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Prologue to the Study

Someone can tell me facts, someone can give me examples, but until I live them, I will not understand them or remember them.  I make sense of my world through experience.  I live a storied life.  I am constantly telling, watching, and hearing stories.   My older sister used to be highly entertained by my telling of slightly exaggerated stories of my daily experiences in kindergarten.  My mom has been the sounding board for my stories all the way through school and currently through my work in schools.  For other people, my life seems to be a soap opera, which other people like to follow, waiting anxiously for the next update on the latest events in my life.  I enjoy telling these stories, reflecting upon them, and living new stories.  I often think about what might have happened if I had done or said something differently or if fate had simply taken a different course.  I attempt to learn from my experiences and try new approaches when I get another chance.  It is through the telling and the reliving of my stories that I realize I have made the same mistakes again or that something I did actually worked.  

When struggling to find a dissertation topic, my advisor asked me what I really wanted to do.  I told him I want to make a difference in education.  I want to share what I do with others so that they may be able to implement a similar model of educational reform.  I tried to find a clean, cut and dry topic that could be proven easily in a quantitative study.  After muddling through several ideas, my advisor and I came to the realization that quantitative methodology was not going to show what I wanted to uncover in my dissertation.  I cannot quantify what I do in my job as an instructional support teacher.  I do not work with exactly the same type, number, and ability levels of students.  I do not work with the exact same content areas.  I also do not do just one type of instructional training.  I simply could not design a quantitative study that would show what I do.  To explain to my advisor the complexity of what I do as an instructional support teacher, I began telling a story detailing one day at school.  He stopped me halfway through and said, “Every time you talk to me, you tell me stories.  Maybe you should think about telling your stories in a qualitative study.”  A light bulb went off.  This was it!  Analyzing my stories would be a great way to uncover and share the nuances, intricacies, and multi-faceted aspects of my work as an in the classroom staff developer.

Background of the Problem

“Who trained you?”  “What courses did you take to become an instructional support teacher?”  “What exactly do you do as an instructional support teacher?”  These are among several questions that have been almost impossible for me to answer in a casual two- minute exchange with an interested principal or superintendent after a presentation I have done for various districts.  How do I answer these questions?  I feel people are looking to purchase a book I have read or hire the one person who “trained” me in all that I know and do as an instructional support teacher.  The reason I struggle with my answer is because it is not that simple.  I cannot give such an easy answer.  

I have been acquiring knowledge about both the science and art of teaching for years, probably since I was in kindergarten where I had my own definite ideas about what instruction should look like or allow me to do.  I have lived vicariously through my parents’ experiences as teachers before gaining my own early experiences with teaching.  My dad is a music teacher who taught strings for 37 years before retiring to work as an adjunct professor at a college.  I was one of my dad’s youngest students as I began learning to play the violin at age 3.  My dad often set up opportunities for his students to teach other students.  I spent much of my childhood watching my dad teach students and teaching violin students myself.  My mom taught high school English for several years and now is teaching English as an adjunct at an area college as well.  I listened to every story my mom had to tell after an exciting day at school or a discouraging day.  I often dialogued with her about her experiences and offered my two cents.  Spending much of my time at school in her classroom waiting for her to be ready to go home, I saw much of what teaching entails.  I spent many an evening watching her teach after school review classes and SAT preparation classes.  By the time I was in her class as a junior, I began working with some of her students as a tutor.  I spent the next two years working with students in her classes on writing skills.  As well as having these vicarious and direct teaching experiences, I also watched all of my own teachers closely every year.  I analyzed the teaching or lack of teaching occurring in the classroom, noticed the effects on myself as well as other children, and constantly dialogued with my mom about the problems with the current educational system.

What do I do?  Good question.  Many people ask me this, and I struggle to provide a simple answer that is easily understood.  I work as an instructional support teacher within the secondary instructional support model that was first envisioned by Dr. James Tucker, then the director of Special Education for the State of Pennsylvania.  In my role, I am an in-the-classroom staff developer as well as a systems change agent.  The sole outcome of my job is to improve instruction in the classroom that ideally will have long-term results for today’s students as well as future students coming up through the system.  The only way to do this is by working with teachers and building leaders by affecting their approach to instruction and assessment. This dissertation should provide helpful information to any one interested in becoming an instructional support teacher or anyone interested in making staff development more effective through the guided practice approach.  I hope to uncover the “how’s” and “why’s” of what I do on a daily basis in my role in order to answer better the question, “What exactly do you do?”

