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Introduction


As I sat down to write this reflection, I had to examine the length of the academic journey that brought me to this point. This journey was similar to the one I took four years ago. Hiking is a great test of an individual’s physical, mental and technical abilities. In order to successfully hike a trail, the hiker must be well-informed and well-equipped. These skills are important to entering a doctoral program, especially when I did not possess the training necessary to be successful. Prior to entering the curriculum and instruction program, my formal academic training had been in literary theory, American and British literature, Middle Eastern studies and conflict resolution. I was able to analyze literature and break it down to its components, determine how to resolve conflict and examine U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East. Yet, I did not have the academic tools, the knowledge of curriculum theory nor the background in educational research to bring these components of my education to the classroom. When I began my doctoral studies in the fall of 2005, I was not only searching for a way to bring my current knowledge and skills into the classroom. I was also looking to immerse myself in the process of becoming a scholarly thinker.


The portfolio experience is a starting point for the doctoral student to gain critical thinking skills. Duffy, Jones and Thomas (September 1999) stated that the portfolio “offer(s) links between learning and assessment that can affect both curriculum and instructional practice.” The construction of my portfolio has been a three-year process that has integrated curriculum and instruction, research and scholarly activities, professional growth, area of emphasis and theoretical orientation. The process of developing and sustaining the portfolio allowed me to engage in recursive and reflective thinking. Dewey (1933) defined recursiveness, the cognitive element of reflection, “allows a consecutive ordering of thought in such a way that each thought determines the next as its proper outcome, while each outcome in turn leans back on or refers to its predecessors (p. 4). The portfolio process has allowed me to use a variety of activities to reflect on the theoretical orientation, qualitative and quantitative thinking, and cross-cultural thinking on adult education. Furthermore, this reflection allows me to put these new thinking skills into practice as a scholar and educator.

Yet, learning these new skills has been difficult. A recurring motif in the pursuit of my doctoral degree has been taking the long road. I entered the program without a background in education and often came across curriculum theory, instructional practices and qualitative and quantitative methodology that were unfamiliar to me. In addition, at the beginning of my second year in the program, I took on a full-time position teaching in the public school system. Having never taught in the school system before, this was an addition to my already strained workload and often I felt overwhelmed. In an effort to continue my studies, I found courage in the support of my chair, my classmates, and my professors. As a lifelong hiker, I recognized that the road to doctoral candidacy was a long one and that it takes courage to face the twists, turns, inclines, and hidden potholes that often threat to prevent me from completing my journey. Yet in order to complete my journey, like any good hiker, I had to have a plan to help me overcome these obstacles. First (Path 1), I needed to build a foundation of good coursework and scholarly activity. Second (Path 2), once I had my foundation, then I needed to take risks in my thinking by delving deeper into my area of emphasis. Finally (Path 3), with the support of faculty, I moved toward independence as a scholar.




Path 1: Building a Foundation

The journey to learning curriculum involves two components: theory and methodology. Through my coursework and scholarly activities, I have been immersed in curriculum theory, educational methodology, and quantitative and qualitative methodology. Learning curriculum was difficult, as I did not have any previous coursework in education or training in educational methodology. Like the beginnings of any hike, starting my doctoral work proved itself to be fraught with some initial difficulties, but ultimately proved rewarding as I began to think as an educator and incorporate literary theory and political science to my coursework.

I enrolled in my first doctoral courses in the fall of 2005 and continued to maintain my current work schedule while doing so. I was working at MCTC as a developmental English instructor and in Marshall’s LEAP program as an ESL instructor. I felt that in order to gain the most out of the program that I had to maintain my work schedule and implement what I was learning in my courses into my classroom. My first two courses, LS 719 (Introduction to Doctoral Studies) and LS 703 (Research Design), provided an excellent introduction to doctoral coursework. In LS 719, Dr. Eagle took us through the components of the program and especially emphasized portfolio activities, which she urged us to begin during our first year of the program. These portfolio activities included internships, publications, conference presentations, and data analysis. Dr. Eagle explained that these activities should be completed in conjunction with coursework since scholarly activities allows the doctoral student to put into practice what he or she is learning in the classroom.  Dr. Eagle also took the class through the stages of writing a dissertation. Having written a master’s thesis, I thought I was sufficiently prepared to write a dissertation, yet what I learned in class proved me wrong. Cone and Foster (1993) noted that students must have the writing and methodology skills to undertake a dissertation. After completing my coursework plan under the guidance of my chair, Dr. Calvin Meyer and the rest of my committee, I began to see that coursework would play an important role in allowing me to delve into curriculum theory, instructional models, and qualitative and quantitative research. These courses would provide the necessary skills to write the dissertation while the portfolio activities will allow me the opportunity to put those skills into practice. In LS 703, I received my first grounding in research design and learned from Dr. Pauley that without a strong research design, a research project will not yield sufficient data. I had written many scholarly research papers during the course of my graduate career, but this would be the first time that I learned how to incorporate data into my papers. From this course, I began to understand how important a good grounding in writing and methodology would be to my future research.

