Project New TEACHERS II: Research Report

CHRSST Project, July 2001

Submitted by Christy Hammer, Rivier College, CHRSST Project Facilitator

“I have much greater respect for what these teachers know, what they do in their classrooms, and to learn how incredibly creative they are….  I was truly amazed.”

(River Science Faculty member, speaking of the K-6 Teachers)
Introduction

The New Hampshire Department of Education increased the grant award to Rivier College for the Prepared Tomorrow’s Teachers to use Technology (PT3) program by $27,432.06 for a research project called CHRSST (Connecting Higher education Resources in Science and Social studies to Teachers Educators).  The primary contact was Christy Hammer (chammer@rivier.edu).  The CHRSST Project used technology as a tool to increase the content knowledge of ten elementary school inservice and preservice teachers from Nashua and Londonderry in science and social studies through web-based, moderated, threaded discussions with seven Rivier College faculty members.  A second goal was to increase the technological competence of IHE professors through participation in a K-16 virtual partnership.  A value-added goal became the increased collaboration between the education and content faculty at the IHE over issues of technology infusion in K-12 and higher education institutions and, more importantly, over issues of the content, instruction, and assessment of teaching and learning K-16, with or without technological enhancement. 

This pilot year included 1) program development; 2) literature research on K-16 online mentoring projects as a method of increasing teacher knowledge and ultimately student learning against state standards; 3) a pilot project; 4) a draft of two publishable research papers, and, 5) arrangements for three presentations of the findings at diverse conference venues.  This report contains description and analysis of all four of these components. 

Dissemination of the Research and Review of the Project

An expanded version of this research report, focusing on the social studies aspect, will be submitted in the fall to the journal, Teaching History with Technology.  The editor of this journal, met with the Lead Research at the National Council for Social Studies Conference last November in San Antonio and is quite interested in the work the CHRSST project is attempting.   The second research paper to come out of this experience is a critical analysis of the role technology plays in education and is particularly critical of the federal technology funding programs such as PT3.  A draft of this latter article may be found in Appendix G of this report.  The article, “Technological Determinism and the PT3 Program: How Thinking of Technology as an End in Itself Hinders a Focus on Student Learning,” may be submitted to Educational Leadership or Rethinking Schools. 

The CHRSST project will also be included as a topic in the presentation by Rivier College on its PT3 project at the New Hampshire Christa McAuliffe Technology Conference in November, and will part of the panel discussion of the research projects at the McAuliffe Conference as well.  The project as a “promising practice” will be offered as a potential workshop topic at the Fourth Annual Virtual Professional Development School Conference in Providence, RI, in June, 2002.  The VPDS project specifically explores the role technology may play in strengthening K-16 collaborations around common student learning goals.  As a reminder, the CHRSST project was fashioned loosely as a “mini-VPDS” project.  Lastly, the CHRSST project has tentatively been accepted (awaiting formal confirmation) as a workshop presentation at the NERC (New England Regional Conference of the National Council on Social Studies) in March, 2002, as a way to improve social studies education through assisting K-16 collaborations with technology. 

This research report also contains a review of the CHRSST pilot effort including quantitative and qualitative evaluation data, a review of the literature on using technology to bridge the K-16 gap between public schools and institutions of higher education (especially through mentoring relationships), a summary and analysis of the data from the evaluation of the CHRSST project, and a brief analysis of the ways this project met the state PT3 goals.  Specific steps to improve the project are based on 1) the experiences of developing and running the project during this pilot year, and, 2) the outcomes of project evaluations by participants.  Lastly, I have attached full documentation of the 2000-2001 CHRSST project in the appendices.  In 2001-2002, the CHRSST project will double the length of the project (from eight-weeks to sixteen-weeks), will double the numbers of inservice teachers involved (from 10 to 20), and will ensure, through small stipends and requirements as part of their internships, the involvement of at least 10 preservice students.  

With continued funding we will proceed with full implementation and expansion of the project in 2001-2002. The first year has laid the groundwork by conducting a literature review that has served to underscore the uniqueness of the CHRSST project nationally.  The lack of CHRSST-like projects, and the struggle to find even remotely similar projects among the Pt3 project, led me to contemplate some troubling elements in our current focus on technology and technology integration as ends in themselves rather than merely another tool to improve teaching and learning.  This revelation inspired, in part, the draft of the paper critical of the federal effort to fund technology in education.  