Statement of the Problem


Teachers traditionally have been isolated in their classrooms.  Any training teachers receive in workshops does not tend to come alive in their classrooms because they do not have the support and someone to show them how the training can work with their own students and content area.  Practice, coaching, and feedback are missing in most current staff development programs.  (Joyce & Showers, 1995)  Teachers also have not been trained in instructional assessment and instructional strategies.  (Pugach, 1995)  I have a unique position of being the person who offers such support which is geared to their individual needs for teachers in their own classrooms, which is geared to their individual needs.  In this dissertation, I hope to uncover what I do in my role and how I do this so that others may implement similar roles.  School districts interested in implementing the model will need to know how an instructional support teacher works in this unique role as an “in-the-classroom” staff developer.  People also may want to know what beliefs, attributes and training an instructional support teacher should have to be successful in such a role.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is two fold.  First, I will look at my early experiences with education to determine what experiences and knowledge have shaped my current understanding of education.  Then, I will identify recurring themes and attributes that highlight my role as an instructional support teacher to define what and how I work as an educational reform agent.  When I am finished with my dissertation, I hope to be able to share my findings with others who want to implement the secondary instructional support model as well as with anyone who is interested in an alternative approach to staff development.  This dissertation should add to the research bases on instructional support, staff development, teacher thinking, and change by offering an inside perspective of what it is like to deliver such instruction and should present a way of implementing the instructional support model.  Colleen Fairbanks (1996) states, “One of the most compelling interests in storytelling resides in the power that narrative generates to bring to life for readers’ classrooms and schools in all of their complexity” (p. 339).  

Research Questions

1. What early experiences helped to shape my beliefs, attitudes, and current practices as  an educator? 

2.  What beliefs and attributes can be identified in my current practice as an in-
classroom staff developer?

3. How are my beliefs and practices aligned?

4. What do I do as an instructional support teacher?

Literature Review


This study will add to the literature base on instructional support, staff development, teacher thinking, and change.  I will  review the following literature bases:

· Instructional Support (as it applies to my role)

The IST Model,  Pennsylvania lit.

 
( a brief review of literature about the model itself)

· Learning Theory - (a review of the literature as it applies to the IST model and my approach to my role as an in the classroom staff developer)

CBA



Vygotsky (scaffolding and zone of proximal development)

· Effective Instructional Practices ( a review of the literature as it applies to the IST  model and the instruction I model in my role)



Good & Brophy



Pickering & Pollack



TIES II, Ysselydke



Effective Schools

· Change & Staff Development  ( a review of the literature as it relates to my non-traditional staff development role and the IST model)



Fullan



Senge

Sergiovanni



Joyce & Showers


· Teacher Thinking ( a review of the literature that connects with my own analysis of my thinking about teaching)

Parker Palmer



Freema Elbaz



Clandinin & Connelly

· Reflective Thinking

John Loughlon

At this point, I plan to have a separate literature review chapter before the discussion of my study.  This chapter should highlight the major aspects of my role in the instructional support model and set a research foundation for what I will discuss in the following chapters.

Methodology

How did I come to know what I know as a teacher educator?  How did I acquire my beliefs about education?  What do I do as a teacher educator?  In order to answer these questions about my knowledge and about what I do in my job, I found it necessary to do an autobiographical study of myself as a student and then as a teacher.  When choosing a methodology, one looks at finding the best match for the research questions.  In my case, it only makes sense to do an autobiographical study of myself as I am the only one who knows all of my experiences and can make connections between these experiences and what I do now.  This reflexive thinking has always helped me to connect what I have been learning with what I do in education.  (Van Manen, 1990)

Autobiography As Research Method

Using the key word autobiography, I found 1870 examples of dissertations where authors conducted studies using some form of autobiography.  (Dissertation Abstracts, 2001) When narrowing my search using the key words “autobiography” and “education”, I found 255 abstracts of research done in the field of education using autobiographical methods.  The common research tools and methodologies most authors discussed were hermeneutic methodology, heuristic inquiry, phenomenological inquiry, narrative inquiry, and autobiographical narration.  

