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My Topic and How it Chose Me or Why My Topic Chose Me
In the middle of our on-line class chat, my topic of buying a computer chose me.  It was truly an “a-ha” moment; we had been “talking” about Horizon Live, and I asked, half in jest, “would I have to buy a new computer?”  I went on to explain how long it took me to buy a dishwasher, and that buying a new computer would take forever—and then “aha”!  
There is, of course, a background story to why it became an “a-ha” moment.  For some time now, I have been watching the ease with which my middle-school daughter uses the computer, with a growing sense of envy.   We have two computers in our home, but they both simply appeared, more or less; my husband brought them home, set them up and turned them on.   I didn’t know anything about the components or capabilities.  Then, too, there is the amount of technology involved in this graduate program; it has taken me by surprise.  All this led to a feeling of being one of the old-timers, left behind in the computer age, and I didn’t like it.  

I had not done my web before that chat, but I had been thinking about it, reflecting on the various themes I would write down around the topic of “Charmaine’s World”.  All of the topics I was considering were big, obvious topics like my family, my interests in movies and books, my past adventures and travels.  As I look back on it I can see that a thread running through since my children started school would be this ignorance I had about computers, and the feeling that I needed to do something about it, that I needed to learn more about computer technology.  So that “a-ha” was a relieved realization that I could start doing something about it right now.  This isn’t just about buying a computer; this is about me joining the Computer Age.  Plus, we do need a new computer; one of the computers Tom brought home is probably about 7 years old.  It is very prone to viruses and unable to be upgraded from Windows 98.
Story of My Search

My search started the day of the ice storm.  There was nowhere to go, so I spent the day on the computer, searching web-sites.   I am fortunate to have some computer savvy relatives and in-laws, and this day my brother Tom gave me a starting point with a few web-site suggestions.  This really helped to narrow my pre-notetaking research options, because my first Google search netted 71 million sites.   That was a little overwhelming, to say the least.   I quickly learned that I needed to know what I want the computer to do, and I needed to learn what the components of the computer are, and what specifications would satisfy my requirements.

I used the pre-notetaking sheet to organize my priorities, because after that full day of pre-notetaking research I was feeling a bit overwhelmed by “a confusing jumble of information” (according to my learning log).  The questions in the third column served as a guide to help me focus on those priorities:  

1.  What kind of computer do I need, and 

2.   How do I find the computer that I need?
I had to revise it three times, but conferencing with Dr. Tallman helped me at this point, especially in sharpening my focus, and in encouraging me when I was feeling a little uncertain about my progress.  I also focused on the resources I would use:  a trip to the public library turned up no books, only past and current issues of PC Magazine.   There was so much more information available on the Internet, including PC Magazine’s web-site, www.pcmag.com, and www.pcworld.com and www.cnet.com.   I was also interviewing my relatives via email, and their suggestions regarding component specifications were similar to each other’s and to the magazines and web-sites.   I eventually returned to the library to research several Consumer Report issues.
I was also in frequent e-mail and phone discussions with my husband, also named Tom, who is in Afghanistan.   Reviewing my learning logs reminds me that I was feeling a little frustrated by the 9 ½  hours time difference and by the one-way calling system that the military has set up.  I felt his input was important because as much as I would like to have this new computer to myself, I know that Tom and our two children will be using it too, for homework and for games.  It was through discussions with him that I decided in favor of a desk-top computer instead of a notebook. 

After I was satisfied with my decisions regarding the specifications of my ideal computer system, it was time for a field trip just to see what Computer stores had to offer.  I went to Best Buys, and to a local computer sales and service shop, Computers and More.    I compared Brand Names and Prices, Service and Warranty Options, and then compared that information with my on-line research.  I also emailed my comparisons and conclusions to my relatives, who all sent back different responses this time.  My brother Tom wanted me to configure the computer on a favorite website of his:  www.maincomp.com.   Brother-in-law Bill applauded my specifications and gave me some ideas to ponder in my remaining issue:  buying on-line or buying from the local store.   
At this point, this remains an unresolved issue for my I-search, and therefore is part of my Action Plan.  However, I do know exactly the computer I want, and I do know why I chose the  specifications of each component.   I have come a long way from January, when I didn’t know anything about choosing or designing a computer for my family.  

