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 Journey of a Lifetime
I began my journey toward my doctorate in early 2006. I applied for acceptance and began completing the initial requirements. My score on the Graduate Record Examination (GRE) was not high enough to qualify so I scheduled to take the Miller Analogies Test (MAT). Although I missed the cutoff the first time I took the MAT, in July of 2007 I finally received a passing score of 83%.
My vehicle for travel on this incredible journey has been my coursework and the discourse with other cohort members. I am well-prepared to conduct a comprehensive literature review, survey a population sample, interpret results, and write up findings in a professional and readable format. I am filled with excitement and enthusiasm for what lies ahead. My mind and heart have been expanded and opened to view educational issues from a constructivist approach and one of the most important acquisitions I have made through my classes is an increased self confidence in my knowledge and abilities. 
This paper will examine my experiences in the doctoral program related to scholarship, collaboration, leadership, personal growth, professional growth/academic pursuits, and future goals. This writing will also demonstrate application and integration of these experiences into my life and my work. Finally, my experience and successes with the research process will provide evidence to show that I am ready to begin the dissertation process.
[bookmark: _Toc268698186][bookmark: _Toc269298245]Scholarship
	My first two classes of doctoral coursework were CI677 Writing for Publication with Dr. Simone and EDF517 Statistical Methods with Dr. Meisel. These classes were well chosen for beginning my program. The writing skills that I gained have helped me throughout my coursework. In learning to be a publishable writer I revised, cut the fat, and made my piece more active with verbs that clearly illustrated action. I helped others refine their writing and accepted their constructive comments for mine. I discovered that in helping others to improve their writing mine was enriched as I began to view my writing with a critical eye. I was able to share the writing skills that I learned with my sixth grade students.  Because I was becoming a better writer they became better writers.
	One of the texts that we used in the writing class was Jalongo’s book (2002), Writing for Publication: A Practical Guide for Educators. Jalongo argues that successful writers are working on more than one piece at a time and that writers grow by writing. My coursework has taught me that this is true. I am a better writer now than I was at the beginning because I have written much along the way. One valuable suggestion that Jalongo shared was that a writer does not have to have everything planned before writing but should begin writing and focus will come out of the writing. This was reinforced by Dr. Childress who maintained that reading the available literature on any topic will help to refine the topic and facilitate defining the research question. I have come to appreciate that every experience of life will affect one’s writing. The more experiences the broader and deeper the result.  Experiences stretch a writer’s horizons. Reading also enhances writing because it introduces the writer to a wider range of experiences than could be accomplished alone. 
As CI677 prepared me for writing, EDF517 taught me to read and understand research articles. This skill was invaluable for future coursework because of required literature reviews which included numerous research articles. Dr. Meisel explained that knowledge of the level of data (nominal, ordinal, interval and ratio) was necessary to determine the appropriate test for analyzing the data. One of the best methods of instruction that Dr. Meisel utilized was forcing me to manually use formulas to analyze data and then showing how to get the same answer on the calculator. This not only revealed how much time the calculator saved but also provided a deeper understanding of the statistical process. 
[bookmark: _Toc269298246]Collaboration
The visits with doctoral faculty who came to Flatwoods to meet with our cohort and encourage us in the program were especially useful. They gave our group an opportunity to meet Marshall’s doctoral faculty and provided a forum for our questions. This was an excellent example of collaboration between faculty and students and provided information to students as they chose a committee and chair for the dissertation process. Many of these visiting faculty members said that through our program we would mature. Many suggested that we keep a journal so that we could track changes in our lives and confirm the rate of maturity. Dr. Cunningham emphasized that we would be different. 
The spring and fall doctoral seminars served as a map to find the correct route as students navigated through the doctoral program. These seminars were well planned and enlightening experiences that provided an opportunity for faculty and students to collaborate. This designated time for all doctoral students and faculty to meet together offered a wealth of information and insight into many of the issues relevant to doctoral students. At one of these seminars I learned the basic tenets of the reflective paper and witnessed a mock-up of an actual presentation.