Alex Nelson (1994) studied adult learning using autobiographical methodology.  He found that story-telling helps the process of autobiographical learning and that autobiography by its very nature is the making of a narrative.  He says the researcher needs to use hermeneutical skills to identify the structures of meaning within the narrative.  He also found that conversation is a major research tool for autobiographical learning in that autobiographical learning involves both reflection and critical thinking. Engaging in dialogue about one’s learning helps people to understand, reflect, and make deeper connections than they might have when only thinking.  He refers to Socrates’ process of questioning when talking about this type of dialogue.  He also cites Merriam in stating, “Adult learning requires collaborative methods for discovering ‘how people make sense of their lives, what they experience, how they interpret these experiences, and how they structure their social worlds’” (Merriam 1988:19).  Nelson expands his point on conversation as a research tool by saying: 

The metaphor of conversation appears to describe well what occurs in autobiographical learning….The most obvious and ordinary way in which life stories are told and pondered is in conversation.  This dialogue may be at times one’s interior reflection on significant events, or the keeping of a journal; at other times it may be shared with familiar hearers or strangers; or again, presented for public attention in some imaginative form.  …The telling of the story does not in itself constitute autobiographical learning.  However, in the presence of a critical friend whose imaginative knowing both receives and questions the narrative, the autobiography is progressively constructed through these interior and exterior dimensions of conversation.  Conversation is, therefore, an everyday hermeneutical process through which narrators gain self- understanding  (p. 400-401).

Madeline Trapedo-Dworsky and Ardra Cole (1999) conducted a collaborative autobiographical study of Ardra’s approach to teaching.  Using conversation, they analyzed her personal life experiences to find the roots of her beliefs as a teacher.  Cole (1999) state:

To teach…is to engage as a person as well as a professional.  Teaching is not a professional act divorced from the personal.  That is not reality…I value being reflexive; I spend a lot of time thinking about my teaching, about my research, and about who I am and what I do and why I do, and its impact…Doing that is

how I define my work.  It has had a very powerful impact on me as a person and, hopefully, as a teacher.  (5).

As a basis for their study, they cite Pinar (1975) as stating:

It is important to understand what principles and patterns have been operative in one’s educational life, in order to achieve a more profound understanding of one’s own educational experience, as well as to illuminate parts of the inner world and deepen one’s self-understanding generally  (p. 389).  

To determine these principals and patterns, Trapedo-Dworsky and Cole conducted a “systematic thematic analysis” of documents in order to uncover the main principals and themes driving Cole’s teaching today.  (p.1)  “In our interpretation, we trace themes to their personal history-based roots, and in so doing uncover the “domain assumptions” (Pinar, 1981) that underlie Ardra’s teaching practice.  This kind of analysis exemplifies the notion of teaching as an autobiographical project” (p. 2).

Giving further explanation of their study and rationale for using autobiography, they state:

In this focused personal history-based account of Ardra’s teaching practice, we reconstructed some of the elements of her personal history that find expression in her pedagogy—the beliefs, values, and perspectives firmly rooted in Ardra’s early experiences which gave shape and meaning to her adult self and her teaching practice.  As we followed the narrative threads that emerged through our analysis, we became increasingly aware of the entangled nature of the personal and professional realms of our lives, and the importance of making those connections known to ourselves.  Autobiographical or reflexive inquiry is one way of clarifying and comprehending the link between the personal and the professional (p. 5).

Support for Autobiography

According to L.Smith (1994):

Autobiography is a special case of life writing….  Autobiography suggests the power of agency in social and literary affairs.  It gives voice to people long denied access.  By example, it usually, but not always, eulogizes the subjective, the ‘important part of human existence’ over the objective, ‘less significant parts of life.’  It blurs the borders of fiction and non-fiction.  And, by example, it is a sharp critique of positivist social science.  In short, from my perspective, autobiography in its changing forms is at the core of late twentieth century paradigmatic shifts in the structures of thought  (p. 288). 

