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“A Man in The Middle”

In my review of my experiences as a student I was asked to present a theme for my time here.  Several come to mind, all dealing with survival:  “Swimming with the Sharks”, “Still Standing” or “Hanging in There” all seem appropriate, since this program, in its trying times, can seem like the ultimate challenge.  But, I realized this program is not about the trials and tribulations, but the results of those experiences.  My part here is not to report how the difficulties of the experience, but how those challenges have shaped and changed me personally and professionally.

I soon realized that I have come to a defining point in the Doctoral program: neither a newcomer or graduate, I am currently in the role of a somewhat seasoned veteran.  A student who has completed a stage of the journey, standing along a path that provides me with a view of the trail I began, and the peak in the distance I have yet to ascend.  I have become a “Man in the Middle,” a traveler who has come quite a distance but still has many more miles to complete.


This theme of “In the Middle” seems natural.  I am middle aged, work in a middle school, serve as middle management, and am often half out of my mind.  It seems odd to think I am in the middle of a “terminal” degree process, hoping for a fast resolution and completion to the process, but hoping for a positive extended stay.  As Albert Einstein stated, “There are three rules of work:  Out of clutter find simplicity, from discord harmony, in the middle of difficulty lies opportunity.”  An in the middle I am.  Through this reflective process comes my opportunity for a redefinition of purpose and examination of accomplishment.
INTRODUCTION

I began this program as a student who had achieved success and confronted dissatisfaction.  I have two Graduate degrees from the West Virginia College of graduate Studies, with degrees in Middle School/Elementary Curriculum and another in Public School Administration.  I entered the West Virginia University Co-Op program, but transferred to the Marshall University program after eighteen hours of coursework.  In coming to the Marshall University Doctoral Program, I was a new student in an evolving program, one that had been in existence for a relatively short period of time.  As the program was changing to better reflect the needs and experiences of the students, so too was the evaluative format.  Gone were the traditional summative assessments of comprehensive exams, taking the role of “memorization and regurgitation” was a new process—the assessment portfolio.  This new process is a reflective piece that showcases the work that I have done and the learning that comes from both the learning experiences provided in the classes and the knowledge realized afterwards from critical assessment of my own experiences.  This then is the work itself, I believe it represents not only who I was, but who I am becoming.  

As I begin to reflect on the process and experiences that have brought me to this point—this creation of a work that will serve as one of my final experiences as a student with the Marshall University Doctoral Program-I am coming to the conclusion that this process has been a part of my life for many years.  I have been a student of this institution since 1998, when I enrolled in the graduate program as a teacher.

In this work I will attempt to accurately reflect on my experiences as a learner and a leader, a student and a supporter of others who come to this experience as well.  I understand and present that this piece is to be a personal statement of learning experiences more than the scholastic research based writings of my studies of the past years.

I constructing this piece, I will include discussions and descriptions of the various learning experiences I have participated in as a student in the Marshall Doctoral Program. This writing will consist of an Introduction, Examination of Student Classwork, Scholarship, Professional/ Academic Pursuits and Conclusion. Those sections will consist of descriptions of my portfolioed activities that will provide the reader with an understanding of my experiences as a student; more importantly, they will provide a recorded reflection of my personal growth through the activity. For me, the purpose of this piece is threefold; to provide others with a record of my work for examination to better understand my personal scholarship; to provide upcoming students with a documented record of student achievement and success to use as a template for their own personal work; and as a learning experience for my own understanding of the time invested in this experience.


And make no mistake; this has been an intense investment of time and resources.  Professionally, I have been a middle school administrator for the past eight years, as principal since January 2002.  When interviewing for admission to the program, one of the questions posed was along the lines of “What will be the greatest challenges you face as a student/ what weaknesses will you have as a students?”  My response, aside from my mathematical liabilities as a statistician, was “Working for a living.”  

I was not being flip.  The amount of time and energy expended every day as an administrator is enormous.  I often spend evenings and weekends at work involved in planning and attending events.  The sacrifices I have made to this point have been my remaining time and energy.  When I look back at my application letter, it seems almost off-base in its focus:
“The purpose of this letter is to communicate my strong and purposeful desire to apply for the Doctoral program in Education/Leadership Studies at Marshall University.  I truly believe the experiences your program offers will provide excellent opportunities to maximize my personal and professional growth and achievement.

