Reflection     1

Running head: REFLECTION

Special Education Leadership Cohort:  End-of-semester Reflection

Sara Mills

George Mason University

December 11, 2008

Special Education Leadership Cohort:  End-of-semester Reflection


Throughout the semester, I participated in a variety of activities as a member of the special education leadership cohort.  Working on the Burke writing project, attending field trips to the US Department of Education and the Library of Congress, and attending presentations on publishing and on diversity in special education have been extremely useful in helping me develop research skills and understand the role research plays in the field of special education.  The purpose of this paper is to reflect on each of these experiences, and the knowledge and skills I have gained from them.

Burke Writing Project


Working on the Burke writing project has been an incredible learning experience.  This year, I was able to be involved in implementing the study during the early stages.  Seeing all of the thinking that went into the design of the study gave me a much better understanding of the many details that must considered before beginning an intervention study.  In one example, mapping out an observation schedule to ensure that enough observation data was collected for each student across groups really demonstrated to me how organized the study has to be before you ever set foot at the school site.


I used the knowledge about research design that I gained from participation in the Burke writing project to write a research proposal for my EDEP 654 class this semester.  For that class, I wrote a proposal for a single-subject, multiple baseline design study to teach POW+TREE to post-secondary students with mild intellectual disabilities.  I framed the study as an extension of the research on SRSD to a new student population, and used my experience on the Burke writing project to help me design the methods.  My experience on the research team made me aware of components I needed to consider in my research design.  For instance, I needed to consider the number of baseline data points I would require.  Seeing how difficult collecting five baseline data points was, I chose to use three baseline data points, as recommended by Horner, et al. (2005).  (Although, I know IES would not like that!) Other design components I included in the proposal were fidelity of treatment and inter-rater reliability.  While I had learned about those in 810, working on the Burke writing project illustrated to me how important those elements are in designing a high-quality study.


For my EDEP 654 research proposal, I had to include dependent measures that measured components of self-regulation because self-regulation was the focus of the class.  Although selecting measures was not something I have done for the Burke writing project, my experience collecting baseline and post-test data was useful in helping me analyze and select measures.  For example, last year we found that students’ self-efficacy scores did not improve as a result of our intervention.  We thought about some of the reasons this might have happened.  One of the reasons we considered was that the self-efficacy measure wasn’t a good match for what we were teaching.  When selecting a self-efficacy measure for my proposal, I was careful to find one that included the aspects of writing targeted by the POW+TREE intervention.  I found a subscale by Shell et al. (1989) that included eight items.  Some of the items were focused on mechanics, which is not part of the POW+TREE intervention, but it did include items such as organizing ideas into a paragraph.  When I presented my expected results in the proposal, I was careful to mention that I did not think self-efficacy for the mechanics of writing would improve as a result of the intervention.  Rather, self-efficacy for the items targeting organization and clarity would improve.


In addition to new knowledge about designing a research study, I gained a number of new research skills over the course of the semester.  First, I was involved with writing semi-scripted plans for POW+TREE instruction and training new GRAs on implementing those plans.  Related to writing lesson plans was the skill, as an instructor, to closely follow those plans to ensure fidelity of treatment.  Additionally, I was trained as an observer to collect behavioral data on students.  This was an learning experience for me because it demonstrated how difficult it is develop conventions for data collection across a team of people.  Finally, although I was not involved with setting up the data management system, I have seen how that system is set up in order to handle the continual flow of data that occurs once the study starts.

One of the aspects of conducting research that was most surprising to me was the role that participants play in shaping a study.  It is something I had never considered before.  Having been involved with the study from the beginning this year, I began to realize how the research process is a negotiated interaction between the researchers and the subjects.  For instance, at the beginning of the year, Dr. Mastropieri and Dr. Jakulski met several times to talk about the design of the study.  Between the two, they negotiated the parameters of the study.  This year, that included adding instruction for all of the eighth graders at the school, rather than the smaller group we needed for the study.  In another example, a number of decisions have been made along the way to accommodate individual teacher and student needs in relation to the writing project.   These were not expected, but the study was adapted to accommodate the needs as they arose.  While the participant-researcher relationship figures prominently in discussions about qualitative research, it is not really talked about in those terms in quantitative research.  However, I have seen evidence of the role participants play in shaping research throughout this study, and how central the needs of participants are in intervention research.


Overall, working on the Burke writing project has been an incredible learning opportunity for me.  Putting the research skills I am learning in classes into practice as a GRA has helped me move beyond simply regurgitating texts like Cresswell (2008), to thinking more critically about designing a study that matches the research questions.  

Field Trips

OSEP.  The field trip to OSEP was very interesting to me.  As a research assistant at the American Institutes for Research many years ago, I worked on government projects.  Based upon that experience, I pictured agencies like OSEP as giant office buildings filled with monitoring and compliance staff.  After visiting OSEP, I had a much greater appreciation for the role the US Department of Education plays in shaping school practice and supporting teachers.


