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Topic, Setting, and Participants.
I teach English 9, AP 11, and AP 12 at the Commonwealth Governor’s School (CGS), a consortium of schools 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 “community of learners” by broadcast and other technology that allows students to see and hear each other when they respond to or ask questions.  Courses are team taught, and various teachers televise one lesson a week to students taking the same course at all sites.  Some students appear to pay attention, clearly focused on the instruction; some appear to pay intermittent attention; others appear to opt out entirely—doing other things during broadcasts. The editor of our literary magazine designed an advertisement for the magazine that read something like this: “What interesting things have you created recently during broadcasts?  Share them.  Submit to the literary magazine.” That ad suggests that students’ attention is elsewhere—or that it may be.  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 these televised broadcasts that are part of their instruction. 

I will begin by observing students during at least one broadcast to get some sense of the types of behavior that occur and ideas about what questions to ask. Up to this point, my interaction with students during broadcasts has been designed to assure that my students are engaged and on task; I have never been an objective observer. I believe I want to observe things like where students focus their attention, how it becomes evident that they have focused their attention, where they look, what kind of body language they display, if and how they take notes, when and if they respond to questions posed, what other activities they engage in, how they interact with the broadcast instructor and onsite instructor, and if they interact with students at their site or other sites. I might want to videotape a broadcast to use later with stimulated recall. I may want to observe more than one broadcast.  My experience with the observation exercise tells me that I will be overwhelmed. 

I doubt if I can realistically interview more than three students about their perceptions of the broadcasts and their own participation in/reaction to them. I want to ask questions likes these: when do they pay attention, when not, what do they do during broadcasts if they are not listening to the lesson, what techniques they use to maintain attention, when and how they take notes, when and how they respond to questions posed, what effect the on site teacher has on their responses to broadcasts, what other activities they engage in, how they interact with the broadcast instructor and onsite instructor, if and how they interact with students at their site or other sites, what are their preferred instructional methods, how well they learn broadcast material, and how well they do on tests of broadcast information? If I discover enough commonalities, perhaps I could ask all sophomores to respond to a survey about the same issues.  I could also examine documents such as notes, tests, and other assignments; I doubt if I will do this unless I discover some compelling reason to do so after talking to students.  I would like to understand how they see the broadcast fitting into their overall education and how it meshes with their learning styles. I would like to know how they perceive themselves as learners both within and outside of the broadcasts, how they believe the broadcast process takes place, and what their role is within that process.  

Reasons for Selection of Topic, Setting, and Participants.

I would like to observe and interview the sophomore U. S. Government classes at Colonial Forge High School (CFHS), my school site. This grade level would be good because I don’t teach sophomores. I would interview three students. I am undecided about how to select students to interview. Perhaps ideas will occur to me after the observation.  How will I identify “representative” students or students who would be most honest and forthcoming in their responses?  My choice may be based on something as practical as which students are available. I taught some of them last year in freshman English and may select students with whom I have a good working relationship. 
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 in history to understand what is going on.  If I do something further with this for my dissertation, I will probably use sophomores at the North Stafford High School CGS site for more objectivity.  Doing a pilot study on the CFHS sophomores would be useful to me.

Personal, Practical, and Professional Interests.
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, and anything that helps me to better understand our methodology helps me be a better teacher. We have a state mandate to operate the way we do, but we’re reaching maximum capacity and may be in flux as we reorganize. We have a new director, who is interested in our examining what we do and why we do it—beyond historical precedent and state mandate. I have doubts about the efficacy of some of our lessons. The observation and interviews will help me to better see exactly what is going on. 
 My personal and professional interests overlap.  My doctorate will be 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. My younger daughter is getting a master’s degree at another university in Virginia.  She is taking a course this semester that is delivered by broadcast and was recently complaining about the quality of the instruction and the behavior of the other students at her remote viewing site.  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 perform better at another interesting job later. 

Potential Problems. 

A minor problem will be arranging interviews with students who already have demanding schedules and rely on parents for transportation.  I can easily set up 30-minute interviews; however, I am not sure that several short interviews will equal one or two long ones. I want to get rich material.  I may have to do one question at a time; I may have to select students with whom I can arrange longer blocks of time. On the other hand, I am not sure how long I can sustain the interest of a sophomore.

The biggest problems are posed by my proximity to the research setting and participants and my personal interest in the findings.  I will be observing and interviewing in my own school. 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 will not be observing my English colleagues’ broadcasts, I will be watching other colleagues with whom I may be working on interdisciplinary lessons for other grades.  I will make it clear that I am observing the students rather than the instruction, but teachers are traditionally reluctant to be observed. This will not be as much an issue at CGS since we are all used to team teaching and being observed. We frequently go in and out of each others’ classes and work together, so my presence won’t be the anomaly it might be in other classrooms.  I have discussed this with the sophomore social studies teachers who don’t seem overly concerned.  I don’t expect my past or future relationship with students to be a problem—depending on the selection of students to observe.  

A more profound problem is the fact that I prefer instruction that is rooted in authentic activity rather than lecture. While the broadcasts are not invariably lecture, many are lecture or have lecture elements.  I am going to have to be constantly alert to keep my focus on the students rather than on critiquing the instruction—to maintain good relationships as well as to accomplish my own work. I want to be sure that I use this opportunity as a chance to learn, not as a chance to gather ammunition for a future methodology coup! Again, it will help that I am not directly involved with this instruction since I am not on any of the sophomore teams. I’ll be so busy trying to really see what is occurring and taking notes that I will not be able to even see anything else!  During interviews, I’ll probably face away from the front of the room where the screens are anyway to get a better vantage point for observation; this will help me to concentrate on the students rather than the instruction. During interviews, I will need to assure that I focus on the questions and not let students use me as a sounding board for complaints about individual presenter’s methods.  I also will have to 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 for Consultation:

1. How should I select students?

2. How many should I interview?

3. How long should I set aside for interviews?

4. Should I tape and try stimulated recall?

