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Topic and Goals 

I teach Honors English 9, Advanced Placement (AP) English 11 Language and Composition, and AP English 12 Literature and Composition at the Commonwealth Governor’s School (CGS), a consortium of schools for academically gifted students in Stafford, Spotsylvania, and King George counties. The school is organized around the school-within-a-school concept. Students are bused to or already attend regular high school at five sites that are connected as a regional “community of learners” by broadcast and other technology that allows students to interact virtually. Courses are team taught, and various teachers broadcast one lesson a week to students at all sites who are taking the same course.  The literary magazine editor’s advertisement that read something like this: “What interesting things have you created recently during broadcasts?  Share them.  Submit to the literary magazine” suggests that students’ attention may be elsewhere and that they are collectively aware of “zoning out” during broadcasts.  We recently had a student drop governor’s school, giving broadcasts as one reason.  We need to better understand how the broadcasts function as an instructional delivery method. A good starting point would be interviewing students to establish how they perceive both their own learning and these televised broadcasts that are part of their instruction.  

I have a personal, practical, and professional interest in better understanding broadcast technology.  My practical interest in this topic is grounded in the fact that I teach at CGS; anything that helps me to better understand the effectiveness of our methods helps me be a better teacher. My future professional interests also overlap with this topic.  I am working on a doctorate in instructional technology, but the majority of my work has been in online learning. Distance learning is increasingly a hybrid that includes televised broadcasts.  I would like to know more about this before I hit the job market, and there is little information available. Studying the process of televising lessons will provide me with information I need to do my job better now and will possibly help me to secure and perform better at another future job later.

Conceptual Framework and Experiential Knowledge 

Reading and experience make me resistant to the instructional broadcasts we use at CGS as well as curriculum dictated by Advanced Placement tests.  According to a meta-synthesis by Royal, Bradley, and Lineberry (2005), literature on student satisfaction and instructional television (ITV) is sparse, related to college students, and sometimes contradictory.  They reported studies that suggested remote-site students found ITV courses more satisfying while other studies suggested that host-site students felt better served.  The students I interviewed found no difference in the efficacy of broadcasts regardless of their location. Studies also suggested that student personality traits influence students’ satisfaction with ITV.  The students I interviewed universally loathed ITV despite the variety of their perceived (as well as documented) learning styles. Further studies claimed that students’ satisfaction increased as they took more ITV classes.  All but one of the students I interviewed had taken eight classes in two years that were partially conducted via broadcasts but were becoming increasingly disgusted not increasingly satisfied with ITV; the student with less experience found more value in the broadcasts.  Even though ITV is an intrinsic part of our state charter, which dictates that we have gifted students from multiple school systems connected as a “community of learners” to receive state funding, I don’t believe ITV is an effective way to connect our students.  

I think that our offering mainly AP courses exacerbates problems caused by broadcasts; however, pressure from parents, schools, and communities constrains us to offer these. Media that ranks schools by the numbers of students taking (not doing well but taking) AP tests encourages parents to equate AP classes with learning. Host schools depend on our students’ AP test performance to improve their “school report cards.”  Studies conducted by Callahan, Hertberg, and Moon (2005) indicated that  AP courses, which are generally fast-paced lecture and question and answer in response to the demands of the AP tests, serve the needs of traditional advanced students—not non-traditional, nonconformist gifted students like ours. According to the study, truly gifted students often find AP classes overly restrictive and AP teachers narrow in their expectations.  The linear rigidity of the AP program encourages teachers not to accommodate a range of learners.  

Rogers’s (2005) research into the number of months of knowledge and skills gained by gifted students during a school year beyond the expected 9 or 10 months’ annual gain, demonstrated that traditional AP course methods produce only an additional 2.9 months’ improvement over a years’ instruction while various forms of individualizing instruction produce greater results. Mentoring appears to provide gifted students with an additional 5.7 months’ achievement in academics. Homogeneous grouping for specific instructional activities produces an amazing 7.9 additional months of academic achievement gain.  Traditional AP lectures do not ensure the greatest learning gains for students. I don’t believe our broadcasting those lectures via ITV improves learning.  

For the past three years I have also been designing modules for an online high school, mentoring students taking those courses, and mentoring teachers who are learning how to mentor other online students in those same courses.  The online courses are centered around authentic problems in each discipline; for example, one English 11 module on modern American literature has students developing a portfolio as part of the application process for teaching American culture in Japan for an exchange program.  As background building for the portfolio, students read and write about modern American literature and work collaboratively with their teacher/mentor to produce a portfolio. My experience tells me that using technology to set up learning situations like this in which students solve authentic problems is preferable to using it to deliver outmoded lectures. Based on research and my experiences, I have a number of assumptions and beliefs that affect my attitude about our use of ITV: (1)  Situated, individualized learning is better than lecture. (2) Technology can be a powerful tool for instruction when the specific tool is selected to meet a specific need. (3) Self-regulation is a critical cognitive skill, and time management must accompany self-regulation; both should be modeled and reinforced frequently.

The complexities of scheduling five different sites that teach 21 courses to four grades have forced us to adopt a fairly rigid schedule. We meet with each class twice a week and ninety minutes on one of those days is established as broadcast time for the entire year.  We do English 11 and 12 broadcasts on Monday mornings, for example, because broadcasts are scheduled on Mondays, not because broadcasts fit a specific pedagogical need. This becomes a nightmare when teachers become performers to entertain and engage students. Of course, the reverse side to this is that we all tend to be good at establishing a context for what we are discussing because we broadcast using film, texts, and three dimensional objects on the Elmo, streaming video, and other media.  My own bad ITV experiences lead to these beliefs: (4) Teachers don’t always use sound judgment when planning or delivering lessons.   Fortunately, I also believe this: (5) Students can develop ways to cope with having to both absorb information at warp speed and amuse themselves quietly while the teacher wastes time. (6) Gifted students are aware of their own learning styles and needs and will balk if those needs are not met.  


