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It is amazing to reflect upon my journey to George Mason University when I realize that what first attracted me to your program was indeed the attributes of a community of practice, even though I was not at all familiar with the term.  Even more thought provoking, is the realization that George Mason’s choices of this particular cohort were guided by the same principle.  My classmates and I have all expressed the same humbling awareness: we are in awe of the diverse body of activists with whom we are privileged to share this journey.  Each one of us have been actively involved in successful community of practice endeavors, whether we realized it or not.   After having had the opportunity to become more familiar with the faculty and their myriad of accomplishments, through both this class and the others that I am taking, I am completely energized about the extensive possibilities that loom on the horizon with such an expansive collaboration.

General Definitions of Community of Practice and
 Those Specific to George Mason’s CEHD

The National Association of State Directors of Special Education (NASDSE) worked with Etienne Wagner in order to reinvent his community of practice model for state agency personnel in Special Education. This definition is contained in the beginning of their guidebook.   

Communities of Practice are defined by the presence of certain   characteristics.  They unite groups of people who share experience with a common set of problems in action.  Stakeholders are viewed as having value – in their knowledge and experience related to the problem and in their ability to access and connect to networks of other stakeholders….stakeholders are engaged in solving critical problems and are supported in their efforts, rather than being told what to do by external sources (National Association of State Directors of Special Education, Inc., 2007, p.  8-9).

More concretely, communities of practice are defined by their three common dimensions:  relationship, issue, & action.  According to NASOSE, relationships are formed as people engage in activities together that build trust and commonality.  They focus on their mutual interests, not on their differences. The issue is what draws the members of the community together.  Together, sharing and pooling their resources, the participants take action on the issue.  “Participants identify themes for action through conversations, review of information and/or collection of new data.  They develop an action plan and implement the plan” (NASOSE, 2007, p. 33). 

The larger community of George Mason University’s College of Education and Human Development (CEHD) forms one community of practice which is subdivided into many others, as many communities of practices are.  The overarching community of practice has become intentionally, consciously based upon five values.  These values are: collaboration, ethical leadership, innovation, researched-based practice, & social justice. 

Collaboration

“Collaboration is an important human activity that involves shared responsibility in promoting healthy, productive lives and educational success. We commit ourselves to work toward these goals in genuine partnerships with individuals, families, community agencies, schools, businesses, foundations, and other groups at the local, regional, national and international levels” (George Mason University, 2008 a, ¶ 1).  CEHD’s commitment to collaboration is pervasively apparent throughout the many activities of its faculty and students.  I have particular interest in the activities of faculty that are involved in Special Education as well as Policy.  It was indeed Mastropieri’s and Scruggs’ work that was posted on the CEHD website that first got me enthused about the possibility of doing doctoral work at George Mason.  They were involved with devising methods for teaching content work in elementary school science in such a way that it could be accessed by students with disabilities as well.  One of the students in the class was blind, and the class was going to be doing work examining onion cells under a microscope.  Mastropieri and Scruggs worked with the class to design a model that could be experienced through touch and smell.  What they discovered was that not only the blind child could experience life on the microscopic level through this model, but the sighted children’s learning experience was enhanced as well.  What a terrific example of faculty members collaborating with a school community outside the university, and encouraging the students to problem solve through collaboration, as well.   

I have joined both Mastropieri and Scruggs on a field trip to the Library of Congress where Dr. Thomas Mann gave us a presentation on how to conduct research using the extensive library’s tools.  Dr. Mastropieri also conducted an informational trip to the Office of Special Educational Policy with a number of us.  We not only got an overview on the type of work that this branch conducts, but also received information about the possibilities of doing internships at this Office.  What was a unique surprise for me was receiving their guidebook which is based upon the community of practice paradigm.  Much to my amazement, Etienne Wenger has been involved with the IDEA Partnership, which includes several different national agencies, in order to assist them with adapting his model to their unique state agency work. 
 I cannot leave this subtopic without referring to the outstanding, innovative work that is being conducted by the KIDLAB.  Dr. Kalbfleisch presented at our class’ poster session.  What most impressed me about the nature of collaboration regarding this research was that families were significantly involved with the work.  In order for the children to be studied in the MRI tube, they needed to remain still and yet mentally active.  The families actually were called upon to come up with various adventures that the children could choose to enter into while on their MRI journey.  The child would become the hero of their choice who would enter into a unique adventure in order to save the world.   The nature of the work itself is highly collaborative.  Neuroscience, technology and educational psychology are working together in order to understand how the brain functions differently in individuals who learn and interact differently.  However, it was marvelous to see that scientists and teachers were collaborating with families and community members in order to accomplish this work.  
Ethical Leadership


