No Obstacles Just Life  

Bonnie Allman

For a long time it had seemed to me that life was about to begin--real life. But there was always some obstacle in the way, something to be gotten through first, some unfinished business, time still to be served, and a debt to be paid. Then life would begin. At last it dawned on me that these obstacles were my life.

Alfred D. Souza 

Retrieved from Thinkexist.com in June 2006.

As we venture through this reflection piece of the doctoral requirements I shall share the journey; experiences of the lessons learned, how this journey has touched me spiritually, the challenges that had to be faced, and the evolution that took place along the way.  To organize this journey we must first set up the trip with the route and stops we shall eventually take.  I shall use the “Portfolio Framework” designed by my chairperson Dr. Michael Cunningham, for organizing this trip.  Beginning with the circle “Theoretical Orientation”  I will describe my reality, beliefs and values prior to the doctoral program and how I have matured spiritually, emotionally and how my perceptions of knowledge and life have altered.  The second circle in the framework I shall compose will be on “Leadership”.  I have chosen to go in a different sequence than is shown on Dr. Cunningham’s “Organizing Thread” and the reason for this modification is to outline who I am as a leader and my leadership theory before being able to illustrate my professional growth.  The fourth circle shall be “Area of Emphasis” showing not only my acquired knowledge but how I am able to use this knowledge in my world.  Finally, “Research and Scholarly Activities” is where I will be able to relate the wonderful activities that filters into the student’s life from advisors.  Let’s begin my journey.

THEORETICAL ORIENTATION

We can learn to deal with life's challenges by setting aside some time to go to work on ourselves, developing a state of acceptance. When we can learn to calm our minds and separate ourselves from our problems, we are on the road to significant improvement.
Matt Clarkson

Retrieved from stresslesscountry.com in August 2006

Who are we and do we really exist?  Yes, I do exist.  I know this due to pain for I would not exist if it were not for pain.  Must I only exist in pain?  No, for I feel joy and happiness as well as pain.  I exist in happiness and joy as well as in pain.  Each soul on earth exists for a purpose and that purpose for this life I have yet to identify.  I fear if my purpose for being here on earth is identified then my journey will be finished and I will no longer exist.  I must continue on this quest of why I exist in order to survive.


I had the opportunity recently to read a book by Brian Weiss (1988) called Many Lives, Many Masters.  This book showed me the metaphysical side of myself or a reality beyond.  In Many Lives, Many Masters,  Dr. Weiss is treating a patient that had debilitating anxieties.  Through hypnosis he was able to help the patient identify the root incident that causes a particular anxiety.  Once identified each incident becomes easy to deal with through analysis.  He found through hypnosis this one patient’s debilitating anxiety was caused by incidents that had occurred in several previous lives going well back several centuries.  After many sessions with Dr. Weiss and over the months she was able to conquer her fears and lead a productive life.  Dr. Weiss found through these journeys to his patient’s past lives are part of a reoccurring divine design that each of us travels with a group of spirits all searching for improvement to our moral soul at each stop along the way.  This book really brought to life the courses in Administration Theory and Educational Ethics I had with Dr. Bobbi Nicholson.  It is amazing to me how all the stars aligned to form an understanding or what some term an “Ah huh” moment.  I had never given heaven or life before or after this one much thought.   Before this time I was on a journey with little thought or purpose.  I was a nomad.


Dr. Nicholson encourages her students to think outside their cozy box.  She helped me see how all things in the universe are connected with her use of literature.  Each person has a core that is much like a gyroscope.  It provides us with humane feelings towards one another, helping us to be a small player in the universe of many individuals.  What develops from this core, through our life’s experiences become’s us and how we deal with each other.  Each of us must learn to deal with our own feelings, regardless if it is good or bad, before we can learn to deal with others.  


With the course work in theory and ethics, my understanding of human nature, feelings, attitudes, cause and effect, love and hate have become more acute.  Add to Dr. Nicholson’s teaching and my life altering experiences and I feel I am a more spiritual person.   I feel grounded; not so out of control, my gyroscope is spinning much slower with very little wobble.  I feel more connected with mankind.  This has helped in my decision making process at work and my personal dealings with others. 