Neumann and Peterson (1997) effectively show in their book on women and autobiographers that autobiography is growing in acceptance in the field of research as a way of knowing what we might not know in other ways.  They found that many researchers have realized that they cannot separate their lives from their research.  (Au, 1997; Delgado-Gaitan, 1997; Greene, 1997; Gumport, 1997; Ladson-Billings, 1997; Lagemann, 1997; Montero-Sieburth, 1997; Neumann, 1997; Noddings, 1997; Peterson, 1997;  Winfield, 1997; Hannabaus, 2000; Clandinin & Connelley, 2000; & van Manen, 1991)    Patricia Gumport (1997) explains that she could not take herself out of her studies. 

What I make of these cautions [to take the self out of her writing] is to follow the traditional social science dictum to erase the human presence in the research.  Although it might be the easier route to conform to the mandates, I find it antithetical to the nature of the endeavor of understanding our social worlds and unacceptable to trade a fuller understanding for approval (p. 190). 

Gloria Ladson-Billings (1997) explains, “I resist the notions of myself as‘objective’ researcher when what I research is so intricately linked to the life I have lived and continue to live” (p. 52).  Billings found that autobiographical research connected the unreal world of theory with the real world of experience (p.55).  Montero-Sieburth (1997) feels one becomes a “fragmented self” when one separates research from teaching.  She states,  “Research devoid of self becomes immobilizing” (p.146).

Neumann and Peterson (1997) argue that the research of the eleven women they studied for their book Learning From Our Lives: Women, Research, and Autobiography in Education changed significantly when combining autobiographical study with their previous methods:

To mute the personal learning needs of these researchers, in their research, would not have created better studies; it would likely have obliterated areas of study.  We suspect that what imbues these authors’ research with social value—what makes their studies compelling to those for whom they write—is their framing of these studies from within their own experiences of the problems they pursue, as opposed to relying on the experiences of others.  Their work then emerges as a more personal statement of their learning and thus as more open to personal connection with the learning needs of others  (p. 244). 

It is through self-study that we learn or come to know much of what we do and how we react.  By studying our own lives and realizing what has impacted our lives and our beliefs, we can see roots in our current beliefs.  Peterson & Neumann (1997) explain that we can “learn authentically from our own experiences” through autobiographical study. (p.229)  Elbaz (1983), Clandinin & Connelly(2000), and van Manen (1991) are well known for their studies on teacher thinking.    Autobiography offers teachers a method for analyzing their thinking.  In the field of education, teaching is so complex that empirical research has not been able to uncover all that is involved in the art and science of teaching.  Many researchers (Hannabuss ,2000; Russo 1996; Clandinin & Conelley   2000; Bruner 1996; Cole, 1999; & van Manen, 1991) today have found much value in reflexive thinking as a way of knowing.  

Teachers make many decisions when teaching based on the needs of the students with whom they work, the circumstances of the day, the content to be taught, the level of ability in the class, etc.  We can learn so much from teachers by knowing what they are thinking about when they make these decisions.  Also, teachers can learn much about teaching by analyzing what they have done and what they could have done differently next time instead of simply going through the process of what they have been told is good teaching.  This self-analysis is critical to improving teaching.  Reflection is one of the four key components to Kolb’s learning cycle.  No single approach to teaching works every time, and a formula cannot be applied to good teaching.  Teaching is much too complicated for this (Good, 2000; Brophy, 2000; Elbaz, 1983).  Kathryn Au (1997) concluded after her intense study of literacy instruction that “effective instruction may take more than one form. Definitions of effective teaching need to be broad enough to take into account a range of practices beyond those typically seen in mainstream settings”  (p.88). 

The Narrative Approach to an Autobiographical Study

Story has become a strongly supported research methodology especially in the field of education. (Clandinin & Connelly, 1991, 1997, 2000; Carter, 1993; Eisner, 1991; Fairbanks, 1996; Bruner, 1996)  The literature is filled with discussions about the power of story or narrative to do what science may not be able to do. (Bruner, 1996; Polkinhorne, 1988; Carter, 1993; Connelly & Clandinin, 1991, 2000; Eisner, 1991; Fairbanks, 1996).  Another discussion takes place about what exactly story is and how it should be used in research (Bruner, 1996; Polkinhorne, 1988; Carter, 1993; Connelly & Clandinin, 1991, 2000; Eisner, 1991; Fairbanks, 1996).  Story fits into narrative methodology and much of the research is one in the same.  The distinction I will make between the two is that story tells one piece or experience in a person’s life.  Narrative tells the longer story of many one-piece stories put together giving us the bigger picture or view of one’s life.  By looking at the bigger picture, we can learn many lessons, draw several conclusions, and even make some generalizations  (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Eisner, 1991).