Currently I am serving as the Principal at Horace Mann Middle School.  For the past fifteen years I have served as an educator in the Kanawha County School system.  The first eight years of my career were as a teacher of English and language arts.  During this time I taught at the high school, junior high and middle school levels.  I experienced a school transition from the segmented junior high schedule to the more student centered middle school experience.

Although my experience as a teacher was richly rewarding, I wanted to extend my ability to help more students reach their potential both as academic students and citizens.  I entered the West Virginia College of Graduate Studies to explore these possibilities and earned two Master’s degrees.  The first, in Elementary/Middle School curriculum, allowed me to have a more complete understanding of the cognitive needs of my students and how to develop their abilities while the second, in Educational Leadership, created the opportunity for me to implement those concepts at a school-wide level.

As an administrator I have served as a middle school assistant principal and principal at an alternative school, the former Cabell Alternative School.  I have worked with students at a predominately rural school at Sissonville Middle School and at my current position at Horace Mann Middle School, students of an inner-city background.  During this time I have also sought numerous professional experiences.  I have served at the county on the Superintendent’s Advisory Board, chaired three textbook selection committees and been a member of a six member Character Education Cadre.  At the state level, I was one of two administrators who served on the West Virginia Middle School Cadre.  I have given training sessions to teachers and administrators from Kanawha, Roane, Marshall, and Mineral Counties, as well as the past two West Virginia Middle Level Education Conferences.  However, no matter my position, I remain dedicated to the belief of life-long learning.  As Eli Ginzberg said, “Enlarge the opportunity and the person will expand to fill it.”  I entered the co-operative Doctoral Program of West Virginia University.  In this time I have completed eighteen hours of required coursework with a 4.0 GPA.  However, the distance involved and the lack of local support has created a need for a more interactive student experience for me.  I am seeking acceptance into your program to create a fuller, more enriching learning experience.

My personal and professional growth has exhibited a need to achieve at the highest level.  I have always desired opportunities to enhance my abilities to become a more complete and effective teacher and leader.  I ask you to allow me this opportunity as a member of the Marshall University Doctoral Program in Educational Leadership.  I appreciated your consideration and await the opportunity to work together.”
In reviewing my letter, it seems two-thirds of the text was more about my previous accomplishments rather than my abilities and capabilities.  If anything is to be learned in the past two years, it is not what you have done, but what you are willing to do with the capacity you have.  In my application letter, I quoted Ginzberg as saying, “Enlarge the opportunity and the person will expand to fill it.”  In the following sections, this “middle man” will present his personal expansion.
CLASSWORK-HISTORY AND REFLECTION
The classwork for this program has been an interesting amalgamation of experiences.  I began taking courses in 1997 just as an experiment.  I was unsure if the program was something I was interested in, or prepared.  It was hard for me to imagine that I was ready for such a step, so I took LS 730, Educational Facility Planning, with Dr. Yeager.  It was interesting and I realized I was ready for the program.  Yet, I didn’t take another course for three years, I don’t know why.
I entered the West Virginia University Co-Op Program in the Spring of 2000 and completed thirty hours of classwork as required.  During this time, I began to explore the possibility of transferring to the Marshall University program and in 2004 I did so.  Since that time I have complete the additional required classwork and I am beginning preparations for the research project and thesis writing. 

