MEETING OF THE MINDS, DECEMBER 2006

RESEARCH INTERACTS WITH PRACTITIONERS

Sophia Manukova

Chinatown

The train taking us back to San Francisco was rhythmically lulling us into a reflective mood. Unable to focus on something else I was slowly unwinding my thoughts about the  two days spent in Sacramento.
Was “The Meeting of the Minds” really a meeting of the minds? Did the symposium live up to its name? And was it really a symposium? From the back of my memory I retrieved the etymology of the word - originally the word meant drinking together.
In ancient Greece symposia were usually held after satisfying dinners, where the participants were lying down on couches and throw-pillows, drinking wine and philosophizing on suggested topics. Since those ancient times the word has lost its gastronomic part of the meaning, leaving only the intellectual one to its participants. From this point of view the symposium served its purpose as it gave an intellectual boost to my further research in the ESL classroom, and also made me pause and ponder if I keep abreast of the latest findings in pedagogical and sociolinguistic research.

The subject of symposium The Meeting of the Minds II was on Systemic Change and student Success in Adult Education. It was the meeting of researchers and practitioners linking their work together. The three workshops from the concurrent sessions, that I attended, proved to be very interesting for me as an ESL Instructor.

Identification of Learning Disabilities in Adult English Learners, presented by R. Schwartz, 

Teaching Speaking Skills to Adult English Language Learners, presented by   K.Bailey

How Teachers Change, presented by C. Smith and B.Bingman. 

Each workshop included three parts – presentation of the research, reflections from knowledgeable discussants, and structured discussion on practical implications of the research. 

Since the symposium was nationwide, there were representatives from almost all the states and it was interesting to know their professional standpoints on some issues in teaching methods and techniques. Listening to their insights and participating in  stimulating, thought provoking discussions helped me  once again realize the importance of the professional development, which is important, as one of the presenters put it, “not because we are not developed, but because we are professionals.”

At the Meeting of the Minds II Conference in Sacramento, I attended the "Teacher Readiness for Providing Distance Learning" workshop. I learned that this is a growing problem at many adult learning centers, where distance learning is becoming more popular. DL is a cost-effective way of reaching a large number of adult learners, but there isn't a program yet for training teachers in  use of the techniques needed.

I also attended the "Identification of Learning Disabilities in Adult English Learners" workshop. We have a lot of trouble with persistence in this student population, and good ideas were presented for identifying and serving these students.   

Linda Reichman, ESL Instructor, Chinatown Campus

Here are the session I attended and some “action” thoughts” for them.
Submitted by Sharon Seymour

Learner Persistence: Generating Evidence-based Practice with California’s Experiences- John Comings

Make sure our student orientation booklets and our teachers make it clear to students that it’s OK to return to class after you have stopped out for awhile.  Rationale:  Comings says we need to accept the fact that adult students have to stop out sometimes but will return when they can.  We should make sure they understand that attending as regularly as possible is good, but they are welcome back if they can’t come for awhile.

Continue to pursue the possibility of having an open lab course for NC (we started on a course outline for this – but I don’t know where we are on it at this point.)  Rationale: One research study, although it was with native speakers, found that participation (hours of study) increased when students could use a computer lab to study, even if they couldn’t come to class. The added benefit is that students get practice using computers. 

Encourage teachers to do goal setting in classrooms (and perhaps include goal setting activities/questionnaires in the student orientation books.)  I think both short term and long term goal setting is appropriate. Rationale: One of the student characteristics which supports persistence is having a specific life goal.  

Encourage teachers to help students see that they are progressing towards their goals.  Rationale:  One of the persistence supports we can provide is to help students see that they are progressing towards reaching their goals.

Encourage teachers to help students identify social services that might help them overcoming barriers to attending and to refer students to counselors for help. Rationale:  Students need to be able to manage the forces which hinder persistence.  We can’t do much directly, but we can help by referring students to helpful places.

How Teachers Change and Evidence-based Practice – Christine Smith and Beth Bingham

Foster a culture that recognizes that professionals continue to need professional development throughout their careers. Provide professional development activities that have the following features:

Spend sufficient time on task

Give teachers time to think about a problem or need, define solutions for the problem or need and plan to implement the solutions

Aim to provide a positive experience for teachers

Are of good quality 

Provide paid prep time

Rationale: All of these factors were significantly related to change in teacher behavior. 

a. Continue to fund reflective teaching project. Reflective teaching is a semester long, or year long commitment, , teachers identify problems they want to work on and together come up with possible solutions and can try them out and report back (now I know why this model is good!), the quality is good and participants have all spoken very positively about their experience.  Paid prep time is important too. We should continue to pay the facilitators and altho we never paid for prep time for the participants, we paid for their participation and should try to do so.

b. Provide traditional professional development activities that upgrade teacher’s knowledge and skills and have the following characteristics. I think we need to provide more activities at each campus that are on-going.
 Rationale: These factors significantly affect change.

Are of longer duration.

Make a strong connection between what is learned in professional development and the teacher’s own work. 

Focus on subject-matter knowledge.

Include a strong emphasis on analysis and reflection, rather than just demonstrating techniques.

Include a variety of activities such as theory, demonstration, practice, feedback, and classroom application.

