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The Doctoral Experience: An Outsider’s Perspective
From my first days in the doctoral program, I recognized that I had much to learn. Early in my studies, I asked Dr. Barbara Nicholson for a list of educators I should read to catch up with my fellow students. I confess I got only as far as the first few pages of John Dewey’s Democracy in Education (1916) before abandoning the effort. But I returned to Dewey as I attempted to put my doctoral experience into perspective. I was drawn to his concept of “intellectual constructiveness”: the idea that learners build on their past experiences and construct what they learn based on those experiences (1916, p. 159). He wrote: “Knowledge is an act that is bringing some of our dispositions to consciousness with a view to straightening out a perplexity, by conceiving the connection between ourselves and the world in which we live” (1916, p. 344). The concept intrigued me as I considered what I brought to the doctoral program and how it had shaped the experience. I came as an outsider. Unlike my fellow students, I had no work experience in education. But I brought a journalist’s skepticism and curiosity to the endeavor, and that has enriched the experience in ways that I did not expect. I found myself questioning faculty members and my fellow students. I wanted to understand the subject, and I wanted to hear their stories of working in rural schools, of dealing with fellow faculty members, of fighting for resources to support their programs. My experience in the doctoral program was different and  provided me with a different kind of journey through the program.
I began this program in fall 2005 when my newspaper – and my job as the news editor --  appeared to be disappearing. The Charleston Daily Mail has survived, however, and I remain there in the same position, doing the same kind of work but with far fewer people. I often wonder if I will ever leave journalism, but I will value the doctoral experience no matter what happens to me professionally. I agree with Dewey who believed that education is a vital part of growth and thus critical to one’s life. He wrote, “Our net conclusion is that life is development, and that developing, growing, is life” (1916, p. 49). He also described the educational process as one of “continual reorganizing, reconstructing, transforming” (1916, p. 50). Certainly this experience has been transforming. I have become a more critical thinker as I have learned the concepts and theories that constitute the foundation of education. I have learned about some of the most critical issues facing education, especially higher education. I have gained valuable experience collaborating with the faculty and my fellow students, and I have developed some familiarity with research. I have learned a great deal about leadership and put some of what I have learned to good use. As I assess my progress, I now can see that coming to the experience as an outsider affected what I learned, how I learned, and what I gained from the experience. 
Knowledge
Until I began to study education, my knowledge of the subject was limited to what I had observed as a student, as a parent and as a journalist. During my stint as a reporter, I spent about a year covering higher education as my “beat.” That took me to several of West Virginia’s college campuses and to meetings of the West Virginia Board of Trustees. However, I was still fairly lost when I began this program, especially when students threw around those acronyms so familiar to them:  NCLB, AYP, SREB and FTEs. As I proceeded through my coursework, I found each class valuable in its own way. The higher education classes provided me with the practical knowledge that will serve me well if I choose to work in administration. Other classes taught me to think more critically. Others taught me research methods that I can draw on as a doctoral student and as a professional. Everything was new, and most everything was interesting. 
During one semester, Dr. Dennis Anderson and I discussed doing research on the cost of the accreditation process nationally. I gathered some financial documents, but the project then stalled. That same semester, in the “Current Issues in Higher Education” class, he assigned the topic of accreditation to me for our final research paper. This assignment was significant because it was the first of many times that I went from knowing nothing about a topic to learning enough that I could write confidently about it. It also helped me realize that my lack of experience in education could be overcome with enough effort on my part. 
	Two of the most challenging courses for me were “Ethics” and “Administrative Theory.” In most situations, I prefer to remain neutral (appearing objective as a reporter was never difficult for me). Dr. Nicholson’s classes required me to take a stand and defend it. That never became easy for me, but I found that I could think more critically after learning about theory and philosophy. Several of the readings made a significant impression on me. For example, Ken Kempner’s article “Getting into the Castle of Educational Administration” (1991) introduced me to critical theory. Kempner’s research involved high school administrators, but it did make me think about how administrators at all levels of education are taught and what they value. It made me wonder, too, how difficult it will be for me to gain access to that “castle.”  Dr. Nicholson also required us to keep a journal and reflect on what we were learning. I came to value the opportunity to record my thoughts about the readings and what I was learning. Dewey believed this kind of reflection was critical to learning. He wrote: “Thought or reflection, as we have already seen virtually if not explicitly, is the discernment of the relation between what we try to do and what happens in the consequence. No experience having meaning is possible without some element of thought” (1916, pp. 144-145).

