Research Protocol

Title of Study: Scaffolding Reflection: Reviewing, Reflecting and Revising Graduate Student Portfolio Artifacts

Purpose:

I plan to investigate the reflective processes used by graduate students in an online cohort at California State University, Sacramento. The goals of the cohort members are similar in that all are seek an MA degree in education with an emphasis in technology. Teachers within the online cohort are expected to collaborate in developing projects, units and modules involving staff development and classroom instructional strategies.  The created products become portfolio artifacts and are placed within web-based, individual presentation portfolios with three sections: Process, Product, and Showcase.  The purpose of this investigation is to assess the effectiveness of reflection scaffolds as students review, reflect and revise artifacts in their electronic portfolios.

The contents of the web-based portfolio sections show evidence of professional growth and individual and collaborative learning.  The Process section includes a resume, a description of previous and current teaching and administrative assignments professional goals including a reflection of how they have changed over time – and particularly since the beginning of MA program.  It also contains evidence of effective teaching –work completed within the context of teaching but not necessarily assigned as part of the MA course. The Product section must contain artifacts that illustrate purpose, audience, evidence and reflection.  This section contains no fewer than four illustrative artifacts as evidence of breadth and depth. Breadth and depth must contain relevant aspects of instructional strategies, staff development, application/tool integration and multicultural issues. A single artifact need not necessarily address all four of the aspects above, but collectively, the Product section must illustrate the candidate's practical and theoretical focus on strategies, applications, staff development and multicultural issues.  If an artifact is a collaborative team product, the roles and contributions of each member of the team must be described.  The Showcase section includes an action research project. It includes an area of focus statement, a rationale statement, a description of the project, a literature review, a discussion of the findings, and an implementation plan.  The Showcase section also includes relevant links to artifacts (WebQuests, multimedia units, staff development modules).  See the following URL for a more complete description of the portfolio requirement: http://imet.csus.edu/portfolios/ 

Difficulties arise for graduate students as they are required to refine a portfolio piece, reflect and revise it from an in-progress product to a final, peer-reviewed artifact.  This is a time-consuming process that requires students to collect feedback, review suggestions, reflect and revise.  Criteria established by the cohort instructors apply only to the Product section of the portfolio.  Students must apply these criteria to at least four artifacts stating the purpose of the artifact, describing the artifact, and detailing the processes used in reviewing, reflecting and revising.
Method:

This research is informed by numerous studies of both composition and learning theory and utilizes qualitative, case study methods to collect, interpret and analyze interview data based on graduate student use of a reflection scaffold.  Within the education community, and particularly within the community of teachers of language and literacy, there exists a tacit understanding of the value of reflection that subsumes composition.  What is known about the processes of reflection may be connected to similar processes of composition.  In this study, I review social cognition, composition models, meaningful learning, and the rationale for scaffolding.  I connect the composing process with the reflecting process and provide a scaffold for my graduate students that may facilitate reviewing, reflecting and revising portfolio artifacts. Indeed, reflection can exist without composition, but composition is informed by reflection.  

Social Cognitive Theory

Some preliminary questions will guide this review.  Since we ask students to reflect, are we simply asking them to write?  Is there more to reflection than composing?  If there is more, then what scaffolds can be provided to assist in the reflective process?  Or, do we simply assume that graduate students, being advanced writers, should not need scaffolds?  Albert Bandura, in discussing the social cognitive theory of human behavior, asserts that human behavior is motivated and regulated by self-influence (Bandura, 1991).  He describes self-monitoring and reflective processing as self-regulative mechanisms incorporating the "three subfunctions" of "self-monitoring", "judgment", and "affective self-reaction" (p. 248). Bandura generalizes about the self-regulation of human cognition in reference to purposive behavior that is regulated by forethought (p. 248).  In a reference tied to a pragmatic perspective, Bandura states that following the formation of ideas, people "...anticipate the likely consequences of prospective actions, they set goals for themselves, and they otherwise plan courses of action that are likely to produce desired outcomes.  Through exercise of forethought, people moticate themselves and guide their actions in an anticipatory proactive way" (p. 248).  

Bandura's thinking connects nicely with the model proposed by Flower and Hayes concerning the process of composing from the "inner-directed" cognitive perspective.  Flower and Hayes pose the questions: "If the processes of rhetoric and composition have to do with decisions and choices, then what are the criteria that govern choice?  and What guides the decisions writers make as they write?" (Flower & Hayes, 1981)   In a later article, Flower, Hayes and Swarts (Swarts, Flower, & Hayes, 1984) illustrate their modified model with the addition of a "monitor" concept which appears to be supported in social cognitive theory as supported by Bandura.

The Reviewing Process in Composing

A number of researchers have documented the processes of revision in composing.  Sondra Perl (Perl, 1979) finds that unskilled college writers utilize a consistent composing process that is observable in subsequences of prewriting, writing and editing that suggests an internalization of standards and a self-regulatory mechanism at work.  Hull and Rose (Hull & Rose, 1988) claim that all composers need to consider the "complex cognitive and social processes that produced the writing they read" (p. 2).  In so doing, composers reflect first, then write.  Florio and Clark (Florio & Clark, 1982), in their ethnography of  second and third graders engaged in the composing process, conclude that two of the most powerful functions of writing in the elementary classroom, writing to know oneself and others and writing to occupy free time, were not responded to in a manner that would encourage reflective activity.  Although students had legitimate things to address to chosen audiences, they were not given constructive feedback within the social learning context.  Teacher-directed activities were responded to, however, as a community function (classroom rules) and publisher-directed worksheets were evaluated, but student journals and free-writing activities were left without evaluative feedback that might have inspired self-regulation. Reviewing these pieces of research brings into focus important questions related to Bandura's analysis of social cognitive theory of human behavior: Is composing preceded by reflecting?  When students revise a product, is reflection part of the self-regulatory system that Bandura describes?  Does the self-regulatory system require both social and personal feedback in order to establish a basis for reflection? 

