Residency Portfolio: Reflections on a Journey

Ray Singleton

Reflection Paper submitted for

Residency Requirements

at Marshall University

in partial fulfillment of the requirements

for the degree of

Doctor of Education

in

Curriculum and Instruction

Lisa A. Heaton, Ph.D., Chairperson

Rudy Pauley, Ed.D., GSEPD Interim Dean, Committee Member

Edna Meisel, Ed.D., Committee Member

Sue Hollandsworth, Ed.D., External Committee Member 

Graduate School of Education and Professional Development

South Charleston, West Virginia

2008

Keywords: Portfolio, Residency

Copyright 2008, Ray Singleton

Introduction

We don‘t receive wisdom; we must discover it for ourselves after a journey that no one can take for us or spare us – Marcel Proust

For the past three years I have been on an amazing journey of discovery, one that has at times been difficult, challenging, and overwhelming. Yet above all, the journey has been rewarding. In the course of my doctoral program thus far, I have, of course, learned about the theoretical and historical contexts of curriculum, the issues and perspectives that shape curriculum and policy, and the many varied roles of curriculum workers. I have taken my first tentative steps into the research process, and I have studied issues, methodologies and new practices in my area of emphasis – educational computing. Yet as taxing and demanding as the journey has been, it has also been personally and professionally rewarding. I have developed wonderful working relationships with faculty members and fellow students. I have written and presented papers at local, district, state, regional and national / international conferences, resulting in publication of two articles in peer-reviewed conference proceedings. My teaching practices, particularly at the middle school level, have been refined and improved. Most importantly, I have learned about myself. I am more confident and capable than ever before, and I have expanded my horizons in ways that I would have never thought possible. 
McIlveen, George, Voss & Laguardia (2006) identified several traits necessary for success in doctoral programs, among them empathy, perseverance, collaboration, sense of humor, good advisors, good role models, group support and the ability to rebuild after setbacks. All of these traits, and more, have been integral to my success thus far, and I have been fortunate to have wonderful support from colleagues, family, fellow students and faculty. McIlveen, et al (2006) also cite increased confidence, respect from peers, leadership opportunities, satisfaction from the contribution of knowledge and the formation of lasting relationships as major benefits of obtaining a doctoral degree. Though the most strenuous part of my journey remains, I already feel that I have accomplished so much and I am looking forward to the rest of the journey.
Collaboration

Great discoveries and improvements invariably involve the cooperation of many minds - Alexander Graham Bell

One of the most enjoyable and rewarding aspects of my doctoral program has been the opportunity to participate in meaningful collaboration with faculty members and peers. Lardner and Malnarich (2008) describe many benefits associated with collaborative learning communities, primarily student retention, but also that students feel more engaged in their learning and that learning experiences are more meaningful and relevant to their lives. My involvement in classroom interactions and group projects has provided many informal chances to make friends and develop relationships with classmates and faculty, but it has been the more formal interactions that have been so enriching and rewarding.

My first major collaboration in the program turned out to be one of the largest in both scope and reward. While taking CIEC 660: Computers in Instruction (Dr. Heaton), I explored my dual interests in English / Language Arts and technology and eventually wrote a paper titled Technology Integration in English / Language Arts. Dr. Heaton suggested we submit the paper to SITE (Society for Information Technology & Teacher Education) for presentation at the 18th annual international SITE Conference in San Antonio, Texas. At around the same time, Dr. Heaton gathered together a group of like-minded students and proposed that we put together a symposium presentation for SITE on the topic of residency portfolios. Happily, both proposals were accepted for presentation at the conference and published in the peer-reviewed conference proceedings. In March 2007 we traveled to San Antonio. Dr. Heaton and I were listed as co-authors of the technology integration paper and co-presented to an interested audience. Symposium presenters included Dr. Heaton and me, along with fellow students Sandra Orr, Debra Young, Debbie Clark, Robin Lewis, Dixie Billheimer, and Kim Sigman. Our presentation, titled Technology Use and Professional Growth through the Residency Portfolio, let us share our experiences and ideas about the residency portfolio used at Marshall University Graduate College.

