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Being and Becoming 

Introduction


Abraham Maslow clearly defined what the doctoral experience has meant to me with the following quote. 

…the process of moment-to-moment growth is itself intrinsically rewarding and delightful in an absolute sense. If they are not mountain peak-experiences, at least they are foothill-experiences, little glimpses of absolute, self-validative delight, little moments of Being. Being and Becoming are not contradictory or mutually exclusive. Approaching and arriving are both in themselves rewarding

(Maslow 1968). 

The doctoral experience has not only been a time of growth or Becoming for me it has truly been a time of self-awareness, a time of Being. The doctoral program has allowed me to gain an appreciation for research and literature, a respect for opinions from various perspectives, the ability to write in a scholarly manner, a clearer understanding of my strengths, weaknesses, and value system, and a better understanding of who I am.     


I graduated with my Master’s Degree in Leadership Studies from Marshall University in May of 2004. I was also completing my fifth year as an eighth grade science teacher and wanted to become an administrator as soon as possible. Being only twenty-nine years old, I realized that most of the teachers and administrators in my district were my parents’ age. I needed to do something to increase my chances of getting an administrative position and gain respect of teachers twice my age. I also realized I needed to continue to take graduate classes to increase my pay scale. Many of my colleagues with a Masters +45 had taken inexpensive, meaningless courses just to get the hours they needed for a pay raise. I wanted more than that. I wanted the course work I was taking to be meaningful to my present and future experiences in education. 


I considered an Educational Specialist Degree, but realized that this would not satisfy the needs in my personal and professional life. I had read statistics stating that less than five percent of Americans have a Master’s Degree and less than one percent have a Doctorate. I was frightened by the idea of attempting the “terminal” degree and continued to mull the idea of a Specialist Degree or possibly a second Master’s Degree. When discussing my dilemma with my colleagues, it was brought to my attention that another “young” teacher in the building was considering a doctoral degree. I thought this might be the encouragement or discouragement I needed to decide what I wanted to do. I was right.


This would not be a reflection of my doctoral experience without mentioning Kristal Filipek. She was the other “young teacher” in my building considering working on a doctoral degree and wanting to become an administrator. After our first discussion, I realized this was something we could do together. We both had a similar dream; we wanted to move our education and our thinking to the next level. We wanted to gain the skills and knowledge necessary for our careers and lives to have significance. Maslow stated,
…if there were a single ultimate value for mankind, a far reaching goal toward which all men strive. This is called variously by different authors self-actualization, self-realization, integration, psychological health, individualization, autonomy, creativity, productivity, but they all agree that this amounts to realizing potentialities of the person, that is to say, becoming fully human, everything that a person can become.

Kristal and I believed that becoming everything that we could be included getting a doctorate. 

Kristal was considering Virginia Tech and possibly West Virginia University. Being a Marshall graduate, of course I was leaning toward my alma mater. We researched, compared programs and after much consideration decided to go with Marshall. Virginia Tech was too expensive and West Virginia University did not offer a program with the quality we were looking for. Kristal and I worked together from the beginning. We filled out applications together, studied for the MAT together, and even scheduled our entrance interview on the same day. We both knew if we were going to be successful in this endeavor we would have to support each other. As I reflect on these thoughts, I had no idea how much our mutual support and counsel would be a “life line” during my doctoral coursework. She has become the sister I never had and I know I would not being writing this reflective paper without her support over the past two and a half years. I have decided to use portions of Maslow’s list of measurable characteristics of a healthy person as my subtitles. This list seemed to help define my reflection on my doctoral experiences thus far.    

More Openness to Experience 


The application process was a challenging, yet rewarding experience. The intent of the process was to ensure the doctoral program staff of my ability to successfully complete the program. However, this process also gave me the confidence that a doctorate was a very real possibility for me. I realized it was going to be a long and difficult process, but something that I could do. Having the letters EdD after my name would not only satisfy my personal education goals, but also help me gain the credibility to become an administrator in my district. After going through the application process, I received a letter in the mail from Dr. Eagle stating that I had been accepted to the program starting in the fall of 2004.

