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Simply pushing harder within the old boundaries will not do. ~Karl Weick
Introduction
A boundary is defined as “a real or imaginary point which a person or thing cannot go” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.).   In 2006, I entered the curriculum and instruction doctoral program to remove boundaries that I believed existed.  With much determination, guidance, and prayer, I began the process that would require me to continually step out of my comfort zone.   What I have discovered is that boundaries are not fixed.  Disadvantages can be turned into advantages, and weaknesses can be turned into strengths. 
By the conclusion of my coursework, I envisioned I would feel confident in knowing the right answers to questions regarding curriculum and instruction.  However, curriculum is far too complex, and with that, the responsibility is greater than I initially felt.  Through coursework and collaboration with faculty and classmates in activities involving teaching, course development, research, publishing, and presenting, I have explored curriculum and learning theories; analyzed historical, cultural and political influences; and considered alternative perspectives.   In the process, I have gained confidence in my ability to create and implement curriculum as I decipher which questions are important to ask, determine the best way to search for possible solutions, and make decisions that are well supported with evidence-based research.    
Professional and Academic Pursuits
Prior to entering the program, my experience with curriculum as a classroom teacher and Reading Specialist was in its implementation.  Coordinating different instructional techniques to teach the skills outlined in the curriculum was my main focus.  The way I was taught to teach in methods courses and the way I experienced curriculum as a student influenced many of the instructional decisions I made in my classroom.  When I began teaching pre-service teachers how to teach reading and language arts, I became aware of how important it was to be able to articulate why certain instructional techniques would be used.  While I had been successful in translating content in ways that allowed my students to experience success, I was not confident that I would be able to provide a framework that would allow my pre-service student teachers to do the same.  Bobbitt (1941) believes that schools succeed in educating when they have “promoted the acuity, the width of range, the vividness and the continuity of vision” (p. 87).  They have failed when they deliver “ready-made understandings that do not issue from the continual coursing of their own vision over realities” (p. 87).  I feared that if I presented ready-made understandings to my students, they would not be equipped with the resources to be effective teachers of reading.  The choices I would make would not only impact my immediate students but future students as well.   
Depth of Understanding
 Hewitt (2006) discusses the importance of a scholarly perspective.  One constructs this perspective based on “formal thought, a mental synthesis based on academic study, acquired knowledge, and reflective experience” (p. 113).  Questions are considered such as what is curriculum, what is its purpose, and what should its outcome be.  A perspective guides one’s thoughts and decisions and provides the rationale for one’s actions.  
As I progressed through the courses, I noticed that as I was exposed to new ideas from course readings, research literature, and on-line and class discussions, my perspective changed.  It became more informed and as a result, more refined.  My perspective had been formed from a narrow view of curriculum relating to reading education.  As ideas were discussed, I began to consider alternate perspectives expressed from those of various backgrounds.  Because the context became broader, my ideas related to curriculum also became broader, and I was beginning to appreciate the complexity of curriculum.  As I shifted from summarizing and analyzing other’s ideas to synthesizing their ideas with mine, my thinking process changed.  First, I had a desire to read as much as I could on a subject.   Second, I became much more critical in the way I examined ideas in terms of support, logic, and consideration of cultural, political, and historical influences.  Third, by engaging in reflection, I began to create new understandings.  As I applied new knowledge to current understandings, I began to understand that there would be no right and wrong answers, only mindful responses.   
 When I considered the number of classes I would take on curriculum, I was apprehensive that it would not be enough to turn me into a curriculum specialist.  Pinar, Reynolds, Slattery, and Taubman (2004) state that the purpose of studying curriculum theory is to prompt an individual to reflect more deeply and consider how these ideas relate to one’s specific situation.  In doing so, one learns the language that leads one to understanding “that situation more carefully, more precisely, more fully” (p. 9).   As one curriculum perspective influences another, I observed a rippling effect where curricular ideas reinvent themselves and blend with other ideas as represented in recurring themes.  
While I had become familiar with the educational theories of Piaget, Dewey, and Bloom in my education classes in 1989, studying their views in the context of what was occurring in society and how those ideas are applied in the 21st century environment allowed greater depth in my learning as I explored new ways to apply those understandings.  I had ideas about how people learned and what curriculum should look like.  It was not until I had an opportunity to sort out those ideas according to different philosophical influences in Dr. Meyer’s Learning Theory and Curriculum Theory that I became more critical of the instructional decisions I made in my classroom.  What I found was that I was doing more work than my students, and I was taking full responsibility for their learning rather than sharing it with them.  If I wanted my students to be equipped as effective reading teachers, I could not deliver my conclusions to them. I would need to guide them in learning activities that would allow them to reach their own conclusions.  