These experiences have provided me with an interest in this topic and have made me see that this is an area in which we need to make improvements.  I also see that making changes can be very problematic.  My experiences and my assumptions provided me with a perspective that is sympathetic to students and alerted me to undercurrents; this helped me to develop good research relationships and to identify emerging themes.  Nevertheless, I had to be constantly on the alert for my own prejudices.  My best defense against this was to redirect my research from my original emphasis on what happens during broadcasts to exploring how students perceive broadcasts and their own learning, a focus that would help me better understand exactly how ITV fits into our students’ education without becoming mired in a pedagogical controversy with my colleagues. It helped that I am not directly involved with instruction on the sophomore teams since it was sophomore students that I observed and interviewed. I reminded myself constantly that I was not trying to change instruction; I was trying to understand a process.  I couldn’t have an opinion about the process—or whether it should be changed or not—until I understood it more fully.  

Research Questions and Focus

I started out to observe broadcasts to see what actually happened.  My one observation cured me of the notion that I could learn anything significant through observation. At Dr. Maxwell’s suggestions, I determined to use interviews, and two primary research questions emerged: How do CGS students perceive television broadcasts as a way of delivering instruction? How do CGS students perceive themselves as learners?  I interviewed four CGS sophomore government students. 

I expected CGS students to mirror my own beliefs and assumptions about broadcasts. These students are bright and have been raised to multi-task, especially regarding the use of technology.  They often have five or six simultaneous conversations going on online as they conduct another two-party phone conversation while listening to music and watching TV.  I suspected they perceive teachers’ broadcasting as being like white noise or ads—something to be tuned out unless it’s especially loud, colorful, entertaining, or informative.  While I had some preconceptions about what the teachers think about and do during broadcasts, I was clueless about what goes on inside the heads of students during broadcasts.  All I could see was an instructional mode that seemed to encourage passivity.  

I believe that out students are generally aware of their own learning styles and the need for self-regulation. We do learning styles inventories during freshmen orientation. Over the summer freshmen read The Gifted Kids’ Survival Guide, which devotes several chapters to students’ taking charge of their education, and we discuss these issues the first week of class. In English 9, I do a fair amount of work with metacognition, but not every site consciously models or works with that. I was not sure what to expect from the sophomores I was interviewing because we had a huge reshuffling of students this fall; consequently, I had taught only three of the eight  sophomores who were eligible to participate.  As a whole, our students are not reflective about their learning unless they are forced to be; however, they frequently amaze me with the things they know and think about.  Interviews confirmed this.  

Research Methods

Setting and participants. First, I observed a sophomore U. S. Government class at Colonial Forge High School (CFHS), my school site, and later interviewed four students from that class. I selected sophomore social studies because I am free during the period of their broadcasts and because while it is not my discipline, I have enough background to understand history.  I chose the CFHS site because I could interview students there during a study period without interrupting their regular classes or routines.  The biggest problems were posed by my proximity to the research setting and participants and my personal interest in the findings. While I don’t teach the sophomores now, I taught some of them in the ninth grade and will have them in their junior and senior years.  While I did not observe my English colleagues’ broadcasts, I watched other colleagues with whom I may be working on interdisciplinary lessons for other grades.  I made it clear that I was observing the students rather than the instruction, and CGS teachers are frequently go in and out of each others’ classes and work together, so my presence wasn’t the anomaly it might have been in other classrooms.  

I talked to the eight CFHS sophomores about my project.  The first three volunteers were females, two of whom I taught last year. To get more diversity, I extended the participants from three to four to get a male, but the male who volunteered was similar to my other participants in being very motivated academically. All of our students aren’t highly motivated academically; I might have had a very different experience with different participants.  Learning styles presented another potential problem. The females report having similar learning styles while the male is very different; it may appear that any differences are caused by male/female variation even though they really aren’t.  I considered ways to select students with varying learning styles and commitments to academics, but these bright students would have perceived any selection among a group of eight as some form of labeling.  I couldn’t have done differently without interviewing all eight, which was not possible within the time limits.  

Research relationships. Before I did anything, I asked the sophomore government teacher if he minded my observing or interviewing his students. We are buddies and often help each other, so he had no reservations about it and gave me a schedule of broadcasts.  We did not discuss which students should be participants.  Stafford has no central policy on doing research; I needed permission only from my principal, who gave it readily after seeing my research design and permission documents.  The director of CGS also gave permission after seeing the same documents; he had already discussed it with his board.  Everyone was helpful and seemed very interested in the project.

I first introduced the topic to participants by talking informally to the eligible students about it during their break, alerting them to the fact that I would send an email reminder home and putting the requisite forms in their boxes. I approached it by saying that I needed help with a culminating project on broadcasts that I was doing for a research class.  They have to complete a year-long research project called culminating, so they were sympathetic and interested that a teacher was going through the same processes and pains.  All agreed orally to be interviewed. I said I would take the first three to return forms.  Getting signed forms back proved to be a trial, as it always is. I didn’t approach students directly. Often I am the teacher who has to “bug” kids about returning field trip permission forms, etc. for everyone, but I didn’t feel comfortable reminding them individually about this since I was asking a favor and didn’t want them to feel pressured.  I did put a note on the Elmo during break to put forms in my basket. 

