’s track, where the population was about fifty percent African American students.  I recognized that their cultural experiences influenced their negotiations of their academic lives.  In many cases, the students were intelligent, but that intelligence did not transfer well to their academic coursework.  At that time, I recognized the need for support services that would address the multicultural experiences of the student population, especially those students who were first generation college attendees.  

When working with an African American football player during summer school, he remarked that his mother told him to “cheat or repeat.” My automatic reaction was, “No, she did not!”  I was placing his life in my ethnocentric view, rather than acknowledging that he had a different cultural experience.  I had envisioned his mother as  my mother with darker skin.   I could acknowledge their differences in family structure and geographic influence, but I still did not recognize cultural differences as such.   
Focus
I quit my job as an academic counselor at Buck Harless Student Athlete Program in the summer of 2004 to become a full-time student, but continued my work as an academic graduate assistant for Marshall University’s women’s basketball program.  I was familiar with formal curriculum through my work of monitoring academic progress in the variety of baccalaureate degrees offered at Marshall University.  I understood the necessity of general studies courses and the sequence of subject matter courses that built on the body of knowledge.  As an Elementary Algebra instructor, I participated in behaviorism’s direct instruction utilized in building basic skill mastery (Joyce, Weil, & Calhoun, 2004). In addition, I recognized and utilized the behaviorist strategy of positive reinforcement.
I initially enrolled in classes with the understanding that I wanted to earn a doctoral degree at Marshall University in Education.  I began my unofficial doctoral course work in the summer and fall taking foundational classes including EDF 619, Educational Psychology, EDF 621, Educational Research and Writing, EDF 517, Statistics, EDF 665, Sociology of American Schools, and EDF 660, Philosophy of Education. I was convinced that I was going to pursue a quantitative research design for my dissertation.  Part of that decision was due to Dr. Bickel’s knowledge of quantitative research.  In the EDF 617 Multiple Regression class, my fascination continued with my ability to manipulate variables to find out interesting patterns from samples of populations. Being enthralled with statistics, I was ready to focus on my education through a quantitative lens.  Even though I excelled at statistics, I still struggled with research topics of interest.  I hoped that when I had the right research topic everything would fall into place.  

As I was admitted into the doctoral program, I continued taking my doctoral classes.  I recognized that I entered the program with very little experience in education as a subject matter.  I had been immersed in academic support in higher education, working with a diverse population, but had no clear dialogue or vocabulary to engage in discussions about educational issues.  Through my involvement with student athletes, I understood that there were inequalities in schooling based on income, which meant they were less prepared for college.  Low socio-economic students had access to fewer resources for academic success.  In many cases, their parents wanted the best for them, but could not negotiate a successful formal education for their children.  
Focus on Doctoral Coursework
As a doctoral student in education without experience in the field of formal educational studies, I recognized that I had a great deal to learn and as I began my first doctoral curriculum and instruction coursework, I was excited and nervous about all the jargon and acronyms that were thrown around within lecture and dialogue.  In CI 704, Social and Political Determinants, I was in awe of every person in my class.  The first day of class, Dr. Pauley asked us to define curriculum.  At that time, I struggled with finding my voice.  The coursework brought to light the political and social aspects of a reproductive system and the reforms needed to change such systems and allow equal resources and access to education, in order to break the cycle of “economic and ideological” discrimination (Pinar, Peynolds, Slattery, & Taubman, 2004, p. 120).  I began to understand that my colorblind perspective was an inaccurate view of the cultural experiences of others.  