Historically, story and narrative have been accepted ways of knowing even though they have not received as much attention as the scientific method.  Clandinin & Connelly, (1991) two leading researchers in the field of qualitative research, cite Novak (1975) as saying, “Story…is an ancient and altogether human method.  The human being alone among the creatures on the earth is a storytelling animal; sees the present rising out of the past, heading into a future; perceives reality in narrative form” (258).  In their latest book, The Narrative Inquiry, Connelly & Clandinin (2000) trace the roots of narrative alongside the roots of scientific methodology.  They explain that John Dewey and Thorndike were key people in the stated beliefs.  They state:

We see the competition between Dewey and Thorndike as competition between two stories of how to do social science research….We found ourselves turning away from experience when involved in research.  We found ourselves quantifying what interested us, and of course, as we quantified experience, its richness and expression was stripped away. …Narrative became a way of understanding experience (p. xxv).

Bruner (1996), a leading authority in the field of psychology, also questions the scientific method as being the only way of knowing.  He states:

We devote an enormous amount of pedagogical effort to teaching the methods of science and rational thought: what is involved in verification, what constitutes contradiction, how to convert mere utterances into testable propositions, and on down the list.  For these are the “methods” for creating a “reality according to science.”  Yet we live most of our lives in a world constructed according to the rules and devices of narrative.  Surely education could provide richer opportunities than it does for creating the metacognitive sensitivity needed for coping with the world of narrative reality and its competing claims. (p. 149)  

Bruner (1996) continues his comparison of story with scientific method in the following excerpt:

What, in fact, is gained and what is lost when human beings make sense of the world by telling stories about it—by using the narrative mode for construing reality?  The usual answer to this question is a kind of doxology delivered in the name of”the scientific method”: Thou shalt not indulge self-delusion, nor utter unverifiable propositions, nor commit contradiction, nor treat mere history as cause, and so on.  Story, according to such commandments, is not realistic stuff of science and is to be shunned or converted into testable propositions.  If meaning making were always dedicated to achieving “scientific” understanding, such cautions might be sensible.  But neither the empiricist’s tested knowledge nor the rationalist’s self-evident truths describe the ground on which ordinary people go about making sense of their experiences—say, what a “cool” greeting from a friend meant, or what the IRA meant by using the word “permanent” in its 1994 cease-fire declaration.  These are matters that need a story.  And stories need an idea about human encounters, assumptions about whether protagonists understand each other, and preconceptions about normative standards.  Matters of this order are what enable us to get successfully from what somebody said to what he meant, from what seems the case to what “really” is.  Although the scientific method is hardly irrelevant to all this, it is certainly not the only route to understanding the world  (p.130-131). 

Others offer similar arguments.  Sigrun Gudmunsdottir (1996) states, “Narrative structures are readily available in our culture, and people automatically draw on them in most meaning-making activities” (p. 293).  In an article on paradigmatic knowledge, Polkinghorne (1988) states, “Narrative is one of our fundamental structures of comprehension” (p.15). “The paradigmatic mode searches for universal truth conditions, whereas the narrative mode looks for particular connections between events.  The narrative organizational scheme is of particular importance for understanding human activity (p. 17-18).

Story has the ability to bring experience to life so that others too may share in these experiences.  Science leaves out an element of humanness that allows us to connect personally with what we hear and read.  Part of my struggle in finding a dissertation topic was in finding a way of showing others what I am talking about.  The best way I found to share what I do is through stories.  Ted Sizer (1984) does just this in his book Horace’s Compromise.  He carefully details one day in the life of Horace, a high school English teacher, as he goes through his entire day of teaching.  We get to see the whole picture of what it is to be an English teacher while experiencing the excitement Horace finds in teaching as well as the many frustrations he experiences.  We, too, are frustrated about the system that keeps Horace from doing what he would like in order to be even more effective with student achievement.  The frustrations generated from all of the little things that take place and are in effect because of the system cannot be known without a person’s having actually experienced some of them to see how they truly affect education.  I did not have to know Horace in person to experience his life vicariously through story as we have had some common teaching experiences to provide a basis of understanding.