While my first two courses laid the groundwork for my journey, my next two theory courses laid the foundation upon which my journey would be successful. CI 703 (Theories, Models and Research of Teaching) was the first of two theory courses that formed an important component of my coursework. Prior to this course, I had never taken a curriculum theory course and the work of Bruce Joyce, Marsha Weil with Emily Calhoun provided an apt introduction. I had taught study skills classes for Marshall Community and Technical College, so I knew about student learning styles. However, CI 703 allowed me to connect with research with practice. From this course, I learned that it is not enough to recognize student-learning styles; an educator must find a teaching model that would allow him or her to build a community within the classroom. Within the course, I found myself particularly drawn to the personal family of models. Joyce, Weil and Calhoun (2004) state that in this model, “the learner is geared toward greater mental and emotional healthy . . . to develop specific kinds of qualitative thinking” (p. 265). The demographic of my classroom is often made up of students who need to gain emotional health in order to determine their educational needs. From this course, I gained the framework for the foundation I was building in curriculum and in my new job as a College Transition Coordinator. My students are tenth graders from rural high schools and these students are the neglected majority of high school students who often drop out of high school by that grade. The Personal Family of Models allows me to build a learning community within my classroom while allowing my students to gain critical and creative skills they will need as they progress toward a degree-seeking program. Yet learning about teaching models is only one part of developing a foundation in theory. In understood teaching models, but not how they could be applied to theory. I was able to fit these two components together once I took Curriculum Theory.

Curriculum theory is the foundation of education and in CI 702; I learned the curriculum was an expression of the words and ideas that are being taught. Walker and Soltis (1997) noted that curriculum not only refers to the courses offered by a school, but then “purposes, content, activities, and organization of the educational program actually created in schools by teachers, students and administrators” (p.1). Because I believe that a student’s personal experiences greatly impact their views on education, I was immediately drawn to Pinar’s Autobiographical Theory, in particular, where Pinar (2004) argues that public school causes students to feel alienated from their personal reality because they are, in fact, grouped according to their grades and not their ability. Furthermore, Pinar argues that a search for inner experience allows the student to “comprehend their roles in the educational process” (p. 519). Learning curriculum theory, especially autobiographical theory, allowed me to apply theory to my teaching model and from there, I became a autobiographical theorist with phenomenological overtones. Yet learning research methods, teaching models and curriculum theory is only one part of building a foundation. The second part to building my foundation was engaging in qualitative thinking through my EDF 625 (Qualitative Research in Education) and quantitative thinking through my EDF 517 (Statistical Methods) courses. These courses allowed me to build upon what I learned from my curriculum and research courses and I found my thinking as a scholar and educator being challenged.

Qualitative research allowed me to use and expand on my skills as a writer and researcher. From my LS 703 course, I knew that I needed a good background in writing and research, but EDF 625 caused me to engage in research by examining the foundations of who and what I am studying rather than relying solely on text.  Bogden and Biklen (2003) state qualitative research is rich in description of places and observations. To a degree, English requires engaging the text in a rich, meaningful way and in the same manner; qualitative research allows the researcher to connect to people, places, and events being studied in a significant way. Dewey (1938) believed that educators should have a sympathetic understanding of individuals as individuals to have an idea of what is going on in the minds of those who are learning (p. 39). While my previous background in English allowed me to engage in text, qualitative research allowed me to engage in experience. As an educator and scholar, it was easy for me to make assumptions about my student’s knowledge and even my own. Yet Bogden and Biklen argue that qualitative research takes the postmodern approach to engaging in experience by arguing that “you can only know something from a certain position” (p. 20). For example, I knew that my students came from a specific cultural and socioeconomic background, but what did I really know about them? How much did I understand that the experiences I bring to the classroom impact how students learn? From my curriculum theories courses, I learned that I was an autobiographer with phenomenological overtones, but my qualitative research course allowed me to understand Blumer’s theory (1969) that “human experience in mediated by interpretation” (p. 25). My experiences as an educator and as a doctoral student only have value when I confer meaning on them. As a scholar, I found this shook my foundations of myself as a thinker. I now realize that I do not interpret these experiences in solitude but rather through daily interaction with my professors, my colleagues, and my students. Learning this changed the way I approached the doctoral program and I began to look forward to new challenges.

