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Unfamiliar Terrain and Future Expeditions: Residency Portfolio

The portfolio experience has been a great opportunity to apply what I have studied in my course work and to collaborate with faculty to enhance learning. It is a major part of what interested me in the program in the first place. Another factor that made it appealing is that it is the primary assessment method for candidacy and it reinforces the sound educational practices the program values and expects. 

The basic goal of my portfolio plan was to learn as much as I could from experiencing the unfamiliar, which would allow me to engage in future expeditions and enhance my professional development. This involved events that I had never before experienced and I believed I might encounter again in the future. I also selected activities based on whether or not I could contribute significantly to the activity. I did not think it was practical to participate in something I knew would not enhance my educational experience or professional growth. Time also played a role in some of the choices I made along the way. I was not able to dedicate large chunks of time to one activity because of my own workload and schedule. Presenting at conferences not conveniently located and other time consuming endeavors were not an option. 

Each activity was a true collaboration with faculty and peers and focused on scholarship, research, and/or teaching. Each of my experiences has assisted me in many ways, as I become a more reflective, ethical, and contributing educator (Marshall University College of Education and Human Services, p. 5). 
Scholarship
The primary form of scholarship I participated in was a conference presentation. Dr. Linda Spatig, Dr. Wayne Coombs, Dr. Anne Swedberg, Dr. Paula Flaherty, Karen McComas, and I presented “Ethnographic Research: Locating Identity in Cultural Borders” at the Appalachian Studies Association (ASA) conference in March of 2008, in Huntington, WV.  Based on our study of a statewide substance abuse prevention program supported by a federal grant, our panel discussed issues of identity and representation in the context of qualitative research methods and Appalachian culture. Currently I am a member of the external research team evaluating the statewide program. 

In the past, I have presented at regional conferences, but always alone. The ASA presentation was more collaborative in nature. My primary role was to prepare the introduction, lay the foundation for each of the topics covered, and act as facilitator during the session. This was an intimidating and daunting task for me because I did not know how much to contribute without controlling the session and I was delivering information about a content area I was less than fully familiar with.  After discussing my role with a few co-presenters, I knew what I had to do and dug right in. Overall, I enjoyed the experience and consider this a possible future expedition. 

The other suggested activity under scholarship is to submit a paper for publication. I did not pursue this endeavor, but will do so in the future. Most of the papers I have written thus far would not be appropriate for publication. In fact, the ones that come closest to it focus specifically on Interior Design education. The quality and content of those papers would not be appropriate for the Journal of Interior Design, the only referred journal for this particular discipline. I hope that the work I am doing with the research team for the federally funded, community-based program will allow me the opportunity to submit an article for review and ultimately, publication. Also, I plan to submit my dissertation work to appropriate journals when completed. 
Research


Research has always been an intimidating endeavor for me. It seemed so complex and was well beyond my scope of interest. I wanted to overcome this fear and conquer the notion that research is not for me. I decided early on that I should take both advanced quantitative and qualitative courses so I could learn as much about research as possible. Foundational quantitative and qualitative courses, survey research, and research design were also instrumental in developing a deeper comprehension of research. These six courses have given me the confidence to be part of a research team and to feel that I am an able contributor to the process. 


Applying what I have learned in courses is vitally important to me, which is why I jumped at the chance to work with Dr. Spatig on a federally funded, community- based project, known as the West Virginia Partnership to Promote Community Well-Being. The Partnership is the state's designated substance abuse prevention and intervention planning body and an advisory council for WV's implementation of its federal Strategic Prevention Framework State Incentive Grant (SPF SIG). I have been a member of the external qualitative evaluation/research team for this program since April of 2007. Dr. Linda Spatig is the lead evaluator/researcher, while Dr. Paula Flaherty and Karen McComas round out the current team. Our primary function is to collect narrative data from a variety of sources in the program, analyze the data, and then report our findings, typically on a quarterly basis. The majority of our data is collected through qualitative methods such as interviews, observations, and open-ended survey questions. However, we also have utilized surveys, including both quantitative and qualitative data.  

As part of this project, I have engaged in a number of activities including creating a survey; verifying statistical data; planning and conducting interviews; transcribing interviews; conducting participant observations at quarterly Partnership meetings, workgroup meetings, and a recent retreat; and assisting with developing interview questions, doing preliminary data analysis, presenting information, and reviewing reports.  

The Survey Research course (EDF 711) was instrumental in the creation of the mixed methods survey we utilized in August of 2007 to ascertain the project staff’s perceptions and experiences of the program, especially in terms of their roles and responsibilities as staff for the project. This was a great opportunity to develop an actual survey after learning so much about them in class. I was able to get useful feedback from my peers and my professor while it was being developed, which provided an outside of the research team perspective. This proved difficult in some ways, because the research team knew what we were trying to get at, while the outside reviewers did not quite understand why we were asking specific questions a certain way. In the end, the survey enabled us to collect a good bit of information from program participants. To analyze the quantitative survey data we calculated means, medians, and modes for each item.  We purposefully did not conduct tests for statistical significance because of the small sample size.  I was asked to verify the calculated mean, median, and mode for each question, which gave me the opportunity to again apply information I had acquired during EDF 517 (Statistical Methods) to a real project. 