As a new administrator I remember how full of myself I was, my attitude was very black and white.  Now as a seasoned veteran of nine years my view and my hair are both grey.  What does it mean to me to be grey?   To me grey means that no two snowflakes are the same and neither are people.  All people believe their troubles are the worst and their issues should be paramount in their lives.  Their child is the only child in the world and everything revolves around them.  It is not just parents and students that feel this way but teachers and staff as well.  No longer does time matter or exist,  for this moment is the present;  and the only time I have any control of, the past is gone and I lost my crystal ball for seeing into the future.  When a problem or issue arises, drop everything and give both your time and focus on the person or event, it means the world to them.  Listen and find out what it is they need for often it is just being heard that they need the most.  They want to know that if a decision is to be made, you made it with them in mind and it is in their best interest.  This took many years to learn, even though a superintendent tried to teach me this in my first year.


The very first lesson I teach new administrators is to never take anything personally.  This position is an authoritarian one, which means it is intimidating to most and causes people’s emotions to surface sort of like the flight or fight syndrome.  If you allow the person to have time to fight, meaning they need time to verbalize their feelings, then generally you have a rational person left to work with and no flight is necessary.  As an administrator the last thing you want is an angry person leaving your office.  Fight is better than flight, at least you have someone to work with and not an empty office. 


Until recently I thought I was reaching the pinnacle of my life and I would be able to coast down my chosen road for several years.  It was the unforeseeable dangers that loomed ahead, when faced with obstacles of almost insurmountable odds, I had to choose to fight or flee.  I drew from my lessons learned as an administrator that fight is better than flight.  I then used the research skills learned in the doctoral program to educate myself about the foe I faced.  The doctoral program taught me knowledge is best when shared and added to the knowledge base of any given field.   With these skills the medical field became my new stomping ground for a year and the knowledge I obtained became invaluable to my life and future.  Physicians allowed me to share with them my new found knowledge and even changed procedures for both myself and others when my research was valid.

LEADERSHIP

The secret of a leader lies in the tests he has faced over the whole course of his life and the habit of action he develops in meeting those tests. 
Gail Sheehy 

Retrieved from thinkexist.com in July 2006

I never really considered myself a particularly strong leader, but more of a fair and just leader.  Having been born into a family of boys and the youngest of four I was ambitious and competitive at an early age using my clever intellect to maneuver situations to achieve my desired outcome.  The Trait Theory comes to mind for I was born with inherited traits identified by Stogdill, as critical traits for leaders, have helped me to lead others.  Though I have never aspired to lead a nation or a large business, my small corner of the planet in my small kingdom suits me just fine.  
I have been in one leadership position and location for the last nine years, the first three years as assistant principal, then principal for six years.  I once asked Dr. Cunningham, when do you know it is time to leave a position?  His reply was “When your enemies out number your friends.”  I feel with a principal’s job this is much like the stock market; it has its ups and downs.  A few years ago, I would have said the numbers against me were high, but today my numbers are low.

Our ability to achieve success depends on the strength of our wings gained through knowledge and experience. The greater our knowledge and experience, the higher we can fly." 
Catherine Pulsifer
Retrieved from www.inspiratialquotes4u.com in August 2006

This last year has taught me to let go of my reins as leader and allow others to 

take control, for it is like the geese when they fly in formation.  The lead goose breaks the wind and causes a draft for those behind him; his job is difficult in order to make it easier for others to follow.  This method of only one leader throughout the journey wears a goose out after a short period of time and the entire flock would fail and fall.  The lead goose has learned to share the lead position for the benefit of the flock.  I, too, have learned to share the lead position and have been impressed with the new discovery of leadership abilities on my staff.  I have learned to trust my staff for we are all working together to solve the same problems and their contributions are invaluable to me.


