Final Paper     1

Running head: FINAL PAPER

Final Synthetic Paper

Ernest Solar

George Mason University

EDUC 805

Fall 2008

Introduction

I remember when I was eight years old I wanted to be an archeologist and just like Dr. Indian Jones. I even calculated when I would graduate from high school and added eight years to my high school graduation date to determine when I would complete my doctoral program. If I had stuck to my original plan, I would have graduated with my doctoral degree in May 2000. Well, life threw me some curve balls and my path went elsewhere. When I was completing my Bachelor of Science degree at East Carolina University (ECU) I investigated and applied to East Carolina University’s Masters of Science program in Exercise Sport Science, because I was interested in conducting research on muscle development and training in athletes. Unfortunately, ECU did not accept me into their Master’s program. At that time I placed my dreams of a second degree on hold and entered the workforce. 

I spent a few years working in the health and fitness industry and was offered a Graduate Research Assistant position as an assistant strength coach at a college in North Dakota. The catch, I had to complete their Masters of Education program at the same time. I still remember thinking, “what would I do with an M.Ed.?” I turned down the opportunity. I went on to get laid off five times in the same amount of years. After the fifth layoff I decided to go back to school and get a Masters of Social Work degree from George Mason University (GMU). Two semesters into the program I started working at the Inova Kellar School and fell in love with teaching. I switched programs and started my Masters of Special Education degree at GMU in the fall of 2006, completing the degree in the summer of 2008. 

During the fall of 2007, I enrolled in EDSE 590 with Dr. Margo Mastropieri. Half way through the semester, Dr. Mastropieri asked to speak with me after class and presented the idea of me applying to the doctoral program at GMU. To be honest, I was shocked. The dream of getting my Ph.D. had long ago been put away. I went home and discussed it at length with my wife and family. I applied and was accepted. My dream of getting a doctorate degree was about to begin. I may graduate twelve years later than my original projection when I was eight years old, but I will graduate. My dream will come true.

First Semester in the Ph.D. Program

Coming into the Ph.D. program I have placed high expectations on myself to succeed. In my M.Ed. program I graduated with straight A’s , won an academic achievement award, and was accepted as a Teacher of Promise from the Commonwealth of Virginia. I do not expect the level of class work and assignments to be the same as on the Masters level; however, I do expect the same level of achievement from myself throughout my Ph.D. journey. 

Throughout the first semester of the program I have been overwhelmed with thoughts of doubt and thoughts of inspiration. The first night of classes, I was overwhelmed by the experience, dedication, and academic achievement of Dr. Gorrell and Dr. Kelly. I remember sitting in the classroom the first night thinking, why am I in the same room with these individuals? What do I have to offer that will make a difference? Are my research questions even comparable to what they have already or will ask? Can I even complete the requirements of the classes? Can I even ask an intelligent question to any of the professors in the program?

However, as the semester progressed and I have listened to numerous professors speak of his or her research and experience, I have become inspired by the work they have accomplished and the research they are performing. But more importantly I realized they started off just like me. They sat in similar classrooms across the country and have had the same doubts about starting and completing a doctoral degree. 

As I mentioned in my journal writings, I think my intimidation came from a momentary lack of self-confidence. I do believe the Ph.D. program will be difficult. But I have come to realize that I have worked hard to get to this point in my life. The difficult path I have followed over the past 15 years has led me to the start of this journey. My life has prepared me to sit in the classroom with my peers and share my insight with them. I believe my experience will enhance their education just as theirs will enhance mine. I have no doubt that over the next several years I will develop relationships that will form communities of practice and critical friends with my peers and professors. With these peers and professors I will accomplish my dream of a doctoral degree.

Dr. Anastasia Samaras

I have had the pleasure of being in Dr. Samaras’s Ways of Knowing class this semester and she has been an outstanding professor. Dr. Samaras brings a level of excitement and curiosity to the curriculum of the class. She fosters an environment where each student feels comfortable and confident to take risks and expose his or her weaknesses. With her EDUC 800 class, Dr. Samaras has set the foundation for many of us in developing critical friends and communities of practice that we will carry throughout our Ph.D. program. 

Dr. Samaras’s research on critical friends and self-study has sparked many questions and a great interest in her findings that I would like to pursue further. In Dr. Samaras’s Ways of Knowing class, we were tasked with writing, studying, and sharing our findings and thoughts about the many different forms of ways of knowing and self-study. Her class provided an environment that allowed us to use our creative minds and talents to present information in ways other than writing. Dr. Samaras and Klein et al (in press) implemented that knowledge is found through social interaction and that knowledge and skills become a reality as each individual learns from each other. I believe this approach fostered the trust needed for each of us to begin letting others see a different side of each us, which lead to the development of several critical friends within the class.