The best way to share life experiences is through sharing stories.  According to Kathy Carter (1993), “It (Story) is now… a central focus for conducting research in the field”(p. 5).  Carter (1993) states, “For many of us … these stories capture more than scores of mathematical formulae ever can, the richness and indeterminacy of our experiences as teachers and the complexity of our understandings is what teaching is and how others can be prepared to engage in this profession”(p.5).  She continues to  explain this idea by saying:

Stories become a way… of capturing the complexity, specificity, and interconnectedness of the phenomenon with which we deal and, thus, redressed the deficiencies of the traditional atomistic and positivistic approaches in which teaching was decomposed into discrete variables and indicators of effectiveness (p. 6).

She also points out that:

At one level, story is a mode of knowing that captures in a special fashion the richness and the nuances of meaning in human affairs.  We come to understand sorrow or love or joy or indecision in particularly rich ways through the characters and incidents we become familiar with in novels or plays.  This richness and nuance cannot be expressed in definitions, statements of fact, or abstract propositions.  It can only be evoked through story (p.6). 

Stories are powerful for people as humans are not only academic beings but emotional and social as well.  Stories encompass all three.  Brain research supports this thought.  Eisner (1991) explains that people understand through their emotions.  He advocates for studying the whole person.  He states:

Empathy is the ability to don the shoes of another human being.  One experiences this in reading Elie Wiesel or Truman Capote.  Good writers put you there.  Empathy pertains to feeling or emotion, and emotion, interestingly, is often regarded as the enemy of cognition.  I reject such a view.  To read about people or places or events that are emotionally powerful and to receive an eviscerated account is to read something of a lie.  Why take the heart out of the situations we are trying to help readers understand?  (p.37)    

Polkinghorne (1988) also argues that narrative allows people to understand human existence. He says:

Narrative is the fundamental scheme for linking individual human actions and events into interrelated aspects of an understandable composite.  For example, the action of a narrative scheme joins the two separate events  “the father died” and “the son cried” into a single episode, ”the son cried when his father died.”  Seeing the events as connected increases our understanding of them both—the son cares for his father, and the father’s death pains the son.  Narrative displays the significance that events have for one another (p. 13).   

 A study of the effectiveness of a teaching strategy really does not  show the total picture.  The study connected with seeing the effects on individual students and teachers that one gets to know through story means so much more.  If a teacher reads a story about  what a class was like before implementing a strategy, sees how to implement the strategy, and then experiences the results vicariously through story, that teacher is more likely to implement such a strategy in his or her own classroom.  

According to John Dewey, life is experience, and the study of education is the study of life.  Clandinin and Connelly (2000), therefore, conclude that education equals experience (p.xxiv).  Connelly and Clandinin (2000) use Dewey’s metaphor as a foundation for their work in narrative inquiry.  They state, “Experience is the stories people live.  People live stories, reaffirm them, modify them, and create new ones.  Stories lived and told educate the self and others, including the young and those such as researchers who are new to their communities” (p. xxvi).  They also state that “narrative inquiry is a way of understanding experience” (p. 20).   Polkinghorne (1988) defines narrative as “the kind of organizational scheme expressed in story form” (p. 13).  Education is not a conglomeration of isolated facts; education is relational and relations are best captured in stories.  These stories become the best way to analyze, uncover, and reflect on educational issues.  Connelly & Clandinin (2000) explain that people can learn continually from stories as they read and relive them over and over again, finding more ways for understanding of lived experiences.   Polkinghorne (1988) states, “The realm of meaning is not static; it is enlarged by the new experiences it is continuously configuring as well as by its own refiguring process, which is carried through reflection and recollection” (p. 15).  It is this reflection on story that leads to new ideas and new learning.   