One child who has been home schooled before this year didn’t bring hers back but came to tell me that her mother wouldn’t let her be used in any research for any purpose.  Other students volunteered that their parents and they were willing, but they kept leaving the forms on the kitchen table or something. I knew the parents of all students I had formerly taught. The first—and only—three I got back by the time I wanted to start interviews were girls. I didn’t know Kelly even to speak at first, but by the end of interviews I had developed something of a friendship with her. Kelly is very friendly, outgoing, and insatiably curious. She recently asked me to write her a recommendation for a summer gifted program in Richmond.  I taught Tori and Molly last year and had good relationships with them; they frequently come in to chat about books or catch me up on their adventures during break. After I had almost finished interviewing them, I announced that I needed a fourth person, preferably a male, because I wasn’t going to have the full three hours of taping that I needed. Dan brought his signed form back the next day. I had taught him also and had a good working relationship with him; while he is taciturn, we sometimes discuss books or some other topic of mutual interest.  I don’t think the interviews set these students apart in any way even though we conducted the interviews in an unoccupied room. Staff and students knew the interviews were being held, but everyone is always running around frantically working on some project or other during that study time, often working one on one, so they ignored us unless they wanted the room we were using. 

Ethical issues. With the exception of Kelly, the one participant whom I did not teach last year, I believe that the others were conscientious about returning their forms partly out of a sense of obligation.  They were all interested in the project to varying degrees, but I fear they took time from their busy schedules as a return favor to me.  I had written recommendations for two of the students (Dan and Molly) last year that helped them get into competitive summer programs. Tori was my advisee last year on her culminating project.  We had spent a lot of time together on that, and I had also helped her with some academic and social problems she had when she first entered governor’s school.  The third girl volunteered simply because she was intrigued, I think.  She was very interested in what I was doing—in the process. 

While I believe that they agreed to help me because I had helped them, I don’t think they felt unduly pressured to participate. I believe they were essentially honest and open in their responses.  I don’t think they have any idea how I feel about broadcasts, and they did not tell me everything was wonderful.  Occasionally I got the impression that Tori would answer in a way designed to impress me—not please me necessarily—but impress me.  I expect that everyone who is interviewed does that to some extent, though.  I think we all saw their role as being collaborators, which is what I wanted.  They were pleased with the Borders gift certificates I gave them once we had finished and continued to ask me how my “culminating project” was. A more profound problem was my attitude toward lecture and the fact that I prefer different instructional methods. During interviews, I focused on my interview questions and following up leads; I did not let students use me as a sounding board for complaints about individual presenter’s methods or discuss my own concerns.  


Data collection. I observed one government broadcast before discussing the project with students or creating interview questions. I sat in the front of the room so I could see their faces while they watched an ITV lesson. They thought I was doing other work.  I took notes on what students did and said.  I followed the observation with interviews and two email exchanges, which were much more productive. Below is a chart that lists the dates and times of observations, interviews, and e-mail exchanges. 

	Observation
	Date
	Time
	Place

	Government
	Mon., March 
	12:50 – 2:00 PM
	Room 222 CFHS

	Interviews
	Dates Interviewed
	Time Interviewed
	Place Interviewed

	Molly
	Wed., March 8, 2006
Tues., March 21, 2006
	11:00 – 11:20 AM
11:00 – 11:20 AM
	Room 224 CFHS
Room 224 CFHS

	Kelly
	Thurs., March 9, 2006
Tues., March 14, 2006
	11:00 – 11:20 AM
11:00 – 11:20 AM
	Room 224 CFHS
Room 224 CFHS

	Tori
	Wed., March 15, 2006
Fri., March 17, 2006
	11:00 – 11:20 AM
11:00 – 11:20 AM
	Room 224 CFHS
Room 240 CFHS

	Dan
	Wed., March 22, 2006
	11:00 – 11:20 AM
	Room 240 CFHS

	E-mail Reponses 
	Date First E-mail Response Received
	Date E-mail Final Response Received 

	Molly
	Fri., March 24, 2006
	Sat., May 13, 2006

	Kelly
	Thurs., March 23, 2006
	Sun., May 14, 2006

	Tori
	Thurs., March 23, 2006
	(Oral, not email) Mon., May 15, 2006

	Dan
	Tues., March 28, 2006
	Sun., May 14, 2006



We were fairly informal about when the interviews took place.  Sometimes they had last minute homework to do or a project to work on.  Sometimes I had last minute administrative tasks to do. Occasionally all of the rooms were occupied, and we couldn’t get quiet or privacy.  I interviewed each girl twice for 20 minutes each time.  I interviewed the boy once for 20 minutes. The interview rooms were unoccupied classrooms, one with desks and one with tables. In both, we sat facing each other with the tape recorder between us on the desk or table surface. All of the interviews went well with no technical problems.  Students answered fully.  They seemed relaxed, interested in my project, engaged in the conversation, and thoughtful about their answers. I even managed to wait for responses! 


My experience teaching journalism helped make me comfortable with the interviews.  We laughed, smiled, and joked before and after. The second interview with Tori went especially well.  I felt like her narrative about her first adjustment to CGS at a very difficult time in her life was cathartic.  I also had informal conversations with the students when it was my turn to “baby sit” for the daily study hall. 

During the interviews I used an interview guide that included questions about their perceptions of themselves and broadcasts. (See Appendix B for a complete list of questions.)  