 During the spring and summer of 2008, I helped plan the fall doctoral seminar and was able to work closely with faculty, graduate assistants, and college administrators. It was interesting and insightful to be part of the development process for a seminar. Through this experience I became more familiar with doctoral faculty and their willingness to help students progress in the program. I also developed relationships with doctoral students outside of my cohort. This experience reinforced my appreciation of the doctoral program.
One especially helpful seminar discussion during the spring of 2009 provided insight from three doctoral faculty members regarding the portfolio presentation. Dr. Bailey described the essential elements of a successful presentation as appearance, speech, attitude, and presentation and applied the acronym, ASAP, to recall them. Dr. Eagle emphasized that the paper should not be a Vita but a reflective piece that synthesized coursework and experiences into a unified presentation. Dr. (Fred) Pauley suggested including the committee in a collaborative effort along with the inclusion of personal experiences and interesting research. He also reminded us to relax and enjoy the presentation because the committee ultimately wants students to succeed.
Early in my program I was required to work with a faculty member on a paper relevant to leadership. Dr. Childress agreed to work with me on an article entitled Redefining the role of the principal: The impact of NCLB. We began work in early 2008 and continued working together throughout the summer to prepare the paper for presentation at the October 2008 Southern Regional Council of Educational Administration (SRCEA) conference in Charleston, West Virginia. This experience gave me additional writing skills and the ability to take the constructive advice from a faculty member to create a better result. During this time my research proficiency also improved. As I researched my topic for the literature review portion of the paper I also learned how to use Marshall’s library services. I am now comfortable using the library for research. Dr. Childress not only encouraged me to succeed but spent many hours working with me on this project as well as the time he took to present with me at the conference.
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	 An initial assignment for LS710 Principles of Leadership with Dr. Toth was to write three executive summaries including annotated bibliographies and implications for leaders. The books I chose were A Higher Standard of Leadership: Lessons from the Life of Gandhi by Nair, On Leadership by Gardner, and Leadership is an Art by DePree. Reading these books helped to broaden my definition of leadership. According to Dr. Toth, leadership is based on a “relationship between people that releases and focuses creative energy by initiating and sustaining growth and health in people to achieve shared purposes” (personal communication, January 2008). Although I have always believed that leaders were born with the qualities of leadership, I now believe that effective leadership must be taught. Instruction in leadership must be based on the principles of integrity, nurturing relationships, and building community. It is also essential that leaders be held to a higher standard of personal responsibility and action. Another exercise required that I describe a personal best leadership experience. Because this assignment challenged me to consider roles in which I was a leader it provided reinforcement that I possessed leadership qualities.
	One leadership theory I found influential was the Path-Goal Theory developed in 1971 by Robert House. The basic premise was that workers are more productive and have greater self-efficacy when they believe their efforts have value.  An effective leader enables workers to receive satisfaction from productive work by facilitating them to achieve their own goals (House, 1996). Educational leaders who profess this theory of leadership would not only encourage and guide students to reach their potential but would also support administrators and teachers to recognize and achieve their goals.
The paper and conference presentation with Dr. Childress during 2008 was a strong learning experience. Dr. Childress is a caring and constructive professor who was able to help me prepare an effective proposal and presentation. At the conference I was told to prepare for at most ten participants. I was quite surprised to stand before a room packed with educational administrators who were eager to hear what we had to say. The ideas that Dr. Childress and I shared created a lively and interesting discourse. 
Preparing for this presentation taught me to research an idea, synthesize the information gathered, present it in an understandable and professional proposal, and then formally present this information to others. This experience also gave me confidence that because I had worked hard to prepare effectively I was able to offer insight to others. 
[bookmark: _Toc269298248]Personal Growth
	Soon after beginning the doctoral program I became aware of a television commercial which linked buying a new car to holding on to a dream. The background music was performed by The Electric Light Orchestra and was entitled Hold on Tight (Lynne, 1981). Along with a catchy tune the words of this song spoke of the importance of hanging on to a dream through all circumstances. This song captured my heart because the words described how I felt about getting my doctorate. Now, whenever I get discouraged and think about giving up I hum that song to myself and “hold on tight.” 
