English 670: Directed Master’s Research

Summer 2004
Christina Lynn Adams

Faculty Mentor: Dr. Elizabeth Chiseri-Strater

Title: The Journalism Classroom as Experiential Learning

Abstract

In this project, I created a curriculum for a high school journalism class using an experiential learning model.

I developed a philosophical background for this curriculum by using Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed and John Dewey’s Experience and Education.  Both of these works helped to articulate how the student is empowered through experiential education, and the importance of practical experience in the classroom.  I also used the Foxfire Group’s From Thinking to Doing, which further defines elements of experiential learning and practical applications of Dewey’s philosophy.  Many other resources were used in developing the curriculum plans for the journalism course, including Yearbook Fundamentals from Columbia Scholastic Press, and scholastic journalism periodicals including Jostens’ Adviser and Staff and the Student Press Law Center’s Report.

In my field research, I conducted several interviews and collected reflections from students in my 2003-2004 yearbook class at Grimsley High School.  In the spring semester, I focused on gathering more data in the form of class work and reflections on three copywriting students.  One of those students had been in my class for three years, and the other two students had been in my course for two years.  With these three students, I selected samples of their writing from the past three yearbooks and had them reflect on their writing processes for each sample.  These samples were sometimes authored alone, sometimes co-written, and sometimes were edited pieces.  The reflections demonstrated the different aspects of those scenarios of writing in the classroom.

The field research and student samples were part of a larger curriculum guide that I wrote using an experiential learning model.  Different chapters in this guide explore what experiential learning entails, and the different aspects of the yearbook curriculum, including: accounting, technology, photography, design, reporting and copywriting.  Student work and reflections are interspersed between the chapters of the curriculum.

The student work and research that I conducted helped solidify my belief that the experiential learning model is a superior model to more traditional types of schooling.  Students learn many valuable skills in the yearbook class that are not taught in other writing classes, and the students verify that doing and creating, rather than purely listening, are the best and most efficient ways of learning.

This was a great learning experience for me.  By compiling so much of my teaching work into one curriculum, I could see how much I have developed as a teacher over the past three years.  I think this curriculum would be very valuable for other yearbook advisers, and I plan on publishing this as a guide for new teachers in high school journalism.

Spring 2004

Heather Crone

Faculty Mentor: Dr. Nancy Myers

Title: Literature Circles in the High School English Classroom:

Allowing Student Choice, Promoting Independent Reading, and Fostering Analytical Discussion

Abstract

When I started teaching high school English, I decided that I wanted to encourage students to examine literature and facilitate discussion based on their analyses.  After hearing stories about literature circles from the National Writing Project at Wake Forest University, I decided to conduct my own research.  For years, English teachers have described literature circles as a “best practice” for reading instruction.  Appropriate for all grade levels, this reading strategy involves student choice, independent reading, and collaborative discussion.  I implemented literature circles in my ninth and tenth grade Honors English classes with the hopes that my goals for reading instruction would be accomplished using this strategy.

Over the course of a semester, I read about positive experiences other teachers had with literature circles, and I researched successful strategies for reading instruction in the high school setting.  Combining this information, allowed me to design a model for literature circles in my own classroom.  Students in my Honors English 10 class participated in two rounds of literature circles.  In each round, students selected their texts, read independently, and discussed the literature.  At the end of the first round, I surveyed students to determine if the literature circles were effective.  Using the suggestions of the students, I redesigned some elements of the assignment for the second round and taught students methods for literary analysis.  Students learned to read literature through a critical lens, and they discussed their findings with a group. When students presented their conclusions to the class, I realized I had developed a reading program that would be successful for my classroom in the future. 