1. How would you describe yourself as a learner?  What can you tell me about your own learning style? 

2. What learning methods do you find easiest  or most satisfying?  

3. What learning methods do you find hardest or most frustrating?  

4. How do your family  members feel about school and education?  

5. Can you walk me through the last broadcast?  What exactly happened?  What did you do?  Was that typical? 
6. When do you speak during broadcasts? What interaction do you have with students from other sites? 
7. What are the differences when the broadcast is from your site or a remote one? 
8. What advice would you give teachers about broadcasts? What advice would you give CGS freshmen about broadcasts? 
9. What else do I need to know in order to understand what broadcasts are like?
After we finished the interviews, I emailed students this question because I noticed indirect references to the concept of community in their responses: I know we all make cracks about the “community of learners” across all sites being a joke, but are there other ways in which CGS actually is a community—of learners or a community of some other kind?  If so, what? How?  They all answered.  I later emailed my conclusion section of my data analysis memo and asked for feedback.  They all replied by email or orally and said it “hit the nail on the head,” as Kelly put it.   

Data analysis. Unfortunately, much of my data analysis wasn’t observable by anyone without a brain scanning device. I’ve thought about this research as I was falling asleep, waking up, driving, grading papers, and reading for another class. As I transcribed, I did informal analysis, checking my presuppositions and looking for holes, ambiguities, and new lines of questioning. I wish I had had the good sense to buy a small notebook to keep with me at all times to record those thought processes or had kept the recorder always by my side. Because I did not, I can recreate my data analysis primarily by looking at the few formal procedures I followed.  I made a crude diagram of what I thought I would find before I started the interviews. This expressed the connection I thought existed between their ideas of themselves as learners and their responses to instructional broadcasts. (See Appendix A.) 

I wrote memos after each interview to describe the inaudible: students’ body language, facial expressions, responses.  I included questions, my reactions, notes on the unexpected, changes in my thinking.  These memos helped me to make better sense of—to more clearly recreate—the interviews when I transcribed them, sometimes several weeks after the actual interview and to plug holes during the next interview. 

The process of transcription was both endless and eventually helpful. I found myself unconsciously “translating” what the participants and I said: I interpreted code, ignored placeholders and endless repetition, and supplied missing grammatical structures or even entire theoretical constructs! Continually I had to go back and correct what I had typed. Being forced to listen again and again and again to assure accuracy forced me to look at more than simply the meaning of what was said.  I was forced to see how it was said—and sometimes that made a difference.   

After I finished transcribing all of Tori’s interviews, I armed myself with highlighters, pens, and multiple copies of her interviews.  First, I simply highlighted phrases or words that caught my attention for various reasons. I wasted time and four copies because first I marked vivid or concrete language, next my two topics in two colors of ink, then ideas about one topic that seeped into a discussion that generally focused on the other broad topic, and finally comments that related to both learner and broadcast technology.  It was at this point that I realized I was treating my data like quantitative research. I was trying to impose etic categories on the data.  I was ignoring what my participant was telling me.  I got a new copy and began writing in the margins any topics mentioned by the participant and used this to begin a list of categories for coding.  Fortunately, at this point, I had one of my class writing consultations.  I asked folks to highlight phrases of interest and to make notations in the margins. The discussion that followed reinforced my thought about ignoring my original research questions and going with what I could discover from the actual material I had from my participants. I got more ideas for categories from this consultation. I followed the same format for the other three interviews.  The combination of highlighting and notation in the margins offered me some choices for both etic and emic categories. I copied and pasted quotes that seemed relevant to the categories.  Then I did an analysis and synthesis of what I had pasted into each category. Finally, I emailed the participants my conclusions.  All agreed that I had the basic idea and wanted to see my final paper. 

Results 

Based on my interviews and my experience, I have come to these conclusions:  (1) Interviews reveal that students see CGS as a community of  teachers and students at a particular site.  Students who complete the entire program are with their CGS peers and teachers four hours a day, five days a week for four years, and instructors may teach students for up to three consecutive years and work with students on interdisciplinary projects even though they are not on the teachers’ rolls; however, students perceive their community as one of mutual respect, familial connection, and shared experiences not merely proximity over a prolonged period. In contrast, students perceive very little sense of community between and among sites. (2) From my own experience rather than from this study, I know that some teachers—the English teachers at least—have a sense of community, a sense of collegiality that few secondary teachers experience. We plan a four-year curriculum for students, have frequent team planning and teaching as well as virtual and real meetings, meet monthly for a lunch/planning session, and are in constant contact via email and telephone. When we are absent, the other teachers work with or as our substitute teachers. This is unusual; most secondary teachers plan and teach in isolation. Teachers’ sense of community is really outside the scope of this study except peripherally; nevertheless, I mention it because I fear that teachers may cling to broadcast technology regardless of its effect on instruction because it helps to facilitate our own feelings community.  (3) Based on their interview responses, participants do perceive a problem with instructional broadcasts and often find the methods used during broadcasts both repetitive and sometimes ineffective. Students report that, during broadcasts, they do not get answers for real questions or help when they are confused. Students attribute “information overload” in broadcasts to a lack of time to cover the required AP material, but they also report that ITV’s lag time and technical difficulties often lose time. (4) I believe that CGS students care deeply about their educational experiences and have a good sense of their strengths, weaknesses, and motivation as learners. (5) Based on students’ reports, I believe that students’ personalities and attitudes about work may contribute more to their perceptions of broadcast instruction than any dissonance between ITV methods and learning styles that I identify. 