The CHRSST (Connecting Higher education Resources with Science and Social Studies Teachers) project linked, using virtual Group Space (a web-based discussion list) professors of preservice teachers with both preservice and inservice teachers in Rivier’s two partner schools/districts: Amherst Elementary, a high-needs school in Nashua; and Londonderry’s three elementary schools. Assemblage of the IHE content faculty, identification of a cadre of K-6 teachers, and training for all participants was provided.  After some introductory online discussions of what the crucial issues are in standards-based instruction in the Elementary school, an eight-week pilot project ensued that was completed with a moderate to moderately-high rate of overall success.  The web-based threaded discussions were monitored and structured as weekly “content seminars,” with a focus on select NHEIAP proficiency standards with accompanying focus questions to spur discussion.    

A cornerstone of the CHRSST project remains its collaboration with NICI (National Institute for Community Innovation) which directs two, related, national projects: a “virtual professional development school,” that explores the role of technology in developing and strengthening K-16 “PDS” partnerships, and a PT3 technology catalyst grant, that assists projects like CHRSST.  NICI will continue to provide the Rivier-based CHRSST with two main items: 1) free Group Space accompanied with technical assistance on the NICI virtual campus, on which we will conduct our web-based, moderated threaded discussions, and 2) heavily subsidized training for all participants on how to navigate the NICI campus and how to provide online mentoring.  Penny Nolte, NICI staff person and a facilitator of the WEB Project, has agreed to again provide this training.  (Recall that the CHRSST Project uses the web-based mentoring strategies developed by the WEB Project, which received designation by the U.S. Department of Education’s technology expert panel as a “promising practice.”) 

The CHRSST project hooked, and will continue to hook, content-area, discipline-specific professors to teams of K-12 teachers.  Professors outside of education departments often have minimal knowledge of the issues of K-12 public schooling, but have plenty of strong opinions about K-12 education and often an unrealized desire to help.  Several content professors were immediately cognizant that the CHRSST project allowed for them to do exactly that: be involved in improving K-12 education in a direct way.  As we know in the field of K-16 collaboration of the Professional Development School model, and in light of standards-based education reform, it is more critical than ever to involve discipline-specific professors in the professional development of both inservice and preservice teachers.  This “simultaneous renewal” of both K-12 and higher education institutions (Goodland, 1997) demands a greater cooperation between the education professors of theory and pedagogy and the discipline-specific content professors.  The CHRSST project was a natural “connector” that allowed education and content professors the freedom to discuss topics of mutual interest since the focus on K-16 teaching and learning unites them in achievement of a common goal.  Rivier, like virtually every institution of higher education that contains a teacher preparation element, often has signs of a counter-productive “riff” between the education department and the “rest” of the IHE.  The CHRSST experience helped strengthen my conviction that a K-16 collaboration model is most effective at building bridges over that “riff”.

The process of the project followed as proposed, and documentary evidence of the project may be found in the appendices of this report.  Liaisons to the partner schools were contacted and K-6 teachers who were interested in participating were identified.  The project facilitator developed contracts or Memorandums of Agreement for both the K-6 teachers (Appendix A) and Rivier faculty members (Appendix B).   On March 23rd, 2001, a face-to-face meeting of the 10 K-6 teachers and seven Rivier faculty members occurred.  Lunch was provided while faculty members engaged in an informal discussion of online mentoring tips and techniques with Penny Nolte, a trainer from the National Institute of Community Innovations (NICI) while the K-6 teachers had lunch in an adjoining room then perused the materials available in Rivier’s Education Resource Center.  The K-6 teachers joined the faculty members in the Computer Center for a training entitled “How to Navigate the NICI Campus,” the online forum for our facilitated discussions. 

The project facilitator, using the New Hampshire Curriculum Frameworks, pulled out key concepts and vocabulary from the proficiencies that are NHEIAP-tested at the end-of-grade six and developed focus questions to map out weekly topics that would guide the Content Seminiars, the virtual conversations, on science (Appendix C) and social studies (Appendix D.)  These weekly schedule and focus topics were posted in the “Resources” section of the NICI Campus and, as a weekly reminder, were referred to at the beginning of each week, usually in a post on Sunday night.   The Content Seminars ran for eight weeks, ending the third week of June, and ended with an evaluation for both the K-6 teachers and IHE faculty to complete (Appendix E.)  Results of the evaluation are still being tabulated and will be shared with all project participants and the relevant staff at the Department of Education as soon as all responses are gathered and tabulated.  (This evaluation will likely not be complete until September, as a number of participants might not receive the evaluation until they return to work at the end of August.)  Lastly, a small sample of this K-16 metacommunication is included (Appendix F) as further documentation of this work.

