Chmiel ||  Education 805 || 3 December 2009


Prior to the George Mason University (GMU) PhD in education program, I had completed three years of coursework toward a PhD at the University of Wisconsin—Madison, which was organized very differently. AT UW-Madison, doctoral students were segregated into academic silos. My only opportunity to interact with students from other divisions within the school of education was through a special, highly selective, Spencer doctoral research fellowship program. The program attempted to introduce students to faculty from around the school of education, but the culture of the school made talking across disciplines not only rare, but also very difficult. For this reason, I liked the message GMU was sending education PhD students by requiring all students to understand the diversity of approaches scholars take in addressing questions that stem from this broad area we call, “education.” This semester, I was interested in having my assumptions challenged and hoped to rigorously question myself about what my role in the education research community should be. With this in mind, I reviewed my notes from the semester and examined what interests and beliefs have stayed with me through the semester, what areas remain vexing, and where have I seen the greatest changes within myself as an emerging scholar. 

Socio-cultural Views Unchanged

The diversity of research questions presented this semester further clarified that my interests are in the processes of learning in context. Specifically, I am interested in how learners make sense of things, how learning environments are designed, and I am particularly interested in looking at these questions from a socio-cultural perspective (as opposed to questions of pure policy, leadership, or teacher education). Of the researchers we met this semester, I found the entire team of literacy faculty’s work engaging. My primary area of interest is in science learning and I know little about literacy, but I could relate to the types of questions the researchers asked and the paths of inquiry they pursued, as all three researchers examined meaning-making among learners. Zenkov invited students to illustrate the meaning of their own lives via a medium that was compelling to them (Zenkov & Harmon, 2009). I adored the investigation conducted by Sturtevant (Sturtevant & Kim, in press) that acknowledges the home life of English-as-second-language students as vital environments that shape students school literacy. Likewise, I find Malloy’s work on how students make sense of readings on the Internet fascinating and long overdue. As a member of the education community, I am starving for a greater understanding of how kids “read” the Internet. If I were to do empirical work (more on that later) all three of these presenters demonstrate the type of work I would hope to do.

A Persistent Ambiguity

Something I came into the program struggling with that continues to vex me is the role experimental studies should play when examining learning. Bluntly put, these studies seem like they ought to be useful, but I’m having a hard time connecting them to the types of questions I have about learning. For instance, Kitsantas work on metacongition and self-regulation is fascinating and it clearly demonstrates progress with certain types of learning tasks (Kitsantas & Zimmerman, 2006). But such findings can be limited in certain applications. For instance, does a greater understanding of the nature of science help students understand evolution, or are cultural factors also at play, and what does that mean for teaching science? However, I was interested in seeing the work of one of her students, whom we met at the poster session, studying the intersection of self-regulation and racial stereotypes.  Putting that cultural “touch” on Kitsantas’s research made me understand the reach of that work in an entirely new way.

A Surprising New Interest in Methodology

Finally, I’ve discovered an emerging interest in making contributions to literature on research methodology. I had some ambient awareness that there were scholars out there who specialized in research methods, but I figured they had hatched that way from some kind of pod. I had no conception of how (or why) people got interested in doing that type of work. This year, I was fortunate to receive an assistantship with Professor Maxwell and I’ve been excited to see how much his work invokes the philosophy and history of science, which are both passions of mine (Maxwell, 2004). Connecting those interests with methodological issues has opened new avenues of inquiry for me. I remember our first speaker, Anderson, commenting that many findings in his field that cannot be revealed in quantitative studies are often left out of policy decisions. I find this fascinating and problematic. Likewise, as I struggle to reconcile my views towards experimental designs in learning with my socio-cultural views on learning, I have come to appreciate the types of questions that can be explored through relatively new approaches such as mixed methods research or design based research. With the nascence of socio-cultural learning theories and the emergence of technology-enabled learning, older methodologies will require re-visitation and revision.  I’m pretty sure my primary area of concentration will be in research methods, but I’ve started to seriously consider whether I might want to pursue a more theoretical dissertation and career that deals primarily with methodological issues, thus using my understanding of the nature of inquiry and evidence to help unite some of the academic silos and facilitate discussions among the educational research community. 
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