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Teaching the Leadership Class with Dr. Toth


Before the Fall 2004 semester, I spoke with Dr. Toth about teaching one of the monthly sessions of his LS 780 Leadership class.  I had been enrolled in his class the previous fall and wanted to further explore the writings of two of the leading modern leadership theorists, Margaret Wheatley and Peter B. Vaill.


I proposed to Dr. Toth that I would prepare two PowerPoint presentations, one for each book, (Leadership and the New Science: Discovering Order in a Chaotic World by Wheatley and Learning as a Way of Being: Strategies for Survival in a World of Permanent White Water by Vaill) which would consist of the most notable quotes that I had found in each book.  I would then elaborate on the individual quotes in regards to how they fit into the context of the works as a whole, as well as leadership concepts which Dr. Toth had covered in his class.


Dr. Toth gracefully accepted my proposal and scheduled my session for the last class of the semester.  I prepared the two presentations, and submitted them for his review early in the semester.  He placed the contents of both presentations on the WebCT page for the class.

On the night of the presentation, Dr. Toth supplied a laptop computer connected to the Internet and a projector, which would allow access to the slides.  Unfortunately, WebCT denied us access on the night of the presentation, but I was prepared with a paper copy of each and went ahead with my presentation.


The opportunity to teach the class was especially noteworthy for me because it was the first time I had taught at the graduate level.  I have taught undergraduate classes at Marshall University, West Virginia State University, and Ohio University Southern, and well as before continuing education classes, but teaching my first graduate class was particularly enjoyable. 

I found myself speaking to students who shared my curiosity about the theoretical underpinnings of my topic, and who were happy to engage me in a dialogue about theories and theorists who were similar in some ways to Wheatley and Vaill. 


I had not taught in a classroom since March of 2004 (more than 8 months prior), and to do so was invigorating, and reminded me how much I had missed teaching.  I have long enjoyed discussing theory in general, so teaching Dr. Toth’s class was especially rewarding. This was also the first time I had used a laptop/projector in classroom teaching, and my motto of “always be prepared” saved the day for me when WebCT failed to cooperate with our plans.  Having my presentations online for the class was a good idea because the students would be able to review the slides after class, once WebCT was back online.  The use of online supplemental class materials was also cost effective and environmental friendly, and relieved me from having to bring a thick stack of materials to hand out to the class.


The failure of WebCT was a good example of the leadership concepts discussed in Wheatley and Vaill’s books.  We live in an era of constant change (chaos, if you will), and as leaders, we must be prepared to respond immediately to the unexpected as we navigate through the turbulent waters of life and work.

Working with Dr. Prisk on the Capital Campaign for the YMCA

I met with Dr. Prisk on July 7, 2004 at 10 a.m. to discuss working with him and Cathy Stark, Director of the Tri-County YMCA on the Phase 1 (Natatorium) Capital Campaign.  The goal was to raise funds online via email solicitation in a four-county service region: Putnam, eastern Cabell, western Kanawha, and northern Lincoln County.


My initial task was to find an email company that could provide a list of all email addresses in the target areas, as well as “broadcast” all the emails for the campaign.  Another task was to find a software or service provider which could allow the campaign to collect credit card donations online.


Dr. Prisk suggested I look at archived Howard Dean for President web sites to determine some of the keys to his online campaign’s fund-raising successes. When I first received an email from Dr. Prisk mentioning the project, I went online and found that the Edmonton, Canada YMCA was soliciting donations online.  I told him that on the evening of July 6 I had found similar web sites for the Pittsburgh and Tampa YMCAs and would evaluate their content further for ideas.


He suggested I also look at nonprofits who had failed in their efforts to solicit funds online. Dr. Prisk mentioned that we should be able to use census data to target emails via zip code and neighborhoods. He gave a target date of August 19, 2004 to send out the first email.  He told Ms. Stark that I would be meeting with her soon to discuss the project. 


Security of contributions was a major concern.  Dr. Prisk suggested that credit card numbers should be destroyed after donation authorization.  The donation link should insure confidentially, protect donor information, and meet privacy requirements.