These experiences in San Antonio were valuable to me in several ways, but perhaps the most important is the sense of collegiality I felt through my collaborations. Bart Giamatti (as cited in Knox, 2008) once observed that academic collegiality exists when students and faculty share common values, including a belief in the open exchange of ideas and a true desire for collaboration in intellectual pursuits. The chance to work closely with Dr. Heaton as a co-author and co-presenter gave me a wonderful first taste of just how demanding and challenging my work in the doctoral program would turn out to be and would prove to be the foundation of our continuing relationship, as well as the springboard to many other valuable collaborative experiences. Working with fellow students was also rewarding in several ways. Experienced students, such as Dixie, Sandra, and Kim, seemed so capable and confident that I felt proud to be in the same program with them. Kim Sigman even graciously attended our technology integration presentation and added her thoughts to the portion on Windows MovieMaker which referenced her previous work. Working with Debra, Debbie, and Robin, who, like me, were closer to the beginning of the program than the end, helped build relationships that would allow us to support one another through many subsequent classes. Since the SITE conference was my first major collaborative effort and my first conference presentation ever, the whole experience gave me confidence in myself and my abilities, as well as confidence in our program as a whole.

Another excellent collaborative experience grew out of my coursework in CIEC 582: Online Course Development and Delivery (Dr. Heaton). Though I had already taken and taught many online courses, my work in this course let me consider online courses in entirely new ways and I jumped at the chance to participate in the development of an online professional development course. Fellow designers included Missy Spivy, Debra Young, and Dr. Heaton, with Missy doing the brunt of the work and eventually teaching the course. The course we designed was CIEC 563: Teaching in the 21st Century with Web 2.0 Tools. My major contribution was a module on blogging which allowed me to share my experiences with classroom blogging, a practice that stemmed from my work on the technology integration paper. Developing this course was demanding and challenging, and I had not previously realized the importance of every little detail in an online course. Overall, it was a valuable experience that allowed me to put theory into practice and helped strengthen relationships with Dr. Heaton and other students.
Participation in our doctoral seminars has also given me valuable collaborative experiences. In Fall 2006, I co-presented with Ernie Adkins as we introduced the new Doctoral Resource CD. This first presentation to my doctoral peers was fun and exciting and allowed me to share my knowledge and expertise with others. In October 2007, I co-presented with Dr. Heaton, Missy Spivy and Debra Young as we shared our thoughts and experiences with Web 2.0: 21st Century Technology in Education. It was great to work with others whose interest and enthusiasm for Web 2.0 technology was as great as my own, and I know we provided valuable information to our audience. In Spring 2008, the same group presented our experiences creating our professional development class, CIEC 563: Teaching in the 21st Century with Web 2.0 Tools. This presentation generated a lot of interest from our audience. Many doctoral students were curious about using Web 2.0 technologies with their students or in their own studies, while quite a few were also interested in the possibility of co-designing a professional development course. These collaborative experiences in the doctoral seminars helped me build strong working relationships with Dr. Heaton and fellow students, and they were instrumental in helping me feel as if I belonged in the doctoral program.
Depth of Understanding
If one is master of one thing and understands one thing well, one has at the same time, insight into and understanding of many things - Vincent Van Gogh

A depth of understanding was described by Smith (1973) as being closely linked to clarity and as being best achieved through the contemplation of countless previous decisions. My work in the doctoral program has given me ample opportunity for contemplation as I have built – layer by layer – my understanding of the theories, practices and issues in the field of curriculum and instruction. My coursework has offered a host of diverse perspectives on the field, from the historical and theoretical to current technology applications, all within a broad view of curriculum that has given me greater understanding of my own teaching practices on both the middle school and graduate levels.

Foundation courses from Dr. Meyer and Dr. Pauley gave me a solid grounding in the theoretical schools of curriculum, an appreciation of its historical context, and the beginnings of an understanding of my role as a curriculum worker. Particularly important was the personal theory of learning I developed in CI 703: Theories, Models and Research of Teaching (Dr. Meyer). Developing this personal theory, a blend of cognitivism and constructivism, made me re-examine my teaching practices, along with the reasons behind them, and made me more aware particularly of the need to include more social interaction in my middle school instruction and assessment.