In Dr. Samaras’s latest book she has included a chapter written by a group of Ph.D. students who were writing their dissertation. In the chapter, Klein et al. (n.d.) discusses the importance of creating a dissertation support group to help each individual through the winding road of writing and completing a dissertation. I have no doubt that many of the relationships formed in Dr. Samaras’s Ways of Knowing class will be develop into a program and dissertation support group over the next several years.

Dr. Rick Brigham, Dr. Peggy King-Sears, and the Special Education Leadership Fellowship 

There is no doubt in my mind that I want to work more closely with Dr. Brigham because of his passion and enthusiasm for the work he does. I believe his research with eye movement is cutting edge and could provide valuable information for the field of education and learning in general. I also believe his research could be applied to students with emotional disturbances. Throughout the semester I have been conversing with Dr. Brigham about hypothetical research questions based on eye-movement. I hope I will be able to participate in the development or continuation of Dr. Brigham’s research. I believe he has a wealth of knowledge to share that would enhance and grow my Ph.D. experience.

Throughout the semester I have been participating in a Graduate Research Assistant (GRA) position with Dr. Peggy King-Sears. I had the pleasure of working with Dr. King-Sears during my Master’s degree in the completion of my mid-point portfolio. I started as her GRA in September and have been helping her with many of her research projects. I was nervous at first on taking a GRA position because I was unsure of the amount of time the position would require and the time commitment of my classes. I will admit, it has not been easy; however, the experience has helped me structure my time more efficiently.

The reason I wanted a GRA position is because I wanted the hands-on experience of conducting research and I learn more efficiently through practice. I believe through the GRA position I will reinforce what I learn in the classroom and gain real world experience. I believe to truly understand and appreciate higher-level positions everyone needs to engage in grunt. Through grunt work a person learns the detail necessary for every project to be successful.

With the GRA position I have been gaining experience with the help of Dr. King-Sears in developing a research question from scratch, crafting a proposal for the GMU Human Subjects Review Board, co-authoring a journal article, analyzing quantitative data through SPSS, and formulating the quantitative data into a written and PowerPoint format. I believe these are experiences that I would not learn as in depth in the classroom. Dr. King-Sears has been exceptional in providing me with the knowledge and direction to perform each of these tasks. She allows and encourages me to ask questions when I do not understand something. She is consistently patient with explaining difficult concepts and tasks. Lastly, Dr. King-Sears is invested in my learning and development as a Ph.D. student.

Dr. King-Sears and Dr. Brigham are two of the co-leads for a new Special Education Leadership Fellowship that begins the spring semester of 2009. I have had many discussions with both professors concerning the Fellowship. I am very interested in being chosen for the Fellowship for many reasons. Through the Fellowship, I will be able to work more closely with Dr. Brigham and continue working with Dr. King-Sears. I believe both of these professors will provide me with the direction, motivation, and guidance needed to complete the Ph.D. program. Both of these professors are distinguished in his or her field of study, are published writers, and knowledgeable individuals. Lastly, acceptance in the Fellowship will provide me with a direction and structure through the Ph.D. program that will enable me to graduate in four years. Upon graduating I am confident I will have the experience and knowledge and obtain a leadership position in education and research. In a leadership position I will be able to provide the direction necessary to incite the change needed to help students with special needs.

Dr. Carol Kaffenberger

I’m interested in Dr. Kaffenberger’s research on school counselors. I believe she brought up many good points about the lack of counseling skills many school counselors engage in with his or her students. In addition, I agree with her findings that school counselors provide little, if any, help to students in a medical or emotional crisis. As Dr. Kaffenberger pointed out in her article School Counseling Leadership Team, the school counselors are used for noncounseling activities and a high percentage of clerical work. As a special education teacher who works with students with an emotional disturbance (ED), it makes it extremely difficult to discuss with school counselors the social and emotional aspect of my ED students. Often times I feel that I am providing the counseling and expertise of emotional disorders in clinical team meetings.

I also agree with Dr. Kaffenberger’s findings in her School Reentry for Children with Cancer research that there is a lack of communication between the medical community, school administrators, teachers, and families when it comes to a student returning to school after an extended medical or emotional illness. With an increase in collaboration between the schools, medical community, and families a student transitioning back to school could be more successful.

I would be interested in working with Dr. Kaffenberger on replicating her study in a therapeutic school setting. Obviously many of the parameters of the study would change, but I would be curious to see if similar results were found between the medical community, school staff, and family. Would a therapeutic school that deals with students with special need provide more collaboration with outside organizations? More communication between all the parties? Or would the findings be the same as Dr. Kaffenberger’s?

Lastly, I believe all special education teachers should be required to be trained in a minimum number of counseling hours to obtain a teaching license. A special education teacher with a background in counseling, emotional and mental disorders will be better able to understand his or her students, and handle crisis’s more efficiently.