In review, the course work has been interesting and of a whole.  There seems to be two different pieces to the program, that which relates to the school-based concepts and the research-based classes.  The school-based information would include such courses as Administration Theory, Politics of Education, Public School Finance, the Superintendency and all courses included in my minor studies of Curriculum.  The research-based program would include Statistical Methods, Research Design, Survey Research, Qualitative research and Computer Analysis in Research.
I have enjoyed the “two Prongs” of the coursework, yet they seem as different entities to me.  Most of the theoretical classwork often seems independent of the other courses, while the research classes all interrelate.  Information from this group of courses seems to build upon earlier classes and one class often augments the others.  I was fortunate to begin with Research design and develop through the other course.  This class served as my base for the other course and information.  I conclude this “grouping” of courses with LS 711, Survey Research, and through reflection I see how far I have progressed.  Beginning with a simple problem statement from Research design I created a comprehensive statement of research for LS 711.  This statement included information from the original and incorporated both quantitative and qualitative materials.  I found this project to be a summative statement of my growth as a researcher.
In reading the papers from other students’ portfolios, I was struck by the different chronological paths of coursework taken, yet, there was often a general statement concerning how the program seemed to be a series of learning steps that built upon the previous class.  Now I realize I have made the same statement.  I would conclude from this experience that the research courses are well-developed and relate well to each other.  

In conclusion, there are several suggestions: 1) The “two pronged” approach is beneficial but schizophrenic.  I would like for the administration courses to relate to relate to specific research concepts in the acquisition of information; 2) Students might have a greater focus, if by a certain time of the coursework, they were to declare a Field of Interest for their studies.  This field of interest-literacy, learning styles, middle school- could then serve as the basis for all future class activities.  This would be an efficient manner of building a strong singular focus for the research and create a large literature base for the thesis, and 3) I would include many of the portfolio projects as part of class assignments.  Although I realize how the independent activities create a pattern of work that will build to graduation, I also realize most students are full-time workers and full-time students, at least in effort expended.  This dedication of projects in a class setting could streamline some of the massive effort it takes to complete these projects.
Finally, I am proud of the classes taken, the knowledge gained and the experiences that have come from the work.  I feel it has strongly enhanced my professional career and exposed me to a great number of concepts I would never have reached on my own. 

PROFESSIONAL/ACADEMIC PURSUITS

1. Research Activity:  Merit Software Implementation at Horace Mann Middle     School. Spring 2005. 


In the spring of 2005 I was fortunate to work with a group of researchers implementing a new learning program in the public schools. Working closely with my committee chair, Dr. Jerry Jones, along with Dr. Sam Securro of Marshall university and Danny Cantrell of West Virginia State University, I was part of a research team that implemented, studies and later , published results of a computerized learning program for middle school students.  The program, Merit Math, was a product of Merit Software, an educational resource producer and publisher of educational software for schools and parents since the 1980’s.

This was the second study of its type conducted in a West Virginia middle school.  The first had been conducted at Calhoun County Middle School with students in grades 6-8.  Merit Software commissioned the second study to be done at the school I administrate, Horace Mann Middle School.   The school, located in Charleston, West Virginia, is an inner city school with a general population of 420 students.  The school has a minority population of 35 % and nearly 50 % of students on free or reduced lunch programs.  Since the previous middle school study had been conducted in a rural setting, it was hoped this study would provide an interesting comparison of students and student achievement.  As stated earlier, this study was implemented and complemented in the spring of 2005, and focused on students in seventh grade math classes.  


The study consisted of a quasi-experimental, two group classification.  Students were evaluated in a pre and post-test design using the current and previous year’s scores from the West Virginia Educational Standards Test (WESTEST).  Students were placed in random assignment to either experimental (Merit group) or control (Regular instruction) groupings and the study included dependent measure of the standardized test score.  Informational data from the tests were analyzed using a t-test and socio-economic and ethnicity factors were also analyzed.

Planning for the program began in the winter of 2004.  Planning meetings of Dr. Jones, Mr. Cantrell and I were frequently attended by Dr. Securro and Merit Software president Ben Weintraub.  The presence of Dr. Securro was invaluable as he offered assistance in creating the statistical base of the program and offered insight of creating the project in a way that allowed for significant information to be produced.  It should also be noted that the presence of Mr. Weintraub for assistance on the implementation of the software and background information and in no way effected the implementation of the research or its results.


 My role in the project varied as the research progressed.  Initially, I investigated the previous study to determine it applicability to our school.  I met with our teacher and students to inform them of the process and its implications and coordinated the permission and consent information for parents.  I worked with Dr. Jones to establish how the program would be developed at the school and once the program was underway I monitored its ongoing procedures.