The importance of community came up in each interview.  Tori stated that “Everyone bonds. . . .  It’s. . .home away from home. . . .  The teachers are really homey, and it’s just—the whole environment and of how they speak to you.  It’s like a respect they have for the students.”  Kelly noted that “within each site, students from multiple schools are brought together for a common purpose, forming a sense of community. . . .  The teachers try to integrate the subjects, which also creates a community of learning that is absent in the regular public school program.” According to Molly, “We support each other, and I think that’s part of what being a ‘community’ is all about.” Molly couldn’t imagine being outside of  CGS: “I love the people in CGS.  I love—all the teachers are great, the atmosphere is very welcoming, and all the people. I couldn’t leave it.” Dan had a little darker spin on the concept: “We are more like compatriots enduring the same hardships, assignments, projects, etc.  It is not necessarily the learning environment that brings us together as intellectual peers but more of the environment that we all must endure.” Students were asked a specific question about community, but two of the four mentioned the importance of community without any prompting from me. 

While this study showed that students have instruction from many different teachers for the same course and, thus, apparently communicate with each other about their team teaching, it offers no support for my conclusion that teachers feel a sense of community. Students’ responses suggest that they feel no connection to the teachers in other sites.  Kelly, a sophomore who has been in CGS for only one year, said, “I think it’s almost like having more than one teacher, one core teacher and then some assistants or something.” She almost mentioned having one biology teacher who is an expert on genetics while another is expert at botany. Yet while she referred to her site teacher by name; she referred to teachers at other sites as “the teacher”—no name was given. When describing a broadcast “that was more interactive than some broadcasts, which I like,” Molly couldn’t remember the name of the teacher from another site who gave the lesson. Tori gave details about a broadcast delivered by “her”—again, no name. Dan named his on site teachers but not his remote teachers. These other teachers exist and deliver instruction, but it is my impression that students feel little connection to these other teachers since none of them could or did name a teacher from another site, despite the fact that not having a name made the discussion more complicated. Molly described herself as one of those learners who need to “form a relationship with their teachers because it made them feel, um, more welcome, and that’s exactly me.  I like to get to know my teachers and feel really comfortable around them”; however, she demonstrated no evidence of connection to teachers at other sites.  

Problems with the technology were evident in every interview.  Fourteen times a phrase similar to “PowerPoint.  That’s all” came up.  All found it hard to focus during broadcasts, which they consider boring.  They all mentioned that handouts with fill in the blank spots were a highlight; yet these are bright kids who would normally consider filling in the blanks baby work.  Kelly summed up the general consensus when she said, “When we have nothing and just have to take notes, then it just gets hard. . . .  When we have blanks to fill in, um, you kind of have to pay attention.”  Dan noted that “most people they sort of tune out I guess you could say. There are people who try to take as much notes as possible, but you don’t know really if they’re that much into it.”           

According to Dan, it made no difference whether the material is new or reinforcement for something previously studied. There is simply a disconnect between students and the delivery: “[S]ometimes you sort of figure out, ‘Well, I’ve already read this so I don’t need to pay attention.’ Um, and then at other times something new, like science, where you’re trying to get involved but then again you’re just, ‘I can read it later.’ There’s sort of this gap in between, like, you don’t know, you just don’t really want to pay attention because you figure you can get the information elsewhere.” Dan noted that broadcasts could be useful for review, “but. . .I could learn, you know, more just doing it with my own teachers—more closely interactive.”  Kelly stated that “on the broadcast when you just hear it, it really doesn’t get absorbed as much.”  

Students had various ways of coping with ITV. All agreed that taking notes is critical to staying awake and/or preparing for tests. Molly summarized their attitude: “Well, I force myself to pay attention.  I take notes so, um, sometimes it’s hard when they’re just. . .going through. . .a PowerPoint and talking. . . .  I take notes, so that helps me stay focused, but I like it when they have us do more—I guess—thinking than actually just taking notes.” Kelly finds clear clues about what is important for notes in what was included on the worksheets and teachers’ announcing “’This is an important fact for the test.’” Dan just sort of endures the broadcasts while relying on his own study skills to learn and prepare for tests.  Tori said that she writes as fast as she can because there is frequently too much information on PowerPoint slides to get down; “just because you can read it that fast doesn’t mean they can write it that fast.”  All expressed the desire for teachers to recap occasionally to help students better process and absorb. Molly noted that teachers are clueless about “when it’s time to. . .have a break between just giving us information and giving us time to understand it.”

Three participants specifically mentioned that the public nature and delay time in responding makes participating so awkward and time-consuming that these basically gregarious kids rarely talk during the broadcast lessons. Teachers may pose questions to a particular person, particular site, or to all sites. According to Tori, “Usually when it first goes out. . . , there’s a delayed silence. And then, some questions she asks then lets a few second [pass], somebody’s answering.”  Broadcast lessons are not the only lessons in which there is always delay time between questions and answers, but in this setting, teachers frequently do not know the names of students at other sites to call on them. Tori described the typical responses system: “[T]wo kids from Stafford. . .tend to answer, a lot of kids from the same sites tend to answer.”   Dan explained that “You’re afraid to maybe, like, talk and stuff or ask questions or go to the bathroom or something like that [when the broadcast is from your site].” He had another complaint:  “And you have all these technological problems like ‘let’s chime in from this other site,’ and it takes five minutes for them to get on and off.  And so it just seems a lot of time can be wasted in the process.”  This lag time has created what Tori called an unwritten rule: “Just don’t debate over broadcasts!”  Kelly, however, said “especially with government it gets into a little bit of politics and there will be some back and forth point making.” She qualified this: “[W]e don’t have much time for much stuff so we’ll have to move on, but it gets pretty interesting.”  Molly cited a significant exception: her math class is so small that “the majority of the geometry class answers questions in broadcasts.”  She did not indicate whether that was because they felt more comfortable, because there was more pressure to participate, or because of some other factor.

