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INTRODUCTION

In the summer of 2005, I received my acceptance letter for this doctoral program from Dr. Teresa Eagle.  The person I was at that time read that letter with the sentiment that the difficult part of obtaining a terminal degree was over.  At that juncture in my life, I was simply a maker of lists of things to be done with little or no regard for why or if there was a different way to approach a problem.  In a sense, I was an autocratic professional who equated accomplishment with a series of little check marks by each task or event.   I was efficient, effective, and accomplished, but did not have an appreciation of the actual experience of learning, even though I was working in higher education.

Starting Point – Knowing Only Knowledge


At the beginning of the doctoral program, my experience regarding educational endeavors was that education was merely a series of classes in which you complete the assigned tasks, get a grade, and move on to the next class.  As I began my coursework, I started to change both professionally as well as personally.  If asked at the beginning of the doctoral program if I thought this would occur, I would have responded with a resounding “no.”    During the first year of being a doctoral student, l was learning to abandon my autocratic, quantitative-only approach to education as well as my professional existence.  More importantly, I was finally finding validation in what I suspected a leader should be, but was afraid to actualize because it wasn’t institutional policy and procedure.  In a real sense, this portfolio paper is a qualitative research project about me and the effects of developing my leadership skills (personally and professionally) as a direct result of being a doctoral student, not simply doing the tasks required of a doctoral student at Marshall University.  
From my learning journals, notebooks, assignments, and other coursework experiences, I have gleaned field notes, so to speak, about my transformational experiences from fall 2005 to the present.  This assortment of field notes portrays a person who focused on the external presentation of appearance, speech, and other superficial trappings of the stereotypical leader to a person who continues to discover that leadership is not dependant on what you appear to be, but rather what you feel and what you believe about yourself (Kouzes & Posner, 1986).  
Analyzing the Milestones


 Two themes best describe my experiences from the person I was in 2005 when I began this journey to the person I have become thus far:  Plato’s “The Allegory of the Cave” and Kant’s thoughts on what constitutes enlightenment.  “The Allegory of the Cave” embodies my changing perceptions of educational, professional, and personal experiences from the first semester of my course work to the conclusion of my course work in the fall semester of 2008.  In Immanuel Kant’s essay “An Answer to the Question: “What is Enlightenment?”, I discovered the second theme that depicts the continuous mantra that has become my educational motto, Sapere Aude or the courage to be wise and “use your own understanding (Kant, 1784, p. 1).”   

No Longer a Cave Dweller
 How did I come to the realization that I was choosing to exist in a metaphoric cave of my own creation in 2005?  Simple... by learning from earlier educational experiences and conceptualizing how these technical words were in fact more than words, that they were ideas on timeless philosophic constructs that continue to shape scholars.  In LS 707--Ethical Theories, several theories were examined through the evaluation of classical essays or excerpts from significant works of fiction and a few were familiar to me from the many summer reading lists developed by my mother and Kanawha County Schools.  One of them was Plato’s The Republic.  At the beginning of my course work, I approached the doctoral program in the same epistemological manner as I approached my studies in high school and undergraduate studies.  I simply collected the facts and repeated them during some sort of test or assessment and then forgot them.  In LS 707, I began to realize and identify with the theoretical meaning of The Republic and connected “The Allegory of the Cave” as a symbol of what I was experiencing in the doctoral program. 
The act of even applying to the doctoral program began the process of discovering my own “want of education” (Jowett, 1973, p. 205) and choosing to no longer to live in a cave staring at the metaphoric shadows in my life and accepting them as truth.  Plato suggested via Socrates’ dialogue that the immediate source of “reason and truth in the intellectual is achieved with effort” (Jowett, 1973, p. 209).   The effort to think, to question, and to debate a topic beyond the confines of being merely one assignment - as one of many events towards the larger purpose of intellectual growth through education - is truly leaving the cave and shadows of truth behind.  Of all the fundamental changes, learning to think and to question instead of merely memorizing and parroting information to a professor was one of the most important lessons during my first year within the doctoral program.   
In complete honesty, it was much easier to be intellectually lazy and life was comfy (or so I believed at the time) in the cave I had created within my professional and personal life.  By choosing to make the effort to question and debate, I now find myself outside the symbolic cave of Plato’s creation a bit blinded by the “sight of being” (Jowett, 1973, p. 209).  Life outside the cave has lead me to adopt the dialectic approach to education, as well as leadership, in all aspects of my life in that I actively seek to “attain the greatest skill in asking and answering questions” (Jowett, 1973, p. 207).  It has been and will continue to be difficult at times. It will always be challenging. Sometimes I will fail, but I have my feet firmly planted outside my previous cave and will not return.
Accepting the Dare Everyday 
 