CHRSST Project and Literature on K-16 Online Mentoring Projects 

According to a recent study of middle school educators by the National Staff Development Council, a large percentage of teachers said that while the main focus of the professional development they received was pedagogical, what they needed was content.  In the standards-based era that has ratcheted up the requirements of public schools to provide increasingly detailed content knowledge to students, teachers’ own command of the content is often lacking. There is precious little existing research on the design and efficacy of web-based strategies that address this problem by facilitating metacommunication between content-area professors, education professors, and in-service teachers.  This is what the CHRSST project attempted, with at least moderate success in this first year, and increased success is expected as we learn from the experience and change and adapt the program.

Discussions with a half-dozen or so technology integration national experts and web searches for literature on projects using technology as the tool and online mentoring by IHE faculty as the forum to increase standards-based content knowledge came up with virtually nothing, besides the Electronic Emissary project.  I turned to a review of the PT3 grant abstracts that gradually turned into a large-scale project as I became increased disturbed with the extent to which technology integration was a goal in itself.  

The burgeoning field of online mentoring or “telementoring” (Harris, 1996) is, from all appearances, considerably more prevalent in the business world than in the field of education to date.  Thus, there are virtually no projects quite like the CHRSST project that I could use for comparison.  There are, however, various education-based online mentoring programs for specific purposes, like reference librarians using an online chat room to encourage college and university students as they research online (Echavvaria, 1995) and many projects that virtually hook up primarily secondary school students with their teachers and other students around specific content issues, like in science and math especially (Rogan, 1997; Stephenson, 1998; Bennett, 1997).    The only CHRSST-like project I could find, thanks to Jim Beeler of Apple, is the remarkable Electronic Emissary Project.  At their WebCenter (http://emissary.ots.utexas.edu/emissary/index.html) volunteers from K-12 and from IHEs connect content mentors with curriculum-based needs of teachers. The Electronic Emissary site says it “was prototyped in the fall of 1992 and went online early in February, 1993. It is, (they) believe, the longest-running Internet-based telementoring and research effort serving K-12 students and teachers around the world.”

The CHRSST project works within the framework, or model, of school improvement that pushes on the possibilities seemingly inherent in K-16 collaboration, or, as one particular model of K-16 collaboration is called, a Professional Development School (PDS).  The going is tough for K-16 collaborations.  To help, the AACTE (American Association of the Colleges of Teacher Education) publishes a series of books that focus on the practice of PDSs as part of their Critical Issues of Teacher Education Series.  These books provided the foundation and fodder for the impetus to try a “mini-PDS” with the CHRSST project.  The first one was a guide for setting up governance structures in PDSs, with a focus on partnership agreements (Teitel, 1998).  Teitel was arguing, rightly, for the value in formal agreements between the institutions of such a K-16 partnership.  In my work with the NICI VPDS Consortium project, I do see a real difference in the ability to “rachet-up” the effort by accomplishing such formal agreements.  For the CHRSST project I took Teitel’s suggestion on a smaller level and required signed Memorandums of Agreement between IHE professor and K-12 teacher participants.  I believe that helped ensure some more consistent level of follow-through, although I lack a frame of reference to make sure that was the case.  Without question, however, the MOAs, or contracts, did seem to legitimate the project and make it seem more “real” and serious.  

Murrell (1998) makes the point that the needs of the urban school with diverse student populations and schools in need of basic resources in a PDS partnership are quite different from those needs of the suburban, middle- and upper-middle class schools.  He criticizes the current ways that PDSs are conceptualized as catering to those non-urban schools, and calls for renewing the focus of PDSs on equity issues and making sure that professors of higher education understand and evaluate the exact level of need of a K-16 collaboration with the school and community partners in those urban settings.  The CHRSST project, interesting, ran simultaneously with five K-6 teachers each from both a high-needs, urban, Title I schoolwide elementary school as well as from elementary schools in an upper-middle class, suburban/rural neighborhood.  According to the data from NICI on teacher participating, teachers at the more diverse, higher-needs, urban school did participate less than the teachers from the upper-class community, but only about 20% more comparing total number of posts in both Group Spaces for each “set” of teachers.

Financing of so-called “PDS-ness” work is tricky.  The NCATE (National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Education) PDS standards are clear: it is the higher education institutions, in general, that need to contribute the most, or at least more, to K-16 collaboration.  An evaluator of PDS-ness against the NCATE standards would, ideally, expect to find specific resources that allow the faculty of that IHE to participate significantly in the work of the K-12 institution.  This is still quite rare, in my limited experience working the PDS-related projects.  