The semester continued with CI 677, Writing for Publication, which Dr. Simone opened with a memoir piece on a personal learning experience.  The process allowed me to develop a voice outside of quantitative research.  I was able to discover how I was situated in my writing.  The most valuable lesson was to “trim the fat” from my writing and bring clarity, without drawing on unnecessary jargon in education.  I was still negotiating my way through the jargon, so I was relieved to know that there were clearer means of getting my point across.
During the summer of 2005, I took my first theory course, CI 702, Curriculum Theories; throughout the course I struggled to synthesize various theories that have led to our current policies and practices in the field of education.  As a result, I developed my personal curriculum theory centered on a Caring Curriculum that would allow children’s personal educational and social values to be integrated into their learning experience.  Based on reading Arvold (2002), Joseph and Efron (2005), and Borowiec and Langerock (2002), I came to believe that a caring educational system could be accomplished through collaboration, dialogue, modeling, immersion, suspension of judgment, and reception to differences. Borowiec and Langerock (2002) suggest that “individualism in the extreme may undermine the connections between ‘self’ and ‘other’ effectively eroding the value of social capital, or feelings of trust and empathy that effectively join members together in liberal democratic communities” (p. 80). Our current mass educational system isolates the student from other students and the teacher. The emphasis is placed on test scores creating a focus on competition, rather than on collaboration and teamwork (Arvold, 2002). 

For the first time, I saw a rationale for looking deeper at the experiences of others through phenomenology, which focuses on “perceiving, judging, believing, remembering, and imagining” to discover the meaning of a student’s educational experience (Pinar, Reynolds, Slattery & Taubman, 2004, p. 406).  A stance of caring is implied in the phenomenological perspective.  The phenomenological teacher or researcher wishes to explore the learner’s experience in order to create a more meaningful learning environment for all students, regardless of their ascribed characteristics of race, gender, and socio-economic backgrounds. While our past gives us unique perspectives of our present, caring and trust within the educational relationship between teacher and student must be fostered for a meaningful learning experience.

In CI 706, Multicultural Education, I began to recognize the differences within cultural experiences that truly added variations within educational curriculum and instruction.  The guest speakers allowed for a glimpse into the families and cultures that influence individual values and beliefs.  I also recognized that my interactions with a diverse population were unique from my peers’ experiences.  I began to think about research involving multicultural issues in education.
In CI 703, Theories, Models, and Research of Teaching, I built upon my understanding of learners who bring different learning styles to the classroom.  The constructivist learning theory, as posed by Bruner (2004), features a learning environment where learners are actively engaged in construction of new ideas and concepts based on their prior experiences (Joyce, Weil, & Calhoun).  Vygotsky (Rieber & Carton, 1987) suggests that “instruction is only useful when it moves ahead of development,” thus instruction should not be based on what the student knows but where their stage of development can take them, their zone of proximal development (p. 212).  My final synthesis of the coursework led me to establish my personal learning theory, Social Constructive Humanist Coach, which emphasizes coaching, as “supportive advisor” (Joyce, Weil, & Calhoun, p. 330), and complements Roger’s non-directive teaching, in which the students take the initiative in learning through exploration of their needs.
In ATE 718, I recognized the importance of a critical pedagogy when looking at the inequalities in education.  Freire (1970) criticizes the banking model of education because it acts against authentic and critical thinking, and students are not taught to think for themselves.  Freire advocates problem-posing education, where “people develop their power to perceive critically the way they exist in the world with which and in which they find themselves; they come to see the world not as a static reality, but as a reality in process, in transformation” (p. 83).  The learning theory known as the behaviorist perspective, defines for us what exists in the past and present and what it means, rather than allowing us to construct our own understanding of the past and present, in order to make changes in our future.  In my understanding, this mirrors behaviorist instruction which emphasizes knowledge of facts and contributes to the status quo, controlled by those in power.  Conversely, critical thinking requires facts to be examined, questioned, and analyzed.  The assumption is that the world does not have to continue in a cycle of reproduction, but transformation can occur through critical thinking about society and our roles in it.  
In EDF 625, qualitative research focused on the experiences and perspectives of those being studied.  I was interested in the richness possible through the narrative data and the relevance of studying others’ experiences in order to better understand different cultures. Qualitative research is conducted through observation and interviews that take place in the natural settings of the participants.  Qualitative researchers must gain entrance into the setting and develop trusting, authentic relationships with participants in order to gain trustworthy data.  Qualitative research is not generalizable to the entire population, but allows for a rich, detailed description of a particular setting and selected participants.  Qualitative researchers “blend their own observations with the self-reports provided by subjects through interviews and life story, personal experience, case study, and other documents” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 30).  The multiple methods of gaining data allow the researcher to use triangulations to recognize emergent themes and provide explanations of discrepancies.  