Immanuel Kant was another introduction made to me in LS 707 that has been a great influence in conceptualizing my development of leadership skills.  According to Kant’s essay, the act of scholarly leadership occurs when the scholar is responsible for presenting “carefully considered and well-intentioned thoughts” (Kant, 1784, p. 2) regarding all facets of human existence ranging from the personal, governmental, or spiritual.  I found that by choosing to think and reason to enact positive change, I was beginning to learn the responsibilities of being a scholar, which is also a basic responsibility of a leader. Leadership without the courage to use her own knowledge or reason with conviction in any situation is not leadership, but simply being a manager with a check-list of tasks to complete and move on to the next list.  Prior to being receptive to the entire doctoral experience and how each event was a lesson in leadership, I was only managing my personal and professional life lacking the fearlessness to lead my life in a direction of my own choosing.
  In candid reflection, I was immature in my leadership as well as educational skills when I began the doctoral program and continued this “self-imposed immaturity” (Kant, 1784, p. 1) for almost a year into the program.  By developing the courage to think and reason beyond the time I spent in the classroom, I found myself spending my morning and evening commute no longer listening to the iPod but examining and rationalizing complex issues and challenges.  This choice of Sapere Aude in retrospect served as the foundation for developing my leadership characteristics.  One example was the application of “disciplined thinking in combination with formal education to address complex problems” (Tichy & Devanna, 1986, p. 279).  Some of these complex situations included a hostile work environment due to drastic change within the organization and a declining marital relationship blamed, in part, on my growing dedication to my course work in the doctoral program.
From my understanding and interpretation of Plato and Kant, I have cultivated the basic framework and organizing threads in how I now approach leadership.  My developing individual leadership philosophy draws from Kant and Plato in the following themes:  assess the situation; leave behind the false or confining understanding of the situation; accept the discomfort of pain during change as a positive force; and, subsequently take action based upon the confidence in my own choices and the input of other leaders related to a situation.  
Overview and Selection of Research and Scholarly Activities


My portfolio events were selected primarily because they were experiences in which I had minimal experience on a professional level or personal confidence in my ability to complete successfully.  I made the personal choice to challenge myself by being removed from any previous comfort zone and truly test my emerging leadership mettle, so to speak.  Prior to these experiences, I had not taught a graduate-level course, designed an online course, worked on a committee to develop workshops, or presented research to experienced education professionals at a national conference.  In previous professional positions and educational experiences, I had always selected safe activities where I possessed a high level of knowledge and would be minimally challenged by the subject or an individual.  In my personal life, I lacked confidence to try new experiences due to the fear of failure and had minimal leadership skills to have courage to listen to my intuition and chose what was in my best interests.  As I journeyed through the doctoral program, I began to develop leadership over my own life and eliminated external forces (seeking approval from others or proving people wrong about my abilities) as my primary motivation to attend class and complete assignments as a successful doctoral student.
Just as many other doctoral students, I have made numerous personal sacrifices to complete the course work and student portfolio activities.  Without making the determination that I wanted this degree for myself and would make the required choices to do so, I firmly believe I would have quit the doctoral program and retreated back to my previous cave.    I truly appreciate each and every experience for enabling me to develop the leadership skill of successfully managing emotionally-charged changes and transitioning to a better situation.  Tichy and Devanna (1986) suggested that leaders do not deny the emotional process of transition and that they must admit to the “emotions that accompany endings exist and be willing to invest energy to resolve the issues” (Tichy & Devanna, 1986, p. 178).   I now realize that to successfully complete this doctoral program, the ability to manage the emotional milestones of life and transition into the next life experience or situation is greatest lesson of leadership that does not appear in the course rotations or the program description, and yet is required in all facets of scholarly activity.  
Development of Area of Emphasis

 I have always had a keen interest in studying law, but as mentioned earlier, my initial interest began as a mere affinity of memorization of facts.  This affinity transformed into appreciating how reasoning, interpretation, and application of law can empower people via educational opportunities.  The first class I took in the doctoral program was Higher Education Law which would serve as the foundation for design of my area of emphasis being education law.  Most of the students in this class were toward the end of their course work and their mature experience within the doctoral studies was intimidating at first, but was an excellent beginning to leadership studies.  Dr. Ericka Zimmerman was assigned to be the lead council in our mock Title IX lawsuit. Her leadership talents were evident when she was able to determine the specific talent or skill of each team member and then “provide the appropriate leadership style” (Hersey, 1985, p. 59) for the assignment.