He suggested I ask Cathy if the YMCA has a privacy statement about not sharing or selling email addresses.  We decided to meet again on Tuesday, July 27, at 10 a.m. to discuss progress with the project.


Later that day, I met with Sara Roach in the WV Research League office and obtained Census 2000 books and CD-ROMs which I used to research the population and income levels of residents in the four targeted counties and relevant zip codes. I also began an online search for zip codes by county to correlate with the Census data found in the Census Data 2000 Engine software program. 


On July 8 at 4:30 p.m., I met with Cathy Stark and presented her with relevant materials from my exploration into available mailing lists, census data, and alternatives to consider for software site mechanism for soliciting donations online. I presented her with Putnam County population figures by zip code as a representation of the types of data which are available from the 2000 census.  I showed her a list of opt-in mail vendors (as opposed to SPAM mail senders) which an individual with direct mail experience had placed online.  I presented a list of the most promising of the long list of vendors, along with quotes which I had received for the four target counties (which ranged in price from $650 to $1,500).


I explained that three choices were possible in regards to taking credit card donations online.  First, the YMCA could purchase and maintain donation software on their hosting web site (CIS in Teays Valley currently supports the Tri-County YMCA web page), enter into an agreement with www.groundspring.org (or a similar entity which maintains secure collection software on their site for a percentage of donations received, plus a setup fee), or utilize PrestoCart, a service which charges a straight fee of $9.95 per month and is linked to from the client’s homepage.


I recommended the PrestoCart service as the best alternative.  A few days later, Cathy asked me to find online comments regarding  satisfaction of users of both groundspring.org and PrestoCart. I emailed the one user I could find online for PrestoCart, and told her that I could find nothing negative about either service online (groundspring.org was founded in 1999 and has several hundred non-profit clients).  The absence of complaints about PrestoCart led me to believe that “no news is good news” when it comes to the Internet, which provides ample opportunity for disgruntled individuals to offer criticism.


I explained to Cathy that there would be three basic steps to the email campaign solicitation process.  After Cathy and Dr. Prisk have decided on the text of the email message, and after the text has been converted to both text and html versions by the email vendor, the thousands of emails were to be sent out over a brief period of hours to the mailing list (www.expedite.com promised to contact 77,000 distinctive, valid email addresses for $650).


The first critical point was that a distinctive subject line be selected for the mailing.  I suggested that it begin with “The Teays Valley, WV YMCA Needs You....”  Few unsolicited emails mention the receiver’s home region; the addition of such would make the email stand out from the scores of messages that many people receive daily.


The next critical point, if the receiver actually opened the email (expedite.com suggests that roughly 40% of the emails will be opened) was to get the reader to click on a link which would take them directly to the YMCA web page (a process called click-through by email vendors).  Upon visiting the YMCA web site, the email recipient must be sufficiently impressed by what they see to click one more time, this time on a link leading to the secure donation web site.


The YMCA had a very poorly reproduced digital photo of the proposed natatorium addition to the physical plant.  The reproduction was so bad that a legible copy could not be printed. I suggested that the first step should be to provide a clear, enlarge-capable scan that could be printed by visitors to the site.  Any architectural perspective renderings or three-dimensional walk-throughs should also be provided.  


Lastly, I asked Cathy if there would be donation incentives, such as a free visit for family and friends to the completed facilities, a coffee mug, tee-shirt, etc. I provided printouts of three YMCAs which currently accepted online donations: Edmonton, Canada; Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; and Tampa, Florida.  She said she would try to contact the directors to determine if these online campaigns had been successful.  One week after her phone call to one YMCA, and my own emails to two of the YMCAs, we had not received any response.


The representative for expedite.com called me on at least two occasions to ask if the YMCA was ready to hire them.  The YMCA finance committee met on Thursday, July 15 to discuss the issue of funding the online campaign.  Cathy was enthusiastic about integrating an online presence into the daily workings of the YMCA, and as we discussed, it would have been beneficial to expand the offerings on the web site so that people would want to subscribe and receive regular mailings from the Y on health matters, as well as perhaps receive email on the progress of the fundraising campaign and future construction milestones. 