Clark (1997) reviews potential systems and strategies for the options of specific policy and accompanying financial arrangements that ultimately should occur in the partial “marriage” of two institutions: one K-12 and one post-secondary.  The assumption is that participation is encouraged by some kind of reward, encouragement, or compensation for the members of institutions in a PDS arrangement.  One point made that I utilized in constructing the CHRSST model was an insistence that all participants, every K-6 teacher and every IHE faculty member, would be compensated for their participation and not strictly nominally.   A clear problem in education is that, unlike business, we dream of improvements, like those make possible through a K-16 collaboration, but bank on the “thousand-points-of-light” volunteerism to get real work done.  Even in an institution that has a commitment to social justice, the time and energy commitment necessary to make a real and sustained difference through participation in a K-16 system just would not happen unless it was 1) part of a professor’s “job,” thus compensated by courseload reduction or some other arrangement, or, 2) a stipend is provided like that in the CHRSST project. 

A summary of the main goals that Abdal-Haqq (1998) has for PDS seem to be 1) to provide the best preservice education; 2) to provide the best inservice professional development; 3) to use “reflective inquiry” and action research in both that preservice and inservice education as much as possible to be in a K-16 “continuous improvement” mode, and, 4) to focus all K-16 resources, as much as possible, on K-16 student outcomes.  In both Abdal-Haqq’s book, and in private conversation with her after a keynote presentation, she indicates a strong concern that equity considerations may take on, at best, a secondary importance in K-16 collaborations.  She rightly poses the question: if a PDS is not improving the curriculum, instruction, school climate, and student outcomes for all groups of students (with resultant disaggregated results of those student outcomes analyzed by race/ethnic- and language-minority status, by gender, socioeconomic demographics, etc.) than the PDS is not “doing what is was set up to do.”  (notes from keynote address, Providence RI, June 2000).  The most recent book in the AACTE series in on the evaluation of the efficacy of PDSs.  The effect of PDS K-16 collaborations is not fully evaluated to date, although this work focuses on ways in which the positive impact of the more “mature” PDSs has had on student learning results could be documented (Teitel and Abdal-Haqq, 2000).

A preliminary review of the literature suggests that the asynchronistic style of metacommunication is considered a wise response to the perennial problem of the use of time – and lack of time -- in educational reform efforts. This project will encourage the alternative use of “job-embedded” and “just in time” professional development – during breaks during the school day, and off-site during nights and weekends, teachers may pose content-related questions to professors and will get fairly rapid responses to their queries.  The hope continues that these virtual relationships will spark future action research projects between content professors and K-12 teachers, and specific encouragement to conduct action research will be provided this next year by the CHRSST facilitator with offers to assist in setting up such research when it is clear that a IHE faculty and middle-school teacher find intriguing and puzzling the same teaching or learning issue.  

CHRSST Participation of IHE Faculty and K-6 Teachers in the CHRSST Project: Logon Data and Survey Data

Even though the research indicates the benefits of asynchronistic online communication, not every K-6 teacher participated to an acceptable degree, however, and not all found the experience worthwhile.  Six out of 10 K-6 teachers did find the project worthwhile based upon largely positive feedback. Adult learning theory informs us that these unsuccessful participants did not find what they were seeking in agreeing to participate in the CHRSST project and the project did not meet their criteria for how they wanted to experience new knowledge.  Adult learning theory also informs us that these K-6 teachers are, for the most part, wanting to be self-directed and to take responsibility for their own learning and by having some control or at least input into the shape and scope of the learning experience.  Although as facilitator I attempted to structure the process with these ideas in mind, the first year of the project saw moderate-to-good success, but not great success.  Starting with K-6 teachers, who are by definition content-generalists, instead of content-specific secondary teachers naturally made the beginning of this K-16 project more challenging.  Some preliminary and informal feedback from Rivier professors is that the K-6 teachers “did not seem to want to talk much about content.”  Other Rivier professors, however, noted how concerned and interested the K-6 teachers were about the specific content standards they were responsible for.     

The table below illustrates data on participation of CHRSST IHE faculty 

members and the K-6 teachers in the eight-week pilot program.  The CHRSST project facilitator received raw participation data from the National Institute for Community Innovations, who donated in-kind server space for the virtual discussions, and added the number of logins and number of posts that each participate made in each of the two Group Spaces together.