The Situational Theory recognizes that different situations demand leadership styles that take into consideration the relationship between all the members of a group, the characteristics of the individuals in the group, any physical constraints of the group, and the attitudes of the individuals inside the group.  F.E. Fiedler’s (1964), “Contingency Model of Leadership Effectiveness” refers to an effective leader as one who can handle a variety of situations by blending a variety of leadership styles.  A leader must have a variety of skills and abilities at hand and know which is best to use in each situation.  This is to me the most difficult part of the job that I have had to learn. My leadership abilities and strengths are critical analysis, logically solving problems, understanding emotional elements in a situation and understanding how others feel.  My weaknesses are standing firm on issues and maintaining a standard of consistency.   I often see a situation from too many sides and have too much willingness to change.
Alan Cohan expresses change as, “It takes a lot of courage to release the familiar and seemingly secure, to embrace the new. But there is no real security in what is no longer meaningful. There is more security in the adventurous and exciting, for in movement there is life, and in change there is power.”  Ellen Glasgow expresses change in an opposite direction, “All change is not growth; as all movement is not forward.”

My willingness to change after hearing another’s viewpoints is often seen as a weakness on my part or failure to maintain stability of the situation.  I have chosen to share these two conflicting quotes on the subject of change.  Both reflect my sentiments on the area of change necessary to a leader that have caused my leadership abilities the most grief.

PROFESSIONAL GROWTH

You cannot expect to achieve new goals or move beyond your present circumstances unless you change. 

Les Brown

Retrieved from wow4u.com in July 2006


Change happens on many levels in our universe and all changes affect another change or situation.  With each change we must find a new balance both within ourselves, and also with others.

Be aware of wonder.  Live a balanced life – learn some and think some and draw and paint and sing and dance and play and work every day some.

Robert Fulghum

Retrieved from www.thinkexist.com in March 2008.

I love this quote for it cautions us to find the wonder of each day for life is too

short and not to be taken too seriously.  A year ago I knew this to be true but it was not yet a part of my being.  My life was unbalanced; I raced from one event to another, never stopping to enjoy any of them, for there was always something else to be done.  


I began my Master’s program in the summer of 1997.  My oldest child had just graduated from high school and was heading for college.  My youngest child was a very self-sufficient young adult needing little of my time during his senior year in high school.  To begin preparing for the empty nest syndrome I decided to return to an institution of higher education.  My original plan had been to go into guidance counseling for I wanted to give back to the world what I had received as a youth.  A hero in my life had been my middle school counselor, Mrs. Chase; we had remained close until her death a few years ago.  She had been a guiding factor through many hard times in my youth and adulthood.   I wanted to be like her and help others.  My children and close friends saw differently; and they encouraged me to become an administrator.  It is often wise to see yourself through other people’s eyes especially if it does not match your own vision.  

A vision is not just a picture of what could be; it is an appeal to better selves, a call to become something more.  

Rosabeth Moss Kanter

Retrieved from www.thinkexist.com in March, 2008.

I finished my journey to becoming an administrator in the Summer of 1999 and found active employment soon after.  By the summer of 2001, I began aspiring to greatness and wishing to move up the employment ladder to the superintendency, so I enrolled into the Educational Specialist Program at Marshall University finishing in the Spring of 2003.  Throughout this entire time I held down my full time job as assistant principal of a high school.  For those who are familiar with this type of position understand the hours necessary to do the job, both as an assistant principal and as a student taking higher level courses countless hours are required.  My life was managed by the minutes not by hours; any moments of beauty or fun went unrecognized in a blur of speed.  


After finishing my Ed.S. I very hesitantly applied for the doctoral program.  I feared not being accepted for I feared not “being smart enough.”  I was accepted and began my final or terminal degree in the Fall of 2004.  As I reflect back upon my educational experiences I sit in awe of the tremendous journey that has spanned 24 years of my life.  How each year and each course has shaped and molded me.  Not all have been positive experiences and many having a profound impact.


Everything thrilled and fascinated me about LS 740, Public School Law with Dr. Yeager.  He had such a way of teaching that even though we were miles apart; we were together in the room and in our mind set.  To this day I love to read the Law Book for Education cover to cover; and I subscribe to various journals that track school law not only in West Virginia but our nation.  Having an understanding of school law has helped keep me from making mistakes that could be costly and detrimental to my career.


Part of learning is taking a tidbit of information and incorporating it into your being, or your intellect or into your abilities or skills.  Each class I have had with Dr. Nicholson has advanced me to a higher level of learning and also a better understanding of humanity.  Education Ethics course with her was no exception for there were several tidbits to ponder and gain an understanding on a moral plane. 


