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Prior Experiences and Beliefs.  Since 2003, I have been teaching 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 regional magnet school for gifted students. Several experiences make me resistant to the instructional broadcasts that we use at CGS even though they are an intrinsic part of our regional charter from the state. For the past three years I have also been designing modules for an online high school and mentoring students taking those courses as well as teachers who will be mentoring other online students in those classes.  The courses that I helped design are centered around authentic problems in that 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 publishable portfolio. I firmly believe in situating learning in this manner.  My day to day work at CCGS is entirely different, though.


For years prior to moving to CGS I taught Dual Enrollment English, which I think is a superior course to AP Language and Composition. Both courses purportedly train students for academic writing in college, but AP Language demands too much time spent on esoteric matters such as the Greek nomenclature for rhetorical devices like chiasmus and synecdoche.  The College Board is revising the test next year—to what end I am not sure; meanwhile we are wasting instructional time teaching to a test rather than using our training to proscribe a curriculum best suited to our students.  Pressure from parents to have their gifted children take the maximum number of AP tests constrains us. Media that ranks schools by the numbers of students taking (not doing well but taking) AP tests just eggs parents on. Of course, our parents and schools also expect that our students will get 4’s or 5’s on the tests to raise the county’s scores and justify the expense of gifted education. Traditional AP course structure requires cramming huge amounts of information into students as quickly as possible.  Research shows that this is the least successful method of instruction for truly gifted students.  


The other constraint at CGS is that we team teach English 9 and 12 or at least take turns being lead teacher on different units.  This is good in that we do most macro planning together; five heads are better than one. Micro planning is higher caliber, too, probably: I know I spend many hours planning and weighing decisions, knowing that my peers will be evaluating my lessons.  This is also bad, though.  It is difficult to effect change because five pig-headed teachers are involved in every decision.  Simply changing a novel means that five of us have to agree and five schools in three counties have to buy the texts.  One of the biggest constraints is that we meet with each class twice a week and one of those weekdays is established  as broadcast day for the entire year.  We get used to planning what we can do on broadcasts every other Monday, for example, whether our students’ instructional needs or the unit suggests that or not.  We do broadcasts on Mondays because we do broadcasts on Mondays, not because broadcasts fit a specific pedagogical need.   This drives me insane. The other thing that makes me want to rip out the cords of the wide screen monitors is the way some teachers use the time and technology.  One teacher goes off on these occasionally entertaining but always irrelevant anecdotes; another uses irrelevant photos and other images to entertain and engage students.  I have seen the technology used in stunningly effective ways, but frequently I have seen broadcasts used in ways that insult students and put teachers in untenable positions. Imagine trying to keep 25 students focused when the other teacher broadcasting is taking five minutes to draw the infamous caricature of Emerson’s “transparent eyeball”(which is in their textbook).  Of course, the reverse side to this is that we all tend to provide more background material in audio and video formats. We are better 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.   


Because of these experiences, I have a number of assumptions: Using broadcast technology for instruction can be disastrous. Otherwise intelligent, sensible people become unhinged—or at least lose their normal pedagogical values—when they appear on TV. Students develop ways to cope with having to alternately absorb information at warp speed or amuse themselves quietly while a teacher publicly wastes time. Teachers sometimes make instructional decisions to meet personal rather than pedagogical needs. Technology can be a powerful took for instruction.  Team teaching offers as many problems as benefits unless some evaluative/revision mechanism is in place.  I believe that self-regulation is a critical cognitive skill.  I believe that time management must accompany self-regulation. Both should be modeled and reinforced frequently.  


These assumptions and beliefs 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 can also see that making changes can be very problematic.   By focusing only on what students are doing during broadcasts and asking open-ended questions rather than leading ones, I can help us better understand exactly what goes on during broadcasts without infuriating everyone. I hope. 

Advantages and Disadvantages. My experiences and my assumptions provide me with a perspective that is sympathetic to students and will alert me to undercurrents; this will help me to develop a good research relationship and to identify emerging themes.  The disadvantage is that I will have to be constantly on the alert for my own prejudices.  My best defense against this is to restrict my interests to students’ behavior and perceptions. It will help that I am not directly involved with instruction on any of the sophomore teams, and it is sophomore students that I will be observing and interviewing. I will remind myself constantly that I am not trying to change instruction; I am trying to understand a process.  I can’t really have an opinion about the process—or whether it should be changed or not—until I understand it more fully.  

Questions and Expectations.  I have two primary research questions: How do CGS students perceive themselves as learners?  What happens during CGS instructional broadcasts? 

I am not sure what to expect from students regarding their learning. 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 am not sure what to expect from these sophomores because we had a huge reshuffling of students this fall; consequently, I taught only two of the six  sophomores who will be at my site during the study hall that I will use for interviews.  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.  I have deliberately left off questions that specifically ask how they study for tests or do their homework to encourage them to go deeper.  

I have much clearer expectations about responses regarding broadcasts.  For reasons I mentioned earlier, I am sure that I will get some stories that will make my hair stand on end. I also expect to hear about lessons that they remember two years later—for both the right and the wrong reasons. Their perceptions about their participation in broadcasts will vary from student to student as will their actual participation.  What I really hope to find is some pattern, some hidden cues that teachers unknowingly provide or students unknowingly use to help make sense of broadcasts.  

These kids 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.  Maybe they perceive teachers broadcasting as being like ads on TV—something to be tuned out unless it’s especially loud, colorful, entertaining, or informative.  Maybe we are white noise. I really don’t know.  I remember when my family got the first TV on our block.  I rarely watch TV.  I use a lot of technology, but I have to consciously learn new technologies; they don’t come to me naturally or intuitively as they do for these students. So while I have some preconceptions about what the teachers do and think during broadcasts, I am really clueless about what goes on inside the head of a student during broadcasts and probably see much less that goes on than I think I do. 

I am hoping that the students being interviewed may see connections between understanding themselves as learners, taking responsibility for their learning, and their behavior in instructional modes that encourage passivity.   Of course, what I perceive as passivity may be a 21st century variation of what I did in high school: I answered the first two or three questions so the teacher couldn’t decently call on me any more and then read the novel hidden behind the textbook for the rest of the period. I wasn’t being passive; I was managing my time and taking control of my learning! I suspect we teachers are fooling ourselves if we think we have much to do with how they spend their time during broadcasts—regardless of how well we plan.   