The first new challenge I took on was EDF 517 (Statistical Methods). Since math was my weakest subject, I had been avoiding this course since I began the doctoral program since my fear of math was so great. Yet since my thinking in qualitative research and curriculum had been so thoroughly challenged in courses I considered my strengths, I knew that it was time to engage in the subject I considered my weakest. In EDF 517, I learned that complex statistical methods were straightforward mathematical concepts that could be applied to any number of educational situations that required numerical data. Even though I though of myself as primarily a qualitative thinker—someone who relies on descriptive experience to be engaged-I found that learning statistics challenged my thinking about the importance of statistics and its applications to my own education. In statistics—much like qualitative thinking--I learned that data allows the data collector to make claims or conclusions, but does not assert that it is the final answer. Instead, quantitative thinking allows the scholar to make a sound analysis about the data being studied. In taking this course, I not only overcame my own misconceptions of quantitative thinking, I also found a new way to interpret my educational experience.

The final piece of my foundation came into place when I took the skills I learned from these courses and applied it to two very important areas of my portfolio: conference presentation and publication. The National Social Science Association conference took place in April 2007 in Las Vegas, Nevada. In preparation for this conference, Dr. Meyer paired me with a fellow doctoral student named John Whiteley. This pairing proved to be fortuitous for me as I began to engage in conference presentation. Preparation for this conference presentation required me to engage my new skills in curriculum theory, models of teaching, and qualitative and quantitative research. Pairing John’s technological expertise with my experience as an ESL teacher, Dr. Meyer helped us to develop our first presentation: What Do You Do When You Can’t Read the Instructions: Working with English as a Second Language Students in a Distance Learning Environment. I worked on the cultural aspect of the presentation while John worked on the technological aspects of implementing a distance-learning course. John and I created a qualitative study that would allow us to understand the impact of assimilation on international students through distance education. In developing this study, I had to create a research study model that included observations and interviews with English as a Second Language (ESL) students and ESL teachers. During my observations, I gained a unique perspective on ESL teaching. As a former ESL teacher, I had always taught my students in a traditional curriculum through drill and practice and rarely engaged them in creative thinking. Recalling Pinar’s theory from my curriculum theories course, I realized that I had not allowed my ESL students to engage in their own educational process. Educational systems are different all over the world. While it was my job to teach students the fundamentals of language, it is also my job to teach students how to engage in a new educational system. This realization provided John and I with one of the main conclusions to our paper. The final paper examined both the impact of assimilation on how international students cope in a new educational environment and presented distance education as a way for students to learn a second language. The paper and presentation was co-presented by Dr. Meyer, John and I and won the graduate student paper award at the conference that year. This conference win would convince John and me to expand on our conference presentation and take it on the road. 


My first journal article evolved from a reflection I wrote in CI 677 (Writing for Publication) with Dr. Fran Simone. The purpose of this course is to teach students how to prepare manuscripts for publication. In my prior coursework, I learned the curriculum is made up of words and expressions. In Dr. Simone’s class I learned to ‘cut the fat’ from my curriculum work, thereby, making it more concise. Jalongo (2002) states that “before you undertake any piece of composition; you should try to frame the real subject, the central concern” (p. 59). In searching for a subject, I began examining my central concerns as a scholar and educator: incorporating multiculturalism into my curriculum. With this central concern as my framework, I began working, under the supervision of Dr. Simone, on an article about teaching diversity to college freshman in a post-9/11 environment. The article was titled “Lessons on Diversity: Teaching Tolerance in the post 9/11 Classroom.” I sent the article to Teaching Tolerance magazine for publication, and the article made it through the peer review process before finally being rejected by the publisher. I had been published in newspapers and fiction and poetry journals prior to this submission. However, in writing and sending this article out for publication, I learned that submitting articles for publication require a different type of writing and editing and that I had to use different thinking skills in order to meet publishing requirements.