During my final semester of coursework, all of my education and cultural experiences came into perspective.  My qualitative research brought about through observation, document analysis, and interviewing became central to my understanding of multicultural experiences.  Through dialogue with my participants, cultural issues came to light about how African Americans negotiate their roles in their education.  

After my first round of interviews with the African American women’s basketball players for EDF 626, Advanced Qualitative Research, I realized that their answers were sterile.  I then decided to explore the technique of focus group interviews because they have proven “useful in accessing hard-to-reach groups such as members of ethnic minority groups” where “homogenous groups offer participants a relatively safe environment in which to share their experiences” (Barbour, 2005, p. 743).  Indeed, the students expressed themselves more candidly among fellow African American students.  

In a focus group interview that I conducted with two of my male, African American elementary algebra students, one of my participants reflected on the fact that no one ever helped him get into college.  In high school, he saw other students applying to college, but no one showed or encouraged him.  College for him was “like the Arc of the Covenant.  I can’t open it; I don’t know what’s going on” (personal conversation, April 12, 2007).  He had a “lack there of knowing anything” about the process of applying to college (personal conversation, April 12, 2007).  He feels that the lucky students are the ones who grow up in families that instill the value of college in their children.  

Development
My focus on coursework changed to the development of my multicultural lens through the completion of my portfolio activities.  Under Dewey’s assumption that we learn through experience, Dewey (1938) further emphasizes “the principle that development of experience comes about through interaction [meaning] that education is essentially a social process” ( p. 58).  Collaboration was an integral part of the process that I accomplished through presentations at conferences, a collaborative ethnographic research internship, scholarly writing, and co-teaching courses.  Even so, the portfolio requirements were a daunting task for me.  The time, energy, and expense of meeting the requirements seemed almost too much for me to accomplish in a year.  I plugged away at meeting the requirements with a great deal of support and collaboration from my student peers and truly learned the value of the knowledge and experiences of those around me.  I also came to understand the depth of learning that comes through first-hand experience.

Attendance at the Hawaii International Conference in Education came about as a result of collaboration with Sherri Nash, Betty Sias, and Sumeeta Patnaik that began as we drove back from class one evening; needless to say, I was beginning to worry about the portfolio requirements.  I felt that I had been concentrating too much on my coursework and needed to focus more on my portfolio requirements in order to remain on my timeline.  Sherri had attended the conference in Hawaii the previous year and recommended that we submit a proposal to attend the 2007 conference.  We collaborated on a proposal about the integration of technology in our individual, specialty areas.  Dr. Olson showed interest and support for our proposal and agreed to be our collaborative advisor for the conference.  We were accepted for two conference presentations.

The first presentation, “We Value Your Input:  Research Proposal Discussion,” was scheduled for the first morning of the conference at 8:00 a.m.  We had been worried about attendance, but were happy to have five people show up for our discussion.  Dr. Olson was the facilitator of our discussion, and we each took a turn.  When it came to my turn, I was pleased to lead an active multicultural (including participants from South Africa, Columbia, the Philippines, and England) dialogue about race.  

The second presentation, “Multiple Perspectives of Technology Integration,” was scheduled for the last day of the conference.  Dr. Olson led the presentation and described the use of technology in his experience working with international students, while Betty, Sherri, and I spoke to the group of twelve about our experiences in our different areas of specialization.  I spoke on the use of technology in remedial English and math courses, providing examples of the tools that are utilized at Marshall Community and Technical College.  We received interesting feedback from the group about what their experiences were with the use of technology in the classroom and internet courses, and I found the dialogue to be the most meaningful experience from the trip.  I had never been to an educational conference before, and I was excited about being around people with common interests in education.

