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Part 1
            For my course design project, I decided to address an issue that I have long been attempting to resolve in my class.  I teach high school special education in a cross categorical, self-contained classes.  As might be expected, several students in my classes struggle with some academic tasks that most students complete without an issue.  Because of this, we spend a great deal of time in class completing work that is modified to meet the needs of my students.  Unfortunately, this tends to mean that we spend more time working in lower levels of Bloom’s taxonomy (remembering, understanding, and applying) than the higher thinking domains (analyzing, evaluating, and understanding).  My goal for this project is to create a plan that allows my students to practice these lower level skills independently, which will allow me to create more thought provoking lesson that will challenge my students to use higher order thinking skills.


As states are converting to the Common Core Standards and school districts are changing to the Charlotte Danielson model of evaluating their educators, the way that teachers are teaching is changing.  There is more emphasis now than ever before on challenging students to utilize higher order thinking skills.  This presents a challenge for special education teachers such as myself.  To complete higher order thinking skills, students must have some background knowledge of the topic at hand.  While content area teachers can assign their students to read a passage of a textbook or a website at home.  These students typically will be able to read the assigned piece of text and remember what they have read.  The students that I have in class, however, would struggle with this assignment.  This can happen for a variety of reasons.  Some students simply struggle with decoding of unfamiliar words.  Others are able to decode most (if not all) of what the words that they have read, but might have a difficult time comprehending what they have read.  I am striving to find a way that my students can come to class as prepared as the general education counterparts.  This will allow me to create more higher order thinking situations in my class, which will satisfy the Common Core Standards and Danielson model that states and districts are so focused on.

The virtue of this assignment is that it will allow me to push my students further and utilize their higher order thinking skills.  This is a goal of mine for three reasons.  First, as was previously stated, the Common Core Standards and Danielson framework for evaluating educators are both pushing for students using these skills.  Because of this, I am trying to find a way to make sure that this type of learning is meaningful for my students.

The second reason that I believe this will benefit my students is because they will need to use these higher order thinking skills in general education classes.  At our high school, all students have to take a number of classes that are general education.  These are required for graduation, so it is imperative that our pass these classes.  While our students are in self-contained classes, the material can be broken down into smaller sections for them.  This is not always the in other classes.  My project would help me to better prepare my students for these classes.


Finally, this project would benefit my students by preparing them for the real world.  When they get jobs after graduation, they will undoubtedly be required to use some of these skills.  The more often they practice them in my class, the better prepared they will be for the future.
Part 2

To accomplish the goal of my project, I want to put portions of textbooks onto audio files, upload them onto a website, and create learning activities that my students will complete independently. The students will be able to access both the audio files and the activities from my school website.  By listening to the audio and completing the activities the students will have a written record of their comprehension and be ready to participate in higher order thinking activities in class

Media vs. Method Debate

When I began this project, I attempted to look for the perfect technology.  I wanted to find a technology that was new and fresh, that would be eye catching and impressive.  I was much more focused on finding a clever use of computers or the internet than creating quality instruction.  In my initial thought process on this project, I was much more focused on style than substance.
  
My mindset changed when I read Richard Clarke’s article entitled “Reconsidering Research on Learning from Media.”  Clarke wrote that, while some forms of media are more efficient than others, media does not influence learning (1983).  He believed that the design of the instruction is more important.  The more I thought about this concept, the more I agreed with it.  I came to believe that the technology is not as important as a well designed instructional strategy.  That belief not only changed the way that I looked at this project, but the way that I look at education in general.

After reading this, I realized that I was focused in the wrong direction.  Instead of focusing on the media, I needed to focus on designing the best instruction for my learners.  I moved away from focusing on finding a way to put audio files on the internet.  I rethought my idea, and began to reconsider what I was ultimately trying to accomplish with my project.  As I began to think more about it, I realized that reading comprehension wasn’t the goal at all.  The goal that I was trying to reach was to get my students to use higher order thinking skills.

Because my learners are special education students, they benefit from being given smaller steps to reach a larger goal.  I mistakenly began my design by envisioning one of these smaller steps (independent comprehension) as the overarching goal.  After reading the Clarke article, I realized that the error in my thinking and rethought my design.  This is when I decided that the primary aim of my project would be to achieve higher order thinking from my students.