Collaboration
I work each day with reporters and editors who work diligently to get the newspaper out on time. I am used to working as part of a team, but I began my doctoral studies expecting to work alone because that is how I had done it as an undergraduate and as a graduate student in a master’s program. It came as a surprise when I was required to collaborate with other students and faculty members, but these experiences were enormously valuable to me. Throughout his writings, Dewey emphasized that people develop fully in a social environment. He wrote:
The social environment consists of all the activities of fellow beings that are bound up in the carrying on of activities of any one of its members. It is truly educative in its effect in the degree in which an individual shares or participates in some conjoint activity. By doing his share in the associated activity, the individual appropriates the purpose which actuates it, becomes familiar with its methods and subject matters, acquires needed skill, and is saturated with its emotional spirit (1916, p. 22). 
Indeed, my participation in the “social environment” provided by the doctoral program has contributed immensely to my education. I greatly enjoyed and appreciated the relationships I have established with West Virginia educators, those both in K-12 and in higher education. Each one had something to teach me about education: Kristy East gave me a sense of what it is like to teach in a rural school; Bill Chapman and Ernie Atkins described what it is like to deal work as a principal; and Joy Cline told me about life as a nursing faculty member. 
I also collaborated in a more formal way with students on projects that proved to be quite meaningful to me. I did several projects with Gina Taylor, who lives and works in Jackson County. Like me, she has a family and a full-time job, so it was not always easy collaborating on projects, but we found ways to work together, remain organized and meet deadlines. From those projects and others I did with students, I learned the importance of drawing on each person’s strengths.  One of the most important collaborations I did was with Sherri Shafer, a communications instructor at West Virginia State University. As part of the “Higher Education Curriculum” class, we developed a course for first-year students at West Virginia State. She understood the university and what new students needed to know in order to succeed in their first year. I offered an outsider’s view of what we proposed to do and contributed my skills in writing and editing. For the “Institutional Advancement” class, I did a project with Bill Bissett on the making of the We Are Marshall movie. Bill, of course, was actively involved in the movie and had access to administrators, including Dr. Stephen Kopp and others involved in the project. My journalism experience compelled me to pepper him with questions until we collected enough details to tell the story. 
I also collaborated with faculty members, which provided me with valuable insight into academia. For three semesters, fall 2007, spring 2008 and fall 2008, I was part of the committee that organized the doctoral student/faculty seminar under the direction of Dr. Teresa Eagle. In the final semester, I worked with two students, Melanie White and Rachael Alley, in deciding how the topic of plagiarism would be presented. Our work included a meeting with Dr. Rudy Pauley during which we discussed the topic and how it could be presented to the other doctoral students. I also helped with the logistics of each conference, arranging for lunches and registering students and faculty. I valued the connections I made with faculty, students and staff through these doctoral seminars and learned a great deal from attending them.   
From my work on the doctoral seminar committee and my experiences in the classroom, I recognized that students needed an easier way to contact each other for both academic and professional purposes. I suggested the department develop a directory of doctoral students and volunteered to compile it. I received permission to do the project and then met with Dr. Eagle and Dr. Pauley about restrictions on the kind of information that could be collected and disseminated. From information sent to me by the students, I compiled a directory that was provided to students at the fall 2008 doctoral student seminar. I then updated the directory for the spring 2009 conference. That spring, fellow student Jeff Green and I also became the administrators for a Facebook page for doctoral students. This social network site offers another way for doctoral students to remain in touch and work together.