Other classes, such as CI 704: Social / Political Determinants of Curriculum (Dr. Watts), CI 707: Curriculum Change and CI 706: Multicultural / Diversity Issues (Dr. Debela), and EDF 635: Policy Studies in Education (Dr. Childress), taught me to look at curriculum from different viewpoints and to be aware of both traditional and emerging curriculum issues. A critical book review completed for CI 707 on the report Breaking Ranks in the Middle: Strategies for Leading Middle School Reform updated my middle school training, helped me understand how my middle school work fits into the broader curriculum, and gave me glimpses of outstanding middle schools across the nation, thereby helping me become a more effective leader within my school. A research paper for CI 706 on the topic of women’s colleges and single sex education gave me great insight into the historical context of women’s colleges and the educational needs of women. In addition to making me more conscious of my teaching methods with middle school girls, this topic was also personally relevant as my daughter was attending a women’s college at the time. As Smith (1973) noted, these multiple contemplations, with a focus on diverse perspectives, have greatly contributed to my understanding in the field. 
Courses in my concentration area of technology have been most influential, having an immediate and vital impact on my daily teaching practices. As a result of my work in CIEC 660 I was encouraged to begin blogging with my sixth grade students. Blogging quickly became an integral part of my English / Language Arts classroom and I have been able to share my blogging techniques with many other teachers in district, state, regional, and national / international conference presentations and papers. In addition, class work in CIEC: 630 Authoring Systems and Multimedia (Dr. Heaton) improved my skills in a variety of multimedia applications such as Windows Movie Maker, and, again, had major impact on my daily teaching.

If, as Smith (1973) described, depth of understanding and clarity are obtained by contemplating previous experiences and decisions, then that depth can only be increased if many of the experiences are connected. Author Paul Hawken once said that, “Everything is connected . . . no one thing can change by itself,” and the most powerful aspect of my doctoral coursework has been the amazing interconnectivity of it all. Just as each course seemed to be built on the foundations of the previous, each also seemed to lead, either directly or indirectly, to the next. When discussing vocabulary instruction with my graduate students in reading, I often remind them that students do not learn new vocabulary in one fell swoop, but instead learn it gradually, increasing their understanding of a word’s depth and nuance with repeated exposures. For me, the depth of my understanding in curriculum and instruction has grown with each new experience, leading me gradually to look at teaching, learning and curriculum in new ways with new understanding.

Scholarship
I consider that a man's brain originally is like a little empty attic, and you have to stock it with such furniture as you choose – Arthur Conan Doyle
Engaged scholarship is described by Barker (2004) as being related to service learning but having the additional components of scholarly functions beyond teaching, including research, and a genuinely reciprocal relationship with community. I believe the phrase well describes my activities in the area of scholarship as I have had significant opportunities to engage in a variety of scholarly activities, beyond teaching and including research, which have expanded my knowledge of curriculum and instruction and helped build connections both with the community and the greater field of curriculum. 
My experiences presenting at state, regional, and national / international conferences have given me opportunities to expand my knowledge in the field and share my expertise with a wide and varied audience. Presentations at the WV State Technology Conference (Charleston, WV, August 2007), the ETL Conference (Roanoke, VA, December 2007), and the SITE Conference (San Antonio, TX, March 2007) required me to place my practical experiences with technology and blogging in a historical and theoretical context, find new and interesting ways to summarize and describe my findings, and then share my knowledge, beliefs and practices with others. The SITE conference, as well, led to publication of two articles in peer-reviewed conference proceedings. In addition to these experiences, several other opportunities to share my knowledge were presented. The summers of 2006, 2007 and 2008 found me sharing my classroom blogging practices with writers-in-training at workshops for the Central West Virginia Writing Project (CWVWP) at the Marshall University Graduate College campus in South Charleston, WV. Organized by fellow doctoral student Barbara Holmes, these workshops let me take knowledge and skills acquired in my doctoral program and refined in my classroom and apply them to new situations. A similar opportunity arose when I was invited by Dr. Heaton to participate in two technology training workshops, one at the Roane County Technology Academy (Summer 2006) and another for Spencer Middle School (Summer 2007). Both presentations focused on classroom blogging and allowed me to refine my own practices and share that information with other classroom teachers. 
While refining my knowledge and sharing my practices has helped me build connections with teachers, administrators, and others in the educational community, I have also built strong connections to my middle school students and their community through my work in the classroom. Knowledge acquired through my doctoral coursework has let me expand and refine my daily classroom practices, allowing me to reach more students more effectively, communicate and interact with parents and the community more easily, and influence the teachers I work with and the climate of our school. Blogging with students, using interactive whiteboards, creating and presenting with Windows MovieMaker and Sound Recorder – these practices and many others have become integral parts of my daily teaching as a result of my doctoral work. Blogging, in particular, has completely expanded the range of writing activities in my classroom and now helps me reach reluctant readers / writers more effectively than ever. In addition, parents, grandparents, administrators, even student teachers / observers frequently interact with my students in new ways through our classroom blogging. I have also been able to share my technology expertise with other teachers in the building, as well as to be involved in technology and curriculum decisions for the whole school. These refinements and improvements in my teaching led me to be nominated in the fall of 2007 for an Arch Coal Teacher Award, and in April 2008 I was awarded an Arch Coal Golden Apple Award for excellence in teaching. In addition, in September 2007 my classroom was selected as a site for a visit from Senator Jay Rockefeller. Senator Rockefeller and State Superintendent Steve Paine visited my sixth grade English / Language Arts class at Charleston’s Horace Mann Middle School and participated in student demonstrations of interactive whiteboards and classroom blogging, gaining important first-hand knowledge of the skills and technologies used in 21st century classrooms.
This wide variety of scholarly activities has had great impact on me personally and professionally, influencing my middle school and graduate level teaching practices, helping me connect to and interact with the community I live and work in, and helping me make personal and professional contacts with a growing network of fellow curriculum workers.

