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     I could look at the Marshall doctoral program as a means to an end.  However, I view my experience at Marshall much more than following protocol to obtain a degree.  I chose to compare my journey to learning to play the French horn because this instrument has been an important avenue of expression throughout my life.  

     Arthur Benade was a physicist who could calculate the stream of air that pushed vibrations from the lips to the bell of the horn. He noted several steps that took place in this process that he termed the Horn Equation (Benade, 1992).  Vibrating the lips is the beginning of this sound.  I see myself coming into the Marshall program having some ability to “buzz lips.” The second step of the equation is placing the lips to a mouthpiece that takes the raw vibrations and channels them into a more recognizable sound.  A player must choose a mouthpiece that fits his/her mouth and lips. The Marshall program offered me several experiences from which I could choose what fit me best: research and presentations. The third step of this horn equation is learning to use valves that allow the player to produce more precise notes and melodies on the horn.  Several sections of the program allowed me to fine-tune and play certain tunes. Revision, designing courses, and teaching courses signified this step of the equation for me.  In the fourth step, the player listens to the sound being produced and adjusts it one more time with his/her hand in the bell.  This is the critical step of evaluating the choices made that produced the sound.  I equate this final step as applying what I have learned in the program to help me to grow professionally and personally.

The first step of the equation: Buzzing lips

     When I entered the doctoral program, I wanted to address two major areas: teaching in higher education and learning more about middle level education.  I taught for 22 years in public schools, mostly in the seventh and eighth grades.  I was licensed to teach special education kindergarten through 12th grade as well.  I spent about eight of those years working with children with learning disabilities and those with severe mental challenges. For several years I coached talented and gifted teams for competition, so I was privileged with a broad spectrum of teaching and learning experiences with students up to the 12th grade.

     While I was teaching the eighth grade, a college education supervisor offered me an opportunity to teach a special education course at the local college.  I accepted the offer and enjoyed the experience.  A tenured position became available at The University of Rio Grande to work with the middle childhood program.  I accepted this position to challenge myself with teaching college students.  

     My conception of college teaching formed around the professor who lectured and gave difficult tests. It did not take long to learn that college students have minimal ability to listen to me lecture.  I took courses at Marshall to see if I could manage teaching and being a student at the same time.  This step worked, so I applied for the doctoral program.  My goals were to learn techniques to teach college students more effectively and to gain more knowledge about middle level education. Though I had experience teaching middle school, I needed more research in theory and methodology.
     The doctoral program in curriculum and instruction addressed my needs so that I feel more qualified to teach at the college level, and I definitely have gained a more thorough background in middle level education.
The second step of the equation:  Choosing a mouthpiece

     As mentioned earlier, the horn player must choose an appropriate mouthpiece to fit his/her needs.  The player’s embouchure and lips demand certain types of mouthpieces to obtain the best sound. A “mouthpiece” that fits me in the doctoral program is research.  More specifically, I find that I truly enjoy qualitative research.  Dr. Linda Spatig introduced me to qualitative research in EDF 625. Her enthusiasm and approach to teaching this subject encouraged me to learn more.  I remember the long hours of transcribing interviews and trying to find patterns and emerging themes from my project in comparing two middle schools, but those were satisfying hours of labor. 

     After I finished EDF 625, I noticed an announcement to all doctoral students from Dr. Spatig about a project at the River Valley Child Care Center. Betty Sias and I volunteered and committed to this research.  The three of us conducted focus groups, a new research method for me. At times it was frustrating trying to keep track of all of the members of my group talking at various speeds and volumes. I managed to transcribe the conversations about the managerial style of their leader at the center.  When Betty, Linda, and I compared our themes or patterns from these focus groups, we isolated common strengths and weaknesses of the leader and were able to report that data to their board.  This was unique to me because I could understand what Michael Patton, an author Dr. Spatig used in her course, meant by triangulation. 

     Continuing with this metaphor of “research as a mouthpiece,” I must mention Dr. Childress’ course, LS 703 Research Design.  Ashley Stephens, Cheryl Jeffers, Robert Hagerman, and I worked together to create a pre-survey and post survey for the RESA IV project.  This RESA IV project emerged as a result of low math scores on the WESTTEST in six counties in West Virginia.  We wanted to measure the responses of teachers who volunteered to take in-service training to see if their perception of their ability to use math standards had improved.  This in-service provided teachers more background with math standards and more teaching strategies to incorporate with the math objectives.  By using our pre-survey and post survey, we found a statistical difference in teachers’ perception of their ability to understand and use math standards.  Dr. Childress guided us through the study, and I learned details about creating surveys. Dr. Childress explained to us that some teachers did not see the reverse side some of the surveys, so we had a small number with incomplete data.  Some teachers did not fill out demographics.  Dr. Childress told us that we have to make sure that surveys visually indicate what we want to accomplish, and that a lot of survey results depend upon how questions and directions are presented. Therefore, it is imperative to be as clear as possible.
      I conducted another survey based on a project that Linda Palenchar and I completed in Dr. Heaton’s class. We extracted a section in Donald Tapscott’s book, Growing up Digital, and reported on the consumer habits of the N-Generation.  I was curious about this age group in our area.  I found that young people 18 years through mid 20s in a small region of southeastern Ohio did not shop online as much because they did not have easy access to credit. 

