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Introduction

EDUC 805, Research and Scholarship in Education, was a good introduction to the faculty in the College of Education and Human Development (CEHD) here at George Mason. The course provided an intellectual framework for research and scholarship in education, which included consideration of the specific research of CEHD faculty as representative of the range of educational scholarship that makes up the educational research community. The course also acknowledged the importance of “communities of practice” in research as a way to further one’s learning.

The concept of a community of practice refers to the process of social learning that occurs and shared sociocultural practices that emerge and evolve when people who have common goals interact as they strive towards those goals (Community of practice, 2008). Social scientists have used versions of the concept of community of practice for a variety of analytical purposes, but the origin and primary use of the concept has been in learning theory. Etienne Wenger, a researcher and consultant and Jean Lave, an anthropologist, coined the term while studying apprenticeship as a learning model. The term community of practice was coined to refer to the community that acts as a living curriculum for the apprentice (Wenger, 2008). However, they began to see and realize that the concept of a community of practice is applicable in a variety of settings. Wenger defines community of practice as “groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly (Wenger, 2008).” 
I was familiar with the term and had already experienced the benefits of a community of practice because I participate in one in my current position as a policy analyst. It has taught me that learning is a matter of engaging in certain practices which ultimately determines what we learn and empowers us to be who we are. In other words, learning reflects our participation in communities of practice. In participating in communities of practice, we also develop shared ways of doing things and relating to one another that allow us to achieve our joint purpose. In addition to affirming my belief in the value of communities of practice throughout this course, I also learned a lot about the research and experiences of the CEHD faculty.

Reflections on Research and Scholarship in Education

Early Childhood Education: Dr. Julie Kidd and Dr. Joan Isenberg
I was glad when I heard the first presentation of the course because it helped solidify what I thought a community of practice was. It also made me realize that there are many types of communities. Dr. Kidd began by talking about how communities of practice at George Mason were typically formed. She explained that they were typically formed around three central ideas: (1) Teaching, (2) Research, and (3) Service. She also provided an excellent example of a community of practice in which she participated. She and three other colleagues formed a Faculty Writing Club. The purpose of the club was to provide opportunities for them to critique each others work. She benefited from the feedback she received from her peers and, in the process, also learned how to critique others. I certainly understand the value of receiving quality feedback and I would much rather receive criticism from my peers than from someone in a position of higher authority. Not only that, but it is also a good way to get an honest reaction to your research from someone that you trust. While the criticism may not always be positive, it certainly helps to hear about things that could improve the research before it is in the public domain. 
Dr. Isenberg also discussed how she became a part of a community of practice. She formed a two-person community with someone she met at a conference. Upon realizing they had the same goals and research interests, and also shared some of the same frustrations with the existing literature, they decided to begin researching together. Ultimately, together they published numerous books and other literature that helped advance the field of early childhood education. This made me realize that a community is what you make it. It does not have to have a certain number of people, or be formed in a certain way. It just has to meet the learning needs of the individuals involved. 
Learning and Design: Dr. Jennifer Suh, Dr. Pamela Hudson-Baker, Dr. Peggy King-Sears

These faculty members came together while working on a grant regarding inclusion for special needs children in mathematics. They had different areas of expertise; Dr. Suh was in mathematics educational leadership and the other two faculty members had expertise in special education. They used a logical, hand-picked selection for their community of practice because they needed people with different skill sets and expertise to ensure that the research was methodologically sound. For example, they sought out a faculty member from Johns Hopkins University because of his expertise in statistics to assist them with developing worthwhile and relevant research. 

I was pleased to see Dr. Suh because I entered the PhD program expecting mathematics education leadership to be my major area of study. She made a comment that made me think, “Has she been reading my mind?” She stated that one of the reasons she became passionate about mathematics education was because she was tired of hearing students say that they were not “good” at math. I share her sentiments because I always felt that it would not be acceptable for someone to make excuses for a student who could not read. So why is it acceptable for students who “can’t do math”? It especially irritates me when parents provide the excuse for their children. I also began to consider issues related to mathematics teaching and learning, the achievement gap, and the gender gap. Dr. Suh believed that there was no such thing as an achievement gap. Rather, she described it as an “opportunity gap” in the levels of resources and instruction that are provided to students at schools with higher percentages of minorities. How true! 
Educational Psychology and Counseling: Dr. Michelle Beuhl, Dr. Carol Kaffenberger