	Fulfilling a life-long dream to achieve a doctorate has brought some additional rewards. My self confidence has blossomed. I have seen myself reflected in members of my cohort and faculty members and I now believe that I am capable of whatever I put my mind and energies toward achieving. I will soon have the credentials to prove that I am a capable and proficient educational leader. 
	CI 701 Curriculum Development with Dr. Murphy, and CI702 Curriculum Theories and CI 703 Theories, Models, and Research of Teaching with Dr. Meyer taught me much about writing and critical analysis. The required readings and discussions have taught me to read the opinions of others with critical awareness.  This critical thinking which precedes discourse is enhanced by collaboration and conversation. In the text Understanding Curriculum, I found these words relating to curriculum “it is a conversation that invites your participation” (Pinar, Reynolds, Slattery, & Taubman, 2004, p.867). I have been immersed in the literature of curriculum, instruction, and leadership. The discourse I experienced taught me much about the field of education. It is in collaboration and participation that the student discovers the path to knowledge. I also understand that when I cite sources it provides credibility to what has been written. 
 My curriculum classes have introduced me to the components of a variety of curriculum theories such as the traditional theories, political theories, phenomenological theories, post-structural theories, and autobiographical theories. I studied and reflected on the thoughts of curriculum theorists such as Pinar, Doll, Grumet, Huebner, and Van Manen. Pinar and Grumet maintain that “autobiographical work is a method which allows and encourages students to interconnect knowledge, life history, and intellectual development in ways that might function self-transformatively” (as cited in Pinar, Reynolds, Slattery, & Taubman, 2004, p. 515). Huebner and Van Manen focused on education as connection of life history and educational experience (Huebner, 1987; Van Manen, 1982). Doll envisions teachers being taught by the lives of students (Doll, 2006).
 I now have a conceptual framework to address curriculum issues as they relate to education. I have always believed that each person is the sum total of the happenings that occur in life and these lived experiences are different for each person. We each have our own story to tell. Although I agree with components of several theories of curriculum the phenomenological and autobiographical seem to fit best with my beliefs. I now understand that these lived experiences and how we interpret them are what influence our learning and our teaching. 
Through my readings I have come to love Tyler’s Basic Principles of Curriculum and Instruction (1949). This book offered a framework for curriculum development with an underlying philosophy of adapting it to fit the situation.  This book revealed that Tyler was a down-to-earth educator who admitted to changing as he learned. His methods included an emphasis on evaluation and assessment to make curriculum better.
	Dr. Clarke, Marshall University’s Vice President of Multicultural Affairs, was the keynote speaker at the 2009 spring doctoral seminar. I was inspired by the description of her dissertation, Frances Lucas-Touchar: A portrait of leadership (2003). Dr. Clarke thoroughly examined the life of her subject and offered a complete picture of Lucas-Touchar as a leader then compared her findings to her life. I was thrilled when I discovered that Dr. Clarke was to teach CI706 Cultural Diversity. 
CI706  gave me more of an appreciation for cultural diversity. The visit from the Multicultural Leadership Ambassadors who shared their personal stories helped me understand cultural differences from a personal standpoint. One of our assignments was to attend a multicultural event and then research the group that was represented. I chose to attend Tecumseh, an outdoor drama depicting the life of a Shawnee tribal leader who lived in the 1800s. Through my research of Tecumseh and the Shawnee culture I was better able to appreciate Native American traditions and customs. Knowledge of different cultures teaches acceptance and understanding. Our differences must be celebrated as gifts to create a successful learning environment. 
	Each semester I have had to revisit my decision and dream of obtaining a doctorate. It has been difficult teaching middle school while maintaining my doctoral studies, but it has also been extremely beneficial. I can see the fruit of what I have learned. I am a better teacher and at the same time a better student.