Tori also noted the effects of having a camera or microphone on.  “[Y]ou don’t want to fall asleep because, well, the camera is right on you, and somebody is probably looking at you. . . .  [W]hen the audio privacy isn’t on, you stop talking. . . .   [A]s soon as you see that little thing go on the corner of the screen, the class gets quiet. . . .  [I]f any camera is on you, I think you just kind of act differently.”  The medium itself clearly has an effect on students’ perception of the actual lessons.


Students had very clear ideas about why they are in the program and what they expect of it and of themselves. Tori came up with the technical term “haptic” to describe her affinity for hands-on projects. Kelly knows that she is someone who wants to understand not just get good grades. “If I don’t, I don’t just blow it off and say I’ll move on. I want to understand it not just ace the test.” While she dislikes vague directions, Kelly knows “sometimes it’s purposely vague, but I [like to] know I am exactly meeting the standards.”  Molly described herself as someone who enjoys competition and being challenged. All students had a sense of what methods worked best for them and a clear sense of purpose at school. 

Many enjoy the fact that CGS is populated by like-minded, sympathetic students. They all want to learn and to do well in school. Most were reading by age three. Kelly explained that “I just felt like they [CGS students] really wanted to be in school.” Molly, like all of the students interviewed, expressed the idea that “they have to have a lot of motivation to be a successful CGS students. Um, they are usually looking for a challenge.”  Tori said that CGS students were pretty much like regular students except that “they’re very intelligent. . . .  And some of them have a drive to work and want to succeed.”  She also noted that “Everyone bonds.” After telling about a distressing period in her personal life, Tori explained that “When I got into governor’s school, I actually got new friends. . . .   While all that was happening, the way I got out of it was to concentrate on my work.”  Dan said he wouldn’t select any CGS students as friends based on similar interests, but he noted that shared academic goals threw them together like contestants in a Survivor episode forced to rely on each other to make it.

All had parents who were supportive—even obsessive—about their education.  Three of the four applied to CGS (a fairly complex process) on their own with varying degrees of support from parents and teachers. Dan is the only one who announced that “It was sort of a given that I was going to go.”  Dan also stated that his parents have very  high expectations: “Even if you get A’s, they’re ‘How come that isn’t an A+?’”  Tori said that she had to count to 100 every night when she was two; “So my mom always, as soon as I came out of her belly, she started giving me stuff!”  Tori and her mother have accepted that she will not get straight A’s in CGS, but “She has to have her A, so—I’d better get A’s in my regular courses.”  Molly and Kelly’s parents are supportive but give them more freedom in managing their own success. 

The three girls all declared that they liked creative, hands-on leaning and enjoyed working with others. Molly was excited about her English 10 class: “Mrs Conner-Harris gives us the best projects.  I mean now we’re doing video tapes and writing plays and, um, just really creative group work. . . .   We talk about how it relates to other books and other things that are happening currently. I really like that a lot.”  This work is all done on site. Tori stated that she can adapt to other learning—not hands on—learning situations but only for limited periods: “[I]f you want     me to learn auditorily, like someone speaking to me, I can probably do it for thirty minutes, but I’m going to start dazing off around the end of it.”  Dan stated that he had an excellent memory, could absorb huge chunks of information at a time, and deplored projects, group work, and “creative stuff.”  He was the most vehement about the inadequacies of instructional technology even though his self-reported learning style should have been more in sync with the broadcasts’ “data dump” format.  I suspect this has to do with personality or personal investment in the group.  

The three girls expressed a sense of responsibility toward other students and teachers. Molly said that students were attentive during their own teachers’ broadcasts because “You want to be supportive, especially Mr. Kelley, he doesn’t really—, so yeah, it definitely affects how much you pay attention.“  Tori answers questions only if “I think somebody didn’t do it justice or something was altered in it.” Kelly doesn’t want to interrupt the lesson for what may be her own individual problem: “I wait for a break and then ask the site teacher.” Dan rarely answers questions: “It’s really not my problem. . . .  [T]hey need to figure it out for themselves. It’s a selfish attitude maybe.”  I have seen Dan personally give a test review session for the entire class when the on site teacher was sick, so he does have a sense of responsibility but only for those at his  site. In his final email critiquing my conclusions, Dan stated that he didn’t answer questions “not because I want to screw other people, but. . .I am not really concerned with the learning success of the other sites, who I do not know.” He also insisted that the sense of community at our site was similar to that on the show Survivor because the situation of wanting “the rigorous academic curricula” threw students into a situation that requires bonding for survival; students are other sites are not part of that community.  These comments suggest that student feel disconnected from the instruction and people who are not present physically. 

They stated that the broadcasts are not meeting their educational needs but generally seem to accept the “fact” that time limitations make the current format “necessary.” Molly said that students aren’t more vocal about disliking broadcasts because “teachers take so much time preparing for the broadcasts that it’s hard for students to comment on broadcasts to them” even when teachers ask “if it [a broadcast] was informative, interesting, helpful, etc.”  I believe that, like we teachers and their parents, participants have been brainwashed into accepting that AP course requirements should dictate their education.  Adding “bells and whistles” to PowerPoints does not cure the essential problem and may make it worse. Dan said that adding “theme songs and stuff, I guess you could say that you take it less seriously as a broadcast tool, maybe like subconsciously. . .you don’t pay as much attention. . .because you’re figuring, ‘Well, I’m not going to lean anything from this anyway,  They don’t seem that serious about it,’ so—.”  Kelly’s compliment about an interesting broadcast that had “lots of pictures that went with the materials that actually related, not just stupid doodads” revealed the fact that she had seen more “doodads” than she thought appropriate for educational materials.  I believe the problems with ITV are caused partially by the limitations of the technology itself, partially by the specific methods selected, and partially by the delivery of lessons at the speed dictated by AP course and test demands. 