“In all professions represented by the college, leadership is an essential component denoting ability and willingness to help lead professional practice to higher levels. We commit ourselves to practice ethical leadership through deliberate and systematic attention to the ethical principles that guide all leaders in a moral society” (George Mason University, 2008 b, ¶ 1).  The concept of ethical leadership may appear to be a bit obtuse unless one clarifies what is meant by the term ethical.  Michaud (2007) notes that though the terms ethical and moral are often used interchangeably, there is a distinction between the two concepts that should be recognized.  According to Michaud, ethics is, “the rational examination, evaluation or justification of morality…is the rational why of morality” (p. 1).  Morality, on the other hand, is comprised of the judgments regarding what constitutes good behaviors (that enhance), or bad behaviors (that deter), the individualized actualizations of our human potentials.  Ethical leadership, therefore, would be guidance that would lead the professional practice to higher levels based upon the examination of actions which would enhance the actualization of human potential of the individuals who would be affected by those actions. 

I would like to provide several examples of professors’ work which not only made an impression upon me, but which could also possibility challenge my future work from the standpoint of ethical leadership.  Dr. Kaffenberger, who works in the area of school counseling, exemplifies an individual who becomes impassioned by a need and uses her own talents and resources to grow, network and respond to meet that need.  She, therefore, is not just another wonderful example of a member of a significant contributing community of practice, but in particular an example of someone who personifies ethical leadership.  School counselors had become marginalized, and she networked in order that the community at large could not only recognize their purpose, but they could collaboratively expand and clarify their mission.  In response to the glaring need she had personally experienced, Dr. Kaffenberger worked at providing for the missing networking/communication that she, and subsequently participants in her research, had discovered was missing for children who must return to school after suffering major illnesses.  Without such support, these children had not been able to actualize their human potential of continuing their education, academically, emotionally and socially.  
 I also have encountered the frustrations of school counselors that I worked with who were angry that their jobs had been reduced to directing students to websites in order to apply for scholarships. They found that there was no longer time or resources allotted for helping students and families who faced numerous questions about realistic career choices, or about surmounting various educational challenges.  Hamilton (1993) addressed the need for innovative educational planning to properly prepare applicants who are disadvantaged by gender, race, family income or disabilities. “The best way to improve equal access to apprenticeship is to improve schools so that all young people will have a chance to acquire the academic learning and the work habits they will need to be hired as apprentices and to benefit from the experience” (Hamilton, 1993, p. 15).   Hamilton was particularly focusing upon the avenue of apprenticeship, which is but one of the possible paths that can be pursued.  However, it is important to note that school counselors on the secondary level also have a daunting task to coordinate and network in order to guide students to the appropriate channels that will lead towards self-supporting careers that can maximize their human potentials.  Special Educators must exercise their ethical leadership by collaborating with school counselors, colleges, businesses, and community resources in order that students with learning challenges reach their human potentials.
I have a particular interest in one of the projects that Dr. Brigham is overseeing with others in the department: the Ph.D. in Special Education Leadership Grant.  This grant is federally funded and, “ultimately, the grant’s purpose is to prepare and support financially (and in other ways) doctoral students whose career goals include leadership and research that improve services and service delivery for students with high-incidence disabilities who are found eligible for special education services under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act” (George Mason University, 2008 c, ¶ 6).  It is crucially important that individuals who have access to the best and most effective practices in this field use their knowledge to ensure that these practices are actually being taught, utilized and that policy decisions are made that facilitate their use.  Our society remains impoverished whenever we neglect to fully engage all people in community.  What I have witnessed is a lack of networking communication between the various systems.  Excellent research is being done, but practitioners (from teachers to residential instructor trainers) are not being taught the best methods.  Legislation is being passed, but it is not being informed either about the best strategies that should be employed, or about the real needs of the proposed strategies’ consumers.  This Ph.D. in Special Education Leadership is indeed a stellar example of ethical leadership where it is needed.  This is the area of study and action that I ultimately choose to be engaged in.

Innovation

“We have a history of creating dynamic, innovative programs and we are dedicated to continue creating innovative approaches in all areas of our work. We commit ourselves to seeking new ways to advance knowledge, solve problems, improve our professional practice and expand on our successes” (George Mason University, 2008 d, 
¶ 1).  So much of the work that faculty members are involved in is so incredibly innovative, that it is difficult to narrow this subtopic at all.  However, I do want to address several faculty members’ endeavors that either are of particular personal interest to me, or to my field of study.  This includes some of the work and research being done in the field of Instructional Technology by Drs. Suh and Clark, and that of Educational Psychology, by Dr. Beuhl.