Once the actual program was completed at school, new responsibilities were created.  I worked with Dr. Securro to provide him with the test score information and identification of students in sub-categories. Together we worked to develop a lower 25% quartile of scores, something that is absent from WESTEST information.  I also worked with Mr. Cantrell in the writing and editing of the research, resulting in the creation of a document to be explored in the Scholarship section of this paper.

Reflection

As a principal, I am often involved in the implementation of new programs for students or teachers at the school level.  However, this experience was exciting to me since it allowed me to see the implementation through many different stages. First, the pre-construction phase of the research allowed me to see how a program is created and what its designs are created to accomplish.  I was working with the founder of a program and designing the creation of a program at the school level.  This was a new experience for me in that I usually receive a program that has been chosen at the county level and training for the teachers is done by sources outside the school.


Secondly, the research process includes actual measurement and examination of results specifically related to the identified program.  This is also a relatively new experience since most new programs in public education come and go without exacting methods and focus.  It would be of great use to our system if every new program were treated in such a manner to rate its effectiveness and I hope to be able to propose that treatment to future programs as they proliferate.

Finally, this experience allowed me the ability to work closely with a varied group of individuals in the education field.  With Dr. Jones and Dr. Securro the relationship expanded from teacher/student to colleague, although it must be noted they allowed me to lead in my areas of expertise and presented me with information and direction in theirs. Truly hands-on learning and I was part of a team.

Meeting Mr. Weintraub was a revelation in that in our meetings I got to glimpse the “outside” workings of an educationally related business.  Mr. Weintraub was a personal glimpse into the concepts I had acquired from reading The World is Flat by Thomas Freidman.  In our discussions, I learned of distance learning and internet marketing.  I also learned how his business evolved from a filmstrip company in the fifties to one of the leading marketers in computer software in the 1990’s and 2000’s.  Fascinating stuff.
PROFESSIONAL/ACADEMIC PURSUITS

2. Co-teaching:  LS 510 with Dr. Jones.  Spring 2004 and Spring 2005. “The Principalship”
In the Fall of 2003, Dr. Jones and I began to formulate ideas for the co-teaching of LS 510.  To be chosen for this assignment was a great honor for me, as I had taken the class in my Master’s program and enjoyed it greatly.  My reminiscences revolved around the fact that this was a class that specifically addressed the position as a whole.  My other classes usually specialized in a particular facet of school administration such as facilities, finance and school law.  This class, I believed offered the entire gamut of experiences and I was excited to be teaching such concepts in an organic piece—as an aside, what student doesn’t want to become the teacher?

The syllabus described the class goals as, “…designed to examine school building administration emphasizing support services, information services, fiscal matters and facility and maintenance.”  I believe the principalship today to be an all-consuming position that cannot be allowed to consume it participants.  I discussed with Dr. Jones the need to communicate each class meeting the need for personal balance personally and professionally.  Through this discussion I came to my personal concept of successful leadership, the “Three Legged Stool.”

School administration is a service position, one in which the leader is also the helper, where to be successful, one must interact with the entire school team of students, staff, teachers, service personnel, parents and community teachers.  The metaphor of the stool is that of a primitive tool, yet built for comfort.  One must crouch to sit and an effective leader has to be able to move effectively up and down with those he teams with.  A stool has three legs-each dependent on the other to maintain a balance.  Using this concept, I developed the concept of the three supports of a successful administrator—intelligence, nerve and will.  Without the balance of these three personal attributes, an administrator will likely fall flat again and again.  This was the first of presentations I would give in the class, one for each class meeting.  They were 1) The Principalship, 2) Budgeting and Finance, 3) Curriculum and 4) Facilities.  All of the classroom experiences were positive and Dr. Jones and I again used this format for co-teaching again in 2005.  
Reflection


The two teaching experiences are perhaps my favorite portfolio activity.  Anytime a student can become a teacher in the same instructional setting they have previously experienced there is certainly a feeling of pride and accomplishment.  Dr. Jones and I were perfect complements to each other as a mix as Dr. Jones has a vast array of experiences and I offer immediate observations from the principalship.  One of the most positive portions of the class was the number of professional relationships that evolved from the class.  Included in the class were three Horace Mann teachers and nine others who are in the Kanawha County Leadership Program.  This class allowed me to extend support and advice in a different forum for them.  Also, two of my former students from Sissonville Middle School, Keri Walker and Aaron Bailey were in the class.  I have now officially progressed from “veteran” teacher to “old” teacher. 