I was impressed with OSEP’s training and technical assistance (T/TA) network.  As a classroom teacher, special education lead teacher, and local screening committee chairperson at my school, I was not aware of the wealth of resources that were available to me.  It was not until last year that I was even aware of the T/TA center housed at George Mason University.  OSEP’s T/TA network is a valuable resource for teachers and administrators.  In thinking about how I can pass on my newly found knowledge of these resources, I thought of the Introduction to Special Education class that I will teach in the spring.  I will definitely take the time to acquaint my students with the resources available through OSEP because they may not hear about them anywhere else.


Another interesting point that was raised during our OSEP visit was the collaboration between general and special education.  The relationship between general education and special education is of continuing interest to me.  As a special education resource teacher, I worked very closely with classroom teachers and grade level teams.  As I have learned more about the larger relationship between general ed and special ed through my experiences as a Mentor Resource Teacher and though conversations with my fellow doctoral students, I am dismayed at the gap that often exists between the two.  Therefore, I was very encouraged when the head of T/TA talked about how she has started meeting jointly with her general education T/TA counterparts to more closely align their services.  I believe this kind of collaboration at the highest levels of education will set the right expectations for collaboration between general educators and special educators within states, school districts, and individual schools.


The visit to OSEP was not only valuable because of the knowledge gained, but it was also valuable to meet people who work at OSEP.  Throughout the past year of my doctoral study, Dr. Mastropieri has emphasized the importance of collaboration and building networks with other special education researchers.  Having met the individuals responsible for different aspects of research-to-practice work at OSEP, I would feel comfortable contacting them in the future to locate resources or discuss potential research ideas.  If it had not been for the visit to OSEP, I would have been unlikely to utilize these valuable human resources in the future.


Library of Congress.  Thomas Mann’s presentation at the Library of Congress was fantastic.  I learned so much about how to do better literature searches.  His explanation of how the Library of Congress organizes information by key words was really eye-opening for me.  I was able to apply this new learning when working on a meta-analysis for EDSE 841.  Before the visit to the Library of Congress, I struggled to find any meta-analyses of writing intervention research.  After the field trip, I searched again using Thomas Mann’s guideline.  This time, I found 29 documents.  What a difference!  I am thankful that I had the opportunity to learn from Thomas Mann so early in my doctoral program.  I know that the literature search skills I learned at the Library of Congress will be applied in all of my coursework going forward.  What’s more, I now have the confidence and know-how to go to the Library of Congress and seek assistance from librarians there when I need help.  

Presentations


Publishing discussion.  Dr. Mastropieri’s discussion on publishing was extremely informative.  As someone who is strongly considering a career in higher education and research, hearing insights and advice from a top researcher in the field was truly invaluable.  Our discussion brought new understanding to certain aspects of publishing that I had never considered before.  First, learning the importance of having multiple projects going at the same time, in various stages of the research process, was critical learning for me.  I did not realize how long the publication process takes and the importance of planning your work well in advance.  Second, Dr. Mastropieri’s explanation of the peer review process was very helpful. I had heard of the peer review process before, but hearing about it from someone who has been on both sides of the process gave me a more complete understanding of how it works.  Third, I was grateful for Dr. Mastropieri’s perspective on publishing books.  I had not realized that the author does not have much, if any, control of the final product.  Given the long-term nature of textbooks, with version after version, I can now appreciate how frustrating such a lack of control can be.  


All in all, the discussion on publishing was both inspiring and overwhelming.  It is hard to imagine becoming proficient at the publishing process.  In spite of the great challenge, I would like to learn how to navigate the publishing process during my time in the doctoral program.  As a researcher, my ability to publish my work will be critical to my success.  I want to ensure that I have those skills when I begin the next phase of my career.


Dr. Kealy’s presentation.  Having worked in Fairfax County for my entire teaching career, it was interesting to hear the similarities and differences between the Fairfax and Loudon County school systems.    What I found most interesting in Dr. Kealy’s presentation was her discussion about implementing RTI.  During our OSEP visit, Renee predicted that the role of special educators will change dramatically over the next 5-10 years.  In her view, RTI will help push the special educator’s role toward being a specialist, rather than a generalist.  This comment had peaked my interest during the OSEP visit, so I was curious to hear how RTI had changed roles within the school in Loudon County that Dr. Kealy talked about.  While Dr. Kealy addressed changes at the school generally, I would be interested in hearing more specifics at the school level.  A visit with administrators and teachers at the school Dr. Kealy mentioned would be interesting. 

Concluding Thoughts


Throughout the course of this semester I have had many outstanding opportunities to gain knowledge about research and special education, and to develop research skills.  I have seen a great deal of growth in my understanding of research design, which I believe is evidenced in the work I have done in my courses this semester.  I have begun considering the kinds of research I would like to do.  This is an exciting time of learning and goal setting for me, and all of the activities I participated in as part of the special education leadership cohort have been very beneficial toward those ends.  I look forward to next semester and the further learning opportunities that await.
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