Areas of Potential Interest

The idea of EDUC 805 and receiving an introduction of several different professors and his or her research has been a great opportunity to learn more about the College of Education and Human Development. I believe through the course we have been introduced to a wealth of knowledge that we may never have of witnessed due to our hyper-focus of completing our coursework and dissertation or shortsightedness of what we think we want to study. In addition to the professors listed previously in this paper, there are other areas of interest and professors I would like to explore further throughout my doctoral study. 

One particular field of study I would like to explore further is International Education and working with Dr. Shaklee. After her presentation I have been constantly wondering how international school systems provide services to students with emotional disturbances or behavior problems? I would be curious and interested in traveling overseas to witness and discuss what international school systems do to help students with special needs. I believe through extensive research I would be able to develop a basic understanding of the structure of special education services in an international school system; however, I would like to experience the knowledge first hand. I believe I would be able to learn some valuable information that I could present at conferences in America to help students with emotional disturbances. I also believe through a collaborative effort I would be able to create an international community of practice to share ideas and interventions to help students in any school system, in any country.

One tool to help build an international community of practice is through the use of the Internet. Before becoming a teacher I was an IT consultant for several years helping with the development of energy software systems and billing software systems for electrical and natural gas companies. In addition, I have worked through the dot.com boom and I understand the potential and pitfalls of using technology. I believe technology is a wonderful tool that can make our lives easier, provide us an opportunity to quickly communicate with someone on the other side of the world, and enhance our learning. However, technology can also hinder students in learning the proper way to read, write, and interact in social settings. 

In the classroom, I have seen technology help students with learning disabilities write better, read more efficiently, understand new concepts, pass his or her SOL tests, receive a higher grade through an alternate form of technological expression. However, I have seen students waste his or her time surfing the Internet when they do not understand something, inappropriately chatting, or being off-task while playing games. I agree with Dr. Clark that if there is an opportunity for a student to learn academic information without the use of technology that avenue should be explored. 

However, computers and the Internet are not going to fade away and be replaced by a better technology. Computers and the Internet may develop into even more efficient tools, but they are a part of our lives just like the telephone and television. With that in mind, I would like to explore how technology can enhance the learning of students with a disability. Is it possible for students with emotional disturbances complete his or her class work online and receive a degree? Colleges currently do that for adults and I have seen it work successfully for secondary students. Would using the Internet and online classes eliminate the anxiety and stress students with an emotional disturbance face each day they come to school? Would it allow them to be more successful and less anxious? Could this same concept be used with Dr. Kaffenberger and students with cancer?

To put it simply, the educational system has no choice but to change and accept technology. This is our new world, being plugged in, and us as teachers and researchers need to capitalize on all new opportunities and keep our students engaged by incorporating the new technology. 

Conclusion

Throughout my Master’s degree and into my Ph.D. degree, George Mason’s professors have always been open, inviting, and forthcoming with their students. I think the professors are the core of the community of practice at GMU. The professors never look down upon the students or dismiss a student’s idea just because they are a student. I think because of the professors a community of practice has been created that benefits everyone.


I believe EDUC 805 is an excellent introductory course for a new doctoral student because of the exposure we receive of all the different facets of the College of Education and Human Development. In addition, to the information we receive about each professor, I believe it is equally valuable to be exposed to the many different facets of the doctoral student journey. The classes that were set-up as poster presentations, the activity on the selection process of choosing who gets to present at a conference, and the presentation on acquiring grant funding all were valuable in order for us to know what to expect in the future. Personally, I believe the presentation by Dr. Sprague and Schrum was one of the most valuable presentations of the entire semester because they gave some excellent insight on the process of getting published. In the back of every doctoral students mind is the ambitions and fears of getting his or her research published; however, Dr. Sprague and Schrum eased many of those fears by simply laying out the process, the tips to be successful, and the pitfalls to avoid. Lastly, the panel of doctoral candidates was a nice finishing touch to the semester of presenters. I believe their advice helped me in understanding what I need to accomplish over the next five years to be successful.


In conclusion, I have no doubt in my mind that I made the right choice in entering George Mason University’s doctoral program. I believe the College of Education and Human Development has an incredible staff of professors who genuinely care about the success of each of the doctoral students in the program. There is no doubt in my mind that the program is going to be difficult and time consuming. I know that I will have to make sacrifices, be self-motivated, and use my time wisely in order to accomplish my goal of earning my doctorate degree. However, I honestly believe that over the past two years of my Master’s program I have met some outstanding professors that will provide me with the mentorship I need to be successful. The College of Education and Human Development is truly a community of practice of unique individuals that share a passion for furthering the education and research throughout the world. I can only hope that I will be able to significantly add to GMU’s community of practice.
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