I began hiking this path toward a doctorate degree unprepared for the changes it wrought in my thinking as a scholar and educator. Although I had completed two graduate degrees prior to entering this program, the courses and scholarly activities that I engaged as I laid the foundation for the path toward a doctorate degree have allowed me to gain new insight into my educational and classroom experiences. I no longer go into educational situations with a close-mindedness that I already know what to expect. I go into these situations with an open-mindedness that I can learn and grow and that my courses and scholarly activities have given me the foundation to do so. I know that I will always continue to refer to this foundation as I continue down my path.
Path 2: Venturing into Woods

With my foundation secured, I ventured into the woods. Hiking in the woods is both a challenging and wonderful experience. It is easy to get lost in the woods, but hiking through them can also provide the hiker with insight into nature giving him or her sense of natural history. As I ventured deeper into my coursework and scholarly activities, I found that my thinking as a scholar and educator continued to evolve. I now had the foundations of my thinking steeped in curriculum theory, models of teaching, qualitative and quantitative thinking. Yet, I desired to go deeper into understanding how how curriculum and models of teaching impacted specific groups. Under the direction of Dr. Meyer and my committee, my area of emphasis courses were rich in providing me with courses that allowed me to intertwine my educational foundations with courses that challenged my thinking on culture, power and privilege. Furthermore, I worked with Dr. Linda Spatig as an intern for the Center for the Study of Ethnicity and Gender in Appalachia (CSEGA) where I learned the impact of ethnicity and gender on the individual. These courses and internship allowed me to transform my thinking on race, gender, socioeconomic status and connect it to issues of curriculum and instruction.


The first time my thinking on issues of curriculum, race, and gender were challenged occurred when I began my internship with CSEGA. Throughout my internship, Dr. Spatig carefully guided me through the process of planning speaking engagements for the academic year. I created and distributed fliers, posters, and speaker evaluation sheets, got in touch with speakers, reserved rooms for speaking engagements. More importantly, I learned how to write a grant. With Dr. Spatig as the co-author, we submitted a small grant of $1000 to the Office of Multicultural Affairs to fund the CSEGA activities for the year. We won the grant. As an intern, I learned a great deal about the process of planning this type of activity and the difficulty of finding funding for these activities. What I have learned has helped me in my current position as a College Transition Coordinator where planning and funding activities for my students is a large part of my job. Furthermore, as a scholar, I learned how deeply culture is entrenched in the makeup of a person’s identity. This was an important lesson for me to learn as most of my students are from West Virginia and the Appalachian culture they have grown up in has a great impact on their educational decisions. Furthermore, I also continue to work with international students who are gaining their English-speaking training and education in Appalachia. These students are learning American culture in Appalachia and that is a determining factor in their assimilation. Learning more about the Appalachian culture assisted me in understanding the components of an international students’ assimilation and gave me a way to determine the best practices for their assimilation.


My thinking on race, gender, and socioeconomic status were further transformed when I taught CI 559 (Multicultural Education of Children and Adolescents), a graduate level class. Although I had been teaching for several years, this was my first graduate class and it introduced me to the concept of teaching graduate level thinking. Many of my students were professional teachers working in the public school system and they already had their own ideas about the need for multiculturalism in the classroom. In the online discussions and through email conversations with my students, I was surprised to discover how deeply entrenched were their beliefs on diversity and multiculturalism. Michaels (2006) argued that the trouble with diversity is that people forget that diversity is based more on socioeconomic issues than issues of race and ethnicity. Using the textbook and Michaels book as resources, I tried to encourage my students to look at diversity and multiculturalism from different angles, thereby allowing them to have new perceptions on diversity. From this course, I learned a great deal about changing my perceptions on diversity and how to help my students recognize and challenge their thinking on this issue.
In ATE 718 (Education and Implementation Preparation for Diverse Populations), I learned how to analyze and interpret various perspectives concerning employment and education for diverse population. Friere (1970) argued that “when 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 static reality, but as reality in process, in transformation” (p. 83). This course helped me to connect issues of power, race and privilege with curriculum. As an educator, I always viewed education as the great equalizer. Education is easily accessible, I thought, to anyone willing to work toward getting a degree. From the work of Michelle Fine, Lois Weis, Linda Powell Pruitt and April Burns, I learned that educational structures often have a hidden curriculum that does not allow all students to receive equal access to education. Thinking about my own educational experiences, I realized that I was greatly privileged to receive my education, thanks in large part, to my parents’ socioeconomic status within the community and my mother’s constant involvement in my education. Learning from ATE 718 that I was, in fact, part of the privileged class was a surprise and caused me to view my educational goals with new eyes. If I am part of the privileged class, then am I, in fact, a part of the hidden curriculum? Pinar (2004) points out that curriculum are constantly in motion. As a scholar, I understand that race, gender and wealth played a role in education, but I never understood the depth of that role until I took this course. With my thinking about my role as an educator shaken up, I took CI 706 (Multicultural Education) to gain a deeper perspective on the role of multiculturalism in the classroom.