Excerpts from Book Two by Aristotle hit just a moral chord in me I wish to share.
                   But the virtues we get by first practicing them, as we do the arts.  For it is by doing what we ought to do when we study the arts that we learn the arts themselves: we become builders by building and harpists by playing the harp.  Similarly, it is by doing just acts that we become just, by doing temperate acts that we become temperate, by doing brave acts that we become brave.  The experience of states confirms this statement, for it is by training in good habits that lawmakers make the citizens good.  This is the object all lawmakers have in heart; if they do not succeed in it, they fail of their purpose, and it makes the distinction between a good constitution and a bad one.
This single statement has become a foundation for activities in my school; one in particular is “Mediation.”  Young adults are still learning to communicate with others not only their peers, but adults in general.  Many adults don’t know how to communicate feelings and attitudes to others and our children are no different.  Mediation is a means of communication that I find extremely valuable in teaching communication skills between two foes.  Once communication lines have opened each person’s grievances towards the other can be discussed and solutions can be agreed upon by both parties.  Mediation also allows an individual to experience the feelings of others and how words and actions affect us all.


Dr. Nicholson’s classes have a way of causing you to dig into your being and check that gyroscope’s heading ensuring you are upright and spinning strongly.


While Dr. Nicholson focused on our souls, Dr. Eagle and Dr. Cunningham focused on the work ahead and the steps necessary to complete the required coursework.  Dr. Eagle’s task was mapping our future by determining which semesters which course would be taken; I really appreciated this exercise for it helped me to see the journey ahead and the timeline.  On January 8, 2007 I cried when I realized I would no longer complete my timeline as it was set up, I did not cry for the cancer or my situation, but for the setback to my journey.


Dr. Cunningham has had the task of keeping in the background and keeping my head in the program in my darkest of days.  There have only been a few occasions when I thought of quitting, I would quickly call and just touch base with Dr. Cunningham.  I don’t believe he ever knew the reasons for our conversations.

Everything good that I know was taught to me by great teachers and I feel like giving back and sharing the technique is the thing to do. 
Betty Buckley
Retrieved from www.4thefuture.net in October 2008
There are four others that need mentioned in my coursework for each had a profound effect upon me as we journeyed together.  The first is Dr. Jackie Goodwin, who has been inspirational to me for 20 plus years.  Jackie was a seasoned veteran teacher when I began teaching.  She only gave advice when asked and was there for my many questions and concerns before mentor teachers were even conceived.   She has remained my friend and rock for years and was an inspiration to becoming a doctoral candidate. 

The second is Dr. Heaton, who opened my eyes to my own inabilities to reach her degree of excellence.  Dr. Heaton requires a great deal from her students, she has high expectations.  When I failed in her expectations, it caused me to question myself.  I am thankful to her for making me question my abilities and to pay more attention to my work.  She taught me to be more critical of my course work before handing it into a professor and to strive for a higher quality of work.


The third I wish to recognize is Dr. Edna Meisel, Statistical Methods, who has an incredible skill and talent to take a difficult oblivious subject matter, a large adult class and create an atmosphere of fun, laughter, an ease and joy of learning.  I have never seen such excitement in a classroom, and no one wanted to miss her class and few were late.  We were in our seats ready to go and the time flew by.  She was spellbinding.


The last person I wish to recognize I have never had a class with, but had the pleasure of teaching with on several occasions; it is Dr. Mary Harris-John.  I knew Dr. Harris-John from her years in my backyard at Salem.  She had many dealings with several of my teachers and my assistant principal.  I am thankful to have her on my committee for I knew the quality she would bring with her past positions.  I have since had the privilege to get to know her better and call her friend.  She has taught me so much about myself and the journey to becoming a doctor in the area of leadership.  On occasions every student will come up against a subject they have difficulty grasping and I hit mine with Qualitative Research.  If it had not been for Dr. Harris-John’s hours of tutoring I would not have progressed past this class.  