Dr. Suh did research on whether the use of virtual manipulatives by elementary school students aided the development of fraction sense.  What was discovered was that indeed virtual manipulatives not only aided the students, but were more effective than regular manipulatives have been found to be.  Suh speculates that the use of virtual manipulatives might be so helpful because their use mirrors the way our brain solves problems.
Our cognitive processes when working with mathematical ideas use a variety of trial and error, planning, experimenting, and visualizing constructions. By allowing students to manipulative on-screen objects to test hypotheses and experiment with ideas, the virtual manipulatives may more closely model the dynamic nature of our thinking.  (Suh, 2005, 
p. 10)
On the other hand, Clark’s study (Clark, 2006) focused on the elements that are necessary to be in place in order for technology to be effectively utilized in educational milieus.  Clark found that, “administrators and policymakers need to find ways to provide teachers with adequate time and funding to plan and prepare for the integration of technology into the classroom, provide teachers with access to reliable technology infrastructure and resources in the classroom to support teaching and learning, and provide teachers with onsite technical support”(p. 496).  I have also witnessed superb technology not being utilized, both by teachers as well as clients, because there was insufficient training provided.  If teachers and students feel overwhelmed by the task of learning how to make use of a new tool, it will not be used; they will prefer to employ old ones, even if they are less effective.

I can not leave this subsection without mentioning Dr. Buehl’s work.  Dr. Buehl has studied an area that is usually researched solely by qualitative methods, but has done so quantitatively.  She has constructed instruments that can effectively measure how students’ beliefs and motivations impact their learning.  Though the way that the research field regards data is changing, quantitative results are still regarded as more significant.  It is therefore wonderful to have something as important as the impact of beliefs and motivations reported quantitatively.
Research-based Practice

“The best practice in any discipline is based upon sound research and professional judgment. We commit ourselves to basing our instruction, scholarship and policy recommendations on well-established principles that, wherever possible, emerge from research and reflection on its implications for professional practice” (George Mason University, 2008 e, ¶ 1).  This semester I unwittingly had to learn how to swim in the midst of the ocean of intervention research; I had the privilege to take Dr. Mastropieri’s Intervention Research class.  It was a real eye-opener to learn that only 15% of articles published in peer reviewed journals are based on interventions.  It was even more astounding to learn first hand how many articles were not written in such a way that they could be considered high quality studies; too much crucial information was lacking.  It was an amazing challenge to learn how to read, code, statistically compare, and then analyze articles of intervention studies.  I am glad that I was able to persevere, however, because the tools I was introduced to at this early stage I will utilize not only in all my other doctoral classes, but in my future work, as well.  I have a particular interest in enabling educators and policy makers to become aware of the best research and evidenced-based practices that are available so that these can be incorporated in classrooms, textbooks and legislative policies.
I also am personally involved as a Graduate Research Assistant with Dr. Regan on a federally funded grant which is meant to help universities ensure that their Special Education teachers are being trained to utilize evidence-based practices.  We will be developing multiple tools to analyze how both undergraduate and master’s level teachers are being trained, how effective that training is out in the field, and how pre-service training can be augmented.  It is most exciting to not only be involved with Mason’s programs, but also to have the opportunity to network with other universities across the country who are grant recipients as well.  This network of recipients is a wonderful example of a community of practice that spans many institutions, states and regions.
Social Justice

“Social justice embodies essential principles of equity and access to all opportunities in society, in accordance with democratic principles and respect for all persons and points of view. We commit ourselves to promoting equity, opportunity, and social justice through the college's operations and its missions related to teaching, research, and service” (George Mason University, 2008 f, ¶1).  The work of three professors comes to mind immediately when I think about the embodiment of social justice: Dr. Shaklee, Dr. Early, and Dr. Graff.  Dr. Shaklee directs the Center for International Education (CEI), Dr. Early represents the field of public policy, and Dr. Graff directs the LIFE program (Learning into Future Environments).  
The CEI is a multi-tiered center which indeed exemplifies how far reaching and varied a community of practice can become.  This center is involved with international faculty and agencies to conduct research and training so that internationalism, equity and social justice are integrated in U.S. based schools around the world. Two of its major associated academic programs are the Ph.D. program of International Education, and the FASTTRAIN program.  The FASTTRAIN program was initially conceived to provide additional mastery for Foreign Service spouses so that they could teach abroad where they stationed.  Through FASTTRAIN individuals can obtain licensure to teach in elementary education, English as a Second Language, receive a Master of Education in Curriculum and Instruction, or obtain post-graduate certificates in Special Education and the International Baccalaureate (IB) Program.  Among other involvements, CEI is developing professional education programs for the new campus in the United Arab Emirates.  It was especially refreshing to hear Dr. Shakley address the problem of reverse cultural subjugation that can occur in our own schools when students from other cultures don’t want to respect the school’s policies.  She indicated that it was important to understand that every school is a culture with policies that go with it.  Rather than teachers or administrators feeling that they must give up policies for the sake of international students, it is essential that these new expectations are passed on with sensitivity. The students and their families must learn our culture without feeling that theirs is wrong or abnormal. 

