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This qualitative study will use constant comparison to describe curricular choices and instructional practices in the Advanced Placement (A. P.) Language and Composition English 11 course taught to gifted secondary students at the Commonwealth Governor’s School (CGS) in Stafford, VA. Two studies discussed at the Virginia Association for the Gifted Conference in October 2005 presented research findings that suggest that Advanced Placement courses may not provide the best curriculum and instruction for gifted students.  Observing and conducting a summative evaluation of current curriculum and instruction practices may provide English teachers with the tools needed to craft English 11 classes that better meet students’ needs and that attract a more diverse student population.  

Rogers’s (2005) research into effect size, 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 A. P. course methodology produces 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 as well as gain in affective development: 5.7 months in social adjustment and 4.2 months in self-esteem. Homogeneous grouping for specific instructional activities produces an amazing 7.9 additional months of academic achievement gain (Rogers).  Traditional A. P. instructional methods do not ensure the greatest learning gains for students and may also produce cognitive dissonance for gifted students. 

Studies conducted by Callahan, Hertberg, and Moon (2005) indicated that A. P. courses, which are driven by the demands of the A. P. tests, may serve only the needs of traditional advanced students who are challenge-seeking, confident, compliant, well-prepared, and self-driven—students who have a long history of school success. Instruction in A. P. courses is generally fast-paced lecture and question and answer.  These academically successful traditional gifted students could be served by A. P. courses offered in the regular school. Non-traditional, nonconformist gifted students often find A. P. classes overly restrictive and A. P. teachers narrow in their expectations.  The linear rigidity of the A. P. program virtually ensures that teachers will not to accommodate a range of learners (Callahan, Hertberg, and Moon).  

The Commonwealth Governor’s School was established to provide an education specifically designed for gifted students.  We have a new director, who is encouraging a climate of questioning and challenging, and we are determined to increase the diversity of the gifted population enrolled in our school; therefore, the issues raised by the studies conducted by Rogers and Callahan et al. are of particular concern to us.  

The time is right for the CGS English teachers to collaboratively examine and describe what we do so that we many then analyze and evaluate our practice with the intent of designing and implementing any needed change.  The purpose of this study is to extend prior research into curriculum and pedagogy that best serve and attract gifted populations to help CGS English teachers design curriculum and instruction for our gifted students, an issue critical to our essential purpose as a school.  We are concerned about these preliminary research questions: 

1) What instructional methods do we use? 

2) What is our learning environment like? 

3) What evidence exists that A. P. tests drive our curriculum? 

4) What evidence exists that other factors drive our curriculum? 

5) What effect does team teaching have on our curriculum and instruction? 

6) How do our students perceive their learning experiences? 

7) How do our teachers perceive the learning experiences they provided for our students? 

8) What about our learning environment is attractive to culturally diverse gifted students? 

9) Does current research support our curricular and instructional choices? 

Method

This study will use the constant comparison method, but will stop short of developing grounded theory at this stage.  According to Krathwohl (1998), researchers using the constant comparison method begin analyzing data as it is collected, coding each note “in terms of the dimension or concept of which it is an indicator” (p. 260).  Researchers look for new indicators of each coded concept until the concept is saturated, i. e, when new observations stop adding new information. “Concepts are linked with other concepts in a theory, or explanation, of the phenomenon” (Krathwohl, p. 260) that is continuously compared to new data collected from field observations. Observations increasingly narrow in focus in an attempt to discover negative, borderline, and key instances that will help test explanations.  Once researchers are fairly certain of their findings, the focus is again broadened in an attempt to test the generality of the explanation or theory.  In this case, such broadening would extend beyond CGS English 11 classrooms and beyond the scope of this study. 

Participants and Setting.  Informants are five CGS English teachers who teach 220 A. P. English 11 students; these teachers would also be observers.  CGS is a “community of learners” formed by a collaboration among five sites embedded within existing high schools in Stafford and Spotsylvania counties with students from Stafford, Spotsylvania, and King George. These sites are connected by electronic technology and broadcast media.  Teachers team plan for each course, alternating taking the lead position on units, and conducting approximately 50% of instruction together in real time via broadcast technology.  

Data Collection and Extraction Procedures and Data Sources. Data collection and extraction would be a recursive process. English 9, 10, and 12 teachers would observe two ninety-minute English 11 lessons every other week for one quarter, keeping.  English 11 teachers would also keep fieldnotes of their own classes. Having insider and outsider descriptions should improve the depth of observations and triangulation.  Teachers would look for details that clearly describe what is happening in classrooms: the preparation, the settings, the atmosphere, materials, instructional methods and activities, students’ responses and learning, teachers’ behavior and responses, obstructions to learning, and teacher responses.  Stimulated recall using videotapes would also be used at some points with both English 11 teachers and students. Teacher participants and observers would reflect on their observations, make observer comments or memos, and tease out concepts and themes. Teachers would meet on the weeks during which observations are not conducted to complete the cycle of the constant comparison method as defined by Krathwohl (1998): observe, ask questions; analyze data; locate important variables, narrow focus of questions and observations; observe again with a narrower focus, ask better questions (p. 262). We would then repeat the process until we have a thorough description of our learning environment and practices. 

To describe practices, teachers might also examine instructional artifacts such as handouts, student evaluations, lesson plans, PowerPoint slide shows, weblogs, textbooks, student work, student learning inventories, and curriculum.  After initial observations helped participants to identify themes and coding terms, checklists or other focusing strategies might be developed to identify procedures such as activities that engage students with mentors, anecdotal evidence of student responses to mentoring, the effect of increased mentoring opportunities, etc. We do have some possible coding strands: mentoring, nontraditional gifted students, diversity, lecture, rapid delivery, lack of individuation, gifted learning styles, question and answer.  No doubt these will recombine and new ones will emerge as we continue the study.  


Special Problems. Both the primary strength and biggest potential problem with this study will be the fact that the participants are also the observers. We may not want to really see what our instruction looks like to our students or ourselves.  We may be reluctant to abandon ineffective practice into which we have invested time and energy. We may disagree about what we or the observers see or what direction our research should take. We may be more interested in perpetuating what we enjoy or feel comfortable doing than in what is best for our students or more likely to attract a more diverse population. Perceived or real resistance from parents may prejudice us.  We need to assure that we do not wreck the situational validity or interfere with current instruction with our observations.  Observations, examination of artifacts, and analysis will have to be completed during our regularly scheduled bi-weekly planning time; this is a serious time commitment. Nevertheless, this study would be worth our efforts in helping us to determine exactly what our current practice is and what changes we need to initiate in order to better serve our real target population—gifted students, not necessarily academically successful students.  
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ABSTRACT:  The purpose of this study is to use constant comparison research to examine and describe instructional practices in Advanced Placement (A. P.) Language and Composition English 11 courses taught at the Commonwealth Governor’s School in Stafford, VA.  Participants would be the 5 English instructors and their 220 students, who are 15 to 17 year-old males and females of varied ethnic backgrounds and social status. The English 9, 10, 11, and 12 teachers would observe classroom instruction twice a week for ninety minutes each; interview teachers and students; and examine instructional artifacts such as handouts, student evaluations, lesson plans, tapes of broadcasts, and curriculum.  Teachers would take fieldnotes on their observations, write observer comments, and analyze their observations.  The researcher is one of the teachers.
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