Research


Research is formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying with a purpose - Zora Neale Hurston

Research has also been an important component of my doctoral study. In addition to personal research for papers on a variety of subjects (technology integration, women’s colleges, curriculum theories, middle school reform), my coursework has given me hands-on experience with traditional research methodologies. In EDF 711: Survey Research in Education (Dr. Cunningham) I constructed a survey for secondary English teachers regarding levels of technology integration in their classrooms in the hopes of identifying best practices and future needs. Though the survey has not yet been administered, the design process was extremely valuable in giving me experience in quantitative research methods and increasing my awareness of technology integration as it applies to English / Language Arts.
In EDF 625: Qualitative Research in Education (Dr. Spatig) I conducted a series of interviews with a music teacher and several of his students about the relationship between student involvement in the arts and academic achievement. The topic was fascinating and my basic findings were very similar to existing research in the field. This qualitative research under Dr. Spatig’s guidance was preceded by some freelance qualitative interviews I conducted in my research on women’s colleges. To supplement my literature review for the paper, I interviewed several current and former students at Hollins University in Roanoke, Virginia, gaining a real understanding of why they attended a women’s college and their perceptions of the positive and negative effects associated with their decision. These initial experiences with qualitative research have created a strong interest in that methodology and I am now tentatively planning a qualitative approach to my dissertation research, as I hope to investigate teachers’ perceptions of the National Board certification process.
Conclusion
Simpson and Seibold (2008) describe several key characteristics of engaged scholarship: it is co-created, recursive and reflexive, theoretically grounded, and engaged in practice. My doctoral experiences as a whole certainly fit those criteria. My experiences have been co-created in the sense that I have had freedom to follow my interests within my program of study and under the guidance of faculty. My doctoral program has been recursive and reflexive, as each course has been built upon the preceding while laying groundwork for the subsequent, all with ample opportunity for reflection on the way. I have acquired a solid theoretical grounding with an appreciation for the historicity of the curriculum field and an understanding of where it may be headed. Most importantly, my doctoral work has allowed me to remain engaged in practice. As a working middle school teacher and an adjunct instructor, I relish chances to try new and exciting ideas in my classroom, and my coursework in educational computing has given me many new ideas.  At the same time, my classroom work has allowed me to view curriculum theories and policies through a practice-based prism, giving me great insight into the reasons behind current curriculum practices and allowing me to reflect on how my practices fit into the greater curriculum as a whole.
This amazing journey through my doctoral coursework has been fascinating, challenging and, at times, surprising. Most surprising to me has been the wonderful interconnectedness of it all. When Dr. Eagle first explained the residency portfolio requirements to us in LS 719: Intro to Doctoral Studies, the portfolio process seemed daunting and impossible, and I was sure I would never be able to accomplish even half of what was required. As I look back at the process now, I am struck by how so many of my portfolio accomplishments are related to one another and by how often one experience led directly to the next. I am also struck by the quality and substance of my doctoral experiences thus far, and I feel I am well prepared to continue my journey.
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