     Two questions dominated the field of research for me: “So what?” and “Is this clear for all to understand?”  Dr. Childress and Dr. Meyer constantly threw out the “So what?” question.  At times I would say the question to them because I anticipated their reply to some of my ideas.  This question challenged me to consider if my question(s) added anything unique to the literature already in the field.

     Wesley Mitchell (1986) stated that if one cannot state a proposition clearly and unambiguously, he does not understand it.  This is a wrenching statement for me.  I struggle with clarity, not just in research, but in all aspects of my life.  The Marshall program has forced me to be more aware of metacognition-how I am thinking.  I have noticed that I ask more often, “Does this make sense?”  I have been challenged to be more logical and precise which is not my normal response to problems.
      Another mouthpiece that fit my needs was giving presentations. I was able to interact with others on topics that I was learning which strengthened my knowledge of the content.  By nature, I do not like to speak in front of large groups, but this part of the program revealed that I could do it.  I fumbled and fell a few times, but I was able to share information in a professional setting.

     Dr. Meyer invited me to attend the National Middle School Association (NMSA) conference in Houston in November 2007.  He discussed “Advisor/Advisee:  Why is it misunderstood?” I elaborated on Howard Johnston’s research on advisor or mentor groups. I shared some of my experiences as a middle level teacher and explained the types of themes Johnston proposed for these groups.  I divided the audience into small groups and had them share what they did in their schools and from that I asked them to devise an integrated program for advisor/advisee groups for their schools.  Basically, each group planned different activities that could be used for a week.  We devised plans as a whole group which prompted questions.  From the questions asked and comments, I discovered that many school districts use advisor/advisee groups as a study hall or to address other matters that do not meet the challenging needs of young adolescents.
     I accompanied Dr. Meyer to a conference sponsored by the Association of Teacher Educators (ATE) in New Orleans in February 2008.  My topic, “Why aren’t schools of distinction reflective of exemplary middle schools?” examined the issue that we reward middle schools in Ohio with a title of distinction but these schools do not posses all of the characteristics of best practices of a true middle school.  This is especially alarming because the NMSA headquarters is located in Ohio.

     I also participated on a panel discussion at this conference that included Dr. Meyer, Dr. Bailey, and Dr. Meisel related to middle level education topics. This gave me the sense that I actually had something to offer with other professionals.  The Marshall professors modeled a professional demeanor that I appreciated and hope to emulate.

    Dr. Heaton provided another opportunity to speak at a Marshall seminar in 2008.  Amy Cottle, Allyson Goodman, Yvonne Skoretz and I discussed various aspects of 21st Century Technology: Tools for the Classroom. I highlighted results of Teen Second Life, a site that offered middle and high school students the chance to solve real-world problems in a virtual world.  Some of the issues on this site dealt with pollution from mining and misunderstandings this age group has of nutrition and health.
     Dr. Heaton asked our group to collaborate via a wiki for Multimedia to Enhance Instruction.  We presented our findings in the West Virginia Higher Education Technology Conference in 2008.  I used the same material from Teen Second Life, but I displayed it in a poster session.  This tool enabled me to talk with individuals who walked by the poster presentation.  I met others who were successfully using Teen Second Life in their classrooms. This encouraged me to find out more information.

     Another presentation opportunity came from Dr. Heaton to attend the Appalachian Studies Association Conference in Huntington in March, 2008.  Linda Palenchar and I had worked on a project about N-Gen consumers that I mentioned in the section on surveys.  Dr. Heaton thought this topic should be presented at this conference, so I submitted it and described the results using the new skills in technology I had gained from CI700.  This moviemaker project was a fun way to present information.  I also met others like Jim Harris and Karen McComas from the doctoral program at this conference who gave me the knowledge that those of us who began the program at the same time were developing as professionals and becoming knowledgeable in certain fields.

