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Abstract

This study will use an anonymous closed-ended online sample survey to answer this research question: Do secondary English teachers in Stafford County perceive school culture, teacher capability, structure, or management as a greater obstacle to their use of digital technology for English instruction? Participants will be secondary English teachers in Stafford County, VA.

Obstacles to Using Digital Technology in Secondary English Instruction


The Standards for English Language Arts K-12 published by the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) lists twelve standards to guide curriculum and instruction that “are not distinct and separable; they are, in fact, interrelated and should be considered as a whole” (1999, n. p.). All but two of these standards (i.e., one relating to “respect for diversity in language use, patterns, and dialects across cultures, ethnic groups, geographic regions, and social roles” and another relating to native language use by students for whom English is a second language) make specific reference to students’ interaction with digital texts. While NCTE maintains that these standards “are not prescriptions for particular curriculum or instruction,” meeting these standards clearly demands the use of digital technology for reading, composition, and information use, the three primary instructional responsibilities of English language arts teachers K-12.
The position statement of the Conference on College Composition and Communication Committee (CCCC) of the National Council of Teachers of English (2004, February) recognized this changing definition of literacy: “the curriculum of composition is widening to include not one but two literacies: a literacy of print and a literacy of the screen. In addition, work in one medium is used to enhance learning in the other” (n. p.).  The CCCC report listed important features of writing instruction: “(a) introduce students to the epistemic (knowledge-constructing) characteristics of information technology. . .; (b) provide students with opportunities to apply digital technologies to solve substantial problems common to the academic, professional, civic, and/or personal realm of their lives; (c) include much hands-on use of technologies; and (d) engage students in the critical evaluation of information” (n. p.). 
Digital technology is a defining innovation that, like the invention of writing or the printing press, produces fundamental changes in how people see themselves and their world. Processing the world through the lens of electronic media alters the way we communicate, inform, and know (Bolter, 2001, pp. 23-25; Norton, P., & Wiburg, K. M., 2003, pp. 9-15). These defining technological changes typically proceed through three stages. In the first stage the “technology is applied in ways that do not threaten people” and has little impact on culture (quoted in Norton, 2003, p. 5). The second stage involves merging the new technology with the old to perform functions more efficiently. In the third stage, the “technology points out new directions and uses for the technology. . .to meet emerging needs and satisfy new goals” (quoted in Norton, pp. 5-6).  Most current instructional use of technology falls into the second stage.  Teachers and students use computers to perform tasks we once completed using other communication technology: we post instructions on our websites rather than give oral instructions to inform; we use word processing software instead of typewriters to compose; we use online subscription databases rather than periodical indices and bound volumes to research; we email or “IM” instead of writing letters or telephoning to communicate. Outside of the classroom, however, students are using digital technology to perform many additional functions in their personal lives.  As Taspcott (1998) pointed out, “For the first time in history, children are more comfortable, knowledgeable, and literate than their parents [and other adults] about an innovation central to society” (pp. 1-2). While there are exceptions to this generalization, Tapscott’s observation offers one explanation for public schools’ failure to move into the third stage of technological change, for failing “to meet emerging needs and satisfy new goals” (quoted in Norton, pp. 5-6) as identified by the NCTE. Students are prepared for this change; educators and schools are not.
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Fishman, Soloway, Krajcik, Marx, and Blumenfeld  (2001) identified four obstructions that prevent schools from using technology effectively. Their synthesis provided a theoretical construct for change in school culture, teacher capability, structure, and management as well as background on issues concerning technological innovations and learning. Fishburn et al. found that “reform-related learning technologies would not thrive in real-world environments in part because they are created and evaluated in ‘hothouse’ environments” (p. 18). While past research has concentrated on whether or not technology influences learning, Fishburn et al. (2001) suggest that a new focus for research should be on “how to enable the use of technology in regular classrooms” (p. 19). As one developer of The Online Academy, George Mason University’s online high school, I am deeply interested in research that will help me to identify and remove obstacles preventing my colleagues from enjoying the pedagogical and personal advantages of technology-enriched classrooms.  My study will explore this research question: Do secondary English teachers in Stafford County, Virginia, perceive school culture, teacher capability, structure, or management as a greater obstacle to their use of digital technology?  
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The first step to enabling the use of digital technology in regular English classrooms is to identify those obstacles considered most problematic by the teachers themselves. While there may, in fact, be other impediments that are more obstructive to the use of digital technology, perceived obstacles must be identified and removed or bypassed first.    

Method

Research Design.


This study will utilize an anonymous online sample survey of English teachers. The researcher will design a survey with 25 closed-ended questions and 1 open-ended question.