Clearer, More Efficient Perception of Reality 

The fall of 2004 was a life-changing season for me. I was accepted into the Leadership Studies Doctoral Program at Marshall University and I was hired for my first administrative position. I had interviewed for three positions and was hired as Assistant Principal of Princeton Middle School. I believed I was well prepared for this position having recently graduated with a Masters Degree in Leadership Studies. My coursework was exceptional, but nothing prepares you for a difficult first assignment. I was hired into a school along with a new principal that was facing a very critical OEPA report. Gradual change was not an option. We had to implement new programs and initiatives immediately to get the school off a “needs improvement” status. A new principal and in the eyes of many, a young inexperienced assistant would not be sufficient. 


I had to find something that would level the playing field for me. I could not make myself older or increase my level of experience. The staff was impressed by the fact that I was working on my doctorate, but it was not enough for them to respect my leadership. My doctoral work opened my eyes to the answer … research. Regardless of how many years experience a faculty member has or how negative his perspective is, he cannot argue with research and data. This was my saving grace. The staff respected and supported ideas and initiatives that were research-based. My personal credibility would come later, with the administrative experience that I previously lacked.    

Increased Objectivity, Detachment, Transcendence of Self

My first big doctoral decision came when I was told I could take a semester of coursework prior to being admitted. I had the opportunity to take classes during the summer semester. I had not mentally prepared myself to jump into the coursework this soon. Kristal was also faced with this decision. We were planning on taking as much coursework as possible together. This would help with the expense of driving to Charleston and give us the opportunity to help each other as needed. She wanted to dive right in and take two classes during the summer. Lacking her enthusiasm, I agreed and we enrolled in LS 700 The Superintendency and CI 702 Curriculum Theory. There was no rhyme or reason to our course selection other than these were two required courses available during the summer. I had taken several classes from Dr. Jones in my Masters Program and felt very comfortable with his Superintendency course. I had never heard of Dr. Meyer and was not sure about his Curriculum Theory course. My uncertainty would soon be clarified. 

My first challenge as a doctoral student came in this summer semester prior to my official entrance into the program. Dr. Meyer’s Curriculum Theory course was extremely challenging. The book was over 700 pages of theory and information that I was supposed to read, understand, and summarize while incorporating outside research. I had not been this unsure of myself for a long time. I wrote the first paper and my personal skepticism was validated. I received the paper back requesting a re-write. Dr. Meyer wanted my writing to be embedded with research and facts. He did not care about my opinions; he wanted research-based writing. After several assignments and many re-writes, I began to understand how to write in this manner. A few students in the class were finishing their coursework and were starting to write their dissertation. They told me the style of writing in this class was very much like writing a Literature Review for the dissertation. I thought this was good. I was learning how to do something that would help me when writing my dissertation. Only one question remained, what was a Literature Review? This course also became an integral piece of my Area of Emphasis in Curriculum and Instruction. Prior to starting my coursework, I had asked myself how could the doctoral work be much different from my Master’s work? I was quickly realizing the answer to that question.      

During the fall of 2004 I was taking LS 719 Introduction to Doctoral Studies from Dr. Eagle. This course provided the groundwork and organizational structure for my future doctoral endeavors. I first considered my doctoral portfolio during this course. It was not a completely new idea to me because I had created a portfolio as a capstone project for my Master’s Degree. The key difference between the Master’s and Doctoral level portfolios was where the pieces originated. In the Master’s program most of my portfolio artifacts came from within the coursework. The doctoral portfolio required me to participate in scholarly activities mostly outside of my coursework. I was intimidated by this idea, but the information I gained in this introduction course gave me the confidence I needed to complete this assignment. The secret was, working on the portfolio pieces gradually while doing the coursework. To achieve this goal, I would have to be very organized. I was ready. 

Recovery of Creativeness 

My first opportunity to work on a portfolio piece came from within a course I had taken during the Spring Semester of 2005. The course was CI 677 Writing for Publication from Dr. Fran Simone. During the first live class I was surprised to find out that we were not only going to learn how to write for publication, we were going to attempt to get published. I was frightened and excited by this idea. Dr. Simone was wonderful. Her knowledge of writing seemed to be infinite and she encouraged creativity. We learned the skills of publication style writing and the techniques for getting published. I wanted to write about something meaningful for my school, district and myself. Again, it is important to me for things to be meaningful. 