Understanding the different influences on curriculum allowed me to clarify my rationale for the decisions I would make in my classroom.  The traditional influence on curriculum supports the view that students develop a strong knowledge base when cognitive structures are altered.  As students reflect on the relationships and connections made between new and existing information, new knowledge can be created.   Opportunities to engage in higher levels of thinking, such as analysis, synthesis, and creation, increase as students gain content mastery.  The phenomenological influence on curriculum supports how important it is to design curriculum that is personally relevant and meaningful to the student.  The individual’s perception of his experience affects motivation for how, why, and what he learns.  The autobiographical influence on curriculum supports the idea that “education should not only lead out, but lead in” (Doll, as cited in Pinar, 2004, p. 542).  This becomes possible as the individual engages in regression to move backward to draw upon his memory, progression to move forward to imagine what can be, analysis to incorporate the new information, and synthesis to move towards transformation (Pinar, et. al., 2004).   Pinar discusses how currerre causes one to consider one’s position socially and politically, “while working to succumb to none of these structurings” (p. 414).  In exploring curriculum influences, I observed the powerful effect curriculum can have and developed an understanding of how valuable my perspective can be to future teachers.  As I applied these ideas to the curriculum I used with my pre-service teachers, it was clear I was acquiring the language and the communication skills to precisely, carefully, and fully articulate the rationale behind instructional decisions.   
At Dr. Childress’ suggestion, I chose educational computing as my area of emphasis rather than literacy.  This decision allowed me to develop a new area of expertise as I have been able to use technology in ways to support my beliefs about curriculum and instruction.   By addressing my weaknesses, I have not only strengthened my technology skills, but my literacy skills have become even stronger. Using technology as a tool for thinking gave me the opportunity to become more reflective in my communication as I explored ideas through discussion boards, blogs, and wikis.  In addition, I have explored how the use of multimedia can deepen learning as I have attempted to represent my ideas through creating videos, audios, and images.  Ironically, I had once questioned the value of technology in a reading classroom.  I believed an overhead transparency could accomplish the same goal as a Power Point presentation.  What I had failed to understand is the level of thought that is involved in the creation of a product.  Technology-related activities add richness to the curriculum through the layering of concepts that do not exist with print alone. Questions quickly changed about whether I should use technology to how I could use technology to maximize learning (McCain & Jukes, 2001).   
While I would like to say that learning technology comes easy to me, it does not.  I invested much time, thought, and energy, and with the patience and guidance of Dr. Heaton, I began to gain confidence in my thinking and this added a new dimension to my perspective.  I immediately began to apply what I was learning in my technology classes to my reading and language arts methods class.  As my pre-service students turned in their final project, a literature unit, it was evident that technology had become a part of the way they thought about teaching literacy.  Elements contained in their final projects included a research project where students were required to read selected resources from the teacher’s social bookmarking site, create a Wiki comparison chart, use Inspiration to story map, post and reply to blogs, use the SmartBoard to edit a character chart, complete a webquest, and use Hot Potatoes, an authoring tool, to create a crossword puzzle to review vocabulary.  This was all in one student’s assignment.  As I reviewed the previous year’s assignments, no mention was made of technology.  It was apparent that technology had become a part of the way my students thought about teaching literacy.
As I documented my change through blogs and discussion postings, I began to consider the conditions that promote change.  Comparing my experience to theory has provided me a framework to critically evaluate my practice.  First, I began to question whether the conditions I created in my classroom matched my beliefs about change.  Second, I began to realize how important reflection was to the process of learning.  Because I understand the process it took for me to become comfortable using technology as a tool to improve my learning, I was now able to translate that understanding to others.  Third, I began to appreciate the interconnectedness between disciplines.  As I considered how theoretical models were used in other disciplines, it broadened my perspective, and I developed a greater appreciation in not only how reading education fits into the curriculum, but how education fits into the larger society.
Co-Teaching
Under the direction of Dr. Childress, Kristy East and I co-taught an on-line course, Trends and Issues in Education.  Although the course was already developed, our role would be to revise and edit the modules to match the revised edition of the text, create a new module using the same format that had been created, facilitate the course discussions and assess the assignments.  Our first challenge was to decide on a relevant issue that the students would be able to examine different viewpoints, so that they could become more informed of their own position.  Once we decided on 21st century skills for the module’s content, we then had the challenge of learning how to create the module in Web-CT.  Co-teaching, in many ways, can be more difficult than teaching a course on your own.   We needed to first clarify our expectations for the level of student’s work, so that we could be confident that we were uniformly assessing students’ work.  We began by grading the first few assignments together and then when we felt we were consistently using the same set of standards, we divided the remaining modules. 