Collaborating on these different projects taught me a few things about academia. First of all, I recognized a fundamental difference between academia and the world of journalism. In the newspaper business, the final decision is left up to the editor, who rarely seeks consensus. During the planning meetings for the doctoral seminars, I often found myself waiting impatiently for someone to make a final decision on different matters related to the seminar. Finally, the group reached some kind of agreement. I gained some insight into why this occurs when I interviewed Dr. Michael Cunningham about curriculum planning for a class project. He told me that members of the department do not vote on all issues because voting necessarily means some win and others lose. Rather, they attempt to reach a consensus, which one would expect from leadership faculty. This helped explain many of the differences I sensed between academia and the world of journalism.
Research
My experience in research was limited before I embarked on my doctoral studies. My master’s degree in Humanities focused on literary studies, so my research primarily involved the  close reading of texts. I had never studied statistics, so much of the education research I read sounded like a foreign language. I was lucky, though, to become involved early on in a research project that I found interesting and worthwhile. In my second semester, I asked Dr. Nicholson to allow me to be part of her research into the PROMISE scholarship. As the project proceeded, Dr. Nicholson patiently explained what the statistics would – and would not  -- show. Joy Cline and I were assigned two main tasks: the first was to gather information about the merit scholarships that were then offered by other states, and the second task was to read and sort hundreds of comments made by students to open-ended questions on a survey they had completed. I was pleased that I could contribute to the project in some substantial way, and I found myself quite interested in what the students had to say. 
This research became part of the report titled The PROMISE Scholarship: Perceptions of the First Graduating Class Spring 2006 that Dr. Nicholson submitted to the Higher Education Policy Commission. Over the next few months, David Lawson and Darrell Taylor did additional interviews with higher education administrators about the PROMISE scholarship. Once again, I helped them code and sort the comments. That research evolved into a presentation that was presented at the annual conference of the Southern Regional Council on Educational Administration in November 2007 in Kansas City, Missouri. I attended the conference with Dr. Nicholson, Dr. Cunningham and Dr. Eagle and presented the paper with Darrell Taylor. Finally, in 2008, the research evolved again. The group worked together on a paper titled “Social (In)Justice Property of Merit-Based Aid” published by Academic Exchange Quarterly in its summer 2008 edition.
I learned a great deal from the PROMISE research. It provided me with my introduction to qualitative research and to statistics. It helped me see most clearly how much can be accomplished by a team of researchers, including one like me with so little experience. From reading the final papers, I began to see that academic writing is different than journalism but not sterile. The final papers, certainly, were not neutral; they in fact expressed a point of view about the inherent injustice of merit aid. I learned from this work, too, something about research in general. Until then, I had a sense that all research is big research – like the vaccine for polio. The work on the PROMISE project and the SRCEA conference helped me understand how knowledge advances in small steps and in many different ways. 
The work I did with Dr. Nicholson also gave me some confidence going into my other research classes. For my “Survey” class, I sought to do a project on a topic that affects both education and the media. I observed over the years that some principals are experts at bringing positive attention to their schools, while others reject all media coverage. I wanted to understand how principals develop the idea that no attention is better than any at all. During that semester, I developed a survey of principals about their attitudes toward the local media. It is a topic that continues to interest me, and Dr. Cunningham and I have discussed some kind of summit that would bring together local journalists and principals. I think it would be a valuable experience for all and could lead to more thorough and fair coverage of local schools.
After my introduction to qualitative research during the PROMISE project, I was eager to take the two qualitative classes, both of which became favorites of mine. I found myself on familiar territory. Qualitative research is not journalism, but it looks and feels a bit like it. Both of the qualitative classes also offered me the opportunity to develop research projects that interested me. In the first class with Dr. Linda Spatig, I interviewed and observed three women who teach English composition as adjuncts. It gave me some insight into the difficult but critical job part-time professors perform for colleges. I came to see, too, how committed these instructors are to their students, even though the rewards are so minimal. In the second course with Dr. Eric Lassiter, I learned a great deal more about qualitative research, especially ethnography, and navigated the Institutional Review Board process for the first time. I also researched a topic that had interested me for several years: the relationship between community colleges and the four-year institutions. I interviewed two administrators and a faculty member at West Virginia State University and West Virginia State Community and Technical College about the split that has occurred between them. Their stories conveyed how committed they are to their work and how difficult these changes have been for them personally and for each of the institutions. Their situation resonated with me because I have experienced so many dramatic and stressful changes in my own workplace.