Balance become imperative as Dr. Harris- John taught me her “three- legged stool theory” for qualitative research, where the first leg of the stool stands for the information derived from a review of literature, and the second leg is for the interactions with and the observations of my own subjects.  Neither one leg nor two will allow the stool to stand nor will they balance for long without the third leg, so the researcher uses self as an instrument, becoming part of the story.  You must bring part of yourself into the research for you have to provide the perspective to the reader.  This concept has been helpful far beyond qualitative research.  It became useful when I was figuring out the path to take with my cancer treatment.  I first had the doctor’s opinions, and when you have seven doctors you get a lot of opinions.  I had the research available to me which my brother, my husband and I read painstakingly, but it was the third input that put the perspective on everything, and that was me, the patient. 

AREA OF EMPHASIS

I believe education is the great equalizer.  Our children are our hope for the future, so we have an obligation to provide them with the tools to succeed.  There is no more powerful tool than knowledge.

Dave Heineman

Retrieved from thinkexist.com in March 2008


The area of emphasis I chose was Instructional Technology, the reason for selecting this area was ease and the future needs of education.  The rumblings throughout the education arena was on a new focus called 21st Century skills and Marshall Graduate College offers a challenging array of offerings to students in the many avenues of technology.  The area I focused on was Networking, Multimedia and Instruction.  I viewed these areas that would be instrumental in leading my staff into the 21st Century era of education.  My assistant principal and I developed a five-year plan that would educate my staff on the change from teacher- based instruction to student-based instruction, the incorporation of ISTE standards into the classroom, and changing to a global education.  We could no longer just live in our little corner of Doddridge County and expect students to stay with us the dropout rate is a continual concern to schools and communities; students dropout because they see no use in being in school, we offer them nothing.  With virtual schools popping up on the Internet, are schools and teachers necessary?  Are educators a dying breed, is stone and mortar being replaced by wires and RAM?  Students have changed.  They are called “Digital Natives,” meaning they have lived their entire lives with electronics of all kind.  Studies show their thought processes are different than others of previous generations.  Most of us teaching them can remember life before computers, but do we understand their learning needs?


The courses I took with Dr. Heaton and Dr. Murphy helped me answer these questions and to bring these same questions and issues, to my teachers.  Many did not want to hear the issues but most understood and have made the necessary changes in their curriculum and teaching styles to impact the learner.  Those who have ignored the signs of change on the horizon are changing slowly through continual prodding by administration.
 RESEARCH AND SCHOLARLY ACTIVITIES

On the mountains of truth you can never climb in vain: either you will reach a point higher up today, or you will be training your powers so that you will be able to climb higher tomorrow. 

Frederick Nietzsche
Retrieved from enotes.com in August 2006

THE VIRTUAL SCHOOL PROJECT

Life’s journey is remarkable at times and I sometimes wonder how I ever fell upon some of the most amazing paths I have traveled.  All I can say is I have been blessed in many ways.  One of my blessings at Marshall was getting to be part of a project that I only hope will grow and be useful in the future.  I believe the “Virtual School Project” will help bridge some of the gaps in the education and development of future administrators.  The “Virtual School Project” was a joint effort of faculty and doctoral students.  The faculty at Marshall had the idea that was presented to a few students at a meeting during the summer of 2005.  The concept was to develop a school at each level - elementary, middle and high school-in a simulated environment created for potential administrators to practice and learn.   The faculty members made it clear about what they hoped to achieve, but gave the students in the meeting very little guidance about how to achieve the final product.  Pier Bocchini and I paired together for we both worked at the high school level: my expertise in administration and hers in guidance.  We embarked on the task of developing a county with businesses, a tax structure and school system that would be the groundwork for three schools to be developed.  Next, we developed a school complete with faculty members, curriculum, and handbooks.  Many of the items such as bell schedules or student schedules were left out because potential administrators need to learn to develop each for their own schools.  The faculty was developed with curriculum areas, experience, certification and traits for the experience of an administrator to learn to interact with his or her faculty, but to help with transfers, reduction in force, schedule complexities, personality conflicts and other everyday occurrences among groups of co-workers.  

The next step was to develop a physical facility with floor plans, for another aspect of an administrator’s job is the security of the children while at school.  Each principal must have a plan for any situation which may occur, not to mention the care and upkeep of the buildings and the equipment to keep security woes and health cares to a minimum.

