Problem Statement Assignment

TEAC 888 Fall 2008  Fowler/Smith/Pierce

Due by 10/13 midnight—post to your group’s Blackboard discussion forum

Please write a problem statement and post it to your group’s Blackboard discussion group by Monday, October 13th, at midnight. You are answering the following three questions in your statement:

· What issue of teaching are you considering for your research?

· How does this issue of teaching relate to NCTM Principles, Process Standards & Content Standards?

· Why is this issue important to you and to others? 

You can always email Dr. Fowler, Wendy, or Maria a draft of your problem statement. We will offer comments.

We have been talking this semester about “issues of teaching.” Many researchers call these “problems of practice.” Thus, this assignment is your “problem statement” where you carefully describe the “problem” (issue of teaching) you will be investigating. “Problem” in mathematics has a different connotation than it does in research. The “problem” for this assignment is your issue of teaching you have identified in your journals this fall.

In doing this assignment, in addition to Dr. Fowler, Wendy, or Maria’s comments you may receive via email, please consider the following:

1. Re-read pp. 26-28 in your Action Research Guide (Mills book). 

a. Consider the four criteria to choosing an area of focus (pg. 26).

b. Work through the “critical activities for doing reconnaissance” (pp. 26-28, box on pg. 28).

2. In defining your problem, there are three components we want to see:

a. The current state of your classroom with regards to your issue of teaching (be specific)

b. How your issue of teaching relates to issues around reform in mathematics education (be specific; think NCTM’s principles, process standards, and content standards)

c. Your ideal classroom with regards to your problem (be specific)

3. The main justifications for your problem are in the relevant NCTM principles, process standards, and content standards, and in the mismatch between goals and reality.

4. In answering the “so what?” question—why this problem is important to you and to others—your explanation should address the three levels from the chart on pg. 44 in the Cochran-Smith & Lytle chapter of Inside/Outside found in your course notebook; be very specific.

5. Think about how we evaluated problem statements in reading educational research during the on campus part of the course:
a.  Problem statement(s). How does the author describe the research as worthwhile? Why is this phenomenon under scrutiny worth learning about? What does the author claim is the intellectual warrant for the research? Summarize this warrant and cite specifically in the text where it appears. Be sure to note where the author describes the point of this kind of research and/or the kinds of research traditions s/he is working from.
b. Your problem statement should answer the questions posed above. This time you are the author. Use the following questions to improve the problem statement you write. How do you describe the research as worthwhile? In other words, have you made a convincing argument? What do you claim is the intellectual warrant for the research? In other words, does your topic relate to an important problem of practice and how? 
6. Overall, we would like to see many of you narrow your focus somewhat—try to be more specific (being specific is going to help shape your problem of practice into a doable action research project). Your problem should link to specific mathematical topics you will be teaching during second semester (January-April). At the same time, your classroom problem of practice needs to link to a bigger problem of practice. For example, if your focus is on writing, be more specific: writing reflective journals about probability, writing out justifications for answers related to algebraic inequalities, writing critiques of peers’ solutions of data analysis situations, or students writing their names on their papers consistently (just kidding). There are similar ways to narrow down other big problems of practice, such as communication (verbal, written, students explaining strategies), learning communities (student verbal interactions, student group dynamics), curriculum (focusing on NCTM’s process standards), problem solving (drawing diagrams, choosing effective strategies, persistence, habits of mind problems), and student self-reflection (journals, teacher-student conferences).

Your problem statement should be no less than 1 ½ single spaced typed pages and not much more than 2 pages. We strongly recommend typing this offline and then either pasting the text into Blackboard, or attaching your file—Blackboard has a tendency to freeze and lose what you submit just after you’ve finished typing a lot of text into it—don’t let this happen to you.

Please let us know if you have any questions as you work on this. We are glad to help you think about your ideas.