Title/Role      # of Logins # of Posts

Facilitator              18      31*

K-6 Teacher #1      16      54

K-6 Teacher #2       4      11      

K-6 Teacher #3       3       6

K-6 Teacher #4      10       7

K-6 Teacher #5      44      34

K-6 Teacher #6      15      20

K-6 Teacher #7       8      10

K-6 Teacher #8       9      13

K-6 Teacher #9      39     28

K-6 Teacher #10     5      11

Preservice #1          3        2

IHE Faculty #1      13       8

IHE Faculty #2       7       16

IHE Faculty #3       7       26

IHE Faculty #4      12      22

IHE Faculty #5       1        2

IHE Faculty #6       9      14

IHE Faculty #7      18     31*

*The CHRSST project facilitator also served as a Social Studies Methods faculty person.

In addition, a survey instrument was development and distributed at the end of the CHRSST pilot project period.  A total of six IHE faculty and eight K-6 teachers have responded to date.  Their responses were as follows to the survey questions:

1. My experience in the CHRSST project

a) met my expectations in that: 

 “It opened up a useful dialog between elementary teachers and college faculty.  These are people who rarely, if ever, talk to each other.” (IHE faculty)

“We were able to learn about the content and challenges of some elementary classrooms. The teachers were able to interact with each other and draw from common experiences.” (IHE faculty)

“We had good discussions about topics related to our grade levels.” (K-6 Teacher)

“I was able to exchange curriculum ideas and themes with other teachers.” (K-6 Teacher)

“I learned much more about practical needs – related to content – of elementary school teachers.  I realized that teachers need much more help in curriculum and resource development than I had thought, and that this development begins with command of content.”  (IHE faculty)

“Although I read all strands and comments, I did not comment each and every week.  In short, I would have loved to participate to a greater extent – I had trouble getting connected in the beginning!”  (K-6 Teacher)

“It made me rethink what and how I present in the classroom.”  (K-6 Teacher)

b) did not meet my expectations because:  

“We addressed very few content questions which I believed was the central purpose of the project.  Nevertheless, it was very good to talk educational philosophy and discuss issues of mutual concern.  In that realm I found it quite interesting, enlightening and rewarding.” (IHE faculty)

“We didn't have very many questions that would allow us to clarify content and help the teachers to better understand science.” (IHE faculty)

“It could have been done with more teacher training.” (K-6 Teacher)

“ I was looking to make a significant POSITIVE dent in this years’ state testing district scores.  I only got one request for a set of the open-response questions.” (IHE faculty)

“The elementary school teachers were not interested in discussing content.” (IHE faculty)

“I was hoping to get more direct feedback from more of the Riv professors – some were very good about replying, responding, others I felt could have given more guidance.” (K-6 Teacher)

“Teachers did not seem to be asking questions of the college faculty; I wish they had been better coached to use the faculty as a resource.” (IHE faculty)

“I thought it was going to be more sharing how technology was used in the classroom and this was to be shared with college students.”  (K-6 teacher)

“I had hoped it would have given me many more specific ways to address some of these content standards that are not developmentally appropriate for our age students!”  (K-6 teacher)

2. I did not participate in the CHRSST project because: 

“ I did.” (IHE faculty)

3. I did not participate as much as I had intended to because:

“I found it very difficult to keep up with the ongoing dialogue with so many threads.  Reading and responding to everything, which would have been worthwhile, was just not possible for me.  Every time I logged on I was able to manage getting up to speed in only one or two threads so I could get to the place where I could make a potentially useful

contribution.” (IHE faculty)

“Sorry, but I just did not have the time I had hoped to put into this project.  Good idea, though!  May I participate next year?”  (K-6 teacher)

“It seemed more informational from the elementary teachers. It is hard to respond to a list informing us of the topics discussed. There were several very good exchanges, but the 

format may have hurt us some.” (IHE faculty)

“The elementary teachers did not seem to want to discuss content very much.” (IHE faculty)

“By the time I read some posts that interested me, the conversation had moved on to other topics so I didn’t respond.  I did read all of the posts.”  (K-6 teacher)

“Occasionally, it seemed as if teachers were voicing concerns without seeking solutions.”  (IHE faculty)

4. I would have participated more if: 

“I had more time and if there was more of a focus on content in areas where I could have added something useful.” (IHE faculty)

“There would have been more direct questions asked.  If there would have been some kind of on-going project to accomplish.” (IHE faculty)

“Messages were easier to read, history wise.” (K-6 Teacher)

“the participating teachers were interested in asking questions related to social studies.” (IHE faculty)

“The NICI software was less cumbersome.”  (IHE faculty)

“if there was a specific time for responses…when is it too late to respond?  I always found Friday was a difficult time to respond to the comments.  Could there be a longer period to respond, 1 week seemed short.  Perhaps 1 ½ weeks on one particular topic?”  (K-6 Teacher)

“I could have gained more knowledge with classroom application or shared classroom experiences with Rivier people.”

