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My Journey as a Doctoral Student:  The Road Less Travelled

Introduction


Education is extremely important in my family.   It has always been something which was expected, not questioned.  My father once told me that education is the only thing that no one can ever take away from you.  Money and material things come and go, but education stays with you forever.  I began my path in higher education by receiving a BA degree in Psychology, followed by a MS in Industrial Relations and a MA in Counseling, all from West Virginia University.  After working for several years, I chose to enter the Leadership program at Marshall University Graduate College and received an Education Specialist degree in Leadership Studies.  Choosing to go into a doctoral program was naturally the next step for me.   It is a path not taken by many and not always completed by all those who enter into it.

While working at the University of Pittsburgh at Johnstown, I had looked into entering a doctoral program.  However, the time was not right.  I had a young child and could not commit the time or energy.  After returning to West Virginia, and having settled into my job and with the understanding of my son and help from my parents, I chose to enter the Education Leadership program at Marshall University and received my Educational Specialist degree in 2002.    After completing this degree I felt I needed to spend time with my son.  As a single mother, I felt that my son needed more time and I wanted to be there for him.  However, my journey was not complete.  After a few years, I chose to continue my quest for the doctoral degree.

Being a school counselor has been rewarding, but it is not the final step in my career.  Although my future career path is unknown, I know that having a doctorate degree will be extremely beneficial.  I see myself going in one of two directions or possibly a combination of both.  I would enjoy working in a college again and going into some type of administration.  Because of the Educational Leadership program, this has become a more realistic goal. The Educational Leadership program and the portfolio requirements have given me opportunities to learn about leadership and the different facets of higher education and administration.  It has expanded my knowledge and horizons.  I have not only learned through courses taken, but by opportunities to work with professors and peers on projects, papers, and research.  I have had the opportunity to put what I have learned into practice and increase my skill in the area of collaboration.  According to the Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary (2009), collaboration means “to work jointly with others or together especially in an intellectual endeavor.”  This has been a primary theme through my experiences in the Educational Leadership program.  It is also an integral part of my leadership style of which I now have a better understanding.  

Leadership Style

My leadership style is that of Servant Leadership,   Greenleaf (2003) states that a servant leader has ten characteristics:  listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, conceptualization, foresight, stewardship, commitment to the growth of people and building community.   This type of leadership style empowers others and encourages collaboration and trust.  This is an extension of what I do as a counselor and has been a natural transition for me.  I use these skills when working with students, parents, administrators, staff, and other professionals.  Larry Spears (2004) states that servant leadership is “based on teamwork and community, one that seeks to involve others in decision making, one strongly based in ethical and caring behavior.”

While working with and assisting in the training of new counselors, I have utilized a great deal of listening, foresight, building community and collaboration skills.  I have listened to their concerns and helped them learn and adjust to the new environment and situation.  I have tried to anticipate situations that may occur and offer information and advice.  Most of all, I have encouraged collaboration, so that we work together as a team.  By doing this, the department continues to be effective and advice and information is consistent.  A great deal of collaboration is also utilized while working with administrators and teachers concerning students.

Portfolio Requirements 

The Educational Leadership Program at Marshall University Graduate College requires doctoral candidates to complete specific portfolio requirements.  These requirements provide students with the opportunity to gain experiences they may not have otherwise.  Students provide information showing their work, proving they are ready to proceed forward and begin the process of writing a dissertation.  

As stated by the Educational Leadership residency portfolio description, the portfolio requirements fall into three categories.  These categories are:

1.  Co-authoring a proposal for submission and co-presenting at a regional or national conference in collaboration with a faculty member.

2. Co-authoring and submitting for publication a manuscript to a peer reviewed/refereed journal, a book, or a book chapter, in collaboration with a faculty member.

3. Other professional/academic pursuits:

a. Co-teaching a course with a faculty member;

b. Developing a course in collaboration with a faculty member;

c. Serving an appropriate internship involving an outside mentor and a mentor on the program faculty;

d. Collaborating with faculty member in another activity, approved in advance by the student’s committee.

The following chart will show my experiences as they relate to the portfolio requirements.

	Portfolio Activity
	Date(s)
	Performed in Collaboration With
	Description of Activity
	Sample of Courses Supporting this Activity

	National       Presentation
	August 1-4, 2007
	Dr. Michael Cunningham

Dr. Teresa Eagle

Ms. Bonnie Allman
	NCPEA Presentation:  Using Virtual Schools to Enhance Learning Activities in Pre-service Principal Programs
	LS 710 – Principles of Leadership

LS 705 – Administration Theory

	Co-Teaching
	Spring 2007
	Dr.Ron Childress
	Co-teaching of CI 676 – Program Evaluation
	CI 676 – Program Evaluation

	Internship
	June – July 2001
	Mr. Doug Walters

Dr. Jack Yeager
	Internship- University of Charleston, Office of  Student Life:

Survey Analysis
	LS 760 – Politics of Education

LS 714 – Higher Education Administration

EDF 711 –Survey Research

LS 707 – Ethical Theory

	Research
	Summer 2007
	Dr. Michael Cunningham

Dr. Theresa Eagle

Ms. Bonnie Allman
	Research and creation of virtual school to be utilized in pre-service principal programs
	LS 710 – Principles of Leadership

LS 705 – Administration Theory

	Qualitative Research
	Summer 2007
	Dr. Bobbi Nicholson

Ms. Joy Cline

Mr. David Lawson

Mr. Darrell Taylor
	Qualitative Pilot Study of Effect of WV PROMISE Scholarship on Secondary and Higher Education Institutions
	LS 703 – Research and Design

EDF 625 – Qualitative Research


SECTION I:  SCHOLARSHIP AND TECHNOLOGY PROJECT

Robert Greenleaf (2003) created the modern concept of Servant Leadership.  Stephen Covey (1989), John Maxwell (2005) and others also subscribe to the idea that leaders serve others, keeping their integrity and values while focusing on achieving results.  However, this concept existed long ago, some tracing it back to religious roots.  Lao Tzu (600 B.C.) wrote the following:

FORTY-NINE

The greatest leader forgets himself

And attends to the development of others.

Good leaders support excellent workers.

Great leaders support the bottom ten percent.

Great leaders know that

The diamond in the rough

Is always found “in the rough.” 

While defining my leadership style, I realized that I not only learned from my courses, but by observing the actions of my professors, administrators where I work, and as I watched my father years ago.  The previous quote clearly defines the very premise of servant leadership and of empowering others.    This is what Dr. Cunningham and Dr. Eagle accomplished while allowing Bonnie Allman and myself to create a virtual school and community to help graduate students gain administrative experience.  We came into the project with different skills and experiences.  Bonnie had administrative experience and I had counseling experience combined with experience in scheduling, career counseling and higher education.  We were both inexperienced in this area of research.  However, our experiences combined with the courses we had taken along with the mentorship of Dr. Cunningham and Dr. Eagle gave us the foundation to work through the process to create the virtual school.  It was a valuable experience and a great opportunity to learn the art of collaborating with a peer and with professors.  This virtual school was later added to the Blackboard course homepage of students in the principal preparation program to be used as a resource in their courses.  

Through this process, I realized that learning from mistakes is just as important as learning through successes.   The courses I took through the Education Leadership program gave me the opportunity to make decisions based on knowledge.   These courses were my foundation.  The opportunity to work with professors gave me the understanding that they are there to encourage and empower me, while being there to keep me from failing.  This experience was extended by presenting the Virtual School project at the NCPEA national conference in Lexington, KY.  Dr. Cunningham and Dr. Eagle allowed Bonnie and me to complete our journey with the virtual school by allowing us to share the information with others.  Again, they were there to help us and prepared us for the final step of our project.

Courses, such as Principles of Leadership and Administration Theory, gave me fundamental information that was important while creating this project.  Some of this information included the understanding of what is important for an administrator to know in his/her school, problems that may arise, and information necessary in the basic administration of a school.

SECTION II:  OTHER PROFESSIONAL/ACADEMIC PURSUITS

Co-Teaching with Faculty Member

I had the opportunity to co-teach CI 676 – Program Evaluation with Dr. Ron Childress in the spring term of 2007.  This was a great opportunity to learn about program evaluations.  Prior to this course, I had not considered the usefulness of evaluating programs to determine if they were accomplishing the goals for which the program was created.  This gave me an understanding of program evaluations for which I had not previously had.  Programs need to be evaluated for their effectiveness and usefulness. They should exist because they are accomplishing the goals for which they were created.  Therefore, using money and other resources in the way they were intended to be used.  Dr. Childress’s knowledge and experience are unmatched and I appreciate the opportunity to learn from him in his area of expertise.  He gave me the primary foundation I need to increase my skills in program evaluation.

Professional Internship


During the summer of 2001, I had the opportunity to work with Mr. Doug Walters, Dean of Students at the University of Charleston under the direction of Dr. Yeager.  Although I had the opportunity to learn the functions of the office, my primary responsibility was to analyze the Student Satisfaction Survey which was conducted by Noel-Levitz, Inc.  This survey was given to all freshmen students in their Mentoring class.  Analyzing this information gave me the opportunity to find out what was important to students on a college campus and how well the college met the needs of the students.  Through this experience, I gained an understanding that as an administrator, what I may think is important to students may be different from what they think is important.  To be effective, it is important to survey those who are affected to see that their needs are being met.  Dr. Yeager gave me the support and understanding of what is needed to be successful in this experience.