[bookmark: _Toc269298249]Professional Growth and Academic Pursuits
I took LS703 Research Design class with Dr. Childress. One of the first assignments was to analyze a dissertation. I found this assignment challenging and extremely revealing.  In reviewing many dissertations to choose one for the assignment I was able to see the range of scholarly work that is being completed. Choosing one dissertation and looking at every aspect with a critical eye helped me understand what is entailed and gave me confidence to know that I could do this too. From the vague idea that I held regarding writing a dissertation, this experience showed me what was really involved. 
LS647 Adult and Continuing Education with Dr. Watts taught me that adult education is about sharing information in unique ways. The text for this class was The Profession and Practice of Adult Education by Merriam and Brockett (2007). This survey describes adult education as any system of planned activities that bring about changes in knowledge, attitudes, values, or skills. Although numerous philosophies of adult education exist three are most prevalent: liberal-progressive, behaviorist-humanist, and critical. The first purports the benefits of knowledge, the second suggests that learning results in changes in behavior, and the third describes experiences that bring about social, political, and economic changes. Adults bring a wealth of knowledge and experience to any educational endeavor. Whenever adults teach, write, or participate they add critical perspective and experiences to the substance of the content. It is critical that adult educators approach adult education with appreciation for what the participants have to offer and both teacher and learner will learn and grow from this experience. 
I was delighted when my article, Journey into a Standards Based Mathematics Classroom, was published in the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics journal and then reprinted in the Virginia Teachers of Mathematics journal. I worked hard on this manuscript and edited it several times under the guidance of Dr. Simone. Each time I rewrote the paper I could see that it was better. I began to appreciate the constructive comments, seeing them as a tool to make the outcome more refined and a quality piece rather than a judgment on my ability.
The paper that Dr. Childress and I worked on was accepted for presentation at the October 2008 SRCEA conference in Charleston, West Virginia. This acceptance thrilled me and gave me confidence in my efforts. Each step in the completion of my portfolio has given me greater confidence and knowledge which will benefit me throughout my life.
CI676 Program Evaluation with Dr. Childress taught me how to conduct a program evaluation. I chose to design an evaluation plan to assess the success of Professional Learning Communities (PLCs). Although I designed the logic model for my own middle school with its five PLCs, the framework for the evaluation questions was relevant to a broader county-wide evaluation process.
The Institutional Review Board (IRB) training that I received was excellent. Early in my coursework, Bruce Day from the IRB visited our cohort and introduced us to the IRB process. He was helpful and answered our questions. Sometime later we were asked to go on the IRB site and complete the training. Still later we went through the process of application to approve a project that we were conducting. Each of these experiences was beneficial and helped prepare me for the dissertation process. These experiences also instilled in me the idea of scholastic integrity.
LS760 Politics in Education with Dr. Galbraith taught me to view politics in a positive light because I realize that politics is a part of life and I must understand how it works within an institution to achieve goals and accomplish a mission. Although politics is often viewed in a negative light it can be useful in achieving goals.
LS626 Institutional Advancement with Dr. Anderson taught me the importance and ethics of fund-raising. This helped me to define the purpose and mission of an organization and to be able to present it in an effective manner to garner financial support. This process helps donors and organizations with similar interests to work together to achieve a purpose. I learned the importance of stewardship and accountability for programs. Rosso’s Achieving Excellence in Fund Raising (2003) was an excellent text.
In LS740 Public School Law, Dr. Harris-John taught me the important knowledge of the legal aspects of education. This class helped me to gain a historical perspective of the American legal system and public education as well as a sense of the governance of public schools. Through writing case briefs I discovered how to read and understand court cases. I learned about students’ rights as well as teachers’ rights.