Even though students generally felt that broadcasts do not meet their educational needs, they are not vocal about the problem.  Molly offered this explanation by email: 

[T]eachers take so much time preparing for the broadcast that its hard for students to comment on broadcasts to them.  But I know almost all my teachers. . .ask us after every lesson or broadcast if it was informative, interesting, helpful etc.  This is when we usually  comment on broadcasts, and if a broadcast wasn't as helpful as it could have been someone will comment on it.  For some reason sophomores are more willing to voice their opinions on broadcasts in math and government than in biology and English.  I think this might have to do with the type of relationship established between the students and teachers. . . .  

She did not identify the exact nature of or difference between these relationships.     

My conclusions do and don’t address my research questions. Interviews provided me with detailed information about how CGS students perceive themselves as learners.  They have much more self-knowledge and skill at metacognition than many adults. They are perceptive and honest enough to clearly assess their own motivation and participation and provide a check against reactivity and researcher bias.  My other original question was how do participants perceive instructional broadcasts.  I hoped to make connections between responses to broadcasts and learning style.  What I have discovered is that responses are fairly universally negative. With the possible exception of Kelly, positive responses occurred only in reaction to broadcasts that did not fit the normal mold.  The biggest variation is in the detail with which students can recount individual broadcasts and the vehemence of their dislike. Any variation in response rests largely on the students’ tolerance for educational ineptitude, not their learning styles.  While Dan attributes their presence in CGS to academic goals, generally students are remaining in CGS for reasons that have little to do with pedagogy.  This relates tangentially to my original research questions in that it helps me to assess the program at CGS, which was my underlying concern if not my specific focus. 
Validity, Reflection, and Revision
I believe that the data are valid. I tried to address Maxwell’s (1992) types of validity: descriptive, interpretive, theoretical, generalizability, and evaluative. I also examined my interpretations using Maxwell’s (2005) checklist for assessing threats to validity. Once I hammered out transcriptions to be as exact replicas of the recordings as I could get them, several descriptive validity concerns disappeared. 

My interviews are not a full account of these topics; however, so my conclusions may be misrepresentative. Interviews took place only over one month and involved only four students in one grade from one site of the over 100 students in four grades from five sites that make up the program at CFHS. My direct evidence is never replicated or produced in varied settings.  Omission is probably the most likely threat to descriptive validity, and I have little to offer in the way of triangulation except for agreement among the four participants.  A more extended conversation might everything by  simply altering perspective or relative importance. 

Little room for interpretation existed at the transcript level; however, I have known most of the participants for over two years, so there has been long-term involvement on some level and little opportunity for descriptive error. If I noted that a student laughed, she did.  I did not add interpretive details like “laughed maniacally”! Kelly noted that she definitely saw “the personalities of my classmates in the quotes you selected.” The research was so narrow in focus that there was little opportunity for my twisting things around during interpretation. My findings were based on interviews not observations, which makes the data more believable. 

Descriptive and interpretive validity are also assured to some degree by participant validation; they agreed that my analysis was appropriate.  I tried to stick to what the participants’ perceptions were rather than imposing my own values on them. That does not mean, though, that I might not have given a deceptive shape to my participants’ intentions by attributing unintended or unconscious meanings on them—or by making them unconsciously favor attitudes within themselves that they had not previously noticed.  Reactivity is a validity threat that I am concerned about. I can’t eliminate the influence caused by my interviewing specific students and asking them specific questions about themselves and ITV.  We were in a natural setting—a classroom during a study period, we were engaging in research—something that is an important part of our curriculum, I was not asking about illegal activities or even ones that might “hurt” or embarrass me; nevertheless, students may have told me what they thought I wanted to hear or what they thought might produce a change in instructional methods. The fact that I was asking questions about ITV and their learning is bound to have given weight and significance to a daily occurrence (ITV) that they take for granted.  I see no specific evidence of this, but it is a possibility that I cannot eliminate  The protection against both reactivity and self-report bias is the students themselves, who are outspoken and love to find a teacher in error! 

I do not attempt to theorize at all or to generalize beyond CGS; the students and situation are unique and making predictions beyond our immediate scope would be useless.  I do generalize within the group. This may be the biggest threat to validity in this study. The students interviewed did not represent every “type” of student in CGS.  I might have gotten a very different picture with more males or with students who had a less developed work ethic. I make no claim to evaluating what I have observed or heard; I am trying to describe what I heard.  I have searched for discrepant evidence and negative cases, but I don’t see any data do not fit into my interpretation. Participants verified this. In class consultations, other students in the qualitative research course noticed the same themes I did.  

I got my three hours of interviews plus one observation done, but if I could do this over, I would interview both in longer chunks and for a longer overall time with each participant. There could have been more depth to students’ comments; I could have probed more and gotten more details and concrete examples.  I could have had richer data. I might have tried to do interviews at a time and place where we didn’t feel the pressure of upcoming classes or people who wanted our help or presence elsewhere although there may have been concomitant problems with this since it would not have been in our natural setting. I finished my interviews fairly early, but I would have liked to have longer to analyze my data and to have involved more people in my analysis. I found the consultations to be very helpful.  The most helpful directions was Dr. Maxwell’s suggestion that I change from observation to interview. I got useful suggestions from the group for interview questions; they also helped me identify themes. My critical reader also provided important support. 