In studying contemporary First Amendment issues as well as West Virginia School Law, I found the areas of education law that I am most enthusiastic about are the effect the application of law (or the lack thereof) has upon education economics, equal access to education, and a variety of social justice issues.  The combination of these general topics is currently serving as the inspiration for discovering dissertation ideas to research the social contract aspect of education.   The lesson of leadership from my area of emphasis is that being engaged in the creation and actualization of an idea is essential to leadership (Kouzes & Posner, 2008).  I am proud that I chose to create an area of emphasis that did not exist due to my interest in learning about the effect(s) of law upon education and not being content with simply memorizing the facts regarding law and education.  As a hopeful future leader in higher education, I consider ensuring that the rights of all students are held in equal esteem while focusing on equity in access to higher education, as well as eliminating disparity in educational outcomes, as paramount priorities.  In addition, the academic freedom of all faculty members in their expression and exchange of ideas is equally important for a transformational leader.  As illustrated by a quote attributed to Voltaire, one of the greatest challenges for a leader is to embrace this credo:  “I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it.” I believe this is especially necessary within an academic environment.
THEORETICAL ORIENTATION
Several courses in the doctoral program were the primary agents of changing my perception of leadership from being autocratic in nature to a synthesis of transformational and situational leadership philosophies.  The foundation of this change was LS 705 – Administration Theory, which served as the introduction to the basic concepts of transformational leadership and served as the basis of discovering my identity as a leader.  As in “The Allegory of the Cave,” I began to perceive the truth that leadership is a diversity of ideas not the edict of one person’s opinion in the decision-making process.  Prior to my coursework, my professional experiences and lack of education caused me to be confused about what successful and effective leadership truly meant to an institution or organization.  Dr. Paul Hersey (1985) defined this best as “success” (p. 18) being how well the task is completed and “effectiveness” (p. 18) being determined by the positive attitude of those performing the task.  Prior to my doctoral program experiences, my exposure to leadership in the work environment was that of autocratic leadership where fear was the greater motivator than positive attitudes or teamwork.  The positive environment in which I observed the transformational and situational leadership talents of professors, other key program personnel, and fellow students transferred to my professional environment and I no longer was affected by the fear factor of my supervisor at the time.  Life became infinitely better.
Discovering Transformational Leadership


Transformational leadership was a topic in several classes and I found it present in every assignment of each course and portfolio activity.  To create endless possibilities or solutions to a single question or idea, then put these possibilities into action and communicate them to other people has been a constant factor in each doctoral program experience (Tichy & Devanna, 1986).  In Dr. Toth’s Principles of Leadership class, numerous examples were disseminated on the various views of leadership through individual as well as group activities.  In this class, I gained a qualitative understanding of transformational leadership, not only from my assignments, but more importantly from the presentations by Ernie Adkins and Krystal Filipek on their interpretations of leadership.  During their presentations, I started to realize that my development as a leader was not only being shaped by my professors and assignments, but also by the student-colleagues in each of my classes.
Synthesis of Experiences into Becoming a Situational Leader
By choosing to be receptive and allowing myself to be open to the experience of learning and building upon previous learning experiences, I discovered that I am combination of a situational and transformational leader.  A transformational leader is an individual who knows her strengths as well as her weakness, understands the extent of her technical skills, and has the ability to determine how these elements will define the appropriate leadership role a specific situation (Tichy & Devanna, 1986).  The various roles in my portfolio activities all shared the same progression mentioned above, some ending in success and some ending as opportunities to learn from failure.  By understanding the characteristics of transformational leadership, learning from failure resonated with me and helped alleviate my frustration at work when the expectation was that as a director, I had to “make bureaucracy behave” (Tinchy & Devanna, 1986, p. 219).  