Meaningful Learning and Constructivism

To answer these questions, one might look at the social context of learning and draw from the work of Vygotsky to help determine the point at which composing has meaning (Vygotsky, 1962).  A central construct in Vygotsky's theory of learning is social interaction.  Within the instructional process, social interaction provides the necessary link that a child needs to understand a scientific concept, that is, a nonspontaneous concept.  The clarity of this can be illustrated in an investigation that Vygotsky uses in Thought and Language (p. 103).  For this set of observations, Vygotsky explains that the completed part of a child's level of mental development is often measured in traditional psychological studies by the child's ability to solve a set of standardized problems.  Vygotsky believed that this is only the completed picture of a child's mental development.  Yet, when Vygotsky observes two children with the same mental age struggling with the same difficult task, the one who receives some appropriate assistance solves the problem and the other does not.  This difference between mental age and problem-solving ability accounts for a larger zone of proximal development in the child who benefited from social interaction (instruction). To extend this idea to the processes of reflecting and composing, when the instructor provides assistance within the composing process, scaffolding occurs in a social context.  The scaffolding provides a model for the reflective processes and connects the composer with the instructor, the peer network and the audience.  Scaffolding links nicely to the research of Hull and Rose mentioned above, where one might see how important it may be to allow students to imitate a chosen discourse community.  Examples of written discourse provided within a social learning context may be enough for composers to make judgments followed by reactions that constitute behavioral changes.  All composers [reflectors] need to consider the "complex cognitive and social processes that produced the writing they read" (p. 2).  In so doing, composers reflect first, then write.

Scaffolding

David Perkins discusses teaching for understanding and provides examples that illustrate the importance of thinking about, in addition to acquiring, knowledge and skill (Perkins, 1993).  The argument advanced by Perkins is that research on understanding concepts and principles shows that these information-based constructs are not meaningful in isolation. Knowledge is situated.  Perkins argues that understanding may be "broke" in the context of many traditional educational settings, but it is certainly not beyond repair.  He advocates the use of constructivist learning models and calls for a "performance perspective" on understanding where "The learners must spend the larger part of their time with activities that ask them to generalize, find new examples, carry out applications, and work through other understanding performances.  And they must do so in a thoughtful way, with appropriate feedback to help them perform better."  This is not to imply that teaching for understanding is simply presenting information with greater clarity, or that learning means that information is received more clearly.  Rather, Perkins believes that "It requires thinking in a number of ways with what you heard -practicing and debugging your thinking until you can make the right connections flexibly” (p. 2).

Powerful reflective processes may be enacted when students are actively engaged in revision.  Perkins later states that "...the constant factor is the frequent focus on criteria, feedback, and reflection throughout the learning process."  Reflection in assessment is an on-going process, not simply an end product.  In support of this idea, in their treatment of meaningful learning and constructivist concepts, Anderson and Krathwohl discuss the active processing required of learners (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001).  They assign the importance of mentally organizing and integrating information as a prerequisite to the subsequent demonstration of constructed meaning.  The construction of meaning requires mental processing of information from numerous sources.  When meaningful learning is constructed in a social context, the learning, by definition, is personal and the assessment of the learner's cognition should be done, at least in part, in an authentic manner.  This strongly implies the need for scaffolding in such a way as to allow the learner to reflect and respond to the suggestions and guidance received.
Procedures:


To facilitate in the process of review, reflection and revision, I plan to present a reflection scaffold tool in the form of a word processing template to each of my 19 MA students.  Each student will be asked to use the scaffold document as a guide in addressing the criteria listed above.  While my goal is to facilitate the process of refining portfolio artifacts, important new understandings are likely to arise as I interview my participants following the peer and faculty review process. Since students may elect not to use the reflection scaffold tool provided, interview questions will be structured in such a way as to determine what alternative reflective procedures students may have used.  Knowing how graduate students perceive the reflection process is likely to lead us to an awareness of the choices graduate students make as they proceed with the reviewing, reflecting, and revising sequence.

In the final semester of their Master’s level coursework, students have developed numerous course products (artifacts) for their web-based portfolios that must be reviewed and revised based on peer and faculty feedback.  Restrained by time, demands from other course obligations, and responsibilities of work, students express some anxiety regarding the process of peer review.  A reflection scaffold will be provided to the students to assist them in this process.  Each student will use the scaffold to assist in the reviewing, reflecting and revising sequence for one product.  Following the initial use of the scaffold, students may elect to utilize other procedures.  After students have completed the process of peer review and moved artifacts to their completed product portfolio, I will interview ten consenting participants to determine their perceptions of the process.  In analyzing the data, I will annotate, categorize and code their logged interviews and attempt to isolate common connections associated with composition and reflection in an effort to establish the meaning of reflection as a portfolio assessment practice.
Subject Selection:


Subjects will be asked to volunteer.

Risks:


There are no risks to participants.  All responses will be confidential.
Costs to Subjects:


There is no cost to participants other than the time required of an interview (45 minutes).
Disclosure of Personal and Financial Interest in the Research Study and Sponsor:


The principal investigator has co-constructed the online cohort at California State University, Sacramento, for the Department of Teacher Education.  The program is fully developed, funded and functioning as an approved university graduate course and accredited by the Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC).  The principal investigator has no financial interest in this research.
Who Obtains Informed Consent


The investigator will obtain informed consent from the volunteer participants.
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