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Process. Unfortunately, some of my data analysis would not be observable to anyone lacking equipment that either identifies electrical activity in my brain or monitors my thoughts and words 24 hours a day.  Since before I started interviewing, I have been thinking about this research before I fall asleep, as I wake up, when I am driving, while I am grading papers, during 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 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. I am trying to make another visual representation to help me focus and see my current thinking. It is too bad to share.  

I did write memos after each interview to describe the inaudible: students’ body language, facial expressions, responses.  I incorporated these in brackets as I transcribed the interviews. 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.  The questions helped me to plug holes during the next interview. 

The process of transcription was both fascinating and helpful. I accepted the disparity between written and spoken language; now I realize how much of what is said is tacit, elliptical, or repetitive.  We continually supply missing bits in oral communication. Oral communication offers the opportunity to ask for verification, clarification, or more detail; however, looking closely at real conversation makes me wonder that we don’t all go insane with the need to interpret code, ignore placeholders and endless repetition, and supply missing grammatical structures or even entire theoretical constructs! I found myself translating what the participants and I said into more concise summaries rather than writing down the actual words.  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 the interviews for one participant, I armed myself with highlighters, pens, and multiple copies of her interview.  The first time, I simply highlighted phrases or words that caught my attention for whatever reason. I am still not sure how useful this round will be.  I found myself—ever the English teacher—marking vivid language, not necessarily informative or descriptive language.  My questions were broken up into two overarching topics: students’ ideas about themselves as learners and their ideas about instructional broadcasts. I started highlighting these two topics in two different colors of ink. That was a waste of time and marker juice since my questions generally made that demarcation, so I threw out that copy and started highlighting ideas about one topic that seeped into a discussion that generally focused on the other broad topic.  I went through a fourth time on a new copy, wasting time by marking 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 question 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 offers me some choices for both etic and emic categories. I am in the process of refining a matrix and moving quotes into it. I continue writing informal memos. I am still in process.   

Results. I was wrong about a number of things. Based on my interviews, these are my preliminary conclusions:  (1) CGS is a community of learners, but that community is formed of  teachers and students at a particular site who work and live together in mutual respect and liking and another community of teachers who have a sense of collegiality with each other that few secondary teachers ever experience.  (2) The problem with CGS instructional broadcasts—and I was right about that; there is a problem—is not just the broadcast technology itself. The methods used during broadcasts are both repetitive and unlikely to provide students with answers for real questions or confusion. The explanation for some of the overloaded broadcasts is lack of time to cover required material, but broadcast technology loses even more minutes because of lag time.  (3) CGS students have a good sense of their strengths and weaknesses as learners and of their own motivation. (4) Personality and attitudes about work may contribute more to students’ ideas about broadcast instruction than apparent dissonance between instructional technology/methods and learning styles.    


The importance of community comes up in each interview.  Tiera 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.”  Kathryn 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 Mia, “We support each other, and I think that’s part of what being a ‘community’ is all about.” David 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 mentioned the importance of community before I brought it up.


Problems with the technology were evident in every interview.  Fourteen times a phrase similar to “PowerPoint.  That’s all” came up.  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.  Kathryn 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.” All found it hard to focus during broadcasts, which they consider boring.  Three of them 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 braodcast lessons.  


Students had very clear ideas about why they were in the program and what they expected of it and of themselves. Tiera came up with the technical term “haptic” to describe her affinity for hands-on projects, an affinity she shares with Kathryn and Mia. Kathryn knows that she is someone who wants to understand not just get an A. Mia 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 students:. Kathryn explained that “I just felt like they [CGS students] really wanted to be in school.” 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. David is the only one who announced that “It was sort of a given that I was going to go.”  David also stated that his parents have very  high expectations: “Even if you get A’s, they’re ‘How come that isn’t an A+?’”  They are aware that the broadcasts are not meeting their educational needs but generally seem to accept the “fact” that time limitations make the current format “necessary.”  I can speculate, but I really need to ask them why they don’t protest.  


The three girls all declared that they liked creative, hands-on leaning and enjoyed working with others.  David 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 wonder if 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. Mia 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.“  Tiera answers questions only if “I think somebody didn’t do it justice or something was altered in it.” Kathryn 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.” David rarely answers questions: “It’s really not my problem. . . .  [T]hey need to figure it out for themselves. It’s a selfish attitude maybe.” 

My conclusions do and don’t address my research questions. Interviews provided me with more detailed information about how CGS students perceive themselves as learners.  They have much more self-knowledge and skill at metacognition than many adults. I definitely need to let them see an early complete draft of my paper to get their reactions to my conclusions.  They will be an invaluable resource in checking for researcher bias.  I think they might even offer a check on reactivity.  They are perceptive and honest enough to clearly assess their own motivation and participation.  I need to interview them again; I have a number of follow up questions I would like to ask.  Unfortunately, we are on spring break this week, I will be at a meeting most of next week, and then we start AP exams.  I doubt if I can do anything other than email them a later draft and ask for reactions.  My other original question was what happens during 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.  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.  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. I am basing my conclusions about teachers’ sense of collegiality on my own unofficial observation  and conversations with other teachers.    The state charter that mandates that the various sites will be connected as a community of learners and the teachers’ valuing team planning keep the broadcasts in place, but that is really not the concern of my study. Maybe it has no place here.

I am having some difficulty separating coding from thematic analysis.  Sometimes I think thematic analysis is a form of connecting data; at other times I think it is a method for coding data.  Since both processes are recursive, it may not matter since I am doing what I think of as thematic analysis at every stage of my analysis.  

I still lack the right kind of notebook. My memos are on loose pieces of paper.  It is too late now, but I wish I had started with a sewn notebook like the one Indiana Jones’s father used to record his lifelong quest for the Holy Grail. If I had, I could easily trace the evolution of my research instead of trying to recreate it from bits of dated paper.  At least I have learned this lesson now instead of in the midst of my dissertation.    

Appendix A: Diagram of My Thoughts Before the Interviews



Appendix B: Analytic Memo

March 22, 2006

I just finished interviewing David. 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.
David 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 David, 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 C: 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 D: Revised Possible 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”


Use of talents and interests: “Boring” “More closely interactive”

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”

Broadcast methods

Effective: “Fill in the blanks” [How sad.] “Interactive” “Use short video clips”

Ineffective: “PowerPoint” “That’s all it really was”
Work should be


Creative


Hands on


Involve higher level thinking


Done with little supervision


Interesting


Challenging


Interactive











Learner Preferences





Instructional Broadcasts 





Lessons often 


Waste time


Last too long


Overload new information


Repeat old information


Encourage student passivity











