Studying the Learner Assignment

541 Winter 2004
Course objectives 1 and 2.
The first field experience is an opportunity to begin exploring the questions we have about students and learning. The product will be a two-part paper.  Think of this paper as a conversation between us, a chance to learn from reflection on experience.  We will assess your learning using the checklist at the end and provide written feedback.

Part I:  For the first and second days of your field experience

Select one student to observe that seems to be very different from you.  On day one, observe this student in a variety of contexts (in different classroom contexts, on recess, at lunch) with the goal of finding things that the student cannot do.  Begin your observations with the premise, “This child cannot…”  You will want to keep a list of what the child cannot do and how you know (evidence).
On day two of your field experience, observe the same child in a variety of contexts.  This time, make your observations with the goal of finding things the child can do.  Take the perspective, “This child can…” You will want to keep a list of what the child can do and how you know (evidence).

Before you begin this experience, write down what you expect it to be like.  Be sure to include a discussion of what you think you might learn about the child and yourself by doing this.  
After you have completed the observations, reflect on your experience of viewing the child through these two different perspectives, and record your thoughts.  Questions you might use to guide your reflection include (but do not need to be limited to):  
· Was it easier to view the child from one perspective versus the other?  
· How did you feel about the child when adopting each point of view?  
· What did you learn about studying learners from this experience?  
· What did you discover about yourself (as a teacher) from this experience?

The write-up for Part I should focus on what you learned from this experience and the implications of that learning for your own teaching, given your expectations and your reflection (no more than 2 pages).  Include your lists of what your focal student can and cannot do in the Appendix (see E below).
Part II:  For the third and fourth day of your field experience

On the third and fourth days, you will 

· Develop a question about learners and learning that you want to answer and that is related to the readings and discussions in some way. Select a student to study in regard to this question. Choosing a student who is very different from you is often helpful; so is choosing one who is eager to talk with you.
· Choose methods to use in collecting data to answer your question (these do not need to be limited to what we brainstormed and discussed in class).  Collect your data.

· Interpret the data you collected.  So, what do your data tell you about your learner?   Explicitly connect the data you collected back to the question that you asked (ie. make sure that the data you collected actually help you answer the question you intended to answer) and to the readings.
· Reflect on the experience.  

Your write up for Part II (no more than four pages) should include:

A. Questions about the Learner - Identify your question about learners and learning.  Indicate why you are interested in this question.  Link your question to readings and discussions we’ve had in class thus far.  Describe the student and your reasons for selecting this particular child. 

B.  Methods - Identify the data collection methods you decide to use and describe why you selected those methods.  Developing and adding to our methodological tool kit will be a continuing process throughout the class.  Be prepared to share specific techniques and strategies or new twists on approaches we’ve already discussed in class.  This is a way for all of us to add to our collective wisdom.  
C. Data Analysis – Interpret the data you collected. Be sure to link your data to both your question and your interpretation.  Suppose your question was "How is my focal child using her schema of "cycle" to understand the unit on the water cycle)?" If you make a claim that the child is having trouble connecting her concept of cycle (something that goes around in circles) to the scientific concept of a cycle, you must be prepared to give examples from your data to support this claim.  Generally think about the process this way:  
· Claims need evidence.  

· The evidence we have at our disposal is in the form of data we collect.  

· We need to explicitly link our claims with the evidence we have.

· If we do not have evidence to support a particular claim, we should use "academic hedges" to show we have a “hunch” about something but do not necessarily have data to support this hunch (e.g., "it may be that…" "it seems as if…" "it's possible that…").  

This sounds straightforward now when you’re reading this, but it can be quite difficult to do successfully.  Try and think about this as a beginning.  It’s difficult, but it is also a lot of fun! 

D. Reflection - Reflect on your experience as an action researcher.  Since this section focuses on what you learned from this experience, this is a very important part of your paper.  Be sure to include: 
· reflections on the quality of your research question (i.e. How might you change or refocus your question knowing what you know now?)
· the effectiveness of your data collection techniques (i.e. Did you choose helpful techniques that generated usable data?  Did you feel that you implemented the techniques effectively?  What changes would you make if given the opportunity to do this assignment again?)
· Any other things you learned about doing action research from this experience.   
We want to emphasize that this is a learning experience; attending to specific challenges you faced, times that you felt successful, and ideas about what you would do differently are important elements of this assignment.  Remember that our goal is to learn how to become students of our own students.

E. Appendix – Lists of what your focal child in Part I can and cannot do; plus any items you collected as part of your data collection, i.e. artwork, classroom map, writing from the student, transcript of interview or classroom discussion etc.  Be sure to get the teacher’s and student’s permission before keeping (or photocopying) any student work.

Explain your assignment to your cooperating teacher.  If you or your cooperating teacher has any questions, feel free to contact your instructor:
Susan Nolen 

sunolen@u.washington.edu
(206) 616-6378
Mandy Hubbard
man2thed@u.washington.edu    (206)616-6313
PLEASE STAPLE THIS CHECKLIST TO THE FRONT OF YOUR PAPER

IMPORTANT: TO HELP US EVALUATE THESE PROJECTS FAIRLY, 
PLEASE DO NOT PUT YOUR NAME ON THE PAPER

Student Number:________________________

When all criteria are met, your Student Learning Project will receive a 4.0.
   Scoring Criteria                                  

       Met       Not Yet Met
Comments________      

Uses pseudonyms for all people and schools
_____
_____


Part I:  Reflection on experience is described clearly 


and expressed in terms of own learning

_____
_____



Lists of can and cannot included in appendix 
_____
_____

Part II:

A. Questions about the Learner – 

Questions are clear

_____
_____

Description of focal student is included

_____
_____

B. Methods – 

Description of data collection techniques and 

reasons for selecting those techniques are 

provided, shows understanding

_____
_____ 

Data collected addresses the question

_____
_____

C.  Data analysis –

Data clearly used to support interpretation
_____
_____
Hunches are qualified by "academic hedges"
_____
_____
Use of concepts from readings to analyze and 

support interpretation shows understanding
_____
_____
C. Reflection –
Describes specific challenges, things that worked 

well, and suggestions for next time



for research question
_____
_____


for data collection
_____
_____

E.  Appendix –

Lists of can/cannots included; any 

artifacts that were collected

_____
_____