Participants and Setting.

Participants will be 93 English teachers from the five high schools in Stafford County, Virginia. Two Stafford County English teachers, Kerri McClafferty (2004) and Karen Roark (2003), reported in interviews (2005, November 2) that they had approximately 90% returns on online surveys submitted to Stafford secondary English teachers in earlier studies they conducted; a similar response for this study would decrease any sampling error. Respondents will be provided with information about the sample survey in an email and at scheduled, mandatory English staff meetings. There should be no bias other than those who happen to be absent the day of the department meetings. All English teachers are part of the potential pool of those who could use instructional technology in their classrooms.  Respondents will provide the following background information as part of the survey: years of teaching experience, highest level of education, areas of certification, coursework in using instructional technology, postgraduate English coursework, courses currently taught, level of current students, preferred courses and levels, individual teaching style, and personal ownership and use of technology. It might be possible to use this same pool of teachers as a panel sample that could be questioned at a later date after treatment related to enabling teachers to create technology-enriched instruction. 

Stafford is a rapidly-growing rural/suburban area that fares well on national and state “report cards” and prides itself on hiring and retaining highly qualified teachers, providing targeted and varied professional development, and equipping its schools with instructional technology and the necessary technological support (J. Murray, faculty meeting, October 11, 2005). If teacher capability, inadequate or inappropriate technology, school culture, or other issues are interfering with English teachers’ effective use of instructional technology in Stafford County, other schools will have these same core concerns as well as additional problems.  

Materials. 

All respondents will need computers with Internet access and information on the online location of the survey and how to code responses.  

Data Sources and Instrumentation. 

The dependent variable is English teachers’ reported ability or willingness to use technology in classroom instruction. The instrumentation is a sample survey of 25 closed-ended questions and 1 open-ended question. Questions will include ones such as the two samples listed below.

Question 1. Select the one choice below that most accurately reflects your attitude about this statement: I can teach English effectively relying on traditional print materials and methods, using technology only for word processing and communication. 

□  I strongly agree.

□  I agree.  

□  I neither agree nor disagree.  

□  I disagree.

□  I strongly disagree.

Question 2. Select all choices below that describe your experience. With little or no warning, I have been forced to change a lesson plan that involved using technology because 

□  There were not enough functioning computers to meet my students’ needs.

□  The lab was taken over for testing when I was scheduled to use it. 

□  The network was down.

□  The Internet  connection was down.

□  Filters interfered with students’ completing my assignment. 

□  The lab was not available when I needed it.

□  I have not had to change a lesson plan using technology because of problems. 

□  I have had to change a lesson plan using technology for other reasons.  

After designing the survey instrument but before giving it to the actual respondents, I will conduct a pilot survey using the teachers in my GMU cohort to identify and correct technical and design problems such as reliability and internal consistency.

Procedures. 

There is no treatment. This is a sample survey designed to identify correlations between use of technology in instruction and teacher capability, structure, management, and school culture. I will contact the English Coordinator for Stafford County for permission to ask English teachers to complete the survey and then contact the English Department chairpersons to schedule dates on which to deliver informed consent instruments and directions about taking the survey.

Proposed Preliminary Data Analysis. 

At this point—with no actual data, I anticipate finding that teacher capability is an obstacle for many teachers using instructional technology; they simply lack the skills or confidence to use the software or hardware needed to plan or execute such lessons. Additionally, teachers may be unaware of the benefits to student learning or may lack confidence in the stability of the schools’ technology. I am curious to find if there are any predictors of a teachers’ likelihood of using instructional technology. 

The survey platform I intend to use will upload directly into SPSS® data analysis software, which is appropriate and reliable. I will employ a correlation coefficient to establish the extent to which relationships exist between variables. Barring poor survey design, I do not anticipate other problems.  
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PROTOCOL – Involving Human Participation

1. There are no direct benefits to the respondents.  I hope that it will provide information about what factors deter secondary English teachers from using instructional technology. 

2. There will be no recruitment. Teachers will be asked to take the survey at a department meeting.
3. Informed consent forms will be emailed to participants before the English meeting; they will receive another copy at the beginning of the meeting to read and sign and a copy to take with them.
4. Subjects will receive no compensation or course credit.
5. No minors are involved.
6. Respondents will be asked to complete an anonymous closed-ended online survey that takes about 15 minutes.
7. There is no identifying or login information on the survey.  
8. There are no potential physical, psychological, social, or legal risks to participants. 

9. Participants will not be audio-or video-taped.

10. Participants will be informed about the true nature of the project.
PROTOCOL – Involving Existing Records

No existing records will be used. 