Perhaps the best part of my teaching was the final class meeting in which we discussed facility maintenance and upkeep.  Dr. Jones and I designed this class experience to meet at my current school, Horace Mann Middle School, to examine the facility.  Students met at the school and toured the building and toured from the front entrance to the second floor.  We discussed the importance of bulleting boards and bathroom upkeep and the student met the evening custodian and heard his take on facility maintenance.  Since both classes were so large, we split the groups by half and added another learning experience.  We invited my former assistant principal George Aulenbacher to the class to speak with one group while the other toured the building.  This gave us smaller groups and allowed the students to interact with another administrator.  Mr. Aulenbacher spoke to the students on the transition to becoming a principal, a topic he was familiar with, as he had only been a principal for several months in the Spring of 2004.  The experience was extremely positive for the students and Dr. Jones has often noted how many of the students rated it as their most rewarding experience.  In addition, the teaching also encouraged Mr. Aulenbacher to explore entry into the program at Marshall, and he began taking courses in August.
SCHOLARSHIP
1. Article:  “Intervention that Adds Up: The Impact of Merit Software on Standardized Test Scores of Middle School Students.”  Published by the Journal on School Education Technology. I-Manager Publications, Kerla, India.  Summer 2006.

The creation and publication of this article stems from the research project at Horace Mann Middle School in the spring of 2005.  The research project was described in Professional/Academic Pursuits section, pages 6-8 of this work.

The writing of the article was genuinely collaborative involving Dr. Jones, Dr. Securro, Danny Cantrell and me.  It involved an almost constant exchange of information via phone calls and e-mails.  While Mr. Cantrell was the principal writer of the work, I was responsible for creating sections concerning the school, student populations, methods and procedures.  The editing process has evolved greatly from the days of writers suiting around a table making suggestions.  In this effort, we all received original and edited revisions and would compose new information or changes.  Mr. Cantrell and I spent many days trying to revise the writing into shorter and more effective information.


The article consists of an abstract, introduction, review of literature, research questions, project setting, procedures, study design, findings, recommendations and references.  Each section was checked numerous times for verification of information and editing.

Since the previous discussion centered on the research project, I included general findings in this section.  Positive significance was found in to regards of the impact of the Merit Math program on student achievement scores.  Recommendations included increasing the time spent utilizing the program in new studies and students and teachers should be interviewed to reveal personal feelings about the program and its ease of use.   Because of the findings and the success of the research activity, additional projects have been planned.
Reflection


The writing of the article was an important learning experience for me because it allowed me to pursue the type of activity I had been preparing for in class.  Beginning in LS 703, Research Design, I have been investigating the research-based writing style.  My computer analysis course, LS 776, offered me insight into the work that Dr. Securro would be completing in the analysis of our findings.  In this way, the writing of the paper was a culmination of much of my classwork, and certainly an excellent preparatory activity for the writing of my own research activity and thesis.


A second benefit was in the team style approach to writing the paper.  As chief source of information concerning the setting, the implementation of the activity and reviewer and editor, I got to experience many roles in the preparation of the article.  I was no longer a student working at a computer, turning in an assignment and receiving a grade, I was part of an organic group, with changing responsibilities, creating a finished product.


Finally, I must address the publication aspect of the article.  Although I have written articles and editorials for local publications, this was an international piece that had been produced.  As an administrator working with the West Virginia department of Education’s 21st Century Learning concepts, I constantly hear how the internet has made the world smaller and communication more immediate.  The publication by an organization in India, seemed proof of this.  The inclusion of the article was really a world-wide event.  Not a revolutionary event on a global scale, but one that made me realize the topics we teach to our students of global communication and competition is not for the next generation, but for all of us in the current generation.
2. Presentation:  “Technology Making a Difference in Schools: Merit Software Research.” West Virginia Association of Middle Level Education,  25th Annual Conference, Stonewall Jackson Resort, Roanoke, WV.  April 29, 2006.

