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Introduction

This reflective paper will be surprisingly challenging for me.  I have indeed become transformed by this class, however, this alteration took place gradually; there were no glaring “AHA’s” except that towards the end of the class I came to the awareness that I was a different person.  I don’t believe that my personal way of knowing has significantly changed, but what has changed is that my reflective capabilities have become more fully integrated into all aspects of my personhood; they no longer solely rest in my intellectual self.  As a former philosophy major married 35 years to a philosopher, this process of change was innovative and refreshing.

  
What I underwent in this class could best be analogized to a sculpting rather than a construction process; roadblocks were removed, rather than new roads built.  I was so focused on following the unfamiliar instructions that guided the sculpting/chiseling process, that it was not possible to be consciously aware of what was to be uncovered.  All of a sudden, however, I realized that I didn’t recognize the person I had now become in the reflection of the mirror of my mind’s eye.  Since there were no startling “AHA” moments, the best way to proceed with this assignment is to take a brief reflective journey through the significant class assignment and activities in order to better glean instructive insights.  I will examine these chronologically within the thematic mediums and collaborative designs we were asked to use.  What indeed may occur is that the “AHAs” surface as I reflectively proceed.
  Knowing through Artifacts

Admittedly, I was just too nervous about the introductory artifact assignment.  In fact, since I was so new at the traveling aspect of this novel academic pursuit, I left the artifact I had intended to bring at my new temporary residence, and so had to construct one “on the fly”.  A number of us had to face doing this, since we either had forgotten, or not read the introductory email.  What was so wonderful about the overture process, however, was to be introduced to all these incredible colleagues.  I am still in awe about having been chosen to be part of such multi-talented, diverse group of activists.  We all have shared how humbling the realization has been.  In contrast, choosing a photo or print which could visually represent something about me was an easy assignment.  I chose Maxfield Parrish’s Ecstasy which I had posted as my Facebook profile picture the day I had finished my Master’s thesis.  Perhaps the universality of this medium’s symbols made it extremely conducive for not only expressive choice, but then for each others’ interpretations, as well.   Both the narrowing of the medium, as well as the increased familiarity with public symbolic expression, through other activities in the class, contributed to this ease.  

Upon reflection, the conscious process of choosing an alternative medium in order to express something that has personal significance will also facilitate a greater conscious depth of self-awareness than was present previously.  This is because one must go through the procedure of choosing universal symbols that depict personal experiences; one must vacillate from personal to universal back to personal until the correct symbol is chosen.  This progression also occurs when one interprets the symbols that others have chosen.  It is for precisely this reason, therefore, that so many of us shared with each other that by the end of this class we had discovered parts of ourselves that we never knew were there.  Through the universal – personal dialectic our mirrors’ reflections were brought into focus.  AHA!
Knowing through Descriptive Writing

The first activity that vividly comes to mind is when we were asked to record and share our observations about something living that we had all observed.  What became provocatively apparent were the different lenses through which we viewed the world, as well as the different symbols we chose to articulate what we saw.   Both Julie and Ron chose to microscopically examine the bush, however, Ron chose to express his observations in such powerful imagery, that the bush grew in stature.  Julie, who shared that the family of ants were so much more interesting, did not distort that reality with compelling expression; her description, therefore, though meticulously thorough and complete, lacked alacrity.  Svetlana chose to describe the depth of life-giving beauty that the bush expressed, reflecting her spiritual way of knowing.  Julie noticed that my description was the only one that focused on the bush from the perspective of where it was located in reference to everything around it.  She noted that it was therefore of no surprise that I was focused on networking.  This insight was revelatory to me.  I knew that I was a networker, but I never realized that I actually looked at the world from that perspective.   AHA!

The next exercise was not as effective collaboratively as it was on an individual self-discovery level, because I had felt compelled to write the story before class.  We were to prepare to write a story about a learning experience from our cultural perspective.   I benefited tremendously on a personal level because for the first time I was able to clearly describe, and thereby understand, myself as a learner.  I was also able to illustrate what elements are important to be present if I am to expect myself to master difficult material.  Furthermore, it was easier to make these self-discoveries because I approached the reflective exercise from a story-telling perspective.  I was therefore, intentionally looking for personal experiences that could be universalized.  AHA! On the intersubjective level, however, the fact that I had already written my story ahead of time put undue pressure on my partner.  I, in turn, became preoccupied with alleviating this pressure, and so the collaborative interchange was compromised.  In retrospect, it would have been better for me just to rewrite the story during class, which would have eliminated the superfluous interference with the exercise’s interpersonal goals.  AHA!
Knowing Through Role-playing


If I had to single out one of the many enjoyable classroom activities, the Descartes – Kinchloe panel is by far at the top of the list.  Interestingly, because I disliked Kinchloe’s paradigm perspective so much, it became a natural for me to play him.  I had come to know him well enough because the lens through which he viewed reality so irritated me.  AHA! Bonnie, on the other hand, was the only member of our group who was passionately drawn to attempt to look at reality through Descartes’ eyes.  She had such a firm grasp upon Descartes’ perspective that I felt comfortable spontaneously challenging her through sarcasm on the panel.  We had prepared the questions, but not the sarcastic interchange; that just naturally developed by being “in character”.  I know that I learned more about both these paradigms by this exercise than by simply reading the texts.  Watching the other panels, as well as creating a panel ourselves, gave us the opportunity to visualize reality as if we were looking at it through these two philosophers’ eyes.  We needed to have all groups participate, however, because like the Blind Men and the Elephant all interpretations needed to be viewed together to better visualize the whole.  AHA!