The third step of the process:  Lengthening and shortening vibrations with valves

     The French horn has evolved through the use of valves to allow players to produce whole and half steps in music.  This is a refining step that enables the musician to play melodies with less effort and more clarity. Several parts of the doctoral program qualify for this part of my horn equation metaphor.  One is teaching courses which is like playing with valves because I am able to use the material I have learned to create a tune or melody on my own.  One course that I taught at Marshall was with Dr. Meyer’s online course: EDF 502 Middle Childhood Psychology which provoked me to delve into the affective domain and Bloom’s Taxonomy more for my own learning, and I gained insight from my students in how to use critical thinking skills in action research. I learned from their research and perspective of the young adolescent and the difficulties this age group encounters.
    I also directed an online practicum CI 672 in Middle Level Education for Dr. Meyer.  This was another novel experience since I evaluated teachers by viewing videos of lessons they sent to me. I was skeptical at first because I thought only visitation would show what takes place in the classroom, but I was impressed with how these teachers presented their lessons and the student interaction.  I created an observation evaluation form that worked for both the teacher and me.  I now comprehend how online practices could save time for the supervisor and teacher.

     I was capable of teaching these courses because I had taken three courses from Dr. Meyer which prepared me enormously: CI 501 Middle Childhood Curriculum, CI 503 Middle Childhood Psychology, and CI 503 Teaching Middle Childhood Grades.
      When our chair left Rio Grande, I guided a research class for the graduate program there for the summer.  I incorporated qualitative and quantitative exercises that Dr. Spatig and Dr. Securro had modeled for me in their classes.  
     Because of the coursework I followed at Marshall, I gained a deeper understanding of how to create courses. I designed EDU 26501 Middle Childhood Seminar to help students at Rio understand young adolescents and schools with characteristics required to help these children transition into young adulthood.  I included components of advisor/advisee groups, flexible scheduling, service projects, and connections to parents and community.  This gave me the theory and methodology to support my many years of teaching.

      I created another course at Rio: EDT Learning Theory from my experience in Dr. Meyer’s Learning Theories course at Marshall.  Dr. Meyer suggested an approach that utilized several theories and had students collaborate with presenting these theories.  I also incorporated special education requirements into the course to make it useful for the graduate program for Intervention Specialists.

The fourth step of the equation:  Listening and adjusting the sound or making changes

    In playing the horn, if I do not listen well, the sound is flawed not only for me but all who hear it, so it is imperative to make the final adjustments exact. Revision falls into this category because it is a result of writing, thinking, and listening to how others perceive the message produced. This can be one of the most difficult stages of development for me. Dr. Simone’s course CI 677 gave me my first experience in revising. I remember watching her take sentences and reducing them to a few words which clarified their meaning. She termed this process as “Cutting the fat.”  I understood the concept but could not revise easily. I worked on an article in her class and submitted it to The Ohio Middle School Journal. My article, CMLA Needs Love, Too was a short description of the middle level association we had on campus and the group’s need to feel that they had a place in the education program, too. Just like the middle school students these candidates would teach, they felt left out or stuck in the middle with little representation.  The association gave them a sense of identity.  The editor of the journal did not need an article on this topic at the time because they were looking for more research oriented classroom strategies on the middle level.

      I had a proposal accepted for presentation at the ATE conference.  Dr. Meyer worked with me to get the correct form for that application. Then I wrote a proposal for the Appalachian Studies Conference on my own which was accepted as well.

      I learned in Dr. Simone’s class to make editorial cuts, but in Dr. Meyer’s classes, I discovered that I had to write more.  Though this was a frustrating process, I found that both approaches to writing are necessary and helpful depending on the situation.
     In Dr. Hollandsworth’s course, CI 707, Curriculum Change-Models and Practices, we discussed Change Theory.  Dr. Hollandsworth gave me Peter Senge’s book, The Fifth Discipline to read and report to the class. This book forced me to re-examine some of my views about theory and middle school philosophy. Senge (1990) wrote about how our theories or mental models affect what we see and do. 
     After one of my educational psychology classes, a student walked out the door of the class with me and spouted, “I just can’t keep the theories and theorists straight in my mind.  They’re all too much alike.” I briefly explained that some of my views had changed due to my experiences and course work at Marshall. I explained that I was a practical person. When I taught in public schools, I wanted only that which I thought would work to help students learn.  As I talked with this young lady, I realized that my experience in middle school did not match the theory I had learned at Marshall.  I experienced one of those huge mental shifts Senge (1990) illustrated.
     I now believe that the team approach in teaching units is most effective with young adolescents. I see a major difference with junior high schools and middle schools and how the middle school philosophy is more appropriate and effective for this transitional time of young adolescents. Eichhorn (1966) proposed that middle schools address the physical, emotional, and social needs of transescents, a term he coined for this transitional period in these children’s lives.

     In middle level education literature there is an emphasis on providing intramural sports because it allows for more opportunity for students to participate. Many middle schools or junior high schools provide sports based on the high school model of competing with other schools.  The high school model focuses more on winning which requires more athletically gifted students to participate. I shifted from thinking that interscholastic sports were good to believing that intrascholastic sports are better because they provide more opportunity for middle level students to take part in physical activities.  According to Paul George and William Alexander (1993) young adolescents need a sense of security and belonging with advisor/advisee groups. I agree.  If I were to return to teaching this age group, I would change several of my methods because my thinking about this age group has changed as a result of exposure to the field at Marshall.