Pier and I had the opportunity to present not only the publication about our “Virtual High School”, but we were permitted to present at the National Convention of the National Council of Professors of Educational Administration in Lexington, Kentucky in August of 2006.  Our presentation was scheduled to piggy-back with another presentation which gave us approximately thirty minutes to present to those in attendance.  Pier and I had developed a Powerpoint presentation but were unable to use it due to time restrictions.  The previous presentation ran over the allotted time so ours was reduced even further, Dr. Eagle introduced our party then it was my turn to tell of the background and steps in developing our “Virtual High School”.  I was very nervous and I believe I worried Dr. Cunningham who thought he was going to have to come to my rescue.  It took me a few minutes to shake the nerves then my presentation was more at ease and over very quickly.  I learned that speaking in front of a group of strangers was not as difficult as I perceived and this has helped in other presentations since.  I find myself less nervous and more confident.  This experience was not only a learning opportunity but an added fun-filled experience being able to see how our professors interact and to see how our educational experience relates on the national level.

I hope in the future to have the opportunity to help develop scenarios to be used in the “Virtual High School” for the new administrators of the 21st century.  The “Virtual High School” has been added to the WEBCT site of Marshall University, being available for instructors to incorporate into their courses.  For having helped seven of my own faculty members go on to pursue administrative degrees with all but one of them filling positions as administrators, I am always looking for ways to help each future administrator succeed and be better prepared for a very different job.  As each situation occurs in my own job, I reflect on how I could use this in training not only for my staff but those that are learning to be administrators.   I listen carefully to my co-administrators comments for I, too, feel I am still learning and want to understand their perceptions of a situation.   

CO-TEACHING WITH FACULTY

Part of Marshall’s doctoral program includes co - teaching students in the Master’s program with a faculty member.  I was able to co-teach with Dr. Harris – John for two courses, Curriculum Leadership and School Personnel at Fairmont State University.  This experience was fabulous, not only getting time to share with the students but to work with Dr. Harris – John.  I have found that the one way to really learn a subject is to teach it and even though I have been an administrator for nine years there are still things to be learned from others.  It also was nice to step back in front of a class, bringing back the fond memories of teaching in a classroom.  I loved teaching once I got a handle on the discipline part of the job especially in the grades I taught (5th through 12th grade).  Teaching at the college level was far easier from the classroom aspect, but I found the students kept me on my toes with questions.  Maybe it is the years behind the desk as an administrator that makes you become acutely aware of questions and you learn that you should never be in a hurry to answer because first you must think of every angle.  You become aware of how others may perceive your answer and who could be offended. This did not change in the classroom.  I weighed each answer to ensure first if it was fair and truthful, then I tried to present both sides and never gave anyone a strong impression that would identify a specific person, if I needed to use an example.  
This time in the classroom, I was reminded of the special times with students and the reason many of us enter the education field in the first place.  It was a wonderful time to travel the past and see how it will relate to the future.  I hope the classroom is part of my future at a college or university upon my retirement from the public school system.

It is difficult sharing and capturing so many years of memories and the people behind the words-and even though that guest book can speak volumes, in between, the pages remain so silent. 
Eugenie Anderson
Retrieved from www.saidwhat.co.uk/quotes/favorite/eugenie_anderson in October 2008.

In the classroom years ago I taught children that no man is an island.  Not one of us is alone even though in our minds we often make it so.  I have been blessed in my journey to never being alone; I have had the privilege of three souls keeping me on track and not allowing me time to wallow in self pity.  The first has helped to keep the flying monkeys away and taught me grammar and English along the way.  Thank you, Rhonda.  The next person that has pushed me on to completing this daunting task of obtaining my doctorate and covered for me at work while I drove the thousand miles to attend classes is my trusty sidekick, Chris.  I owe her more than these mere words on paper, for all this and the months of my recovery.


The last is my wonderful husband, Bobby, who has believed in me and kept me positive throughout the time in classes and the 18 months of support while I was out of class battling cancer.  He refuses to have an ABD in our household.  


As I near completion of this portfolio part of the Doctoral Program, I again face another journey into the unknown, the journey called dissertation.  But as I have found with life and my journey reflected upon these pages I am not alone on this island and I will not fail.  My prayer will be to have the opportunity and time to finish what I have now set out to do… onward to dissertation.
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