5. I found that the asynchronous communication in NICI Campus

a) worked best when:  

“people stuck to one line of thinking within a thread and didn’t wander all over the place.” (IHE faculty)

“Specific questions were asked.” (IHE faculty) 

“People responded to each other around their own subject.” (K-6 Teacher)

“everyone shared ideas, chose to make it work.” (K-6 Teacher)

“People are comfortable sharing experiences and seeking encouragement and support for their questions and concerns.  If might help if the professors would visit the classrooms to see what elementary teaching is really like.”  (K-6 Teacher)

“practical classroom suggestions were given and/or brainstormed.” (K-6 Teacher)

b) did not work well when:  

“there were so many long threads and new threads that it became almost impossible to know where to begin and where to devote ones time.  Very frustrating at times.  I was also quite frustrated that many of my comments did not end up in the thread because of apparent technical difficulties.  I spent a good deal of time apparently typing comments to myself.” (IHE faculty) 

“Original thought was required to begin a discussion.” (IHE faculty)

“The same things were repeated week after week.” (K-6 Teacher) 

“you needed to transfer lots of data – as when I tried to send all of the open-response pages I had scanned.” (IHE faculty)

“Rivier people were not connected/ could not relate to the experiences expressed by the teacher participants!”  (K-6 Teacher)

“vocabulary was way beyond the early elementary level.”  (K-6 Teacher)

(#6, #7, and #8 are for K-12 teachers only)

6. Due to the CHRSST project, the way I approach my teaching of science has changed in that:

“I have related the larger themes of science to my teaching.” (K-6 Teacher)

“it verified my belief that science is best taught hands on, variety of activities.” (K-6 Teacher)

“I have given it more thought.”  (K-6 Teacher)

7. Due to the CHRSST project, the way I approach my teaching of social studies has changed in that:

“It is easier to deal with broader themes on a more concrete level – that of my students.” (K-6 Teacher)

“I realized how much of it can/should be integrated.” (K-6 Teacher)

“I realize that so many teachers struggle with the state frameworks like I do.”  (K-6 Teacher)

“We didn’t talk about social studies at all.”  (K-6 Teacher)*

*Note: this teacher was active in the Science Group Space and never once posted in the Social Studies Group Space.  I can only assume she did not realize or had forgotten the project was for both science and social studies.

8. How would you describe your experiences in interacting with the Rivier faculty?  What could have made those interactions even more useful?

“They were great, offering ideas and help, as well as interesting discussion.” (K-6 Teachers)

“Most of them were very good but one or two seemed sort of ‘preachy’ and disconnected.”  (K-6 Teacher)

“Some of the professors seemed a tad ‘out there’ and not linked to the classroom experience!”  (K-6 Teacher)

“Could teachers prepare a brief explanation of what their classroom is like, or a video clip?  Or a copy of the curricula for science and social studies.  This might provide a frame of reference and assure more pertinent responses.”  (IHE faculty)

“I don’t feel there was much input from the Rivier faculty.  It seemed like there were only 2 responding.*  I would have rather worked with faculty who are directly training future teachers.  They didn’t seem to have a clue as to what goes on in the classroom.  Get them into the schools to observe the whole picture.”  (K-6 Teacher)

*Again, this is the teacher that only participated in the Science Group Space.

(#9, #10, and #11 are for Rivier faculty only)

9. Due to the CHRSST project, the way I conceptualize and approach elementary science OR social studies teaching has changed in that: 

 “I have much greater respect for what these teachers know, what they do in their classrooms, and to learn how incredibly creative they are.  I was struck by the number and complexity of science-related issues they deal with and how they do it so effectively.  I was truly amazed.” (IHE faculty)

“I don't think my view of teaching elementary science has changed, but I have been impressed by the work that several of  the teachers are doing with their limited resources.” (IHE faculty)

“This project has just confirmed what I have known for a long time – teaching science or social studies is not a priority, although the GREAT teacher will try to integrate these with the teaching of Language Arts and Math.” (IHE faculty)

“Students seem to learn little amounts in long-range projects.  I am not sure if what is described as elementary social studies deserves the name.  What, other than broad values, do these third and fourth graders really know?  Has process entirely superseded content?”  (IHE faculty)

10. Due to the CHRSST project, the way I understand the roles and challenges of elementary teachers has changed in that:  

“They have far too much to do and precious little time and resources to do it.” (IHE faculty)  