The situational leadership talents I have developed from my doctoral experiences are different in perspective, but in reflection two of them have been vital in my leadership development.  The first belief is that all people (including myself) have the capability to change through growth with the confidence “that people can and will stand on their own two feet” (Hersey, 1985, p. 96).   The second belief is simply that demanding leadership situations can either be viewed as “a constant problem or an ongoing opportunity and challenge” (Hersey, 1985, p. 108).  Without the appreciation for the necessity of these talents, I am fairly certain I would have remained an autocratic manager dwelling in a cave of an office trying to manage bureaucracy and somehow expecting a different result from using fear to motivate other people.
LEADERSHIP

To organize my leadership experiences, I selected a theoretical model based upon research that blends the qualities and characteristics of transformational as well as situational leadership to categorize the various aspects of leadership I have discovered up to this point.  James Kouzes and Barry Posner have researched the characteristics of a diverse group of people and through qualitative and quantitative research methods, found five common practices universally held by successful organizational leaders.  These five practices also serve as a framework to impart how I have infused research and my selected scholarly activities into academic and professional growth.

From their research, the five practices found in a successful leader are as follows (Kouzes & Posner, 2008, p. 26): the leader serves as a model, she inspires all people in the organization to support a shared vision, the successful leader challenges the status quo process, she enables other to act upon their own ideas, and she is a leader who is encouraging as well as positive to all of the team members within the organization.  Many of the portfolio experiences, as well as the doctoral course work, were opportunities to discover more than one of the five practices at the same time, but all of them were necessary for developing my leadership talents.  
Model the Way
Kouzes and Posner suggested the leadership practice of modeling the way is “first” due to the results of their finding that “to earn and sustain personal creditability, you must first be able to clearly articulate deeply held beliefs” (Kouzes & Posner, 2008, p. 47).   In retrospect, I was lacking in credibility as a leader due to my exposure and acceptance of the bureaucratic leadership philosophy.  Success was following historical leadership precedent always to protect my own “political turf” (Tichy & Devanna, 1986, p.219). Tichy and Devanna (1986) suggest this is the primary problem with most bureaucratic organizations and “often is at the expense of the technical goals of the organization “(p. 219).  In overcoming my attachment to the status quo mentality of bureaucracy, I had to understand and adopt the leadership commitment of   clarifying my values by finding my voice (Kouzes and Pozner, 2008, p. 48, 87).

 To accomplish and begin to actualize this first practice of a successful leader, the following educational experiences were fundamental: participation in the Doctoral Seminar Student Planning Committee; developing an online class on contemporary First Amendment issues; EDF 625 – Qualitative Research in Education; and, EDF 711 – Survey Research in Education.  In each experience, my own convictions and ideas were equal partners with subject content and knowledge to complete each assignment.  More importantly, my values and opinions could not overpower or diminish the input of other emerging leaders who also were finding their voices.  Without cultivating this talent, I would have continued to have a “leadership vocabulary” (Kouzes & Posner, 2008, p. 49) that belonged to someone else and in the future would not have the integrity to be a successful leader because I would not be leading from my own convictions (Kouzes & Posner, 2008).  In addition, by being overbearing by dominating situations with only my ideas I would also take away the leadership vocabulary of others and lose leadership integrity.
Inspire a Shared Vision
 Transformational leadership requires more than charisma or charm to enable others to act in collaboration to achieve a common purpose.  From Kouzes’ and Posner’s research, the successful leaders often used personal connection and quiet persuasion to accomplish a shared vision.  From the observation and participation in the live classes, LS 760 – Politics of Education provided the groundwork for me to hone the skills to generate excitement for a project or event.  In retrospect, this politics class provided an unexpected opportunity to discover that leadership can be found in any attempt to influence behavior (Hersey, 1985), but this influence should be toward the shared goal or vision to avoid becoming a manipulative attempt at autocratic leadership.  

Determining the shared vision in my portfolio experiences of writing two grants with Dr. Jones, participating in the Doctoral Student seminar planning process for several semesters, researching and preparing the paper and presentation for NCPEA with student colleagues, and developing an online course for a new course offering required the coordination of collaboration.     These experiences differed in scope and the skills needed to be successful, but required me to be committed to shared elements of leadership to complete.   The aspects of leadership required were enthusiasm and expressiveness of my personal commitment to each of these portfolio activities (Kouzes and Pozner, 2008).  Without these two elements, my contribution to these various projects would have been ineffective and I would not have gained the knowledge that leadership in any form must have the element of discovering and building upon shared goals for anything to be accomplished.  
Challenge the Process


Toward the end of my course work and portfolio experiences, I began to accept that leadership is a constant state of change and that to enact change, a leader must look for ways to improve or even challenge the status quo.  In addition, a leader must be willing to experience the risk of failure during periods of transition to enact change.  One of the many surprising lessons in leadership was that failure is as essential to becoming a better leader as success.  By taking risks, there is a chance of failure and sometimes failure is best teacher.  In writing two grants with Dr. Jones, co-teaching school law, my performance in LS 776 Computer Analysis in Leadership Studies Research, and my performance in LS 617 – Introduction to Student Personnel Administration in Higher Education, I fell short of my individual expectations and risk-taking. 