Through reading the text, course discussions, and assignments, I found that I deepened my understanding on the topics while considering the responses of students in discussion postings and written assignments. Some of the students did not have experience in writing position papers and were instead writing summaries of the reading assignments.  As I would ask probing questions to encourage them to express what they thought and believed and then provide the opportunity to revise their assignments to reflect this information, the overall quality of their work improved over the semester.  As I assessed the structure of their arguments in terms of logic and support, it made me more critical of my own work as a student and as a teacher.  
After taking Using the Internet in the Classroom, Dr. Heaton asked if I would be interested in co-teaching this course with her.  In the following semester, I would co-teach the course with Amy Cottle.  Because this course was instrumental in changing my mindset about the benefits of using technology for teaching and learning, I was eager to have another opportunity to review the course material.   As in my previous co-teaching experience, I found that as I interacted in the course, I refined my understanding of the topic.  When viewing assignments, I looked at it from the perspective of both teacher and student.   In attempts to respond to different students, I would continually ask myself what would have helped me gain greater confidence and understanding.   As my knowledge base was increasing, I had more resources to offer.   
Because students were approaching the assignment from different backgrounds, it prompted me to consider different ways that the Internet could be integrated into different grade levels and content areas.  When a kindergarten teacher stated that she did not think a particular technology application could be made in the classroom because her students were not yet reading, I took it as a challenge to find ways to use that technology application to provide another layer of learning for her students.   During the course I questioned whether students would actually implement what was learned in the course into their own classrooms.  At the conclusion of the course, I shared with Dr. Heaton that I was disheartened by the lack of engagement of a few students.  Some students would invest much time and energy into the course, and others would only invest the bare minimum. While taking the course and then co-teaching it solidified my understanding of the course material in many ways, it caused me to ask more questions that perhaps I would not have considered unless I experienced the course material from the perspective of a teacher. 
My co-teaching experiences have enhanced my ability to be an effective instructor. As I review course evaluations from Trends and Issues to Using the Internet in the Classroom, there is a clear progression of my development as an effective communicator.  Teaching online requires that explanations and examples are expressed in clear written communication to help students understand difficult or confusing concepts.  It also requires one to communicate in such a way that students feel comfortable asking questions.  As I became more confident in my content knowledge, I felt more comfortable facilitating the discussions which I believe contributed to students’ overall course satisfaction.  Finally, the course evaluations provided invaluable feedback that assisted me in addressing areas that needed improvement while giving me encouragement that I was improving in other areas. 
Course Development