Smith (1994) supports this use  of  reflection.  He states:

Several years ago, Donald Schon (1983, 1987) introduced the concept of the “reflective practitioner” into the professional literature.  In one sense, his argument is simple.  Professional practitioners, be they physicians, architects, or teachers—or one might add, craft persons or artists—face “situations of practice” characterized by complexity, uncertainty, instability, uniqueness, and value conflict.  In my view, that is a formidable set of dimensions.  In Schon’s view, the problems professionals face cannot be solved by the formulas of “technical rationality.”  I would extend his view to social scientists in general and those doing qualitative case studies in particular.  The problems and dilemmas confronting life writers as they practice some aspect or form of the craft of biography have the same quality” (p.289).  

Being able to generalize is a genuine concern many people have when they hear about a qualitative study, especially using autobiography.  People are able to connect with other stories if they have had some similar experiences.  Eisner (1991) explains this concept of generalizing well when he says: 

…all learning involves generalization.  Since the test of someone’s learning is the person’s ability to display what has been learned in new situations, and since no two situations are identical, generalization must occur.   …most generalizations are derived from life itself.  A young child who touches a hot teapot generalizes, whether correctly or not, to the potential consequences of touching other teapots.  …Direct contact with the qualitative world is one of our most important sources of generalization.  But another extremely important source (of generalization) is secured vicariously through parables, pictures, and precepts.  One of the most useful of human abilities is the ability to learn from the experience of others.  We do not need to learn everything first-hand.  We listen to story-tellers and learn about how things were, and we use what we have been told to make decisions about what will be.  …narratives are potentially rich sources of generalizations; all contribute significantly to our lesson learning.  All are in a sense, one-shot case studies (p. 202-203). 

Humans have been learning through story from the beginning as we see in the Bible.  Jesus taught with parables as a way of helping people to learn and understand basic principles he was teaching.  Stories make the complicated easier to understand as we can relate to characters within a story and through our imagination can experience what the characters are experiencing.  This is why using story in research can be so powerful.  (Greene, 1995)

Documents/ Information for the Study

In this dissertation, I find it necessary to tell stories of my daily experiences with students and teachers both in and out of the classroom.  My story cannot be told nor fully understood through numbers and statistics of a quantitative study.  Numbers leave out all of the nuances and intricacies of what I do on a daily basis.  I am effecting change on many levels in many different ways.  My hope is to capture the essence of these nuances and intricacies so that others may see and understand what is necessary and how to go about delivering such instruction.  I am also hoping to come to a clear understanding myself of all that I really do.  

I hope to uncover the stories of what I do everyday, analyze them, reflect on them, and draw out common themes to share with others who are interested in educational reform.  I have decided to do an autobiographical study because this seems to be the most fitting methodology for what I want to discover in this study.  I am not only analyzing what others can see about my job, but also what I am thinking throughout the course of my job.  Implementing the model I have has been full of challenges, and I hope to capture much of my thoughts about what I have done and about the obstacles I have faced.  I have spent two years implementing a new model that ultimately increases student achievement.  Much of what I have done is captured in lengthy journal entries where I discuss what I did, why I did it, what I was thinking, how I reacted to, how others reacted to situations, and how I dealt with all of this.  I want to uncover the subjective that would never shine through in a purely objective study.  The methodology is also fitting in that my approach has not been the accepted approach by many people.  In a sense, I have been one of the voices “denied access.”  I want people to hear my story and understand my perspective.  

 
In looking at the experiences that have led to my current beliefs about education, I will be writing about and talking about my earliest experiences in school.  Then I will analyze journal entries and papers I wrote in high school about my school experiences and my thoughts on the educational system.  

I have been in the position of an “in the classroom” staff developer for two years.   Over this period of time, I have written journal entries, philosophy statements, weekly summaries, reflective pieces, and stories about the teachers and students I have been able to work with in this position.  I have a log that accounts for what I have done every hour of my day for two years.  I also have letters and thank you notes written to me from many of the teachers I have worked with outlining how I have helped them become better teachers.  I have over 100 detailed journal entries from every step of the process I took to implement the model the way I understood it that I will break apart, analyze, and share throughout this dissertation.  In these entries, I reflect on my work in the classroom, out of the classroom, with teachers, with teams, and with administrators.  I will also interview several people who know what I do, have seen me in action, and can offer me valuable insight about the “what and how” of my role as an in- the- classroom staff developer.