From the grant-writing experience, neither proposal was awarded but I gained the experience of writing on subjects well outside my comfort level and on a professional level have a better understanding and patience with faculty members who submit grants to the Office of Sponsored Programs.  In co-teaching, I believe I did not take enough risks with feedback to the students because I felt intimidated by graduate students who were experts in this field and I feared making mistakes.  By the end of the semester, I was interacting more and learning from the graduate students but lost the opportunity to really connect with them.  In LS 776, I did extremely poorly on the first test, but this made me determined to focus on learning from failure and look forward, not solely dwell on past failure.  This resolve was tested when two hours prior to the LS 776 final I was informed that my job was being eliminated at WVU Tech.  It was extremely tempting to give up and not care but I found the small win in my ability to acknowledge my emotions and then move on to the next challenge by focusing on the final.  I did very well on the final and this also helped me accept my first “B” in the doctoral program as a small win, not as a failure.  In each of these experiences accomplishments were small, but I gained knowledge from perceived failure that I have the ability to overcome difficult situations and learn how improve decisions or my reactions for the next challenge.    
Enable Others to Act

Building solid relationships with colleagues is an important aspect to transformational leadership and was one of the most difficult talents to develop within myself.  As mentioned previously, LS 617– Introduction to Student Personnel Administration in Higher Education was an opportunity to grow in leadership from perceived failure, but also was an opportunity to facilitate positive relationships as a developing leader.  This was one of last two classes in my course work requirements and I was invigorated about reaching this milestone, but not about the three-hour drive to class until I was assigned to my student group.  Within our group, I had the most experience with the doctoral program and adopted the role of strengthening others by making them feel capable of doing the assignments in this class that proved frustrating by listening to their aggravations and sharing my own experiences.  Our group formed a bond of mutual respect and support for the more challenging times during this semester, as well as working together in preparation for the final exam of ten possible essays from 20 topics.  The group kept in touch for several weeks after the class and I truly hope each of them has applied to the doctoral program to continue the development of their own individual leadership talents.

Another important event in increasing my skills in this area was my participation in the Doctoral Seminar due to the progression of my participation from committee member to co-chair.  At the beginning of the doctoral seminar portfolio experience, I built trust with colleagues by sharing my ideas and being dependable on the tasks assigned to me.  In addition, most of my suggestions were some variation to build relationships with other students ranging from a toolkit CD with the fundamental student resources to a stress ball for doctoral students to clutch in times of need (I still have mine on my desk).

During my co-chair experiences associated with the Doctoral Seminar Planning Committee as well as working with a group to present our paper at a roundtable discussion during the 2007 NCPEA national conference, collaboration was the critical element I gained from being cognizant that I do not have to always share all of my ideas and that listening and supporting the ideas of my colleagues is sometimes more important.  The following excerpt from The Leadership Challenge highlights the components required to enable other to act: 
Leaders understand that to create a climate of collaboration 
they need to determine what the group needs in order to do their 
work and to build the team around common purpose and mutual 
respect.  Just as Jill did, leaders put trust and team relationships on 
the agenda; they don’t leave it to chance (Kouzes & Posner, 2008, p. 223).
From these experiences, I came to understand and appreciate that leadership is not achieved by amassing individual power, but giving it away to those I am collaborating with and thereby strengthening everyone’s leadership capacity (Kouzes & Posner, 2008).
Encourage the Heart


After numerous group discussions, during the spring 2008 Doctoral Student Seminar, a new feature was added.  The suggested addition was a fun acknowledgement at the beginning of the seminar for the students who achieve certain milestones within the doctoral program.  It was fun planning this new aspect of the seminar and it was fun to see the reaction of those who were recognized by Dr. Eagle.  According to Kouzes and Posner, “once you help others to succeed, acknowledge their accomplishments, and help them shine, especially in front of others, they will never forget it” (Kouzes & Posner, 2008, p. 236).    From the evaluations, some participants did not see the benefit of this act, but I believe it was a positive addition that I hope is continued in some fashion or another during the Doctoral Seminars to celebrate the achievement of emerging leaders.  
In reflection, the most touching sense of community occurred during the spring 2008 Seminar.  Simply put, I realized that as a developing leader, I needed to share who I was as a person with colleagues to build trust and a sense of community among my colleagues.  I had shared with Becky Calwell and Edna Thomas that my beloved dog was failing, but I had not shared with the planning committee the night before the seminar that Carmen Luna had passed away in my arms and I had to bury my dog before the seminar.  Becky asked me that morning how my dog was doing and I could not fully contain my emotions and told those sitting with me what had occurred.  I will never forget the caring leadership of Dr. Nicholson, Becky Caldwell, Rachael Alley, Jeff Green, Edna Thomas, and even Christopher Treadway (he shared stories about how much he loved his corn snakes Clarice and Hannibal) in that they cared enough to ask and comfort when I needed it the most.