I decided to write on a familiar but continually important topic, school consolidation. This topic had affected the lives of many individuals in my district, in West Virginia, and many other rural states across America. I had always been an advocate of consolidation in the names of efficiency and did not understand what all the fuss was about. My thoughts on this topic would change as my thinking became based on research, not opinion. As I researched the topic, I realized that consolidating schools usually costs more money and decreases educational opportunities for children. 

The main premises for consolidation simply were not true when the data were considered. I had watched and read about local residents fighting for schools in their communities for years. I did not realize what they were fighting for until I spent time in the literature researching the topic. Communities, parents, and children were losing something precious. It was not just about community identity, it was about a quality educational experience for children. My perspective was changed. It was then that I realized that research and data were the key to quality information and decision-making. My article was later published in The John Ben Shepperd Journal of Practical Leadership with the help of my chair, Dr. Cunningham. 


During the Summer Semester of 2006, Kristal and I were given our first independent research assignment. The Graduate College had a problem, the enrollment was dropping and answers had to be found. Our assignment was to research new ideas for an additional doctoral program at Marshall University. The program needed to be an additional Leadership Studies doctorate allowing existing coursework to be utilized along with a few additional courses for the degree. Our task was to research what graduate colleges across the country were doing. We spent countless hours online researching, reading, and comparing the programs of various institutions of higher education. We realized our research was complete when the same schools, programs, and ideas began to repeat themselves. This was my first experience with “exhausting the literature.” It was a great feeling. 

The new program options were organized into four areas: Adult Education, Community College Leadership, Educational Research and Evaluation, and K-12 Leadership. We provided the program information including coursework from three different universities for each new degree option. After compiling and editing, the information was given to Dr. Cunningham for review. We revised the document with his suggestions and considered it a final product. Dr. Cunningham and the doctoral staff were planning to discuss new program ideas during the Fall 2006 Retreat. We printed and bound our research into books for the faculty to use as a guide during the retreat. I was nervous and excited about the faculty using our research as a meaningful piece of their decision-making. A new doctoral program has not been added at this time, but is continuing to be considered. 

I was also a member of the Fall Doctoral Seminar Planning Committee during the summer and fall of 2006. Serving on this committee gave me an opportunity to work with my fellow doctoral students from Leadership Studies, Curriculum and Instruction, K-12 Leadership, and Higher Education. This diverse committee exposed me to a variety of perspectives that I had not previously considered about education or the doctoral program. The committee included some faculty members, but was very student centered taking the thoughts and ideas of student members seriously. I was also given the opportunity to present a session with a C & I Doctoral student, Ray Singleton. The committee had created a CD (compiled by Sherri Ritter) containing all the program information, professor contact information, and forms that a doctoral student may need during their program experience. The CD was provided to every student that attended the seminar and it was a very rewarding experience to share the information with those that attended the session.  

I have always considered myself a math/science (quantitative) individual. I have an undergraduate degree from Concord University with teaching certifications in General Science and Biology and taught Eighth Grade General Science for five years. I was first exposed to the difference between qualitative and quantitative research in Dr. Cunningham’s LS 703 Research Design course; I knew that I favored the latter. In the Fall Semester of 2006 I took the EDF 625 Qualitative Research course from Dr. Lassiter. This course again reaffirmed my interest in quantitative research. Dr. Lassiter’s experience with qualitative research is remarkable. He taught me the details of this type of research very well. However, I did not enjoy this style of research. This course was a very negative experience for me, but there is no doubt that I learned what qualitative research is and how to perform such research if I ever needed to. 

In the spring of 2007, Dr. Cunningham gave me the opportunity to co-teach my first graduate course. I was very excited about this opportunity. The course was LS 693 School Law for Support Personnel. Basically, it was a law course for individuals working on their Attendance Director certification. I had not been a teacher for nearly two years. The one unpredicted negative aspect of becoming an administrator was missing teaching. I was uncertain about teaching adults, but quickly realized it was not much different than teaching children. They were enrolled in the course to learn something new and I was in a position to provide them with this information. Maslow stated,

A teacher or a culture doesn’t create a human being. It doesn’t implant within him the ability to love, or to be curious, or to philosophize, or to symbolize, or to be creative. Rather it permits, or fosters, or encourages or helps what exists in embryo to become real and actual.