Learning Theory

When I began designing my project, I didn’t have a specific learning theory in mind.  I simply dove right in and began to work.  After the goal of my project changed to having my students use higher order thinking, we were asked to consider the learning theory that we were going to use in this project.  In deciding to emphasize higher order thinking skills, I immediately concerned myself with what was going on in the brains on my students.

 I decided that cognitivism would be the learning theory that I would use to design my project.  Cognivitism is the type of learning that is concerned with thinking, or how the mind works.  One cognitive strategy that I decided to use in my project is metacognitivism.  This means thinking about how we think. I believe that this is an overlooked aspect of learning that can be very helpful to students.  In our world today, we are almost forced to be lifelong learners.  In order to learn on our own, we should figure out how we learn best.  Through the higher level thinking assignments that I will be having my students think metacognitively in order to accomplish this goal.

A type of metacognitivism (and also a micro theory of cognitivism) is transformative learning.  This learning theory states a key to good learning is change of consciousness of the learner (Newman, 2012).  Michael Newman says that this has to occur as a change in two domains: affective and cognitive.  I will include this in my project as a part of the metacognitive aspect of my design.  All students come into class with their own schema.  If something new is learned, that schema will be changed in some way.  It will either have something new added to it or change an idea that the learner previously held.  This should, in turn, change what the learner believes about that topic.  Reflecting on this change is a metacognitive strategy that will help my students utilize their higher order thinking skills.

My learners will participate in this by completing a series of similar tasks.  After covering the first section of material about healthy eating, all students will describe their beliefs about a healthy diet.  After we cover subsequent lessons, they students will have to do two things.  The first is they will have to reflect on the new information that was learned.  They will have to state if the new information changed the way that they think about healthy eating, or reinforced what they had previously thought.  They will also have to explain why their thinking. This reflective thinking is using transformative learning.

The second part of these tasks will call for the students to explain their thought process through the first part of this task.  They will have to think about the way that they were thinking.  This is the metacognitive aspect of learning that I want my students to strive to reach.

CREATES Brainsets
Dr. Shelley Carson’s CREATES brainsets provided me with new ways of thinking about how a student shows creativity.  I think that my project touches on most of the brainsets that Dr. Carson’s created.   The first is the connect brainset.  This has the learner connect new information that they have recently learned with knowledge that they already have.  My aforementioned transformative learning strategy fits into this brainset.
The second brainset is the reason brainset.  In this stage, you are utilizing the information in your working memory in order to come up with a solution.  In my project, the learners are using the information that they know (including new information) in order to solve a new problem.  The problem in my design is for the learners to reflect on their learning and describe it to the class.  This requires them to use the reason brainset.  
Envision, the next brainset, is not prevalent in my design.  In the envision stage, the learner is visualizing a concept and identifying the differences between them.  This is not something that my learners will be doing.  They will be thinking about the way that they think, which will not make them envision a specific concept.

The absorb brainset occurs when students passively take in new information.  This will be happening when my students are listening to an audio file.  They will be doing this independently, and will be taking in the information that they are hearing.  This is the stage where the learners take in information, which occurs in my design before they participate in higher order thinking.
The transform brainset is one of the keys to my design.  I want my learners to take the way that they are thinking now, analyze it, and come to a new way of thinking that is more conducive to their learning.  Because this is new to them, it will be a struggle.  Some of them will probably get very frustrated with the entire process.  Once they clear that hurdle, they will be able to make connects to help them be better learners for the rest of their lives.


The next brainset is the evaluate brainset.  In this brainset, the learner thinks about how they learned the information in class.  This brainset obviously fits very nicely into the metacognitive thinking that I am trying to get my students used to using.  