“challenges of elementary teachers has changed in that: I better appreciate the time constraints that these teachers work under. It is clear that several of the teachers could 

really enhance their science teaching if they could find more time. It is also clear that they have so many things to do that it is impossible.” (IHE faculty)

“I now have a better idea of how hard teachers try to implement and modify their lessons to fit the time constraints they have to teach science.” (IHE faculty)

“I have a better sense of the students’ developmental needs, as well as the need of teachers to accomplish much in a short day.  I think there is much room for content-oriented reform here.”  (IHE faculty)

11. How would you describe your experiences in interacting with the K-12 teachers?  What could have made those interactions even more useful?  

“Really stimulating and a lot of fun.  I think that these exchanges brought down some of the barriers that have long existed between higher education faculty and elementary teachers and perhaps gave all of us a new respect for each other.  I think it also demonstrated that we are all committed to the same end, education students, and that we face many of the same opportunities and challenges.  I believe it also demonstrated that we have something useful and important to offer each other.” (IHE faculty)

“Although this project holds second place to my invention of the TEACHING TANK (a science teaching tool), the communication piece between myself and the teachers lacked the enthusiasm which is very contagious.”

12. My experience with the CHRSST project increased my technological knowledge in the following ways:  

“not much except for introducing me to the concepts and frustrations of asynchronous

communication via the web.  Not the best way to exchange ideas.” (IHE faculty)

“navigating an intranet site.” (K-6 Teacher)

“I did enjoy using NICI more and more as the project went on.  It became easier to use.  Wish I had more time to devote to distance learning.”  (IHE faculty)

“I became more aware of various website in social studies and science.” (K-6 Teacher)

“Had never tried NICI, wouldn’t recommend it.”  (IHE faculty)

“Learning how to learn online is difficult and frustrating.  However, it is the wave of the future so I’d like to try to take a distance learning course now!”  (K-6 Teacher)

“I don’t feel we touched on ‘technology,’ we discussed subject matter.”  (K-6 Teacher)

13.  Additional comments I would like to make about the CHRSST project include:  

“overall this was a good beginning.  Next time I hope that we can focus both on content and pedagogical issues, perhaps by formally recognizing the value of both and insuring that both are addressed at the appropriate time and place and with equal importance.”

“Everyone should have posted their district topics and curriculums prior to the start of the discussions so that everyone would know what everyone else was doing.” (K-6 Teacher)

“(for next years’ project) how can we send the EXCITEMENT through the wires to the teachers.  Can video transfer be added.  Some of us have computer cameras, etc.  Lets pump this project up a notch technologically.” (IHE faculty)

“Christy – under the circumstances you did a great job.  Thanks, (name).” (IHE faculty)

“In general I thought the project was good, but it seemed to me that we were maybe preaching to the choir in some ways.  Several of these teachers seemed to be doing great and we ended up giving more encouragement than help with the content.  I’m sure they benefited from the exchange, but it isn’t clear that they will have any more tools to take to the classroom.”  (IHE faculty)

I would strongly suggest any professor that is training future teachers to spend time in elementary classrooms to get a better idea of what can realistically be accomplished.”  (K-6 Teacher)

Due to the evaluation surveys going out to teachers at the end of the project (right after the last week of a school year extended by snow days) four K-6 teachers have not responded to the evaluation.  Since they signed a Memorandum of Agreement and received a stipend to do so, I will follow up with those teachers as soon as school is back in session.  It is quite likely that they have not yet received the evaluation survey instruction if they did not check into their school’s email systems.  In addition, one IHE faculty member also did not respond to the survey.  He, too, shall be approached and asked to complete the evaluation shortly.  More complete evaluation data, with any additional analysis of that data, will be submitted to the PT3 office at the NH Department of Education as soon as it is available.

Summary and Analysis of CHRSST Project Data

Recall that the K-6 teachers were asked to visit, post, and respond to posts in two, different Group Spaces, one each on K-6 Standards-Based Science and K-6 Standards-Based Social Studies.  IHE faculty were asked to visit, post, and respond only to the Group Space that cooresponded with their academic speciality.  There was more activity in the science group space than the social studies one.  One possible explanation is that there was an additional science professor (three plus a science methods Education professor) compared to only two social studies professors (also with the addition of a social studies methods professor from the Education department.)  However, one of the science professors had quite minimal involvement in the project, logging 

in only once and posting only two messages.  This leads to the speculation that K-6 teachers might have felt more comfortable and/or more motivated to participate in the science rather than the social studies group space.  