     Another mental change came in my view of teaching from Dr. Bailey’s course, CI 624 Advanced Instructional Strategies.  Inductive teaching was a new concept for me, or at least it was a method that I had not consciously attempted.  Trying to draw concepts from students instead of directly showing them concepts automatically drives students to a higher level of critical thinking.  This was so important that I began to require my college students to try planning lessons with this approach.  Jerome Bruner provided this model of allowing students to discover concepts.   He believed students must be active and identify principles for themselves rather than simply accepting teachers’ explanations (Woolfolk, 2007).

     My view of curriculum is different, now, too.  Pinar, Reynolds, Slattery, and Taubman (2004) wrote of curriculum that it was not exactly a group of systematic thoughts as portrayed by many others.  They claimed that curriculum and other fields are comprised of people; sometimes extraordinary, often ordinary people whose job it is to write material that complies with rules and principles that other people-their predecessors-have established as reasonable.  This insight is valuable to me because as they suggested, people change as they perceive value in various ideas. Therefore, curriculum changes as the values of those using it change. 

     My journey in the doctoral program blends many strands into one strand which is curriculum.  I used to view curriculum as a placid term for choosing texts and deciding what concepts to teach.  The events, courses, and people I have encountered along this path have changed my perception.  Curriculum is dynamic and breathes life into a classroom.  It is a dialogue of the individual with others, the teacher and students, and members of the whole group.  I need to validate my beliefs by inviting others to look at them.  More importantly, curriculum is more than the beliefs of the individual; it includes the interaction of the individuals at a given event.

     William Pinar and Madeleine Grumet (Pinar, et. al., 2004) use a term in phenomenology that captures my view of curriculum called currere.  Currere is knowledge of self as knower of the world attempting to trace the complex path from experiences to formal intellection. This does not constitute retreat from the world but heightens the engagement in it.

Applying the horn equation and playing the horn: The next step

     The horn player automatically follows the steps of the horn equation without being conscious of the process because it is a natural response once understanding it.  I view the Marshall program working for me the same way. How does all of this fit together?  How does the experience at Marshall relate to my initial reasons for applying to the program?

     As I noted previously, curriculum collates my experiences in the Marshall doctoral program. I found that curriculum dominates the two main reasons I entered the program.  The first reason I enrolled was to learn how teach more effectively at a college level.  Curriculum invites dialogue, and I have learned to incorporate deductive and inductive approaches in my lessons.  Curriculum includes my approach to teaching and my students’ interactions.  We work together for a learning environment.

     The second reason I sought the Marshall program was to enrich my knowledge of theory and methodology in middle level education. Curriculum entails people’s beliefs.  My beliefs about middle level education changed in several ways.  I think young adolescents need advocates to support them during this transition to young adulthood.  They require intellectual challenges to promote higher critical thinking skills to transfer them to formal abstract thinking levels. Children at this stage are beginning to be curious about the world around them, and we must provide models for them to learn to socialize and cooperate with others in academics and sports.  Schools should provide a curriculum to promote the physical, emotional, social and intellectual growth of young adolescents.  I now share with college students my experiences and theory.  I encourage my students to examine middle level curriculum in a new way so they can become agents of change for young adolescents.
     Due to my exposure to middle level literature and research at Marshall, I am able to converse with my colleagues in the Ohio Middle Level Professors Association.  This group continually seeks ways to promote best practices for middle school students and for middle childhood majors in universities and colleges in Ohio.  Before I entered the doctoral program, I passively waited for discussions to happen. Now I initiate discussions and make suggestions.  This change makes me feel more professional as a college instructor.
         There is a third element to curriculum that I did not possess before I entered the program which is research.  I do not view research as a separate discipline but as an integral part of curriculum. Kurt Lewin stated that research that produces nothing but books will not suffice (Lewin, 1946, reproduced in Lewin, 1948: 202-3).  In my current position, I am continuing research with local districts.  I am conducting workshops with the Meigs Local District and determining if co-teaching approaches are effective in helping students with special needs.

With the background knowledge I have received at Marshall in research, I can survey and more specifically examine how effective this approach is for students and teachers.

      I am prepared to initiate my own research in middle level education.  I hope to do a qualitative research project looking at the Amish community and its effect on young adolescent development. I want to see how the characteristics of this group differ from young adolescents in the local middle school.  I need to maintain principles I have learned at Marshall.  I need to ask the “So what?” question and make sure my ideas are clear in what I am seeking, but I can do this and find it to be quite rewarding just as playing the French horn has brought me self-discipline and great pleasure, even joy, for all of these years.
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