In the transform brainset, I mentioned that there will be a tipping point that my learners will need to get past in order for improved learning to occur.  Once they get past this point, they will be able to work in the stream brainset.  At the point when they realize that their thinking changes, and that they can consciously change the way that we think, they will be able to understand new information much more effectively.  Once they reach this, they will be able to complete much more creative and high level tasks.  Once they reach this point, they will be in the stream brainset.  
Assessment
I also needed to find a way to assess student learning.  In class, we covered authentic assessment.  I had initially not considered how I would assess learning.  One of our course readings described how authentic assessment works.  Gulikers, Bastiaens, and Kirscher stated that there are five dimensions to authentic assessment: assessment task, physical context, social context, assessment results and form, and criteria and standards (2004).  
The first time I read this article, I agreed with their theory, but wasn’t exactly sure how I was going to put it into practice.  I then realized that I wasn’t sure how to put it into practice because I didn’t fully believe in it.  I don’t think that assessment in my design project necessarily needs to be authentic.  I believe that authentic assessment would be very effective for projects that use constructivist learning theory.  I believe this because constructivism is concerned with authentic learning tasks.  My cognitivism inspired project is not.  Because of this,  I don’t think that authentic assessment would give me as accurate of an understanding of student learning as I would like.  
I don’t think that a traditional worksheet or quiz will give me a quality assessment.  I am going to use a rubric to assess student writing.  As I stated in the “Learning Theory” section of this paper, I will have my students describe reflective and metacognitive thinking to me.  I will assess their descriptions of their thinking.  I will do this by using a rubric that focuses on their explanation.  The rubric will of course be covered with the students before the tasks begin.
Part 3

Analogy of Design
As I have thought more about design in this course, the more I thought that it had many similarities to other aspects of life.  The one that immediately jumped to my mind is my current pursuit of making a great Neapolitan pizza.  When I began making my Neapolitan pizza, I first had to decide on a recipe to use.  I did this through careful research and planning, only after review dozens of recipes did I come upon the recipe that I would choose.  I did not use one exact recipe that I researched, but I combined elements from different recipes to come up with my final one.  When trying to design, I did something similar.  I looked at a few different ideas, and took bits and pieces from each one to decide upon something that I liked.

Once I decided on my plan, I had to gather my materials.  In my pizza making, I had to make sure that I had the proper ingredients.  I had to gather up flour, salt, yeast, sugar, honey, basil, tomatoes, and cheese.  Additionally, I needed a mixer to mix the dough and a pizza stone to cook the pizza on.  When designing my project, I had to compile the proper tools.  This included an internet site to be able to host my material on and a natural reading program to read the text. 

The next step was actually carrying out my project.  I had to follow the plan that I put forward and execute it.  This step was the same in both cases.  In the pizza scenario, I actually made the pizza.  In the design representation, I had to put the text in natural reader and loaded it onto the site.

The final step is to tweak the product so that it works better.  I have done this in my pizza recipe.  I had dough that was a little too flat so I decided that I need to let it rise a bit longer to counteract that problem.  I also thought that the taste was lacking something so I switched to a mozzarella cheese with a little more tang to it.  I will have to do this with my project.  The way that I will know if I have to alter my design is by the assessment that I have of student learning.  If I know that the learners are struggling to pick up topic (by assessing the assignment), then I know that I will have to emphasize it more (or differently) the next time that I do the lesson.
Applying Analogy to Design
After reading the "10 tips on how to think like a designer" link, I think that the first two tips apply to my representation directly.  The first tip is to embrace constraints.  Constraints can be a good thing because they require me to focus my thoughts and ideas.  The downside of this obviously that the constraints limit you in some way.  The constraints of my oven limit my ability to make pizza.  Neapolitan pizza is generally cooked at anywhere between 900-1000 degrees.  Most home ovens can only get to 550 degrees with some being able to get to 600.  To counteract this, I have to make sure that my pizza stone is preheated for a long time before I cook a pizza on it.  This will allow it to give the crust a nice char while keeping the inside warm and chewy.  In my design, the largest constraint is the learning abilities of my students.  I know that statement sounds insensitive, but it is true of students with learning disabilities.  I have to manage this constraint by breaking the material down into smaller components so that my students can process the material better.  
In my opinion, my pizza making situation is very similar to designing instruction.  I am constrained in the kitchen by the equipment that I have to work with.  In design, all designers are constrained by many different aspects.  For me to be successful in making my pizza, in a similar way to designers begin successful in their pursuits, I have to learn to do the best I can with what I have.  This is true of design as well.
The second tip on the link is to practice restraint.  This hits VERY close to home with my representation.  When reading the history of pizza, it was meant to be a very simple food.  Some restaurants today put a lot of "stuff" on their pizza (the deluxe pizza is a pet peeve of mine).  The restaurants that do pizza the best keep it simple: good crust, fresh sauce, nice cheese, and leaves of basil for flavor.  Possibly one or two other toppings, but no more than that.  The best pizza, like the best design, show restraint and are well thought out.  
In design, this manifests itself in choosing the correct technology for the correct instruction.  It does not mean using the most fancy, most impressive tool for the job, but it does mean choosing the correct tool for the job.  This requires a careful thought process and well thought out ideas.  Both processes are required in making pizza and designing quality instruction.