Dr. Prisk and Ms. Stark showed my presentation on a CD-Rom for the board of directors. Response to the presentation was positive; however, the YMCA decided to proceed with more traditional methods of fundraising, apparently because the nominal fee the project would have required (around $700) could not be guaranteed to bring in enough funds to pay for itself. 

Working with Dr. Jerry Jones on an article submitted for publication

Dr. Jones approached me in May 2004 about the possibility of working with him on an article on the topic of motivation.  At the time, Dr. Jones considered Psychology Today among the possible publishers for the article.  I delivered an outline for the article by June 1, which contained the sources I had read for my ongoing term paper for Organizational Communication, a course taught by Marshall University professor Dr. Woods.  The outline contained references to topics in industry and education, which would have been appropriate for a general audience.


For the next six weeks, Dr. Jones contributed numerous suggestions for the possible direction the article could take, with an emphasis on motivation in the public schools from the perspective of addressing how teachers could be inspired to adopt new classroom policies and techniques offered by public officials and their principals.  About one-third of the original sources were deleted from the draft, and Dr. Jones’ chart illustrating his conception of motivation was added.


By July 9, I felt I had delivered the final draft to Dr. Jones, but after several weeks passed, he informed me that another potential publisher for the article had suggested that the content be revised to include the concept of teacher efficacy.  At Dr. Jones’ request, I found and added three sources to the article.  Dr. Jones found several more articles, which I incorporated into the draft.  After a review by an outside educational lab, I made corrections to APA documentation, and Dr. Jones considered the current version completed for the time being.


I asked Dr. Jones if we could submit the version of the article which had been completed on July 9, prior to the addition of the articles on teacher efficacy.  He agreed, and suggested that I submit the article to the Journal of Teacher Education.  On September 21, 2004, I received an email confirmation from the magazine that our manuscript had been received and was currently going through the internal review process.


In a letter dated October 25, 2004, I received notification from the reviewing editor, Marilyn Cochran-Smith, that the article did not meet the publication’s current needs.  I was not surprised by this response because the article blended research and concepts from the world of business with the world of education. Apparently, the magazine preferred to focus purely upon the world of education.  While I consider it a shortcoming of publishers to not incorporate pertinent research from other fields, I certainly can understand that magazines believe they must narrow their focus.  Dr. Jones believes the article contains worthwhile information, and perhaps can be submitted to a more receptive publication at a later date.


I am grateful for the contribution of Dr. Jones. He suggested the topic for the article, which coincided with the topic for the term paper I was preparing for Dr. Woods’ class.  He provided the benefit of contacts in the publishing field, and ran the article by different individuals as it changed focus and added concepts.  As a result of Dr. Jones’ experience and connections, he was able to suggest a source for submission of the first version of the article, as well as obtain an unofficial editor to review the APA style of the manuscript.  Because of Dr. Jones’ connections, both versions of the article may eventually be published in some form.


In the end, I completed two versions of the article.  One version, which I submitted to the Journal of Teacher Education, more closely resembled the subject matter which I had initially researched for Dr. Woods’ class.   This version was rejected by the Journal, in my opinion, because it did not focus exclusively on the field of education.  Instead, it presented examples and proposals which could be applied to both the worlds of education and business. 


 The other version of the article, which was written at the request of Dr. Jones after he spoke to another potential publisher, added the educational concepts of teacher efficacy, and deleted the business references.  This revised article required me to do additional research, and in the process, I learned more and produced an article which Dr. Jones and I hope to submit to an appropriate publication sometime in the future.


Since working last year with Dr. Jones, he has given me the opportunity to work with him again on two additional articles.  In the summer of 2005, he asked if I would like to work on two articles dealing with the use of reading and math software in a local elementary and middle school.  Because Dr. Jones has published a previous article in this area, I hope that these new articles will be accepted and result in my first publication credits. 



Reflections on the Capstone Project


I have found many connections between my experiences in the doctoral program, the projects I completed for the qualifying assessment, and my own professional growth and development.  In the following pages, I will discuss the ways in which I perceive that each project continued and built upon classroom experiences from the doctoral program.