The keynote speaker, Karen Gallagher, from the University of Southern California, addressed the need for the field of education to be current on the use of technology and recommended investing time to develop valuable tools for quality learning.  Dr. Gallagher referred to the book, The World is Flat, which I had recently purchased, but had not had the time to read.  

In March of 2007, I attended the Appalachian Studies Association conference as a part of my research internship with Like a Mountain:  Youth Development in Rural America research project in the Spring semester of 2007.  I co-presented, with Betty Sias and Dr. Spatig, at the Appalachian Studies Association conference about school consolidation in Lincoln County.  Again, I loved the experience of learning from others who had common interests.  One tip that I took away came from a qualitative researcher who mentioned that he used his transcripts, as well as listening along with the original audio recordings, to revisit the interview data.  

In April, I found out about the call for proposals for the Ethnographic and Qualitative Research in Education conference, but did not have ample time to write a proposal for a presentation.  Joy Cline, a fellow doctoral student in EDF 626, submitted a proposal based on her current research and was accepted.  I decided to attend the conference with her because I was considering doing an ethnographic dissertation and was interested in the research that others were undertaking.  Without the pressure of presenting, I really enjoyed the conference and concentrated on learning about other researchers and their work.  The keynote speaker, James Swartz from Miami University, addressed the IRB issues that are relevant in qualitative research and the struggle for legitimacy in the field.  I was able to reflect on the positive IRB experience that I had with Bruce Day at Marshall University.  He had taken our EDF 626 class through the IRB procedures for conducting qualitative research at Marshall University, and he understood our particular needs.  The most interesting presentation at the conference was the African American block at the end of the conference; I was especially interested in the role of resiliency in the success of African American students.

As mentioned above, my research internship conducting field research with Dr. Spatig, Betty Sias, and Heaven Rangel in Lincoln County’s Appalachian Women’s Leadership Project on youth development, allowed me to gain first-hand experience in qualitative research.  During my initial meeting with the all-white Girls’ Resiliency Program members, I was nervous because I truly did not know about their life experiences.  I was concerned that they would engage in a racist dialogue.  What became clear to me over time was that the students were very similar to the African American students who were from rural and urban areas.  There was a sense of isolation and a lack of educational support at home.  

Since I joined this collaborative project mid-year, I asked Dr. Spatig what my role could be.  As a group we discussed art projects that the girls and boys might be interested in.  Dr. Spatig had mentioned prior art projects the girls had participated in, such as a mosaic mural and pottery; since I had previously been an art major, I mentioned that I would be interested in working with them on an art project. Also, I went to a couple of discussion groups with the Girls’ Resiliency Program, where Heaven led discussions about consolidation and their experiences with school generally.  The new Lincoln County High School was a consolidated school from four small rural schools in the county.  Sadly, I was surprised by my narrow lens of experience of others in West Virginia.  I grew up in the neighboring county, Cabell County, but knew very little about life in rural West Virginia.  

I continued going to Lincoln County High School to work with the students on their scrapbooking activity and establishing a rapport with them in order to find out more about their perspectives of life in Lincoln County and the youth development program.  Increasingly, I found myself in an awkward position on the observer-participant continuum.  I had experienced three activities as a “complete observer,” watching the interaction of the group without contributing to the activities (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003, p. 82).  By my fourth meeting with the students, I was a full participant, conducting scrapbooking workshops without an Appalachian Women’s Leadership Program adult leader to establish discipline and negotiate roles. At times I found the participant role overwhelming, but as I established rapport I gained a deeper understanding of the lives and experiences of the participants.  

These qualitative research experiences have given me a different perspective on educational scholarship.  A major benefit of this method of research is seen through the authentic voices that can be heard when gaining a better understanding of the experiences of others.  I understand that the drawbacks are the non-generalizable conclusions that are reached; nevertheless ethnographies allow one to understand the “hows” and “whys” of an individual’s experience.  