Up to this point, I have conducted approximately thirteen semi-structured individual interviews where I ask open-ended questions that allow other areas to be explored if needed (Britten, 1995). EDF 625 (Qualitative Research in Education) laid the foundation for this type of data collection, while EDF 626 (Advanced Qualitative Research in Education) allowed me to practice and assess my interviewing skills and techniques. I thought it was important to review what I had learned in EDF 625 (Qualitative Research in Education) before I started interviewing for the Partnership, so I referred to Bogdan and Biklen (2003) and Spradley (1979), who refer to ethnographic interviews as purposeful or friendly conversations. It is important to build a rapport with the interviewee to ensure trust and gather valid descriptive data. In EDF 626 (Advanced Qualitative Research in Education), we were able to focus on our own areas of interest and I decided to work on my interviewing techniques because I was not getting the descriptive data we desired and I was not fluid with follow-up questions. After reviewing more literature and conducting more interviews, I created an assessment tool to assist in improving overall. Now, before I conduct an interview I review this tool as a reminder, and after conducting the interview, I use it as a reflection piece. Reflecting on this process, I realized that I am not as confident interviewing individuals for this program because of my depth of knowledge about the program. Learning more about the Partnership and the federally funded program is vitally important to collecting useful data. Recently I attended a Partnership retreat for two days and I was exposed to a considerable amount of information about the program. I hope this deeper understanding will improve my interviewing skills. The more I practice the better I will get. I have improved over time, but I know I have a long way to go before I will be satisfied with my interviewing skills. 

Another form of collecting qualitative data has been through observations at quarterly Partnership meetings, workgroup meetings, and participant observation at the Partnership retreat in October 2008. Our goal is to construct descriptive and reflective fieldnotes (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003) through these observations. I am typically observant and I can simply generate the descriptive portion of the data. However, the reflective part has been more difficult for me with this project, again because of the lack of knowledge about the program. The October retreat helped significantly with this reflective aspect of data collection.

Transcribing both the interviews and observations has been a learning experience in itself. This time intensive task has taught me a great deal about interviewing and observing. I think inexperienced qualitative researchers should transcribe in order to assess their own skills and abilities in interviewing and observing. 

The last couple of tasks I want to mention here are supportive and less independent. We work together as a team to plan future research foci, to develop survey and/or interview questions, to perform preliminary data analysis, and prepare written reports. Presenting our findings is primarily Dr. Spatig’s role. However, each of us has assisted in some capacity over time.   

I have learned a tremendous amount through these hands on experiences; they offer a learning experience that cannot be replicated in the classroom. Areas I would like to experience at some point during this project are more in-depth analysis and writing the findings. However, I do know that I will proceed to grow as I continue to work on this project and embark on my dissertation, an upcoming expedition.


Another collaborative research activity I participated in occurred during EDF 711 (Survey Research) with Dr. Ron Childress. Our three-person team was assigned a survey design and development project, which was to determine if a week long summer institute increased the mathematics knowledge and skills of regular and special education teachers in Raleigh County. We developed survey objectives, developed an appropriate study design (pre-post), developed an appropriate survey instrument, conducted an instrument validations study, processed and analyzed the survey data, and presented findings to the class. Again, this activity allowed us to apply what we had learned throughout the course to a real project. I have been toying with the idea of doing a mixed methods study for my dissertation and this has given me the confidence to interject a small-scale quantitative method of collecting data, if appropriate.

Other Collaborative Endeavors
I had the opportunity to team teach CI706 (Multicultural & Diversity Issues in Curriculum & Instruction with Dr. Nega Debela and fellow doctoral student LeAnn Olson in the summer of 2007.  Up to that point, I had never team taught a course, despite teaching 12 years in higher education. I thought it would be an opportunity to find out what this approach had to offer. Another reason I jumped at the chance was the tremendous experience I had taking the course. Dr. Nega Debela was the professor when I took the course and I knew I could learn a lot about team teaching and more about multiculturalism from him. When I took the class, there were approximately ten students. We met every week and had thorough and deep discussions about the course content and our own personal experiences. It was a very engaging course and I looked forward to meeting with everyone week after week. 


When I team-taught the course there were over twenty students and it was primarily delivered through online methods. We met a few times throughout the semester, but when that occurred, time was spent giving presentations. Discussion was not an option due to the condensed number of face-to-face meetings and the large number of students in attendance. 


Our first task was setting up the blog feature using Blackboard and explaining the assignment to the students. Dr. Debela had a family emergency and that left LeAnn and me to perform the task at hand. I was not involved in the development of the assignment, so I did not know what was the overall expectation or desired outcome. Blogging was a new feature on the updated version of Blackboard. This created a lot of confusion and required a bit of explanation throughout the assignment, but we managed to work through it. 