In collaborating with Dr. Heaton, Missy Spivy, Debra Young, and Ray Singleton, I developed the introductory module for a professional development course, Teaching in the 21st Century with Web 2.0 Tools.  This experience provided a way for me to increase my knowledge of web 2.0 tools and to present it in the form of a video.  In The Power to Connect, I worked with a seventh grade student who narrated a large portion of the script after helping me revise it so that it was more consistent with her speech patterns.  This experience gave me a glimpse of what it would look like to use Movie Maker in the classroom.  

In Dr. Heaton’s Online Course Development and Delivery, I had the opportunity to create a module for a course that I had previously taught in a face to face class, Developmental Reading and Assessment.  While I learned the technological aspect of creating the course online in Blackboard, I also have become more aware of sound principles of course development that promote active learning and problem-solving, whether in face to face, blended, or on-line courses.  

Finally, I am currently collaborating with Dr. Heaton and other doctoral students in creating a professional development course on twenty-first century skills.  My role is to create a module on Creativity and Innovation, and presently it is a work in progress.  As I apply the knowledge and skills I have acquired in Online Course Development and Delivery and my experience in teaching on-line courses, it is evident that the course activities require my students to be more interactive, more engaged, and more reflective.    
Scholarship

According to the Marshall University Doctoral Program in Education:  Student and Faculty Handbook (2006),   the “mission of the Doctoral Program in Education is to prepare practitioners to be reflective, ethical educators and researchers who contribute to the field of education” (p. 5).  Weidman and Stein (2003) agree that the goal of a doctoral program is to prepare students for scholarly work.  Scholarly work is defined as engaging in professional activities that require one to apply the knowledge and skills gained from the training received in doctoral research.  As I have engaged in activities involving writing for publication and presentations, I now see it is a responsibility to share what I have learned beyond my classroom.  While at first I had difficulty identifying topics that I could even share, I now see many opportunities where I can contribute.   

Research

Research Design provided the foundation on how I would think about the research process. In this class, we were introduced to the structure of a dissertation and critiqued the soundness of the design.  We were then required to develop a research proposal.  I remember being overwhelmed by the vast amount of literature on my topic.  It was suggested to formulate a question in response to a problem that was identified in the literature that would be relevant.  Writing a precise research question was the greatest challenge.  As I would submit my research question to Dr. Childress, he would respond with another question.  These questions forced me to articulate the question more precisely, since my research design would be dependent on finding the answer to this question.   Since the question was to be original, reading extensively on the topic would be required to document the basis for the need to complete the research.  Dr. Childress’ words still echo in my mind as I am attempting to understand a topic, “Eventually you have to stop reading and start writing.”   Finally, the idea that I needed to own my research topic was a new idea to me.  While I would be required to present other’s ideas, I would need to present them in a way that incorporated my perspective on the topic.  This principle was intimidating to me because I did not want to misinterpret what an expert was saying.  In the end, this uncertainty caused me to become more careful as I would read and reread for clarification and understanding. 
In Survey Research, I worked as part of a team to create a survey to measure teacher perception of change in content and pedagogy knowledge in a math standards-based curriculum as a result of participating in professional development.   Much like the research question, clear, specific objectives are necessary in designing and developing the survey instrument.  As our group used a wiki to work collaboratively, opportunities for constructive feedback were provided to ensure all survey questions represented the defined objectives.  In addition, feedback obtained from a validation study provided opportunities to revise our survey for improved precision and clarity.  After the survey was completed, quantitative results were statistically analyzed.  Because I had not taken a statistics course, I was not able to contribute in this capacity and had to rely on my group for the interpretation of the results.  I now have developed an understanding of how to select the appropriate statistics based on the research hypothesis, represent the data through graphs and tables, analyze the results, and draw conclusions.  As a testament to Dr. Meisel, I have confidence in my ability to evaluate the statistical analyses in research journals and no longer have to completely rely on an author of a research study to interpret the results for me.   
 In the fall of 2008, I worked collaboratively with Dr. Heaton and Ashley Stephens, another doctoral student on a qualitative research project on plagiarism.  To represent a variety of perspectives, I was responsible for interviewing Dr. Lassiter, Dr. Pauley, Dr. Securro, Dr. Stange and fellow doctoral students.  Adhering to the project’s rationale, identified research questions provided a framework for the interview session.  Because of the preliminary background research I had completed prior to the interviews, I had confidence in asking probing questions that could possibly reveal additional information.  Following each interview, I transcribed each recording.  Bogdan and Biklen (2007) suggest developing categories as a way to organize data into meaningful concepts. Once data were organized, I was able to draw conclusions based on the patterns I observed.  Presenting the results in a video format required me to consider alternative ways that data could be communicated.  Through this experience, I became more knowledgeable about the process of qualitative research and its value in providing a fuller understanding of an event.  One theme that was repeated was the importance of representing ideas accurately to be able to preserve knowledge since new knowledge is dependent on the existing knowledge base.  In addition, I have become more thoughtful about proper and accurate citation not only of text but multimedia as well.  
Taking an independent study course with Dr. Bowling provided an opportunity for action research.  As we were studying Marie Clay’s approach to emergent literacy acquisition, I applied those principles in tutoring sessions with a first grade student.  Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1990) discuss how important teachers’ voices are in creating a knowledge base on best practices.  Approaching teaching from the perspective of a researcher required that I document changes in how my student approached the reading and writing process.  As I made instructional decisions based on an examination of evidence, it required me to consider the connection between research, theory and practice.  When my student was not progressing as planned, it required revisiting the research literature to examine what changes I needed to make in my instruction.  Following this experience, I was able to communicate to my pre-service teachers that while we should rely on evidence from the researchers, teachers are researchers too, and can provide a vital perspective.  Being an effective instructional designer requires knowing the why behind the what.  By engaging in action research, I hope to encourage teachers to be more critical of their practice so that they, too, can become more precise in their instruction.
Publications