Spring 2004

David E. Talley

Faculty Mentor: Dr. Nancy Myers

Title:  Spoken and Written Rhetoric:  Critical Tools for the Curriculum

Abstract

I did a study over a period of a few months to discover how a group of students studying “classical” rhetoric would apply their skills to an oral report framework.  Current scholarship on rhetoric seems to lose the classical focus of a specific toolbox of verbal tools and tends to confuse “rhetoric” with simply speaking in a classroom setting.  However, older texts seem to concur with current pedagogy in an AP 11 Language and Composition course outline.  This course outline is woefully short on a spoken component to its content.  I decided to reintroduce a writing component to an oral report in this classroom setting and viewing the relationships that occur within this setting.  Students were given the assignment of finding a “language community” that exists within society and to report this to the class.  Despite a variety of ways that were open to the student, the students were expected to be able to rhetorically defend such assertions in front of an audience.  I discovered from the results of my research that spoken rhetoric often dovetails with written rhetoric in the development of critical thinking and that a lot of negative feedback and experience was related to an unwieldy reliance on technological tools independent of rhetorical skill or mild stage anxiety.  Also, I discovered that such a useful “linguistic toolbox” is limited to a little under 7% of the student population in which I studied.  I hope that this study asks my pedagogy to include rhetorical training as a useful building block for student independent critical writing and thinking.  Further long-term research may show how the teaching of rhetorical strategies in both spoken and written formats may develop critical reading, writing, and thinking.

I       Section I:  Review of Literature

This section describes preexisting research and educational articles that describe both the background and positioning of rhetoric in education through the years, with a focus on current pedagogy.  It is divided into three sections which each describe a different focus from the literature that I have found.  The first section is the subconscious practice of rhetoric, which reviews literature that hypothesizes that public speaking and spoken rhetoric in particular is not as alien a process as popular attitude and current educational thought would lead one to believe. The second section, rhetorical foundations and history is meant to describe some of the foundations of “classical” rhetoric, and rhetoric as a specific language community or mode versus a common parlance use as rhetoric in any form of public speaking.  The final section, rhetoric in pedagogical practice, explores the current use of spoken and written rhetoric in educational settings and their implications for the classroom.  This review is meant to give a working background of preexisting thought on the subject to the audience of this research.

II. Section II.   Data and Permutations

This section explains both my process for the assignment this data is based on, in addition to showing trends and correlations relating to the data and possible factors that affect such data (researcher positioning, school climate, ethnic makeup of classes, etc.).  This data is referred to in the next session as the core materials that prove my hypothesis.

III. Implications

This section is an in-depth discussion of the results of the data collected.  The section shows the evidence for or against my hypothetical assertions, in addition to reiterating mitigating factors that may alter conclusions drawn from the data.  This section also discusses the implications of exclusivity and ambivalence towards rhetoric, and recommended strategies for reintroducing rhetoric into composition classrooms.

IV. Appendices

This addendum to this research study includes lesson plans, individual student surveys, and samples of writing related to the study so that any interested party may see samples of any research gathering materials referred to in section II.
Spring 2004

Kara Wood

Faculty Mentor: Dr. Hephzibah Roskelly

Title: The Root of Apathy: A Growing Concern in Today’s Schools—Can We Move from Problem to Solution?

Abstract

I conducted this research in order to answer two questions:  1) What is the root of apathy 2) Once identified, can we as teachers move from this problem of student apathy to solutions?  I consulted a variety of books, journal articles, and teaching circulars for information.  Much of the existing research is very conflicting and, of course, it seems that with so many differing opinions, solutions are unattainable.  The first step of my research was to survey teachers, administrators, and students to see if their opinions on student apathy coincide with my research.  I was surprised to see so many participants blame parents.  I still followed through with my conclusion that innovative teaching methods are the best approach for reaching the apathetic students.  Using my research results, I decided to alter the study format for the typical vocabulary quiz.  Over a period of four weeks, I assigned students ten vocabulary words per week.  They were responsible for learning spelling, definitions, and parts of speech.  In order to help them retain these words, I varied the study approach each week, from traditional worksheets, to flash cards, to word illustrations, and then to vocabulary charades.  From this project, I learned that students really want their voices to be heard and that if given choices, they will always choose.  Though the quiz grade results didn't necessarily uphold the 'best' methods, student participation did-they really started to care when they were having fun.  I have grown as a teacher because I now give my students more choices than when I first entered the classroom four years ago.  Students must be part of the learning process, active participants who stake their own claims in the process of learning.      