Even though the team members were sometimes different, in developing an online class, co-presenting at the NCPEA, and being a co-chair/member of the Doctoral Seminar Planning Committee, we each helped each other succeed and in turn acknowledged our respective accomplishments (Kouzes & Pozner, 2008).  Whether it was a dinner at Casa Garcia, a Friday night game within the friendly confines of Wrigley Field, shopping for a Coach purse, or even spending an entire Saturday together over home-made chicken tortilla soup, to me these seemingly ordinary events were also celebrations of achievement and appreciation for the people who have been such an influence during my doctoral program experiences.
REFLECTION AND SUMMARY
As my committee chair is fond of saying now and again, “the light at the end of the tunnel isn’t necessarily an oncoming train” and this aptly summarizes my experiences thus far in the doctoral program.  The fundamental change in how I now view challenges can be attributed to understanding and incorporating the characteristics of transitional and situational leadership.  To begin this process and truly be a leadership studies student, I had to gain the ability to assess and then challenge myself to learn (Hersey, 1985), not to merely memorize factoids.  
Discovering Leadership Everywhere
In each class, I found transformational leaders who served as professors in their own right.  Many of them are change agents in public education (Tichy & Devanna, 2008) such as Ernie and Krystal; they are courageous individuals who are prudent risk-takers (p. 271).  In addition, people such as Gina and Trecia were also my leadership professors by being sensitive to the needs of other people as well as empowering people through education (Tichy & Devanna, 2008, p. 273).  Even with their different philosophical perspectives, transformational leaders like Ernie, Dave, Jeff, and Chris are always able to clearly articulate their core values and have the confidence to share them.  My committee chair and committee members have been my compass with each one providing her or his own perspective and wisdom that has served as a collective guide for the directions I have taken in this program.   Without trying to sound like a contrived beauty pageant response, I would have struggled to reach this point without the social support of my committee, my professors, Edna Thomas, and my student colleagues in the program.
Professional and Personal Growth

On a personal level, the fundamental changes I have experienced up to this point in the doctoral program have developed my personal leadership abilities. As I have progressed through the doctoral program, my need to segment personal from professional leadership skills has virtually disappeared and now I focus on building leadership skills and talents in my entire life.  For me, the hardest talents to develop have been related to dealing with change as a positive experience and being able to share who I am without assuming that someone will take advantage of that trust.   Emotional changes in my life such as divorce, death, unemployment, and relocation for a new job 165 miles away from Marshall University Graduate College became personal leadership experiences in overcoming challenging situations.   I believe now this is one of the most beneficial talents a leader can have:  the ability to embrace, not resist change.  This talent is one I try to develop and strengthen every day.  It has been suggested that a transformational leader must have the ability to provide people the opportunity to have closure, to process experiences during a transition phase, and then to accept the opportunities found in new beginnings (Tichy & Devanna, 2008).  Some of these new beginnings are a wonderful fiancé, opportunities at work to develop a new unit within my current department, trying new and fun activities in my personal life, and enjoying each of these to the fullest.
What began as a simple question - “Can I do this?” - has changed to “Why are we doing this and what can we do better?” in the academic, professional, and personal facets of my life.    Not only have I developed my academic talents, but started for the first time to truly think for myself and lose my fear to question a situation both professionally and personally.  Leaving my self-imposed metaphoric cave has been wonderful and at times painfully terrifying, and I now realize both sensations are necessary to possess leadership skills.  In addition, by leaving my cave and asking myself each day to dare to have “the courage to be wise” (Kant, 1784, p. 1), I am assessing my own strengths as well as weaknesses in situations in the manner of a hopeful transformational leader.  Life outside the cave as a result of this doctoral program experience has been blinding at times, but I am excited for the many changes and challenges that are to come.
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