Co-teaching EDF665 Sociology of American Schools with Dr. Pauley taught me to reexamine my beliefs about teaching by reading twenty-plus papers every other week by students who were learning the fundamentals of teaching. Although it was challenging to evaluate the writing of peers I learned about Blackboard and Excel and was able to track student growth as well as my own growth. Dr. Pauley was prompt and fair with his feedback to students and this was not easy with a lengthy paper due every other week. The text by Newman (2006) was an excellent guide and user friendly. I am excited that Dr. Pauley has given me the opportunity to teach EDF665 as the primary instructor this fall and am expecting to learn additional skills regarding teaching at the college level. The fact that this is an on-line class has the added benefit of teaching me more about Blackboard and the virtual classroom. Teaching this class has also provided additional experience working with adults and exposure to rich and fascinating experiences of my students.
In CIEC700 Technology and Curriculum with Dr. Heaton, I learned to be more comfortable with technology and that it was okay that I was still learning. LS 705 Administrative Theory and LS707 Ethical Theories with Dr. Nicholson took me out of my comfort zone and taught me to think outside the box. I had to look deep within myself for the foundation of my beliefs and justify them.
EDF711 Survey Research in Education with Dr. Childress and EDF625 Qualitative Research Methods with Dr. Debela have not only helped shape my dissertation ideas but provided me the confidence to know that I can accomplish this goal. EDF711 has given me assurance that I have the skills to create a survey instrument, interpret the data gathered, address findings and draw conclusions and present these findings in a meaningful way.  I have also undergone the process to seek approval from the IRB. EDF625 taught me to conduct non-participant observations, participant observations, in-depth interviews, as well as how to write field notes, conduct a case study, and to discuss the findings of qualitative research in a readable and meaningful report. I now appreciate that a mixed methods approach is appropriate for many research questions. EDF 711 and EDF625 gave me the confidence that I will need to conduct research and analyze the results to add to the body of knowledge in education. 
[bookmark: _Toc268698191][bookmark: _Toc269298250]Journey to the Future
My journey has been a long and arduous trip. My Chair, Dr. Fred Pauley, and other doctoral faculty have been my Global Positioning System (GPS) and have kept me on track. As I reflect over my time as a doctoral student I realize that I have changed along the way. Over the years I was losing my enthusiasm for education because of dissatisfaction with some of the decisions by educational leaders. Through my coursework I have become revitalized in every aspect of education.  I am excited about curriculum and instruction because I now understand and appreciate what it takes for ideas to produce results. I can evaluate programs, develop research questions, survey groups of people, gather data, and interpret and share the results. During this process my love of teaching has been reignited and I aspire to make a difference in our school system. 
 I have gained a new perspective with the content of my studies. I view the challenges of education from the stance of finding solutions rather than complaining about the problems. I realize that school leadership is extremely important to the successful functioning of a school and I know how much teachers need encouragement to make them successful as educators.
This paper has examined my experiences in the doctoral program.  Evidence has been provided through application and integration of these experiences into my life and work. I have researched ideas and fine tuned them into acceptable research questions. I have conducted literature reviews and synthesized my findings into readable and revealing reports. I have examined data and have obtained a conceptual understanding of and practice with reading, explaining, constructing, and carrying out research. Finally, my successes with the research process are clearly evident to show that I am ready to begin the dissertation process.
I was excited when I began my journey and I have had many life-changing experiences along the way. The process of preparing the reflective paper and portfolio defense has provided an opportunity to work with my committee as well as forced me to synthesize my training and experience as a doctoral student. I am so appreciative of my chair, doctoral committee, faculty, and fellow cohort members whose support have held me accountable and inspired me to do my best. Most important are my experiences as an adult learner. My life story has intersected with scholarship, collaboration, leadership, personal growth, professional growth/academic pursuits, and future goals to create learning beyond what I had expected. I am eager to begin the dissertation process to increase my learning to new and greater heights. 
At one of our doctoral seminars Dr. (Rudy) Pauley commented that 50 percent of us would not finish the doctoral degree.  I hope to defy the odds and finish my doctorate. I want to teach at the college level and immerse myself in research and writing. Completing my doctorate is only the beginning; I intend to continue this incredible and life-long journey because the world is full of questions that need answers.
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