It was important to have the knowledge I received from courses such as, Politics of Education, Ethical Theory, Higher Education Administration and Survey Research to work in the Office of Student Life.  These courses gave me basic knowledge and understanding of what is required while working in an administrative office.  The Survey Research class enabled me to be able to analyze the survey which was the primary function of my internship.
Research Project With Faculty


I had the opportunity to work on a qualitative research project with Dr. Bobbi Nicholson, Ms. Joy Cline, Mr. David Lawson, and Mr. Darrell Taylor.  The project was a qualitative pilot study of the effect of the WV PROMISE Scholarship on secondary and higher education institutions.  This was a great opportunity to take the qualitative research skills I learned from Dr. Eric Lassiter in the EDF 625 – Qualitative Research class and put them into practice.  He taught me the skills necessary to be able to complete this type of research project.  

This project was extremely interesting to me because I had worked with students and the PROMISE Scholarship program since its inception.  Because of this, I had to learn to put all biases aside.  Dr. Nicholson worked with Joy Cline and me to create a set of questions and place them in an order which would make the conversation flow and allow administrators to answer them openly and honestly.  I was fortunate to have administrators who were enthusiastic and anxious to talk about the PROMISE Scholarship program and its impact on their school and how it affected their curriculum.


Through this experience I learned the value of how to create a set of questions that are not biased.  It is also important to write exactly what is said, not my impression of what is said.  Dr. Nicholson was exceptional in explaining the process and guiding me through it.  Collaborating with Joy Cline was also important as we worked together to complete this qualitative research.


The Research and Design and Qualitative Research courses were valuable in giving me an understanding of how research questions are to be stated.  They also gave me experience in how to do qualitative research, how to report this information, and why qualitative research is important


SECTION III: CONCLUSION AND FINAL REFLECTION


One cannot go through the Educational Leadership program without being changed.  I now have a greater understanding of administration, the research process and collaboration.  This program and the portfolio requirements allowed me to put theory into practice.  I have gained a greater understanding of my primary leadership style, knowing that circumstances may cause it to change based on the situation.  I have grown personally and professionally through my educational experiences.  I have gained a support system of peers and professors on whom I can count on for expertise and knowledge.  These people model the servant leader:  listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, conceptualization, foresight, stewardship, commitment to the growth of people and building community.   


I owe my professors a debt of gratitude for helping me through this journey.  The courses they taught gave me a basic knowledge of administration, politics, research, and program evaluation.  However, their attitude, commitment to students, and professional expertise is what makes the program better.  Dr. Cunningham and Dr. Eagle showed me how to start from nothing and create a school and community.  In the process I learned more about collaboration and administration.  They also gave me the mental support and encouragement to make a presentation at a national conference.  Dr. Childress gave me a greater understanding of the importance of program evaluation.  Why have a program if it does not do what it is intended to do?  Dr. Yeager gave me the opportunity to work at a university in an area which I had little experience.  It opened my eyes and brought back good memories of working on a college campus.  Dr. Nicholson gave me the opportunity to put my skills into practice in an area of which I had great interest.  She showed me the importance of phrasing survey questions appropriately and the order in which to place them.  These skills were reinforced by Dr. Lassiter and his Qualitative Research class.


My committee has also empowered me through their words and support.  Dr. Cunningham has been with me through this journey from the beginning.  He has been a mentor, a tower of support, and a positive optimistic soul when I was less than positive and optimistic.  Dr. Burton has also been a positive influence.   He has been encouraging and supportive during this process.  Dr. Owen gave me advice a long time ago about the importance of continuing through the doctoral program and its rewards, when others were less than supportive.  I would also like to include Dr. Eagle in this section.  She was encouraging and supportive while at the same time using a “tough love” approach.  I have learned that sometimes things do not go as planned and I must take a detour.  It was during these times, that I had to take a hard and difficult look at my goals and decide which direction I would take.       


Most importantly, I owe a debt of gratitude to my chairperson, Dr. Mary Harris-John.  There was a time when I was ready to give up on completing this degree.  My desire had decreased and the momentum was gone.  Through her support and encouragement, I was able to pick up the pieces and follow through.  Dr. Cunningham once said that you need a cheerleader behind you to help you get through a doctoral program. He was right.  What I did not understand was that sometimes, it is a professor in the background that becomes one of your cheerleaders and helps you get your momentum back.


I also owe thanks to Mr. Don McCartney, my junior high English teacher.  There have been various times and occasions through my life when our paths have crossed.  To this day, he always takes the time to recite a poem, teach me the understanding of it, and encourages me to go after my dreams.  He does not need a formal classroom to teach.  He shows by example, what it is to be a true educator.   It is not by coincidence that while going through my journey in this doctoral program and writing this paper, one of the first poems he taught me continues to come to mind.  The final stanza of The Road Not Taken is a reflection of my choice to enter the Educational Leadership Doctoral Program and why I want to complete it.

The Road Not Taken
   
…….

I shall be telling this with a sigh

Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood

And I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.
Robert Frost
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