The course was taught via WebCT, but I felt like I knew each student personally by the end of the semester. We spent a great deal of time interacting online with discussion postings and private emails. I did not have all the answers, but again I found research to be the solution. I would turn to Dr. Cunningham for advice or most often stick my nose in the law books. Teaching this class opened my eyes to a new genre of opportunity for me. I will always consider myself to be a teacher, and teaching adults was something I wanted to do again.
One of the best experiences of my doctoral work was co-teaching LS 610 Leadership for School Improvement with Kristal during the Summer Semester of 2007. This was a course that I had taken myself a few years earlier from Dr. Jones. The course was required for the Master’s Degree in Leadership Studies or the 18-hour Principal’s Certificate. There were 23 students enrolled in the course and I was very excited to face this challenge. Guidance for teaching the course was provided by Dr. Cunningham and a fellow doctoral student, Jackie McPeake. The first live class was great. I love to teach and I was given an opportunity to share information that I had gained as a student and had experienced first-hand as an administrator. The students seemed to respect that fact that I was a practicing administrator more than anything. We learned from each other during live class meetings and online discussions. I had been given an opportunity to provide other aspiring administrators with information that might make their first administrative assignment less difficult. It was a truly rewarding experience, and I hope that I am given the opportunity to teach in this capacity again. 

Increased Spontaneity, Expressiveness, Full Functioning, Aliveness

One integral piece of my doctoral coursework experience and a portfolio piece was still missing – co-authoring a proposal for submission and co-presenting at a regional or national conference in collaboration with a faculty member. I began discussing this piece with Dr. Cunningham in the fall of 2006. During the early spring of 2007 we decided to attend the National Conference of Professors of Educational Administration (NCPEA) during the following summer in Chicago. 

Our topic would be the doctoral seminars, a subject I was very comfortable with having been a member of the planning committee and attending several seminars myself. In our first meeting after deciding on a topic he informed me we would need to perform some research to use as a foundation for our presentation. After two years of doctoral coursework and several experiences with research in my doctoral and professional careers I also felt comfortable with this assignment. However, I was not prepared for his next statement. He said he knew I was familiar with qualitative research since I had taken the course the previous fall. My answer was simply yes I was very familiar with qualitative research and felt comfortable doing it. This was a valuable lesson for me. I had suffered through the course thinking I would not be doing qualitative research and now the work was before me. 

During the 2007 Spring Doctoral Seminar three other doctoral students and I performed several qualitative style interviews with our fellow students. We divided the research into four key areas of support provided by the seminars. These areas were networking, practical information, intellectual discourse, and motivation. We met and compared the information gathered from the student interviews. Every student was very positive about the seminar experience and we found our four original research topics to overlap in nearly every interview. Dr. Cunningham, Dr. Eagle, three peers, and I co-authored an article describing our research to present at the NCPEA conference in Chicago. I enjoyed the assignment, but found it difficult to write a paper with five other individuals. 

I was also given an opportunity to participate in a second proposal at the NCPEA conference. Dr. Goodwin and Dr. Toth approached me about providing a student’s perspective of the portfolio experiences at Marshall University. I had experienced the portfolio as a Master’s level student and was currently working on my doctoral portfolio. I graciously accepted the request. Dr. Goodwin, Dr. Toth, and I met and corresponded by email to create a power-point presentation discussing the topic. Dr. Goodwin focused on the Master’s portfolio, Dr. Toth focused on the Doctoral portfolio, and I focused on the student’s perspective of both. Dr. Goodwin cleverly named our final product “A Folio Finish.” I wish I were half as creative as she.