I was so excited to hear Dr. Buehl’s tips on getting through the doctoral program and developing research agendas. She was a fairly recent graduate of her PhD program so she was in our shoes not so long ago. Insights from people that are still “close” to the process are extremely valuable in my opinion. One thing that really resonated with me was when she advised that we develop our thoughts, ideas, and research interests over time. When I was applying to the PhD program at George Mason, I spoke to a number of people who said that I needed to enter the program with a burning question that would eventually become my dissertation topic. I remember thinking that I might not be so successful in the program because I did not have a question that would inform the courses I would take and the research that I would conduct. All I had was an interest in mathematics and a desire to learn more. I was so relieved to find out that it was normal to start with the things that interest me and build on those until I develop a research niche. Dr. Beuhl also advised that we work together and use other students as resources. In doing so, we form a community of practice among students with the same goal.  
I also appreciated hearing Dr. Kaffenberger’s story about her daughter with cancer and how she learned that schools typically do not have services to support students with chronic illnesses. In order for her to develop strategies and programs to support students, she had to form temporary communities of practice with people that could benefit her agenda. Based on her description, I am not quite sure that I would call it a community of practice because it did not appear to be a collaborative effort where everyone contributes and learns from each other. Rather, it sounded very one-sided and beneficial only to Dr. Kaffenberger. While I understand and admire Dr. Kaffenberger’s reasons for wanting to develop programs for students with chronic illnesses, I could not help but think about the fact that this type of support service could be extended to any student who has a condition that requires a long-term absence from school. In Dr. Kaffenberger’s case, it was her daughter who had cancer. But what about support for students in situations that do not spark the type of empathy and compassion that people tend to give for cancer patients? I thought about the student with a sexually transmitted disease or the student who is pregnant. Is it the school’s responsibility to provide services that encourage inclusion with the other students and/or ease the transition back to school? 
International Education: Dr. Beverly Shaklee, et al.

I was really impressed with George Mason’s Center for International Education after learning about it from Dr. Shaklee and other doctoral students in the international education programs. The International Education seemed to be very progressive and growing continuously. One of the students talked in depth about her research with students in Pakistan studying the impact of culture on student learning. She discussed how research in international studies takes time because the researcher has to first become familiar with the culture. Then the researcher needs time to build trust and break down cultural stereotypes and barriers. Absent this, it could be very difficult to complete an international research project. One of the findings of her Pakistan study was that culture is very relevant to everything the students do. I believe this is true of students internationally as well as domestically. It is so important that teachers understand the culture and environment from which a student comes in order to be successful at teaching them the skills they need to know. It also helps to promote diversity, awareness, and acceptance among the students in the classroom.
Technology and English as a Second Language: Dr. Sharhon Williams van Rooij, Dr. Lorraine Valdez Pierce

While I had a difficult time being interested in Dr. Williams van Rooij’s research expertise, I appreciated her discussion of communities of practice.  She stated that characteristics of communities of practice are especially important in the technology field. For example, she has used communities of practice for questionnaire and interview guide development; to determine what beliefs, symbols, and myths permeate the technology community; as a forum for sharing research findings; for recruiting survey or questionnaire respondents; and for identifying relevant sub-cultures. A couple of these communities were somewhat different than what I imagined a community of practice to be; for example, I would not have thought to engage a community of practice for recruiting survey respondents but I guess it would depend on the type of survey being conducted.
Dr. Pierce described her involvement in the following four communities of practice, all of which inform her research and learning: (1) English as a Second Language program in course development; (2) Graduate School of Education’s Program Assessment Committee for Accreditation; (3) Local Teacher Assessment Team (regarding English language learners); and (4) National World-Class Instructional Design and Assessment Consortium. Assessment was her primary area of expertise and I was impressed by her passion for the field. She made me think about assessment as an area of study in the PhD program. Assessment is such a hot topic, especially given the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. She had a very strong view of assessment, which was similar to my own view. I have never been a proponent of standardized testing and high-stakes testing because I never felt like those types of tests provided a true assessment of how well a student knows the subject. However, I understand that there has to be a systematic and comparable method for measuring student achievement across schools, districts, and states. However, Dr. Pierce proposed a more balanced assessment system that also included formative assessments that provide feedback in order to make adjustments in teaching and learning with the goal of improving student achievement. It is such an interesting topic that seems to go hand in hand with Educational Policy. 
Education Policy: Dr. Penelope Earley