During the summer of 2007, I co-taught HUMN 600, Introduction to Humanities, and used this opportunity for a formal course for enrollment, HUMN 650, Pedagogy in Humanities.  I appreciated the opportunity to learn more about the field of Humanities and gain a deeper understanding of higher education teaching methods. For example, Dr. Lassiter provided intentional scaffolding for the gradual integration of sometimes opposing viewpoints.  The presentation of material encouraged students to discover principles for themselves through the readings, and the classroom discussions allowed students to actively engage in open dialogue for deeper synthesis.  The dialogue, which encouraged students to share their interpretations of and experiences with the subject matter, created deeper connections and better understanding.  In addition, as a teaching assistant for Dr. Debela, I recognized the value in using quantitative and qualitative methods of inquiry for presentation activities.
Clarity

During the past summer, my focus on research was clarified and narrowed as I realized that my desire was to understand more about the benefits of youth development programs in areas of high poverty.  Drawing on my research on African American perceptions of higher education, I noticed that during our focus interviews the participants continually returned to the problems with the youth in their communities.  My research interest was their experiences in higher education, but their concerns were directed at the problems encountered as youth in a system that challenges access and resources for gaining entrance into higher education.  I saw commonalities between the experiences of white youth in rural Lincoln County and the experiences of African American youth growing up in more urban Cabell County:  isolation, community, and low socio-economic status.  
In addition to co-teaching two courses this summer, I was enrolled in two courses beyond my program of study.  For me, these final classes also played a role in clarifying my understanding of educational experience and developing a clarified vision of my future research.  Through my experiences working with student athletes, I understood the pressures of a family living on a limited income.  I also noticed the strong familial and community bonds.  During my research internship in Lincoln County, I began to perceive similarities between the African American population and the rural West Virginia populations as members of both groups experienced isolation, community, and poverty that influenced individual, educational experiences.  In addition, a previous interview with an African American male student revealed concerns that he had about the youth development and role models in African American communities.  My two previous research experiences were converging to reveal the need for studying the role of educational support and youth development in poor communities.  
The second course in which I enrolled during the summer of 2007, CIEC 582, Online Course Development and Delivery, revealed the digital divide that was occurring in education and the workforce skills needed to keep up in a world of technology.  When attending a grantwriting workshop this summer, a similar problem emerged from a peer’s need to provide computers and computer access in an urban area of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.  That brought my thoughts back to a question that Mr. Drinko asked during the Like a Mountain presentation at the Drinko Symposium:  Did the students have enough books in the Lincoln County High School library?  Technology is replacing books by providing open access to free learning management systems that provide extensive learning resources to students.  According to Holmes and Gardner (2006), “success of society should be judged on the opportunities it offers for its weakest members” (p. 134).  To better fulfill the belief in equitable educational opportunities, equal access to technological resources is imperative.  
Through my portfolio activities, the first hand experiences have enhanced my understanding of access and opportunities available to marginalized groups.  In addition, collaboration with peers and faculty has played a key role by opening my eyes to different views of educational experiences.  It has truly been inspiring to bounce ideas off peers who are like-minded in their concern about the education of students in low socio-economic areas.  How can a culture of poverty be changed when the status quo is valued and accepted?  How can we change the cycle of reproduction?  How do role models play a part in the community?  Is higher education valued in all cultures in the United States?  What do students see as their future jobs and roles?

I have struggled with my temporary career and income as I made my way through the doctoral process.  I wanted to be a full-time student and focus on my educational experience; nevertheless, I have a strong desire to create an environment that is conducive to research to enable me to make it through to graduation.  Through my focus on coursework, I better understand myself as a student, in that I need structured timelines in order to complete assignments in a timely manner.  Through my development of portfolio activities, I have been able to gain a better sense of who I am and how I work best.  I am excited to begin the next leg of my journey in my pursuit of the elusive doctoral degree.  

“The most important attitude that can be formed is that of desire to go on learning”  (Dewey, 1938, p.48).
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