Spring 2003

Elizabeth Roberson Achilles

Faculty Mentor: Dr. Sherri Merritt

Title:  Student Choice and Student Motivation in High School Book Clubs

Abstract

I conducted an inquiry into what would happen when tenth-grade students participated in book clubs in which they were allowed to chose which books to read and which peers to work with. Book clubs and literature circles are relatively recent phenomena (Daniels, 2002; Commeyras & DeGroff, 1998). Most of the scholarship on book clubs centers around elementary school children, and a sizable minority of the scholarship focuses on middle school students. However, there is a dearth of scholarship on high school students, and this study answers questions concerning the applicability of the book club concept to the higher grades. The method of this study was to allow a class of tenth graders to choose their own books in groups of three to five students each. The students were also allowed to choose their own groups. Then, students were allowed to make their own reading syllabi. Homework assignments included both reading and using post-it notes to mark passages according to each student’s role (these roles changed daily). Then, students discussed their books in class using the comments and questions they wrote on their post-it notes. Students also did other activities within their book club groups, and when the unit was over they were given surveys to evaluate the book club experience. I discovered that giving students too much choice is not conducive to learning. Students should have been given better guidance about which books to read. They should have been given more structured guidelines for conducting their discussions, or else the teacher should have been included in all discussions. More research needs to be done to study book clubs in high school. It is unclear whether the present study indicates that book clubs are not suitable for high school, or whether book clubs in high school simply require more structure than was allowed in this study.

Spring 2003

Joseph LeGault

Faculty Mentor: Dr. Elizabeth Chiseri-Strater

Title:

Abstract

Spring 2003

Christine Northcott

Faculty Mentor: Dr. Nancy Myers

Title:  Daybook Writing in the High School Creative Writing Classroom

Abstract


This study explores the effects of informal and unfocused journal writing in generating and gathering ideas in a high school creative writing classroom.  In this particular classroom, the journals were called “Daybooks.”  For nine weeks, ninth through twelfth grade, mixed-level students wrote one-page entries in their Daybooks, three times a week, in response to the prompts provided.  These prompts included written, visual and audio material.  The goal of the prompts was to encourage creativity and brainstorming at a more informal level in order to build the confidence of students when writing formal assignments.


After collecting and responding to their entries, page length and creativity were considered, as well as students’ time on task during the in-class writing.  I found that the number of students to write over the minimum length became fewer as the study progressed.  Time on task also decreased as we continued the Daybook writing in class over the weeks.  However, with creative prompts and on topics of interest to the students, more creative writing was produced.  Without being specifically asked to, students made connections between the genres being learned in class, as well as material from other courses.  For instance, when studying a unit on poetry, several students responded to the prompts by writing poetry as well, without my asking them to.


At the end of the nine weeks, students answered three open-ended questions about their writing in the Daybooks.  However, well before these questions were issued students began taking an active role in judging and negotiating their own learning by letting me know what kind of prompts they enjoyed and which ones were a challenge.  This influenced my assignment of prompts as the study continued, sometimes adversely.  I began giving them less creative prompts, and this in turn elicited less creative responses. A few of these later prompts did not ask them to think about topics that were new to them, but rather asked for their favorite movies, vacation destinations, and music lyrics.


Although not adhering as strictly to my goals as I had hoped because of this change in prompts, I ended up learning two important things in the process.  The creativity and challenge the prompts provided was usually indicative of the type of writing I could expect in response.  When asking for description, detail, or a challenging point of view, I received creative entries and higher-level thinking.  I also learned something about myself as a teacher.  Being a novice teacher I was less confident when students expressed their challenge with the prompts and was too easily influenced to change them.  Instead it would have been ideal to keep the more challenging prompts because students were writing more creatively with them.


This experience has helped me make decisions about how to incorporate informal writing into my future classes.  In assigning a similar activity, I would give more solid and creative prompts, not grade on a numerical scale, and have students write some of the entries outside of class.  In making these changes I would be encouraging higher level thinking and refocusing students’ motivation and responsibility.

Spring 2003

Uvonda Jones Willis

Faculty Mentor: Dr. Adrian Wurr

Title:  In What Ways Does Gender Affect Paired Reading Groups and Their Achievement Level?

Abstract


For my project, I researched the ways in which gender affects paired reading groups and the achievement levels of students participating in these groups. The literature argues that gender does have a profound affect on the way students read and their achievement level as a result of the gender roles we have in society, the various backgrounds of males and females, and our “naturalness” whether we are male or female to read as men. In my study, students read Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe. Three sets of students participated in the study and were randomly chosen and paired using their numeric grade in my class. The groups were male/male, male/female, and female/female. Two of the groups were A/F students and the other was B/B. Over a span of two weeks, the selected pairs were personally observed, videotaped, and asked survey questions as means of compiling data for the study. The study found that women do indeed talk openly about their personal issues when working in groups, but are not as sympathetic to other’s problems as research would have us to believe. Ironically, males in the study broke the stereotype of being on task at all times by being the most defiant when it came to focusing on work. The difference in background experiences was found to be an insignificant factor in paired reading groups. Surprisingly, both males and females used their personal experiences when reading the novel, thus discrediting the belief that males and females read as men. Overall, the study found that the mindset of students when it came to the importance of grades affected the relationship of group members more than the gender of students in the groups. The study showed that the high-achieving students’ grades dropped while working in groups with low-achievers, and the low-achievers’ grades remained the same. These findings suggests that while it seems like a good idea pairing students of various achievement levels, the end result could be a downward spiral of motivation for all involved. Doing this study made me realize that when pairing students together on any assignment, I should not worry about students’ gender, but their views on achievement.