This presentation made me want to change my major area of study from Mathematics Education Leadership to Education Policy. Since I currently work in a policy research organization, I understand how research can inform and influence policy, but I never thought about it as a major. It made so much sense after Dr. Earley’s presentation because I understood her focus and I actually “get” policy research. Ultimately, policy research attempts to answer the question, “So what?” What I like most about policy research is that the topics are broad-based and numerous, even within the field of education. The research can range from evaluating a particular education program to analyzing the effects or potential effects of education legislation. This presentation also made me think back to Dr. Pierce’s presentation. One thing she said was that researchers have little to do with education (and assessment) policy; the elected representatives are the ones who decide policy. I would actually like to break that paradigm and be involved in creating education policy as a researcher. I was also impressed with the online journal for which Dr. Earley is one of the editors—the International Journal of Education Policy and Leadership—which uses PhD students serving on the review board. I can imagine what a valuable experience it would be to read and comment on a variety of academic articles while simultaneously gaining insights on publishing your own work. I was surprised to hear Dr. Earley say that there is not a lot of policy research in higher education because it is an area that I may actually want to pursue. 
Poster Session: Various Faculty

I enjoyed listening to the faculty members present their research. As future scholars, this is a good example of how we will have to share research and ideas via conference presentations and poster sessions. For the researcher, I believe these sessions provide opportunities to refine ideas, connect with others who have similar research interests, and form communities of practice. Many of the presenters shared the goal of influencing practice, as opposed to policy, with their research. In doing so, I noticed that a few of them collaborated with colleagues to conduct their research. Often times, the colleagues have expertise in a different, but related, field which likely makes for a more interesting and robust research study.  I remember one of the faculty members in particular, Dr. Nasser, telling us that researchers should have multiple interests and passions, which should constantly guide the direction and areas of research. I was so pleased to hear this because I often think that my interests are “all over the place” and lack focus. While that may be true to some extent, I am grateful that she made me much more comfortable with perhaps wanting to pursue more than one research agenda. She did note, however, that it is beneficial to find common threads that connect the research agenda in more than one area. I agree with her statement because not only does it offer flexibility in research topics, but it ensures a common focus or direction for study. 
Scholarship in an Activist Framework: Dr. Kmt Shockley, Dr. Mary Hanley, Dr. Jenice View

I found this presentation to be quite entertaining and enlightening. These faculty members teach together with a cohort of students in George Mason’s Instructional and Educational Technology program. They discussed their research interests, which centered on arts integration and critical reflection. One aspect of that area of study is counter-narrative, which refers to the fact that if an individual shares his or her personal experience it is likely quite different from another individual’s perception of that story. Another aspect is arts-based research, which focuses on using the arts to make one look at things differently. Using song, poetry, and music to tell the stories of people they had studied, the faculty recounted some of their research findings on the issue of critical race theory. These faculty members engaged their students in research projects where the students had to present their research in some art form. Essentially, art created a community of practice for the students. 

The concept of arts integration in research was very interesting and one that I had never heard of or experienced. Given that I had always been accustomed to quantitative, empirical methods for research, I wondered whether this approach to research had the same level of methodological rigor. While I understand that qualitative research can be solid, provided that there is a rigorous method of data collection, I wondered how the research community in general felt about this type of research. 
Publishing and Presenting Research: Dr. Sprague, et al

The faculty provided some really great advice on how to go about publishing scholarly works. There was no magic bullet; much of the advice was common sense and many of the tips they provided were very straightforward. However, I realized that in many instances, some of the most common pitfalls could be easily avoided. One of the tips for having your work published was to be sure that the research directly responds to the topic or the questions being asked. The faculty members also mentioned getting your work reviewed by and colleagues for feedback. This point reminded me of the very first presentation when Dr. Kidd talked about The Faculty Writing Club in which she participated. Receiving feedback and critiques from her colleagues was the very reason why she became a part of that community of practice, and apparently it is a valuable tool for giving and receiving honest feedback on your work. While the feedback may not always be favorable, it can ultimately be the deciding factor in whether or not your work is published. 