CI 706 (Multicultural Education) was the course I was most looking forward to taking. As an educator and scholar, I face a number of challenges with both analyzing theory and implementing it in my classroom. I had learned how to analyze theory, develop models of teaching, and examine qualitative and quantitative thinking, but multiculturalism requires a new set of thinking skills since it functions as both a theory and a curriculum. Banks and Banks (2004) state that “effective teachers in a diverse and flat world need an education that enables them to attain new knowledge, paradigms and perspectives on the United States and the world and to deal effectively with both the challenges and opportunities for diversity” (p. 5). At the time I took this course, I had taken on a new job at MCTC as the College Transition Coordinator where I was teaching College Orientation courses to 10th grade students in area public high schools. Many of my students were Caucasian and had very little interaction with other ethnic groups. In class, students often made racist remarks and sending them to the principal’s office did little to stop their behavior. Although the curriculum of College 101 is about building college level study skills, I realized that if I were to help my students embrace their educational experience, and then I had to find a way to transform their thinking on race. In CI 706, I learned that multicultural pedagogy has to challenge cultural hegemonic thinking. In order to challenge this thinking, Banks and Banks states “reframing second-culture acquisition as strategically instrumental rather than inherently right, a teacher facilitates second-culture learning” (p. 51). Learning this reframed how I viewed cultural acquisition. In the United States, culture is traditionally viewed as a ‘salad bowl’ of different cultures with nationality as the unifying force. Nevertheless, I was surprised to discover that second culture learning must be facilitated without moralizing. As a scholar, I had read, written, and presented on cultural and language acquisition, but learning about second culture acquisition challenged my own cultural hegemonic thinking. From this, I was able to bring a new view to my conference presentations on second language acquisition. 
Dr. Meyer, John, and I sent a proposal to the Association of Teacher Educators conference in New Orleans, Louisiana for February 2008. John and I submitted our award-winning proposal What Do You Do When You Can’t Read the Instructions: Working with English as a Second Language Students in a Distance Learning Environment, which was accepted. John and I decided to revise our presentation to better reflect what we had learned from our coursework. I was especially eager to include second culture acquisition as I felt it was pertinent to one of our conclusions: the impact of assimilation on how international students cope in a new educational environment. From this experience, I found myself putting into practice what I was learning in the classroom. I will be teaching English as a Second Language (ESL) this summer and this year, I will incorporate second culture acquisition into my curriculum. I am working this summer with Mollie McOwen, a full-time faculty member with Marshall University’s LEAP program, to develop an online course that would help students acquire second cultural skills. 

I came to fully understand the importance of second culture acquisition through my CULS 600 (African Families) course. In this course, I learned the impact of colonialism on the education of children in Africa. Through an examination of Chinua Achebe’s novel, Things Fall Apart, and class lectures from my professor, I was able to complete a comparison between two educational systems: the United States and Africa.  Comparing different educational systems allowed me better insight into how students receive their education in different parts of the world. For example, I was surprised to learn that in Africa, there are no educational structures that help provide education to students. Schools have the responsibility of providing all needs to the student and furthermore, families have to pay for their children to attend school. Coming from the United States where public education is free, I was surprised to learn that was not the case in another country. Again, it reminded me that I was still thinking of education from my perspective as one who is privileged. Furthermore, this course enforced my thinking that second culture acquisition has a place of importance in the classroom.