Spring 2002

Jessica Besseck Anderson, M.Ed. Candidate

Faculty Mentor: Dr. Hephzibah Roskelly 

Title: My Choice, My Voice: A Reflective Case Study on Innovative Teaching Methods Aimed to Reach the Disconnected Student With a Look to Future Use

Abstract


The purpose of this research project, as stated in my Outline of Plan for Independent Study, was to “investigate the effect of narrative writing and Paideia seminar on the ability to read critically about violence, and to strengthen voice in writing and speech”.  My goal was to see if new teaching methods would better serve the disconnected students in my class.  I also wanted to create a better sense of community and openness in the classroom for all my students.  To clarify, I completed a reflective case study/research project involving my sophomore inclusion English class.  I narrowed my focus to three students who represented the diversity of the class and used them as case studies, while still viewing the entire class as the “big picture”.


After doing extensive research on the “most recent and relevant” findings concerning narrative writing and the Paideia method, I devised an innovative unit of study concerning the WWI German novel All Quiet on the Western Front.  This unit lasted for a nine week grading period, and in that time the class and I experimented with different narrative writing assignments, and we also participated in two Paideia seminars.  I monitored student’s progress throughout this unit via individual student conferences, collecting student work, and using tests, quizzes, and homework assignments and barometers for students’ success.  I incorporated the universal themes of violence and humanity into this three-tiered unit, titled “My Choice, My Voice – Violence and its Effects on History and My Life Today”.  


I felt that my goals for this project were met to a moderate degree.  The Paideia seminars were deemed the most successful as almost all my students participated in these activities and completed the connecting assignments with a high success rate.  The narrative writing assignments did make the students feel empowered about their writing; it was a good first step for them towards attaining writing competence.  Regarding my three case studies, I could see they all either maintained or improved their level of success in the classroom.  I do believe the sense of community in the classroom was reinforced with the completion of this unit; it is evident students are more comfortable with speaking with and learning from their peers now than they were first semester.


I plan to use my findings to further improve both my performance and my students’ performance in the classroom.  Next year I plan to modify this unit and weave the successful aspects I’ve found into all areas of the curriculum I teach.  This project has been a wonderful learning and growing experience for both my students and me.   

Spring 2002

Michael Roche, M.Ed. Candidate

Faculty Mentor: Dr. Nancy Myers
Title: The Effects of Prewriting Activities on Twelfth-Grade English Learners

Abstract:

For my project, I studied the effects of teaching prewriting activities to twelfth grade English students. I wanted to study the ways in which prewriting is tied to idea generation, idea development, and to writing fluency. Another issue I wished to examine is which prewriting activities support which types of learning styles and student needs. 
Through my research, I learned that prewriting helps writers to focus their thoughts before they begin to write. During this phase of composition, writers map the relationships between their ideas, and often rule out weaker ideas. The most successful prewriting techniques appeared to be those that incorporated another speech acts, such as listening and speaking. My research lead me to conclude that low-ability writers would get the most benefit from speaking and listening during the prewriting stage.


I began my prewriting instruction by obtaining samples of my students’ work for which no prewriting had been employed. After this series of samples was collected, I began incorporating prewriting activities into our writing time.  I taught a total of four prewriting activities, roughly one a week for four weeks. The activities included brainstorming, word banking, direct experience, and writing about reading. I examined the essays each day for signs of development. At the end of the project, I issued a survey to the students asking them to reflect and respond to the prewriting activities we had learned.