 Dr. Early’s work with public policy certainly reflects a commitment to working for social justice.  Educational policies must continue to facilitate access to learning regardless of background, culture or learning challenges.   In the field of Special Education, I have witnessed such an incredible lack of information networking on all levels.  Moreover, poorly informed policy decisions, most greatly disaffect students who have learning challenges.  There is excellent research based methods in various areas, however, undergraduate teachers, and even teachers in Masters Programs, are not taught these methods.  Curricula guidelines in the schools do not reflect these teaching practices either.  Finally, state and federal guidelines for mastery are actually punitive for individuals with learning challenges.  I have witnessed many individuals who should be capable of living self-supporting independent lives, if they were taught the skills necessary by corresponding appropriate methods.  Instead, they struggle as dependent, underclass citizens who are not allowed to fully participate with their unique gifts in our communities.  

This leads me to my last example of George Mason’s commitment to the core value of social justice: the LIFE program which is directed by Dr. Graff. 
 The LIFE (Learning into Future Environments) Program, now in its fourth year, provides an innovative postsecondary program for young adults with intellectual disabilities. [These young adults have traditionally been excluded from higher education because their cognitive challenges render them ineligible for traditional admissions paths.] Built on the social justice principles of opportunity and access, the LIFE Program affords these young adults an inclusive university experience that furthers their literacy skills and prepares them for independent living in their communities. (George Mason University, 2008 f, ¶ 9)
As I mentioned above, current policy guidelines make it almost impossible for individuals who struggle with cognitive disabilities to complete adequate preparation to be self-supporting, contributing citizens in our complex society.  Many of them, if living in simpler societies, would flourish.  However, that is certainly not the case with our complex culture. 
 Research that I did for Ways of Knowing uncovered recommendations that post secondary education options are most definitely needed for individuals who struggle with cognitive impairments.   Rice and Owens ( 2004) indicate that though, “under IDEA, postsecondary education is defined more broadly to include apprenticeships and technical and vocational training” (p. 202) transitions services do not make them available to all youth who might be interested.  Zaft, Hart, & Zimbrich (2004) concur that post-secondary options need to be instituted on the community college level to provide the unique preparation that these students require.  It is outstanding that George Mason has taken the lead in developing a program such as the LIFE program.  I am ashamed to say that in Wheeling, WV, West Virginia’s Northern Community College ended their BRIDGE program several years ago because they wanted their academic programs to be recognized as competitive with four year colleges.  Apparently, providing classes for students who struggle with cognitive impairments was viewed as creating an impression that a community college can only provide less challenging courses.  This type of stereotypical, discriminatory policy must not be allowed to continue.
Closing Thoughts


I would like to close by returning to the National Association of State Directors of Special Education’s guidebook.  Etienne Wenger, in his forward to this guide, refers to “social artists.”  “Other artists give us pieces of music, spectacles, paintings, poetry and films.  Social artists give us communities” (NASDSE, 2007, p. xi).  I am a networking individual and problem solver by nature.  Perhaps, there are aspects of social artistry in these abilities.  I recognize what others can contribute, can get them impassioned about sharing those contributions, and then proceed to work alongside them to accomplish a goal.   I look forward to my doctoral work at George Mason to further enable me to do that work for the field of Special Education in general, and for West Virginia’s Special Education needs, in particular.  I envision myself mostly building community of practice bridges between the university, secondary schools, community resources and the policies that inform the educational offerings they provide.  Rather than actively conducting intervention research, I see myself keeping abreast of what other researchers are doing and informing others about the nature of those findings.  The channels that are available to me at George Mason through professors, colleagues, and the capital’s agencies are verdant.  It is my greatest desire that this doctoral education opportunity will provide me with the tools and networking opportunities necessary to begin to close some gaps.  What is most energizing, however, is to find myself surrounded by classmates, professors and administrators that are impassioned by the same driving force.
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