Encourage teachers at the same workplace to work together. 

Focus on the quality and features of the activity rather than the format or type.

c. Provide job-embedded activities that help teachers investigate student learning and have the following characteristics.  I think the peer-mentoring project we had a few years ago is a good example of this and should be tried again. Rationale: These factors significantly affect change.

focus on helping teachers study their students’ thinking, not just trying new techniques

Include on-going collaborative learning activities among teachers.

Help teachers use student performance data.

Help teachers to organize and maintain their professional development activities.    

d. Provide standards-based professional development:  activities that focus on ensuring that all teachers are going in the same direction, using similar curricula and assessments.  I think the activities we are doing relating to the Level 4 promotion tests fall into this category and need to be continued, and that we need to think about what else can do to focus on how we can continue to do a better job of helping students achieve the objectives in the course outlines.  Perhaps we need to start talking about priority objectives like some other colleges are doing (Mira Costa and Santa Barbara.) 

C. Panel Discussion on Research Implications for Policy at the National and State Level

The main thing I remember about this is that we should contact our congressmen and urge then to refund NCSALL.

D. Transitioning Adults to College-Cynthia Zafft (I attended the first half only)

 (There didn’t seem to be hard evidence that the following work- but they are activities that others have reported are working.)

Evaluate effectiveness of the NC course being piloted at JA that is preparing students for academic study and expand offerings if warranted. Rationale: One of the barriers to transitioning to college is inadequate academic preparation. 

Expand offerings of intensive courses and make sure they are indeed intensive(they are intended to be academic prep, aren’t  they?)  Rationale: One of the barriers to transitioning to college is inadequate academic preparation

Increase opportunities for students to learn using computers (computer lab courses, classes using labs, etc.) Rationale: One of the barriers of transitioning to college is limited experience with computers.

Continue to work with counseling improve quality of advising that NC students get about credit.  Fund ESL advisors again and use them where possible for this. Rationale: It ’s important to raise student awareness about credit possibilities, provide information and connect students to services.

Encourage students to take other NC courses, including ABE/GED,  while taking NC ESL. Rationale: Concurrent activities and enrollment are helpful.  We’ve found this to increase transition to credit in  the CAAL study. 

Continue to work on developing career pathways with other departments so students can see what they need to do to get to higher paying jobs. See Oregon State Pathways document on the MOM2 website.

E. California Field-based Research Initiative- Alisza Belzer and others (I attend the second half only) 

1. Consider doing an orientation course. Rationale: A counselor reported on increased persistence rates after having ABE/GED students complete 6 hours of orientation.  I’ve gone to workshops about other orientation classes that some are trying with NC ESL students.  I thought about this before, but just couldn’t figure out how we’d work it in.  Perhaps if we tried managed enrollment, we could figure out a way.

The other reports from teachers who had tried a project to increase persistence all seemed to me to be examples of successful job-embedded professional development activities (as defined by Smith and Bingman (see above.)  For example, one reported on a study circle at Venice where teachers met once a week for 1 hour for three weeks, talked about a technique to improve persistence, tried it and then reported on it at the next meeting. 

F. Managed Enrollment- Sylvia Ramirez- Mira Costa

I think we should seriously consider trying this again.  The stats from Mira Costa are impressive.  But here are the things we need to do differently to try and make it work:

a. Structure it so that students get at least 100 hours of instruction in 9 weeks.  (Comings research finds that students need at least 100 hours to show improvement.) The best way I can think to do this is to use a 90 hour course outline and a 45 hour course outline and have students come for 15 hours a week for 9 weeks.  It would work out better for teachers too –  part-timers could have the same students for 15 hours and FTers could do 15 hours for 60% of their load- it might decrease the need to split classes.  So classes could run 8-11, 11-2, 2-5, M-F and then 5:00-8:45 4 nights a week. Or don’t do it at night – just during the day.  Or maybe with the compressed calendar there is another, better way to do it. Mira Costa offers 9 week,  12 hour/week classes. I don’t know how we could do this without new course outlines- hence the above suggestion. 

b. Make most or all of the classes at a campus managed enrollment.  Mira Costa pretty much does this- although they do have a noon class that is open entry for one hour a day and a lab that students can come to if they miss getting into a managed enrollment class or have to drop out.

c. Have teachers choose priority objectives from the course outlines and focus on getting students to achieve these in the 9 weeks.  Mira Costa does this (I’m still somewhat skeptical about whether students are getting instruction in everything they need- but the stats for Mira Costa are impressive:

NC ESL Data



Before ME

With ME

FTES




423


517

Sts attending less than 15 hours
23%


Less than 1%

Student Persistence


Less than 50%

80%

Sts promoted to next level

8%


50T% every 9 weeks

d. Require students to attend regularly ( but give the teachers the option to use their judgment on when to tell a student they have to drop.) Mira Costa tells students they may be dropped if they have 3-5 absences. From the one example they gave us, it looks like most of the students attended 85% of the time or more, with some attending less.)

e. Accept students up through the 3rd week. 

f. Automatically enroll students in the following term if they take the post test (a test date and a make-up test date are scheduled.) This means they don’t have to take their chances in getting a space for the next term.  Students who miss  the testing date have to come on the first day of the new term to re-enroll. 