In taking Dr. Simone’s Writing for Professional Publication, I developed confidence in my writing skills in taking an idea to a publishable piece of writing.  In the previous semester, I completed a literature review on parent involvement in Research Design.  Because Dr. Childress was familiar with my work, I met with him to get his advice on turning that concept into an article.  He explained how the audience would dictate the form my article would take.  Consequently, this perspective caused me to revise my article and after numerous drafts, 
Read to Me + Three was published.  Dr. Simone now uses the drafts of my article in her class as an example of the importance of understanding who your audience is.   Having my article published was a turning point in the way I viewed myself as a writer.  Because I understood the process involved, I worked with my husband in writing an article on children’s dental health for the same publication.  When it was accepted, this solidified my understanding that publishable writing was clear, concise, and logically organized.  

When Dr. Heaton announced that an opportunity to submit action research to a new journal existed, I contacted her to receive the journal guidelines.  Dr. Heaton described the elements that must be included, and I began to review the style of action research journal articles and attempted to mimic the organization in my article.  Writing this article created a way for me to reflect on my instruction in the tutoring sessions and its connection to theory.  As I reported the quantitative and qualitative findings, I uncovered some conclusions that I had not considered until I started writing.  The feedback I received on the article assisted me in editing the text to improve clarity.  While no writing is perfect, I learned that it is important to reduce as much error as possible in my work. Now that I look back at this article, I see revisions I would like to make.  One, I relied too heavily on one author’s work rather than providing multiple perspectives.  Two, I did not acknowledge the work of the student’s teacher and intervention specialist in impacting the results.  As the adage states, “It takes a whole village…” I know I only played a part.  I also learned that my work can provide value to other teachers.  In completing research for another assignment, I found a reference to my article.  Once again, I am reminded of the interconnectedness of the disciplines as I am now working with my husband on writing an article on a case study involving a dental procedure using the same process I used to write my action research article.   

Finally, I had an opportunity to collaborate with Mindy Allenger and Cheryl Jeffers in writing a book review for The Reading Professor, a publication of a special interest group of International Reading Association (IRA).  Because the journal’s audience is professors of reading teacher educators, I was challenged to review the book from this perspective.  It was decided that we would each review a portion of the text, and that I would be responsible for revising and editing all of our work collectively.   The greatest challenge was in writing the article as a comprehensive piece rather than a compilation of three individual critiques.  With Dr. Stange’s advice, I believe this was accomplished.  While our book review had an academic tone, he encouraged us to make it more personable for the readership.  This experience confirmed that I was able to write for a variety of audiences—pre-service and in-service teachers as well as reading teacher educators in a variety of formats to include an informational piece, action research, and critique.  I have developed confidence in my ability to write for publication as I have become more cognizant of the craft involved.
     