For the 10 K-6 teachers and seven IHE faculty members, the eight week discussion group resulted in 179 posts in the K-6 Standards-Based Science Group Space and 112 posts to the K-6 Social Studies Group Space.  Of the seven IHE faculty members, six participated satisfactorily and one participated minimally and not satisfactorily.  Of the 10 K-6 teachers, nine posted to the Science Group Space and seven posted to the Social Studies Group Space.  Frankly, the initial concern was whether any of the K-6 teachers would post at all!  A surprise was that a handful of the K-6 teachers did not have an acceptable participation rate while only one of the IHE faculty shared an unacceptable participation rate.  The initial expectation was that it would be the other way around: that the more technologically-savvy K-6 teachers would embrace the forum and the IHE faculty would be more reluctant, both less secure and less concerned, to participate. Indeed, against initial expectations, some IHE faculty were openly concerned that not all K-6 teachers were actively participating, and that some were not participating at all, and asked whether they as individuals could adapt their communication style or content to encourage more K-6 teachers to participate. 

In informal face-to-face and phone communication about the CHRSST project outcomes with three, national experts on virtual technology projects (Frank Watson, NICI Technology Consultant, Phil Ramond, NICI Technology Consultant and new Vermont Department of Education Technology Consultant, and Ray Rose of Concord Consortium, perhaps the largest national provider of online K-12 courses and programs such as the Virtual High School) I have received consistent feedback that with such an innovative and unusual project such as the CHRSST project that the participation rate is “good,” “very good,” and “about what one would expect.”  

Preliminary and informal feedback from participants is mixed, although leaning slightly towards more positive reviews: at least one-third of the teachers have sent unsolicited email messages to the project facilitator enthusing about how much they have enjoyed and benefited from the project: “this has really made me think about what I teach and how I teach it!”  Another one-third of the K-6 teachers participated to a satisfactory degree, and the results of their formal evaluations of the project are anxiously awaited.    Unfortunately, and a matter of quite some concern, is that three of the ten K-6 teachers posted only sporadically in the beginning than quit.  Indirect gossip from local administrators states that at least one K-6 teacher felt that the Rivier faculty were “talking down to her” and “telling her what to do” instead of engaging in a mutual conversation.

This issue of the perception and the reality (and it is both) of “status” differences between K-12 and “higher” education faculty is a real one.  The issue was directly confronted at the initial face-to-face meeting in March, and the facilitator made it clear that real education improvement required that a K-16 system, working both as a team and in tandem, move beyond the “blame game”, take responsibility for what any individual or institution can, and move toward to identify and work on common goals.  

At least one faculty member openly and repeatedly bristled at the "very idea" of a K-16 system as he resents being called an "educator" and believes the ideology of a K-16 educational system reduces the higher calling of the pure academic to that of a lowly K-12 teacher.  Combine conscious and unconscious negative attitudes with the lack of affect that the virtual world allows and this real and imagined (and it is both) status-differential issue compounds with the other institutional-sociological and structural-political differences between the K-12 and postsecondary worlds to make K-16 collaborations challenging.  

This project highlighted, for me, the promise that K-16 collaborations can and do have.  Indeed, even the faculty member who was truly horrified and “put off” at the very idea of a K-16 collaborator and that he was, indeed, an “educator” also, expressed in his review of the project that he has a “newfound appreciation” for the skill and intelligence and extremely challenging job of a K-6 teacher.  The incalculatable worth of this awareness, precious and seldom seen among discipline-specific IHE professors, might make the CHRSST project worth the effort in itself.  It is interesting that three IHE discipline-specific faculty made similar comments about their “admiration” of the teachers born from their interactions and new-found insight about the many issues a contemporary K-6 teacher faces.  However, the education-methods teacher, who while thoroughly enjoying the interactions and learning as much as he taught, did bemoan that “the experience confirmed what he had long feared: that very little teaching of science and social studies occurs in the elementary grades!”  Of course, NHEIAP test scores show us that.   In addition, several of the professors who have completed their evaluations of the project mentioned that they had acquired new knowledge and a real taste of what web-based learning was like, through their use of the NICI Campus Group Space.  Lastly, several K-6 teachers expressed a similar appreciation for the exposure to “high-tech” online education tools and also an appreciation that Rivier faculty were “there for them” to answer content questions.  Still, even with the moderate success of this pilot, I look forward to shifting grade levels and repeating while expanding the CHRSST project with a middle school audience who will naturally be more interested in specific science and social studies content.
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