Venturing into any new level of scholarship is always difficult, even for the best of scholars. Challenging myself to learn more about culture, race, ethnicity, and gender as they pertain to education forced me to examine my own thinking on these concepts and I was surprised to learn that my thinking models on these issues needed to be revised if I was to become a more effective educator and scholar. I believe that by changing my thinking on these concepts, I have actually improved in both areas. From this point, I am able to step into the clearing and become more receptive to learning new concepts.
Path 3: Finding a Clearing

Like any hiker in the woods, finding a clear is one of the most important parts of the journey. A clearing is a place of rest and reflection and allows the hiker to see the full scope of the area he or she has been hiking in. As a scholar and educator, I also reached a point in my program when I needed to find my own clearing. I had a foundation built from my theory courses, teaching of models course and qualitative and quantitative courses and I had learned to revise my thinking on ethnicity, race, and gender as it pertains to curriculum. Even more importantly, I had been able to put those lessons into practice. Nevertheless, at a certain point, a scholar must use what he or she has learned and venture out into the clearing on their own. Although I was lucky enough to still have the guidance of my chair, my committee and my professors, I stepped into the academic clearing by engaging in several scholarly activities on my own, such as, designing and teaching a graduate level course, writing an article for publication, presenting at two conferences, engaging in qualitative research field work and quantitative research. 


Islamic Studies 600 was a course born from a conversation with my area of emphasis advisor, Dr. Luke Eric Lassiter. Dr. Lassiter told me of the demand for courses on Islam and with my background in Middle Eastern Studies, I was eager to create a course on Islam. In designing the course, I made several important decisions around one central idea: transforming student thinking on Islam. In writing the course description, I wanted students to understand that transforming their thinking was part of the course.
This course serves as an introduction to Islamic religion and culture and its impact on 21st century geopolitics. Since the tragic events of September 11, 2001, Islamic culture and religion has gained national prominence and with 20,000 Islamic students expected to immigrate to this country in the next five years, a deeper understanding of Islam, both as a culture and a religious force, is needed. Despite its national prominence, Islam is a misunderstood, often polarized religion and culture. The purpose of this course is to break past the stereotypes and critically examine Islam as a religion and a culture. (Patnaik, S.).

The course was designed as a hybrid course with most of the material posted on the WebCT course component. Students had weekly discussions on a variety of topics pertaining to Islam. In addition, I specifically chose a textbook for the course that was written by Islamic scholars (translated into English) because I wanted students to engage in postmodern thinking by reading another culture’s perspective on issues ranging from marriage and women’s rights to terrorism. By the end of the course, students wrote a major paper and in the paper, all students remarked that learning this perspective led them to a greater understanding and appreciation of the Muslim culture. 

A greater understanding and appreciation of teaching culture is what I gained from teaching this course, and it is this journey that I am currently writing an article for Confluence: A Journal of Humanities under the editorial guidance of Dr. Lassiter. The title of the article is “Teaching Islam in Appalachia: Using Distance Learning to Teach Diversity.” The article is a reflection of not only my development of the course, but also of how my students and I were transformed by our online discussions on issues ranging from marriage to terrorism in the Islamic world. In the article, I am going to focus specifically on how our use of online discussions actually allowed the students and I the freedom to express in written form our thoughts on the issues on Islam. I am specifically interested in how online forums, like discussion boards, provide students with the freedom to express themselves in ways they would never do so in the classroom. 

Discussing the possibilities of an electronic education was the topic of John’s and mine presentation at the West Virginia Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages (WVTESOL) conference in Parkersburg, West Virginia in April 2008. The title of our presentation was Engaging ESL Students in a Distance Learning Environment. I applied for this conference presentation with John because I wanted to bring our paper and presentation to West Virginia and present it to our peers currently working in the ESL field in the mountain state. The reaction to our presentation was mixed with most ESL teachers saying that while distance learning courses in ESL would work in theory, they could never be put to practical use since most ESL students do not possess the linguistic ability to study language on their own. Interestingly, a teacher from Bulgaria stated that her university was interested in using online courses to teach English to Bulgarian-speaking students. The research that John and I completed shows that ESL teachers have a great resistance to online education, yet this resistance has changed my thinking about the way language is taught. Scarino (2007) stated that “with distance education there is a notion of transcending barriers” (p. 20). If distance education can assist ESL teachers in helping students with second culture acquisition, then why are teachers resistant to using this technology? This is a question that I attempted to answer in my final conference presentation at the Oxford Round Table.
The Oxford Round Table is a summit of scholars and educators who meet at the University of Oxford in Oxford England to discuss important social, political, and economic topics of the day. I was invited to participate in the round table discussion on “Proficiency in Language: Bilingual Education and English Language Acquisition” with 25 other delegates from schools and universities all over the world. After receiving the invitation, I began to immediately consider a topic for a presentation and came back to another area of interest: second language acquisition and distance learning. The title of my presentation was Teaching English in Cyberspace: Overcoming Challenges to Implementing ESL in a Distance Learning Environment.  In writing this presentation, I considered the important questions that arose from my conference presentations with John.
1. Does distance education produce some or better learning outcomes than traditional methods of learning?
2. What steps should colleges and universities take to provide faculty development for their colleges?  