Conversation (Nelson, 1994) will play a major role in my study.  I have dialogued with three people about my professional life.  My mom has been my sounding- board my whole life so she should add an essential perspective to my research as she knows who I was as a small child, who I was in high school, who I was in college, and who I have become as an adult.  She has been with me every step of the way and has graciously listened to every detail of my experiences regarding my thinking and understanding of the educational system.  My husband has known me for eight years as a colleague, student, and friend.  He has worked with me as a peer and has had the experience of my working in his classroom as a staff developer as well as listening to all of my stories while traveling to and from work and being together in the evenings.  His insight will add another valuable dimension.  The third key person in my study is my office mate.  He has listened to all of my stories, frustrations, and highlights of my job.  Everyday, I come in with an incredibly exciting story to tell about what has happened or a frustrating story about what is not happening.  Sharing an office for two years and working closely together in the field of staff development, he has come to a keen understanding of what it is I am trying to do and will let me know when I am doing something that he knows is not in keeping with what I stand for.  His advice and feedback has helped me learn and grow so much in staying true to my underlying beliefs and convictions.  I would not be where I am today without the benefit of conversation with these three key people in my life.  

I will have several conversations with these three people as well as with four of the teachers I have worked closely with in my role as an in the classroom staff developer.  I will record and transcribe these conversations.  I will also be asking these people to do some writing about my beliefs and practices that they see from their perspectives.  Getting insight from this variety of people will add great depth to my study as well as provide a form of triangulation of data for my study in that I will have multiple sources of data. (Merriam, 1988)  According to Nelson, (1994) we know much about ourselves from other people.  This dialogue should help me to see much of what I have not seen about my beliefs, my attitudes, my practices.  


To support the data I will be collecting in this qualitative manner, I will also be including day to day data I have collected that outlines the number of times I am in various classes working with specific teachers, the types and numbers of strategies I am teaching teachers and students, the effects of these strategies as seen in the marking period grades and on the state ELA exams for two years.  I will most likely be placing this data in chart form in the appendix of my dissertation.  While it is important data to have to add validity to my study, it will not be the main focus of my study.

Interview Questions

I plan to engage in several different conversations as a way of collecting data and analyzing the data I already have.  These questions will guide the discussions I have with my mom, my husband, my office mate, and the teachers I work closely with in their rooms.

1. What do I stand for?  What are my underlying beliefs about education?  How do you know this?

2. What have you noticed about the way I work with other teachers?

3. When conversing, what do I tend to talk about the most?

4. What issues or concerns do I tend to concentrate on most?

5. Has anything changed about what I do or talk about since you have known me?

(Additional Questions for the Teachers I Work With:)

1. Could you briefly describe your involvement with me this year as an IST?  

2. How would you describe my role?  If you were to tell someone else, what would you say I do?

3. What stands out in your mind when you think about our work together?

4. Can you think of an example or a story that highlights our work together?

5. Describe your comfort level at first with having someone in your room.  What feelings did you have?  Did that change?  If so, what helped you to change?  If not, what would have?

6. Thinking about what you have learned this year, what areas have you grown the most in?

7. Is there anything else you want to say about our work together?

Data Analysis & Design of the Study

Mary Catherine Baetson (1997) states, “It is … crucial to empower teachers to learn in their own classrooms…. ‘Everyday’ is, after all, where much of learning takes place.”  Baetson also explains that “experience is a teacher from whom many fail to learn” (p. viii).  I hope to learn from my experience as well as help others learn from my experience in a systematic analysis of my work, beliefs, and practices as a teacher educator and systems change agent.    

During this analysis, I intend to talk with my mom, my husband, and my office mate as well as several of the teachers I work with in order to uncover common themes about the “what and how” of my approach as well as to see where my beliefs connect with my practices.  I will be coding my initial data for my beliefs, attitudes, practices, and confusions or unsure moments in my practice.  After doing some initial coding, I will ask a couple of other people to look at the same data to see if they find similar themes.  At this point, I will do some writing as a way of interpreting my findings and continuing the research process.  Along the way, I will continually converse with the key people I mentioned in order to get their help in analyzing my findings.  Multiple perspectives bring greater insight than just one perspective.  This study will prove valuable for others wanting to work in a similar position in staff development, but also for me as I work to connect my underlying beliefs even more to my everyday practices.  
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