Leadership
Like most people, I gave little thought to leadership until I studied it. Through coursework and different research projects, I came to a much deeper understanding of leadership, and that understanding has helped me view my own work experience differently.  Bennis and Nanus (1985) wrote about the dramatic changes American workplaces would face as a result of rapidly changing technology. Certainly those changes have been felt at my newspaper. They wrote that workers were being and would continue to be bombarded by changes and required to take on additional responsibilities with fewer buffers from middle management to protect them: “All of this will make their organizational lives interesting, but also confusing, uncertain, risky and stressful” (p. 6). 
As my newspaper struggled, I spent time watching how leaders handled the challenges before them. On many days their leadership failed; on other days their leadership was inspiring. When there were no reporters left to report a big story, the editor of the Daily Mail picked up the phone and made the calls. When our paper went from afternoon publication to mornings, the same editor took all the angry calls from subscribers. The example she set certainly inspired the rest of us to work harder as the size of our staff dwindled. We were all responding the best way we could to the situation at hand. 
As I ponder the different theories about leadership, the one that resonates with me the most is situational leadership. Like most leaders in the private sector, I received no specific training before being promoted to news editor nearly ten years ago. I have learned from experience – and through my studies – that it is appropriate to shape one’s leadership style according to the situation. A leader considers the task at hand and the experience and/or maturity of the follower, and those factors determine how the leader will interact with the person. In my position, I work with people of all ages and with all levels of experience. I have found that I cannot treat each person the same. In fact, I must change how I work with each copy editor depending on her level of experience. Studying leadership has not taught me what to do in each and every situation; it has, however, helped me to think more critically about the leadership of others and my own actions. 
As I reflect on my time in the doctoral program, I see how my studies and my experiences led to my taking on an increased leadership role within the program. I gained enough knowledge and experience during the first phase of the PROMISE project to be able to help Darrell Taylor and David Lawson with the data they collected during the second phase. I went from knowing very little about merit scholarships to being able to speak fairly confidently about the subject at the SRCEA meeting in Kansas City. Each semester that I was involved in the doctoral student seminar, I offered more ideas and took on more duties. In addition to helping with the logistics of each conference, I served as facilitator for several programs. Unlike most educators, I have little experience in public speaking, so I found these experiences helpful. I also took the lead on developing the doctoral student directory. I recognized how much other students contributed to my doctoral experience, and I knew we would all benefit from staying connected. All of these leadership opportunities enriched the doctoral experience for me.     
The Future
As I complete my coursework and my portfolio, I recognize that my greatest weakness remains my lack of experience in the field of education and in the classroom. My area of emphasis is Curriculum and Instruction. I chose to take Dr. Fran Simone’s “Writing for Publication” class because I am interested in the teaching of composition and I recognized that any additional writing instruction would be helpful. Dr. Simone provided me with the opportunity to work with other students to improve their writing. Another course that I took for my area of emphasis was the “Higher Education Curriculum” class, which introduced me to course planning and assessment. However, I still lacked any experience in the classroom. In spring 2009, Dr. Nicholson allowed me to co-teach “Administrative Theory.” She offered me the opportunity to coach students on their writing and grade assignments. The experience was limited but helpful nonetheless. As I consider my future in education, I recognize that I probably should pursue a part-time position initially, perhaps teaching composition or journalism. I know that spending time in a classroom as the instructor instead of the student can only add to my understanding of education.
What else does the future hold? The most surprising revelation to me has been how much I enjoy scholarly research. I am looking forward to digging more deeply into topics that interest me. I still have much to learn, but Dewey would not be concerned with this. He believed the ability to learn was a valuable product of a good education: “A possibility of continuing progress is opened up by the fact that in learning one act, methods are developed good for use in other situations. Still more important is the fact that the human being acquires a habit of learning” (1916, p. 45). This “habit of learning” will benefit me as I continue in the doctoral program. My hope is, of course, that this program leads me to a new career in education, but if it does not, I will not be sorry I pursued my doctorate. The experience has changed the way I think and the way I view the world – and that is invaluable no matter where life takes me.
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