Other responsibilities included evaluating students’ presentations/discussion questions and monitoring the amount of time they spent presenting. All three of us evaluated each presentation and then compared scores. From time to time, there was a difference of opinions, which allowed us the opportunity to explain and defend our scores.

The last thing I was able to contribute to this course was my ability to create and format rubrics. I have used primary trait scales and rubrics as long as I can remember. Dr. Debela sent us a document he wanted to use to assess the final paper/presentation. I felt this was a tool I could fine tune and develop further to assist in the assessment process. Both Dr. Debela and LeAnn were pleased with the tool in its final format. 

I have mixed feelings about this experience. I believe the structure of the class, which was primarily online with only a few face-to-face meetings, the number of students in the course, and a new technology tool played into my disappointment. On the other hand, collaborating on grading was an interesting and rewarding experience. Many of the students thanked me for assisting them by responding to their questions and clearing up the unknown about the projects or assignments. I think all three of us have different strengths and we were able to bring those together to produce a cohesive team. 

Another form of collaboration that has had a significant impact on my professional growth is being a member of the doctoral seminar planning committee.  In the spring of 2006, I served in a supportive role and was responsible for room/registration set-up and AV needs. Fall semester of 2006, I served as the chair and then in the spring of 2007 I was co-chair with Lisa Ramsburg. I enjoyed these experiences because I was able to collaborate with a number of faculty and peers for a common goal. Dr. Teresa Eagle was a strong mentor/advisor and I learned a lot from her throughout the process, particularly how to stay calm. Another positive outcome of this experience was leadership development. Once I became chair and co-chair, I had the opportunity to take on a leadership role by implementing a few new ideas and overseeing a group or team working toward a common goal. I believe this elevated my confidence level and enhanced my professional growth. I have now been the chair of two committees at work. Recently I was asked to chair another major committee and be the Humanities department chair. Even though I turned down both of those, I will pursue other leadership roles in the future, once I have completed my doctorate and have the time to commit to such an endeavor. 

Not only have I been a part of the planning for the doctoral seminar, I have presented twice with other faculty, I have been a facilitator, and I have been part of a student panel. These experiences permitted me to give back in a different capacity to the doctoral program. I admired and appreciated other students for sharing their experiences when I was new to the program and felt that was the least I could do as well. 

Depth of Understanding
Improving my ability to teach has been a long-standing professional goal and the primary reason I decided to pursue this degree. In CI 703 (Theories of Teaching and Learning), we learned about a variety of theories such as behaviorism, cognitivism, constructivism, humanism, and brain-based. Our last assignment for the class was to create our own theory and explain the elements that made up that theory. I named my theory the “Diversity Casserole Theory” because there were bits and pieces of each theory we studied incorporated into one harmonious theory. The primary contributing factors to my theory were Skinner’s operant conditioning, Bruner’s principles of constructivist learning (Smith,2002), Maslow’s theory of human motivation and self-actualization (Farmer, 1984), and Carl Rogers’ facilitative teaching.
Even though the final outcome of all courses is a letter grade (Skinner’s operant conditioning), my goal is to create a stimulating and non-threatening environment that promotes creative and active thinking and learning. This goal is consistent with the basic premise of Carl Rogers’ facilitative teaching and Maslow’s theory of human motivation. All of my courses, along with our interior design curriculum, are arranged so that each new concept builds on the previous one learned, which follows Bruner’s principles of constructivist learning.  Students actively participate in problem-solving, critical thinking, and authentic and meaningful self-reflection and peer-reflection found in the constructivism theory. I consider myself a guide, leader, co-learner, role model, and facilitator. This theory is very action oriented where teachers and students must be pro-active and even willing to change and adapt as necessary, which is also indicative of constructivism.  It was rewarding to read about the things I have been doing in my own classes for years. I found out early in my teaching career that I needed to provide a variety of learning experiences through different activities, but I never had the foundational knowledge of why I should do that. In my student evaluations last semester I had a student comment on the various ways we approached the material and how appropriate that was for a variety of learning styles in one class. I did not fully understand how important that was until I encountered the courses in this program.
I cannot complete this reflection without mentioning that a number of Marshall University graduate faculty have had a tremendous impact on how I teach today because they led by example. Many of them used a variety of teaching techniques and tools, which reinforced the notion that we all do not learn in the same way. I have incorporated more discussion, peer assessment, technology, and teamwork into my courses, because I have seen these activities work first hand and my professors have used them effectively. Knowledge that I have acquired has not only influenced my ability to teach, but it has also assisted me in my depth of understanding of higher education as a whole, change theory, the advantages of educational technology, and our current approach to outcomes-based curriculum at the University of Charleston. 

Conclusion

The portfolio process was somewhat of a daunting task, but well worth it. Applying what I have learned in the classroom to real life situations or projects is invaluable. Through the coursework and portfolio experience, I have expanded my teaching and research repertoire, adding depth and dimension to my knowledge base of education. The unfamiliar terrain has been smooth and solid at times, and at others uneven and rough. However, both landscapes have prepared me to be a contributing educator and researcher in the field of education and future expeditions. 
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