The Double-Entry Drafts (DED’s) were very helpful in keeping important information, especially the components’ specifications, organized and easily accessible for reference throughout my research.  The DED’s also helped me to articulate my findings on my field trips, to condense the “pro’s and con’s” of my remaining issue, and to determine what needs to be included in my Action Plan.    

What I Found

I found that while there are a number of web-sites that are too technical, there are also a number of web-sites that do explain the functions of the computer components in layman’s terms.  I learned what components are important to understand when purchasing a computer:  motherboard, hard drive, processor, RAM (installed memory).  I found the computer that I want, and the specifications that I need (see attached description).  I found that I like quality.  When I learn that a particular computer by a particular company is the “Editor’s Choice” of PCMagazine, and included in the “Best Buys” of PCWorld.com, then I want that computer.   The computer I chose is from Velocity Micro, Inc., www.velocitymicro.com.   
I found that the issue of buying from Velocity Micro, Inc. on-line versus buying from the local store is a compelling one for me, which is probably why it remains unresolved at this point.  I really like the idea of supporting this local store, because that supports the local economy, and I like to “think globally, act locally”.  I also like the idea of the servicing shop at close proximity to my home, and as of this point, I have not evaluated the customer service support of Velocity Micro.  But my brother Tom is emphatic that the best deals are on-line, and that the local store owner will try to persuade me to buy the components he likes, or that he can make money on.  It is true that the local store’s special sale of the “ideal computer” features a processor that is older technology, and inferior to the processor I chose (according to my research).    It remains to be seen if my local computer store is willing to duplicate my list of components and what that cost would be.  I find that I am a little reluctant to do this, because I am anticipating the store’s rejection of my choices.  I don’t know if they would try to counter my proposal with other brands; the only way to find out is to present them with my list.  But I know I would take their reaction personally, since I have been so vested in this research.  I know that I will feel intimidated by their superior technical expertise.   
I also found that I want Tom (husband, not brother) to be here when I purchase the computer.  We both need to be involved in the installation.  We will need better computer furniture, since we will have three computers side by side in our office.  Our office, by the way, is the room that most people use as the living room; it’s the only room big enough to hold all the computer equipment, file cabinet, bookshelves, etc.  And I need him to provide his opinions--and his  muscle-- in moving the computers and furniture around. 
How does my research answer my question?  
I believe I have partially answered this in the previous section.  I know the computer I need, and I will order exactly that once I determine the last unresolved question of buying on-line at Velocity Micro, or buying the exact same components from the local store.  Velocity Micro publishes a list of the manufacturers whose products are used in Velocity Micro systems, and I could provide this list to the local store when I ask them what it would cost me to buy my computer through them.    I now have an Action Plan (see attached), to work on while I wait for Tom to return from Afghanistan, in mid-May. 
In the first paragraph of this paper, I referred to buying a new dishwasher.  In retrospect, I realize that the reason it took me so long to buy a dishwasher was that I did not know how to go about it.  How do I start, where do I go, what kind do I want…at the time I did not have a vehicle to organize all my questions, and I was overwhelmed to the point of inaction.  I am positive that if I had known about the I-search method, I would have applied the techniques to the issue of buying a new dishwasher.  I am positive that I would have been successful in finding exactly what I wanted.  As it was, I bought the same dishwasher my brother bought; it was easier to rely on his research.  The thing is, I’m not sure this dishwasher fits my needs, and I am left with nagging doubts that I could have done better had I conducted my own research using the I-search method.  Let’s see, the effective useful life of a dishwasher is ten years…(  
Afterword

This paper has been reviewed by two of my classmates.  Their comments were very positive, with a few minor grammatical changes suggested. 
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