Presentations


An opportunity to present originated with a course assignment in Dr. Heaton’s Curriculum and Technology.  In the course, Amy Cottle, Diane Downard, Allyson Goodman, and I had written papers on different Web 2.0 tools and their use in the classroom.  We collaborated with Dr. Heaton as we would present our work at the next doctoral seminar.  I opened the presentation, 21st Century Technology:  Tools for the Classroom, with the video I created for the introductory modules in the professional development course and then discussed the many uses of this technology tool for doctoral students.   Even though I was so nervous, I was able to manage my feelings of anxiety when I reminded myself that the presentation was not about me but about sharing something that may be of value to the audience.  


Following this presentation, Dr. Heaton, Annette Irvin, Ashley Stephens, Diane Downard, and I created a proposal via a wiki for the West Virginia Higher Education Technology Conference 2008.  Using Multimedia to Enhance Instruction was accepted as a poster session, which was a great way to be able to personally interact with others about our individual project.  As I attended other conference sessions, I realized how much I had learned related to technology, and that I, too, would be able to contribute at a future conference.   
 At another doctoral seminar, Dr. Heaton, Ashley Stephens, and I presented our qualitative research findings in a session entitled Plagiarism:  Get Informed in the form of a video.  The video was divided into three sections.  After a segment was viewed by the audience, the panel which consisted of doctoral faculty and students would facilitate a discussion related to ideas expressed in the video.  My role would be to introduce the panel, play the video, and keep the time.  While I typically would not contribute to a discussion in a large group, I surprised myself and contributed to the discussion.  
After this presentation, I began to look for other opportunities where I could speak in front of groups to increase my confidence.  Since then, I have narrated our church’s Christmas play with an audience of 400 as well as lead a weekly discussion group.  I have also explored the process of organizing seminars while serving as a member of the Doctoral Seminar Committee.   While I was not certain I would be able to contribute anything, I realized that I would be able to use the skills I learned in Authoring Tools and Multimedia to create the doctoral seminar cover.  Facilitating a seminar session provided another opportunity to speak in front of a group of people.  Finally, I have gained a greater appreciation of the work and time involved in organizing a seminar from planning to attending to the details and the importance of clear communication and teamwork in delivery.  
Moving Forward

 As my academic and professional pursuits reveal, I have deepened my knowledge base in curriculum and instruction and in my area of emphasis, educational computing, resulting in a refined perspective on curriculum.  In exploring how my experience compares to theory, I have become more critical of my teaching practice.  By having a framework to evaluate my teaching and course development experiences, I have enhanced my ability to create a learning environment that reflects sound instructional design.   


My scholarship activities show evidence that through my participation in the research process, I am able to develop clear, precise research questions based on a problem statement created from the research literature.  I have also enhanced my ability to collect and analyze both quantitative and qualitative data to draw conclusion from the findings.  In addition, through publications and presentations, I have improved in my ability to write and present information clearly in a variety of formats for a variety of audiences.  


Norquay (1990) notes that the point of curriculum is not to accumulate knowledge but to apply knowledge to effect change.  Fullan (1993) argues that change must begin with self.  
Senge (1995) substantiates his point as he believes that change cannot occur without personal transformation.  When we change we are ultimately letting go of our identity, our sense of self.  “Letting go of an old belief means letting go of how we define ourselves” (Caine & Caine, 1997, p. 94).   Through application of coursework to the portfolio elements, I have been challenged and have pushed many boundaries.  I am confident that because of my professional, academic, and scholarly experiences, I have developed the capacity to move forward to the dissertation phase.

Because of my experiences in the program, I have become interested in the conditions present in professional development that promote teacher efficacy in using technology as a tool to facilitate 21st century knowledge and skill proficiency.  In collaboration with Dr. Childress, I have begun an initial investigation of the research literature to document the need for this study.  With the guidance and support of my committee, Dr. Childress, Dr. Heaton, Dr. Bailey, and Dr. Bethel, I am confident that I will be able to make a meaningful contribution.
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