Part 4
I have learned that good design has a process that is preformed in order to ensure that it accomplishes its purpose.  I think that, for the most part, new design is started when the designer feels/thinks that there is a need.  Notice that I said when the designer "feels/thinks that there is a need."  Not when the designer recognizes the specific need.  In some cases (perhaps many cases) the designer may immediately recognize the specific problem and begin the process of design solution.  This is not necessarily true in all cases.  
Edelson
I think that a designer would begin new design because he or she sees an immediate problem that needs to be addressed.  This is precisely what I attempted to do in this project.  When I began, I thought that I knew the specific aspect of the problem that needed to be addressed.  What actually happened was that I saw some “gaps” that needed to be filled in.  This helped me locate the specific issue that I needed to address.  As Edelson says, "esign process as an opportunity to advance the researchers understanding of teaching, learning, and educational systems”(p. 107).  I think that I learned what the problem is (therefore complete problem analysis) by trying to solve what I though the current problem is.  As I got a more clear and focused picture of the problem, I then changed the design to fit the new problem.  Edelson backs this statement up when he says, "These three decisions must be made in every design, although in practice they might not be explicit, conscious, or formally articulated (p. 108)."  In that statement Edelson is saying that it is not necessary to fully understand the problem in order to begin design.  
Additionally, Edelson says the three decisions that have to be made are, "the design procedure, the problem analysis, and the design solution (p. 108)."  At no place in the article does he state that these three things must take place in a specific order.  In fact, he also says that, "the design researchers elaborate upon in their initial hypothesis and principles, refining, adding, and discarding-gradually knitting together a coherent theory that reflects their understanding of the design experience (p. 106)."  
I had gone through the process described in the previous two paragraphs in designing my project.  I began by thinking that I needed to come up with a way to allow my students to listen to and read text online in order to improve comprehension.  As I thought about what I wanted to do more, I realized that I had a different goal than I had originally thought.  I really want to have my students use more high order thinking skills.  The independent comprehension was a stepping stone to reach the larger goal of me project.  
To quote Edelson one last time, "Design is a sequence of decisions made to balance goals and constraints (p. 108)."  He did not say that it is a formula where step A must be completed before moving on to step B.  There is a sequence to it as he says, but that sequence is ever changing.  The only thing the our design should be limited by is our own individual ability to analyze a problem and design a solution. 
Because this is the first time that I have done anything like this, I think that I have acquired a good deal of knowledge.  I think that the most important thing that I have learned is the process.  When I began designing my project, I didn't really have a direction.  Because I didn't really have a direction, my vision was unclear.  After reading Edelson, I know that I need to go through a process when I design.  Edelson's steps, I think, are good guidelines to follow.  He said that you need to analyze the problem, come with a design to solve the problem and then come up with a procedure for the design (p. 109-111).
Another thing that I learned was that you don't necessarily have to have your entire "design" figured out before beginning it.  This happened to me in my project.  I kind of knew what I wanted to do, but didn't have my project totally figured out.  After I began designing, however, I realized that my goal was different than I originally thought it was.
Conclusion 
Originally, I thought that I wanted to figure out a way to allow my students to cover material independently in order to allow us to do different things in class.  The more I thought about it, I didn't really care how this happened, I only cared that we would be able to do more higher order thinking activities in class.  After I came to this realization, I changed my project and thought process around it.
As I stated, I think that you can begin designing without totally understanding what you are trying to design.  The downside of this, however, is that it takes much more time to do this.  Although, if you are not entirely sure of what your vision is, you should probably be prepared to spend a little more time figuring it out.
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