3. What key aspects of distance education should be implemented into a language learning course?

To answer these questions, I went back to the literature and found that since distance learning is a new forum for teaching language further study is needed in order to appropriately assess ESL student learner outcomes. At Oxford, I was surprised when my presentation caused a lot of argument between language teachers in the United States and language teachers from other countries. It seems that language teachers from foreign countries are more ready to embrace technology and use it to provide ESL training to their students while language teachers in the United States view distance learning as more of a supplemental activity. Interestingly enough, most ESL teachers from foreign countries often lack the technology to implement distance learning courses, while ESL teachers from the U.S. often have an abundance of technology to work with. In fact, I was invited by one of the delegates to his country, Nigeria, to assist his school in implementing distance learning. In realizing these cultural and technological differences, I came to understand that often that the U.S.’s position of privilege allows them to dictate how other countries teach English while the limits of technology make it difficult for foreign countries to teach those necessary English skills to their students. What I learned at Oxford will be interwoven in my educational philosophy and may become the basis for future research.

Then, I received an email from Dr. Lassiter and Elizabeth Campbell inviting me to take part in their qualitative research team—the Appalachian Math and Science Partnership-Marshall University (AMSP-MU). This partnership is a three-year expansion of the AMSP project at the University of Kentucky. AMSP-MU sends qualitative researchers into five school districts to interview educators about pre-service teacher education and in-service professional development. All researchers are invited to participate to work on the project until it is completed on September 1, 2009. I plan to participate and work on the project until the end date.


After undergoing training with Dr. Lassiter and Elizabeth Campbell, I went to my first interview with Ms. Campbell. We interviewed Carter Chambers, a pre-service coordinator at Marshall University. Ms. Campbell was the lead interviewer while I was the secondary interviewer. Taking Ms. Campbell’s lead, I learned a great deal about the interviewing process in qualitative research. Although I had taken EDF 625: Qualitative Research and EDF 626: Advanced Qualitative Research and had completed a qualitative study, I learned many different qualitative interviewing techniques from watching Ms. Campbell and found my voice as an interviewer. I also completed a two-hour observation of in-service professional development in Wayne County, West Virginia and learned that my role as a researcher affected the way that group participants acted toward me. During my Wayne county observation, a participant began to criticize a county policy when she saw me watching her conversation. Abruptly, she stopped speaking and walked away from her table. Although my role as an observer was to give voice to the proceedings, this made me realize that others would try to control the voice that was being recorded. Bogden and Biklen (2004) referred to this as the Heisenberg effect where a researcher’s presence has an impact on the subjects they are trying to observe. I have observed in many other educational situations, but this is the first time that I was actually aware that my presence had an impact on those I was observing. Furthermore, I realized that the Heisenberg effect had an effect on the research study’s reliability. My participation in this research study has greatly expanded my thinking on qualitative research. 
Another scholarly activity that expanded my thinking on quantitative research was analyzing doctoral student surveys for the department of Elementary and Secondary Education. The analysis was going to be used when the National Council for Accreditation for Teacher Education (NCATE) audits the department in 2010. With Dr. Bickel’s assistance, I was able to set up databases for each of the surveys I analyzed. In EDF 517, the course did not cover how to use statistical databases, so it was exciting to learn how to use technology to generate statistical data. My data analysis was purely descriptive where it summarized or displayed data so that the reader can obtain an overview. Still, I feel that this activity allowed me to stretch my quantitative thinking in a new direction.
The Long Road Ahead
The beginning of any doctoral program is the beginning of a long journey that each has a significant path in that student’s growth and development as a scholarly thinker. So far, I have reach three significant paths on my journey to doctoral candidacy, but the long road ahead to completing a dissertation is uncertain. Yet my thinking as a scholar has evolved to a point where I feel ready to take on that new challenge.
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