Much of what I learned in my research was corroborated by my field experience. The students who employed prewriting properly were producing essays with greater attention to detail and organization than those who were not. Without a shadow of a doubt, I saw improvements in their writing fluency.  By planning before they began to compose, the students were producing focused and organized writing. Immediately, I began to see evidence of metacognition: Students were rejecting some ideas and mapping connections between others. Some of my observations, however, were at odds with what I’d come to expect from my research.  For example, my low-ability students did not, as I had expected, prefer the activities for which talking and listening were required. 


My experience has given me more questions to answer as I plan for my future teaching. I want to focus more on which leaning styles are best served by which prewriting activity since I found this question the most difficult to answer. I would also augment the instruction so that not all of the prompts are drawn from the readings since this would give me the opportunity to test the effects of prewriting in the creation of different genres.

Spring 2002

Tony Whitesell, M.Ed. Candidate

Faculty Mentor: Dr. Sherri Merritt
Title: 
Abstract:

Fall 2001

Elizabeth Hough, M.Ed. Candidate

Faculty Mentor: Dr. Hephzibah Roskelly

Title:
The Importance of Talk in the Classroom: A Class-Based Research Project
Abstract:


By focusing on and researching several strategies for including discussion in the classroom, I show that talk should be a part of every classroom. Using a three-point rubric for evaluation, I compared short-answer quiz results on eight different short stories. Students read silently and listened to a lecture about each story; then, a quiz was given. Students then participated in different types of student-centered discussions over the same short stories, and they were tested again. The results of the two sets of quizzes showed that students' scores were consistently higher on the quizzes given after the talk-based learning lessons. Talk-based or student-centered learning allows students to understand and demonstrate their knowledge more proficiently than as the result of a teacher-lecture. Didactic lecture can be used to impart basic information, but in order for students to truly understand, they must be able to discuss their lessons with each other.

Fall 2001

David P. Willoughby, M.Ed. Candidate

Faculty Mentor: Dr. Nancy Myers

Title:
A Tale of Two Pedagogies: An Examination of Transmission and Constructivist Practices in the Teaching of A Tale of Two Cities

Abstract:


Curious as to the benefits of additional collaborative work in my high school English classroom, I chose to examine the relationship of transmission model teaching to constructivist teaching, focusing on the benefits of companioning the two rather than to the exclusion of either.  After reviewing the literature and educational studies on collaborative learning, transmission teaching and learning, and student motivation and attitudes, I conducted a classroom-based research project with two of my ninth-grade honors English classes.  I conducted a unit on Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities throughout which students participated in a combination of teacher-directed instruction and collaborative learning activities.


Although the majority of the research appears to support a constructivist pedagogy over that of the transmission model, the constructivist model is not without its detractors, and many still support the more traditional transmission model of teaching. Still others support the notion that drawing what works from each and applying it within the framework of one’s own teaching style seems to be the ideal solution and the one that has the best chance to truly help students succeed in the classroom.


Among other reasons, I chose A Tale of Two Cities because the novel is long and complex enough that I felt it would be an ideal one around which to design my research project.  I wanted to teach a unit, varying strategies and determining which ones worked best for the students.  I wished to determine which type of instruction (teacher-focused or learner-focused) the students preferred, enjoyed, and found more beneficial.


The unit began with a group research project designed to get students used to the idea of working with others and to introduce them to elements of setting and period that run throughout the novel. After students presented their research findings, we began reading the novel.  When students came to each class, the lesson that I prepared was either one following the transmission model or the constructivist model. The time spent in collaborative groups during the learner-focused lessons tended to be about twenty minutes per class period.  This time came after I had introduced the concept to be learned and generally consisted of rereading specific passages from the night before and answering questions or filling in a graphic organizer.


Students in both classes completed questionnaires twice after learner-focused lessons, but only one class completed a questionnaire after a teacher-focused lesson. Both classes completed a final questionnaire at the conclusion of the unit.


The responses to the questionnaires appear to indicate that though they prefer the social aspect of collaborative group work, they felt they benefited more from teacher-focused lessons, especially early in the unit. However, these findings may be influenced by the biases that each student brought into the classroom and by biases that I as the teacher may have revealed to them. 


Ultimately, however, the findings indicate to me that a constructivist pedagogy does have its place in my classroom.  The next step is making myself more comfortable with the process and getting my students to value more their own views and contributions. I believe that the more collaborative small group work that I have my students do, the better my whole class discussions will eventually become, as my students will come to value their ideas and want to share them in a larger setting.  If I have learned anything from the unit on A Tale of Two Cities, it is that there is room in my classroom for two pedagogies.