APPROVAL FROM COOPERATING INSTITUTION/ORGANIZATION:

I give permission for Robin Smith to request that Stafford County secondary English teachers complete a voluntary, anonymous online survey about using technology with English instruction.
Becky Danello
Rebecca Danello, English Coordinator of Stafford County Schools

October 14, 2005

INFORMED CONSENT INSTRUMENTS: 
The Survey:

This is not complete. The textbook indicates that the finalized survey is not included in the proposal, but the human subjects form requests it. 

Email to be sent to English teachers:

At your next English Department meeting you will be given information about an anonymous online survey I am conducting about the use of technology in English instruction.  Your participation is entirely voluntary and will take about 15 minutes. Attached is a copy of the informed consent form that you will be given at the meeting.  I will retain a copy and give you one. The form must be filled out before you take the survey at your convenience.  Thank you. I appreciate your helping me with this study, which I am conducting for a class.

Robin Smith

Attachment: Informed consent form (see next page)

Script for the Department Meetings:

Researcher:  You each received an email last week about completing an anonymous online survey. The email included an informed consent form that must be read and completed before anyone actually takes the survey.  Please take two copies of the informed consent form as they are passed back. If you are willing to take the survey, read the form and sign both copies; keep one and leave one in the envelope on this desk.  If you are not going to take the survey, you may keep one and return the unsigned form to the envelope so that we will not know who completed the survey and who did not. There are papers with instructions for the survey by the envelope.  Please take one.  Connect to the Internet, go to the survey, and then just follow the directions on the screen. The survey should take about 15 minutes.  Thanks for your help with this class project.
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INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES
This research is being conducted to study a research question about teachers’ use of technology in English instruction. If you agree to participate, you will be asked to complete an anonymous online survey that will take about 15 minutes.  

RISKS
There are no foreseeable risks for participating in this research.

BENEFITS
There are no benefits to you as a participant other than to further research on using technology in English instruction; however, the benefits to English education include possible improvements in professional development and technological infrastructure.  

CONFIDENTIALITY
The data in this study will be confidential. There will be absolutely no identifying information on the survey.  

PARTICIPATION
Your participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time and for any reason. If you decide not to participate or if you withdraw from the study, there is no penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. There are no costs to you or any other party. There is no compensation to you or other participants. 

ALTERNATIVES TO PARTICIPATION
There will be no course credit. Participation is entirely voluntary. 

CONTACT
This research is being conducted by Robin Smith under the supervision of Dr. Rick Brigham of the College of Education & Human Development at George Mason University. Dr. Brigham may be reached at 703-226-XXXX for questions or to report a research-related problem. You may contact the George Mason University Office of Research Subject Protections at 703-993-4121 if you have questions or comments regarding your rights as a participant in the research.

This research has been reviewed according to George Mason University procedures governing your participation in this research. 

CONSENT
I have read this form and agree to participate in this study. 

________________________________
Name
________________________________

_________________________
Signature 





Date of Signature




 

Version date: March 2005




I certify that the information provided for this project is correct and that no other procedures will be used in this protocol.  I agree to conduct this research as described in the attached supporting documents.  I will request and receive approval from the HSRB for changes prior to implementing these changes.  I will comply with the HSRB policy for the conduct of ethical research.  I will be responsible for ensuring that the work of my co-investigator(s)/student researcher(s) complies with this protocol.





Rick Brigham							11/5/05


	Principal Investigator Signature     				                      Date





ABSTRACT:  The purpose of this study is to determine which obstacle--school culture, teacher capability, structure, or management--most deters English teachers from using instructional technology. English teachers in Stafford County, Virginia, secondary schools will complete an anonymous online sample survey. The 93 respondents are both males and females aged 22-65 and are not stratified in any manner. I teach English in Stafford County, but I do not belong to any English department or attend any English department meetings since I work for the Commonwealth Governor’s School, which is interdisciplinary and has teachers from several counties.  The survey results will be anonymous with no identifying information and can be exported directly to SPSS software for analysis.  Teachers will receive no compensation or credit for completing the survey—unless I send bags of chocolate candy!  The survey will take about 15 minutes.  The survey will be announced at a scheduled English department meeting; teachers will get an email about the survey before the meeting with a copy of the informed consent and will receive another copy of the form to sign at the meeting.  Online responses will be coded.
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RESEARCH DESIGN:


  __ Questions on harm to self or


        others


  __ Questions on illegal behavior


  __ Deception


  __ Human/computer interaction


  __ Collection and/or analysis of


       secondary data


OUTSIDE FUNDING:
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