Perhaps because of the success of the panel role-playing exercise, I encouraged our film collaborative group to remain in character and use a town meeting format for our presentation.  Each of our characters was so unique that it seemed a shame not to attempt to actively involve the class.  We agreed to do this, and I believe that choice added to the effectiveness of our presentation.  On the lighter side, it also made the presentation more fun to do!

Knowing Through Collaboration

Though there were many mini collaborative exercises throughout the class, the film collaboration project was the main one.  Looking back, I am indeed amazed at how well we all worked together, in spite of the difficulties presented resulting from our numbers.  It just so happened that we had the right mix of contrasts to make it work with ease.  The variety of perspectives and talents worked together towards effective success.  Some of us saw the bigger picture, while others focused on the details.  Some undertook creative adaptation, while others fine-tuned the technicalities.  

What was initially most important for our successful collaboration was a decision to have an early deadline for our letter submissions.  This gave us ample time before our class meeting to learn from each other in order to come up with a final collaborative idea.  The challenge of our presentation was how to fully incorporate each of our six viewpoints in an instructive, engaging, and yet timely fashion.  The town meeting format was the answer.  We spent the class time designing the power point skeleton.  All that was left was for each of us to submit a brief synopsis of our individual perspectives which would be posted on the power point slides, and to submit any additional changes that we deemed important.  Diana agreed to put together the power point in its final form.  I agreed to look for the fountain picture and a video synopsis that depicted the conflicting dilemmas.  Since this was to be a successful team effort, we all instinctively knew that all tasks couldn’t be divided up equally; they just needed to be efficiently accomplished.  What was most challenging was keeping track of all the preliminary versions with the individual adjustments and additions from each of us.   I believe we must have all recognized this difficulty, since we kept changes to the most essential.  The final product was so rewarding!  Each of us realized that we never would have been able to accomplish as much, nor learn as thoroughly, if we had undertaken this project as independent individuals rather than as teammates. We also wouldn’t have had as much fun involved in this endeavor.  Personally, I recognized concretely for the first time to what extent I face reality from the perspective of a constructivist.  I always knew that I was a creative problem solver, but it took all aspects of this assignment to clarify this paradigm viewpoint to myself with intensity.  AHA!
Knowing Through Journal Exercises


Writing is not only a means of communication to others, but it can be a wonderful channel through which we dialogue with ourselves.  I only want to specifically reference one journal exercise in this section, but I would like to reference a general observation that occurred throughout all the exercises.   I was astounded that as I begun writing assignments on the doctoral level it took me about three times as long as it did at the Master’s level.  It has only been a year since I completed my Master’s; not long enough to become “out of practice.”  What, indeed, was transpiring?  Was it psychological? Perhaps, but if that were the sole cause, the symptom would have dissipated after the first assignments were returned.  That did not occur.  Instead, I believe that I am being challenged to think and reflect on a different level.  I am no longer content to graze the surface, but I am compelled to delve much deeper.  Even when I tell myself that it might not be necessary, the compulsion remains.  The only solution is to adjust to this new pace.  It might indeed change as my doctoral studies proceed, but then again, it also might not.  AHA, AHA!

The one journal exercise that I would like to specifically reference was Journal 5, based upon the readings on collaborative learning.  During the reading and journal writing I became struck with one of the aspects of mentoring that I had yet to understand.  The readings pointed out that it is often the case that the mentor student relationship might have to go through an abrupt separation (especially if it is cross-generational) in order that the student realizes that he or she can be successful independent of the mentor.  Though usually these transitions develop naturally, sometimes they don‘t.  I had recently undergone such a separation, which was, and still is terribly painful.  This exercise helped me realize how necessary such a separation is.  I was able to communicate that to the student, and also commit myself to make better transitional preparations for the future.  AHA!
Learning through Research


We had been instructed not to approach this paper as if it were, “just another paper.”  I really did not understand what that meant.  I, therefore, approached this research project with the same methodological techniques that I have previously used.  It was during the actual writing of the paper, however, that I became transformed.  Not only did I become further convicted that apprenticeship as a way of knowing was a wonderful method of training, for those facing challenges as well as those who do not, but I also recognized that this is the way that I, myself, would prefer to learn.  Moreover, I would love to learn how to more effectively apprentice others.  From past experience I have realized that though I have learned how to put up appropriate scaffolding, I have yet to learn when and how to appropriately remove it.   One of my goals, therefore, during this doctoral work and beyond,  will be to be apprenticed in how to properly apprentice.  That is by far my biggest AHA.  

Thank you Anatasia.