I was also pleased to learn that research that has been rejected often comes with comments from the reviewer on how to improve the research. I can understand how the rejection in itself would deter researchers from re-submitting; however, I view it as an opportunity to learn from my mistakes and make improvements. I would much rather receive a rejection with comments than to be rejected without knowing why. I thought the group activity was an important exercise. It allowed us to look at research from the perspective of the reviewer and make a determination on whether or not we would accept the research for publication. I was intrigued by the differences in the types of research, the methodologies involved, and the level of sophistication of the writer.  After this exercise, I have a much better understanding of the common mistakes that researchers make when submitting their work for publication and how I can make my own research better.
Policy from Research: Dr. Susan Burns, Dr. Jennifer Suh and Dr. Margret Hjalmarson
            This was an interesting panel of faculty members. I was impressed with Dr. Burns’ contributions to the National Research Council and the National Academy of Sciences, and I was anxious to hear Drs. Suh and Hjalmarson discuss the findings of the National Math Panel. I have to admit that I was somewhat disappointed in the findings of the National Math Panel. While most of them were logical and flowed appropriately from the research, I think that I expected to hear something groundbreaking and revolutionary. Instead, one of the recommendations from the National Math Panel was that educators should focus on mastery of a skill. Well, yes they should but I thought of that as common knowledge. I did find one finding very intriguing—that there seemed to be a greater relationship between the amount of effort a student puts forth and his achievement, opposed to the impact that his ability might have on student achievement. I did not expect to hear this, but it certainly rang true for me. I received a Bachelor’s degree in mathematics but I was not the best math student. On standardized tests and other types of assessments, I actually performed better in language arts. However, I simply liked math better so I put forth more effort into learning the skills. My experience has given me a greater appreciation for mathematics teaching and learning, and has really instilled in me the belief that all children can be proficient in mathematics. Persistence plays a key role in student achievement.
Writing and Publishing Your Own Research: Doctoral Students and Recent Graduates
I appreciated hearing from the students and recent graduates in this session. Experience is truly the best teacher, and I plan to take heed to the advice that they have provided. Two of the presenters provided tips on making it through the dissertation phase. What I liked best was that they provided a nice balance of advice on academic, professional, and personal matters. For example, one of the students talked about being patient with family members. I appreciated this kind of advice because it helped me remember that family is a major support system throughout this process. There will be several times when they will have to be patient with you, so it only makes sense to do the same. I also liked the advice to participate in a pilot study, regardless of whether the specific program requires it. While I do not exactly know what a pilot study is, I assume that a pilot study would provide an opportunity for me to “test” my assumptions, methodology, and data collection strategy prior to conducting the research. I imagine doing the pilot study would provide advance notice of any difficulties I might have collecting data, as well as any time constraints or timing considerations that I will need to be aware of. I would certainly appreciate an opportunity like this and will definitely take advantage of it when he time comes. 
One of the students shared her dissertation research with us, which was a topic that I found very interesting. Her research was on algebra placement criteria for ninth grade minority students. She focused on Culturally, Linguistically and Ability Diverse (CLAD) Students in her research. She explained that CLAD students were overrepresented in remedial courses, but underrepresented in higher level math courses. She argued that although schools tout equity in education, they continue to posit that tracking may be best for some students. In this sense, there is no equity in education. I find it very interesting to hear about the research that students in their dissertation phase are conducting. It makes me feel good that I will eventually be a member of the scholar community. However, I am both excited and nervous about the dissertation phase of the PhD program. I am excited about the opportunity to conduct original research and publish a scholarly piece of work in my area of expertise. However, I am nervous about some of my work habits and how they might impede progress. I have always had a tendency to procrastinate. While I have gotten better at it because I have gotten older and have had to juggle more responsibilities, I am afraid that those many responsibilities will somehow prohibit me from being able to work at the pace I need in order to complete the dissertation. With the advice of these students and recent graduates and the support of my community of practice with fellow students, however, I am positive that I will be able to finish the dissertation process. 
Implications for Future Research and Scholarship 
As a result of what I’ve learned in this course, I will continue to seek different communities in which to be involved in order to further my knowledge of my field. Perhaps the most important decision I have made as a result of hearing the experiences of the faculty is to pursue a different academic field of study here at George Mason. While I was accepted into the program with the intention to study Mathematics Education Leadership, I have decided to change to the field of Education Policy. After hearing Dr. Penelope Earley’s presentation to the class, I realized that not only could I make an important contribution to decision-making through providing educational research and evidence, I could also influence the decision-making process and make recommendations for the future of education through sound policy analysis.


Based on my observations of the faculty of the CEHD, I can honestly say that communities of practice certainly exist in a variety of forms and for a variety of reasons. Further, the faculty’s involvement in communities of practice has not only served to further their research, but also inform their practices, thereby continuously transforming and shaping them into better teachers and researchers. “Whether … learning takes place over centuries or over the course of an intense project, it affects the identities of those involved by changing their sense of how they can engage with the world (Wenger, 1996).”
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