3. Presentation:  West Virginia Superintendent’s Conference.  Snowshoe, WV.  Summer 2006.
For the Scholarship requirements of my portfolio, I was required to co-present at a state, regional or national conference.  For this requirement, I presented at two state conferences, the West Virginia Association of Middle Level Education and the West Virginia’s Superintendent’s Conference.  Both conferences offered similarities and differences in experiences.

The Middle Level conference was held at the Stonewall Jackson Resort in the Spring of 2006.  Dr. Jones and I presented on our Merit Math research and findings.  The presentation was also attended and participated by Dr. Securro and Linda Jarvis, teacher at Calhoun County Middle School.  Dr. Jones introduced the concept and co-presenters, Ms. Jarvis discussed the program implementation at her school and I did the same for mine.  Dr. Securro provided statistical evidence of the findings and we all answered questions at the conclusion.  Audience members for this presentation ranged from teachers to administrators to county level administrators.


For the second presentation I was a member of a six person panel presenting on a number of educational topics.  Presenters included Marshall University students Gary Cook, Trecia Peterson, Bill Chapman and others.  I spoke on the implementation of technology at the district level and reported of the use of video streaming, handheld devise and the Accelerated Reader literacy program.  Audience members for this presentation consisted of county level administrators.
Reflection


In many respects, all presentations are similar.  A speaker conveys information to an audience and hopes to engage in meaningful exchanges of information.  However, both of these presentations were truly team efforts with multi-person involvement.  Both presentations involved coordination of information and collaboration.  Before each presentation I worked with the other individuals to clarify individual portions of the presentations.


However, it is easy to present to an audience consisting mainly of teachers such as the Middle Level conference.  It is a bit more daunting to speak to a group of county superintendents.  But, the second presentation was my favorite.  We were treated as experts in our presentation areas and actively interacted with the audience.  Our own county representatives were present to watch the presentations of Ms. Peterson and me.  Afterwards, Jackson County Superintendent and a parent representative queried me about the effectiveness of the Accelerated Reader program.  It was a very positive experience.  In a humorous aside, one superintendent complimented me on my presentation style and noted that I seemed comfortable speaking to the group.  I told him how I had practiced and tried to interject personal experiences into the presentation.  “That’s good,” he said.  “You have a funny personality.”  He realized how the remarked sounded and quickly apologized.  “That’s ok,” I thought, “that’s an apt description.”
CONCLUSION

The completion of this activity has allowed me the opportunity to review my personal and professional progression as a doctoral student.  It is certainly eye-opening to realize in the past years I have become a published researcher, can quote research studies relating to my professional field and recognize authors of particular note.  All of these experiences have created a base body of knowledge for me to use as a pool of resources to improve my skills as a professional educator.
In terms of collaboration, I have experienced the research and writing contributions of Dr Jones and Dr. Seccuro, and the advice and friendship of fellow student Danny Cantrell.  I have worked with fellow student Trecia Peterson on a presentation for a statewide conference which has extended into our work in Kanawha County Schools as members of the district’s Leadership Academy.  I met and worked with outside sources such as Merit Software owner Ben Weintraub and in monthly meetings with Dr. Jones and Dr. Toth, I met Alister Izat, a former director at the World Bank and the current rugby coach at Marshall University.  Most importantly, through my teaching with Dr. Jones, I have become a mentor to twelve Kanawha County teachers who hope to become school administrators and I am working with two individuals who are exploring the doctoral program or Educational Specialist program.  Perhaps the last experience has been the most rewarding for me, as it allows me to aid others to the path I am currently progressing.  If others can benefit and prosper through my help, then I have not only received my education through others, but I am now becoming a conduit for the education of others.

I began this article with the concept of “A Man in the Middle.” Today I hope to become a man who has progressed past the midway point.  The poet Robert Frost once said, “The middle of the road is where the white line is, and that’s the worst place to drive.”  I believe this portfolio now marks a beginning, not a stopping point.  Full speed ahead!
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