The NCPEA conference provided me with many new experiences. First, I had never presented at a state conference, not to mention a national conference. Second, I was born and have lived in rural Southern West Virginia all my life. The largest city I had ever visited was Pittsburgh for a professional hockey game. Last and most important, I had never been on an airplane. I knew the doctoral program was supposed to broaden my horizons and expand my perspective, but this was quite a few “firsts” to tackle at the same time. That being said, I accepted the challenges one by one and the conference was great. I truly enjoyed participating in the presentations, attending other sessions, and most of all working with my professors as peers. This is the first time I actually felt “scholarly.” It was a great feeling being accepted and respected by those that have taught me most of what I know about educational leadership. Again, the research that I had participated in had become meaningful to others and myself. The conference allowed me to realize that I could make a valuable contribution to the literature with research. I was becoming a research-based and reflective practitioner.  

Increased Integration, Wholeness, and Unity of Person 


In September of 2007, I realized that the doctoral program had changed me personally and professionally. During the course of the 2006 – 2007 school year I had participated in the Principal’s Leadership Academy. A key portion of this experience was conducting and reporting on an Action Research Project. Many of the new administrators participating in the academy were very intimidated and unhappy about this assignment. I was very comfortable with task because of the information I had gained from my doctoral coursework. My research was based on a Positive Behavior Support Program that I implemented in my school and the affect it had on student behavior. I thought my topic, research, and results were respectable. In September, I received a reward from the Center for Professional Development recognizing me as a “Distinguished Scholar” for the quality and results of my Action Research.

 I am very proud of this accomplishment. For me, this award was much more than a plaque. It was a validation of my doctoral coursework and other scholarly pursuits over the past two and a half years. I realized very early that research and data were the key to successful leadership. The doctoral program has provided me with the knowledge to utilize and conduct research in a manner that will benefit my professional career and hopefully contribute something meaningful to the literature. 

My experiences in the EdD Program and my career-related administrative encounters have both fostered the development of my leadership and my understanding of my preferred, personal leadership style. I believe that Transformational Leadership Theory clearly describes my leadership perspective. Transformational leaders by definition seek to transform. They balance their attention between action that creates progress and the mental state of their followers. Bass stated,

Leaders are authentically transformational when they increase awareness of what is right, good, important, and beautiful, when they help to elevate follower’s needs for achievement and self-actualization, when they foster in followers higher moral maturity, and when they move followers to go beyond their self interests for the good of their group, organization, or society (Bass 1985).  

Transformational Leaders are people-oriented and believe that success comes first and last through deep and sustained commitment. They must promote a shift in focus from self-interests to the team and organizational goals. 

Transformational Leadership follows three assumptions. The first assumption is – people will follow a person who inspires them. A leader can inspire their followers by remaining up-front and central at all times. Transformational leaders are always visible and set the standard for how others should behave. They continually motivate their followers by making rounds, listening, encouraging, and enthusing. As a middle school administrator I find it essential to always be visible and take time to listen to students, parents, and faculty as needed. The second assumption is – a person with vision and passion can achieve great things. A vision may be created by the leader or collaboratively with members of a leadership team. Most importantly the leader must be passionate about the organization’s vision and display his enthusiasm to others. The vision of my school must be apparent in my thoughts, words, and actions to be successful. The third assumption is – a leader can get things done by injecting enthusiasm and energy into the organization. A Transformational Leader must create trust; his personal integrity is a critical part of the package. Transformational Leaders are selling themselves as well as their vision for the organization. In my leadership position trust is essential. I had to gain the trust and respect of my faculty before they would buy-in to my vision for our school. Transformational Leaders facilitate change by providing leadership, support, and compassion for the members of their team while continually focusing on the goals of the organization.      

I have enjoyed the challenging experience the doctoral program has provided to me. The program has improved my personal and professional life. I feel confident that with the information and experiences the program has provided to me I am ready to advance to the next level of the doctoral experience. I am ready to move from the coursework phase to writing my dissertation. I want to research and write a piece that will be rewarding to me as an individual and also provided a small meaningful piece to scholarly literature. I would like to conclude my reflection with a final quote from Maslow.

Of course, being in a state of Being needs no future, because it is already there. Then Becoming ceases for the moment and its promissory notes are cashed in, in the form of the ultimate rewards, i.e., the peak-experiences, in which time disappears and hopes are fulfilled.
The doctoral experience has been wonderful for me in the past, present, and I am looking forward to the challenges of the future.        
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