I have learned how difficult qualitative research actually is.  I also have a new respect for how informative qualitative research can be. I understand how critical record keeping is.  I think I would have done a better job of analysis if I had a more complete record of my ongoing, informal analysis. Next time I’m getting a nice little notebook that I can keep on me at all time so I can record every little thought and trace the evolution of my research instead of trying to recreate it from bits of dated paper.  I feel more strongly than ever that we need to change our instruction.  If we are going to have a virtual community of learners, we can make use of the other technologies available and assure that we use ITV to its best advantage and the advantage of our students.  I also have a new appreciation for the ways that we are a community of people who care about and support each other in our learning and other endeavors.   
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Appendix A: Diagram of My Thoughts Before the Interviews



Appendix B: Interview Guide 

Date  __________________________
                
Time _________  to __________

Guide for Interview with _______________________ 
Location ___________________

Research Questions

· How do students perceive themselves as learners? 

· How do students perceive instructional broadcasts? 

Interview Questions

Self-Perception & Background:

1. In what ways are you like most CGS (governor’s school) students?

2. In what ways are you different from most CGS students?

3. What originally interested you in CGS? 

4. Why do you stay in CGS? 

5. How would you describe yourself as a learner? 

6. What can you tell me about your own learning style? 

7. What learning methods do you find easiest or most satisfying? 

8. What learning methods do you find hardest or most frustrating? 

9. How do you family members feel about school and education? 

10. What else do I need to know to understand how you feel about yourself as learner?

Broadcasts:

1. Can you walk me through the last government broadcast?  What exactly happened?  What did you do?  

2. Was that typical? What do you usually do during broadcasts?

3. What do you do when you have questions during a broadcast? 

4. How do you decide whether or not to answer questions asked during broadcasts?

5. When do you speak during broadcasts?

6. What interaction do you have with students from other sites during our outside of broadcasts?
7. When do you pay attention?  What cues you? How do you keep yourself focused?

8. What do you do to help yourself learn during broadcasts?

9. What mechanisms do you have for monitoring or evaluating your own attention or participation during broadcasts? 

10. What helps you get the most out of broadcasts? 

11. What effect do broadcasts have on your grades?

12. What could you do differently that would improve your learning during broadcasts?

13.  What advice would you give teachers about broadcasts? 

14. What advice would you give CGS freshmen about broadcasts?
15. What else do I need to know in order to understand what broadcasts are like?

Generic Prodder:
Can you give me specific examples that will help me understand exactly what you mean?

Appendix C: Sample Analytic Memo

March 22, 2006

I just finished interviewing Dan. His responses are unlike any of the other participants.  I’m glad that he agreed to do this, but I’m not sure how this interview is going to fit in with my original or evolving plan.  In the interview, he seems pretty dissatisfied with CGS but is stuck because of the difficulties in scheduling if he transfers out and because of his own and his parents’ expectations.  Actually, when I had him in class last year and when I observed him this year, he seemed fine.  I wonder if he is dramatizing things to give me a better story.  I didn’t ask participants if they expected anything to come of my interviews, but I am beginning to wonder if the students don’t think that I’m going to make big changes after I finish this study.  I have gotten folks to make a few changes around here before after talking to the kids.  I thought I’d made it clear up front that this was simply an academic exercise for me, but now I wonder if the message was really received.

Dan brought up a new thread: self reliance.  May not be the right word, but he mentioned something about not giving people the answer during broadcasts because they needed to figure it out for themselves. He also said that one problem with sustaining attention during broadcasts was that often he could get the material more effectively and efficiently on his own.  Knowing Dan, he didn’t mean the discovery method. I remember last year when I tried to get his class to use inductive reasoning to figure out what synesthesia.  He said it would have been much quicker if I’d just told them the definition or let them look it up!  One of the girls said something about learning on her own. Any connections? 

Appendix D: Original Possible Coding Categories

Reasons for entering CGS

Reasons for staying in CGS

Attitude toward CGS

Attitude toward broadcasts 

Attitudes about learning community

Students’ attitude toward education

Parents’ attitude toward education

Participation in broadcasts

Preferred learning styles 

Coping strategies

Suggestions for freshmen

Suggestions for improving broadcasts
Appendix E: Final Coding Categories

Self knowledge

· Learning styles: “Hands on” “Projects” “I’m haptic” “Really fun projects” “Like the competition” “Figure it out myself”

· Motivation: “Most demanding program” “We’re a family” “Nothing’s ever good enough”

Responsibility to self 

· Use of time: “Go on and on and on” “For over an hour” “Tune out” “Lose time”

· Appeal to interests: “Boring” “More closely interactive” “Fill in the blanks” [How sad.] “Interactive” “Use short video clips” “PowerPoint. That’s all it really was”

Responsibility to other students and teachers

· Unwritten rules of etiquette: “Don’t debate” “Be quiet” 

· Teacher: “More. . .with my own teachers” “Ask my own teacher later” “Afraid to ask in front of all those people”

Instructional Broadcasts 





Learner Preferences





Lessons often 


Waste time


Last too long


Overload new information


Repeat old information


Encourage student passivity





Work should be


Creative


Hands on


Involve higher level thinking


Done with little supervision


Interesting


Challenging


Interactive