The Leadership class, taught by Dr. Toth, exposed me to a variety of popular modern leadership theorists.  Two of these, Margaret J. Wheatley and Peter B. Vaill, left a strong impression on me.  For the project with Dr. Toth, I chose to delve further into the work of these two theorists.  Their writings reminded me that change is a constant in our world, and that if I accept this, order will eventually emerge from what seems like a chaotic experience. As I have detailed earlier, the WebCT system failed to allow me access during my presentation, and provided a metaphor for chaos, albeit in a small measure.  The lesson for me is that accepting the role of chaos in our daily lives does not mean we should fail to be prepared for change; alternative plans should always be a part of our preparations.


The writing of the paper with Dr. Jones also, at times, felt like a chaotic experience.  Several times during the writing of the draft for the manuscript, I thought the paper was finished, only to have Dr. Jones send an email asking me to revise the paper still again to encompass changes that one or more editors had recommended.  I must admit that I found it difficult to motivate myself during this period, a time of feelings of burnout and health problems, to return time and again to a project that I thought would be simple to complete.  


As the primary writer and researcher, the changing nature of the manuscript was sometimes a jarring experience.  As graduate students, we are most often used to working through a paper from beginning to end, with most changes, of course, being self-guided.  I learned from collaborating with Dr. Jones on this article that the article content, and therefore the research performed, may, by necessity, change as the article is proposed to a variety of editors to gauge their levels of interest.   If I could have relived this project, I would have asked for greater clarification, at the outset, of how Dr. Jones envisioned the article.  However, as a result of this initial attempt to write an article worthy of publication, I believe it may be naive to expect that articles can assume a set structure at the beginning of the process.  


Further, I should have taken time to examine professional journals that would have been most receptive to the type of article that I wanted to write (and eventually wrote), i.e. a publication that would be interested in examining educational motivation from the perspective of both educational and corporate environments. Dr. Jones suggested the Journal of Teacher Education as a source to submit our article; however, I did not review issues of the publication to determine if the “fit” was there for my article.  In the future, I will review copies of prospective journals to ascertain if my material is relevant to their editorial standards.


I also learned the importance of keeping good records, not only of the articles used for the research (which I commonly do), but also of the topic search results.  One editor with whom Dr. Jones spoke asked how many sources were considered for the article.  I was able to find printouts of my topic search from the Marshall University Library’s online Academic Search Premiere, as well as describe the filter settings I used to find full-text peer reviewed articles for my literature search.  


The community service project with Dr. Prisk drew from my experiences in the doctoral program, as well as from my past professional experiences.  When I wrote the text for the demonstration email solicitation and web page links, I remembered the material I had learned from Dr. Prisk’s Advancement class about the language to utilize when making the “ask” for donations. 


The technical aspects of the web page design required me to draw upon my past experiences with teaching classes on Internet commerce, while researching the project required me to utilize my abilities as a researcher.  From a previous collaboration with Dr. Prisk on a grant project, I recalled the importance of taking notes during our meetings.  He gave me a tight deadline to develop my project and explain it to the director of the YMCA.  


I learned from this experience that I am capable of generating a large volume of research in a short period of time (about 4 hours total, in this instance) and that the ability to simplify and teach is an important skill, even in the world of business.  My primary task was to present the world of email solicitation in an easy-to-digest form for the director of the YMCA, and I believe my efforts were successful.  I thoroughly enjoyed making the presentation, and even though the presentation was not utilized to solicit funds, the exercise made me aware of the untapped potential for an advertising model which targets local email addresses, rather than the national or global approach with which most Internet users are familiar.


I was pleased with both my research and teaching abilities because I was able to deliver the project on schedule.  As detailed previously, my meetings with the YMCA’s director reminded me of the importance of being a good teacher, which essentially means being able to communicate a message to an audience in a manner which best allows them to understand the message.  A cognate communications class with Dr. Bookwalter, which focused on leadership in small groups, proved very beneficial.  As I spoke with the YMCA director, I found myself studying her response to the concepts I presented to her, and adjusted the pace, content, and length of my delivery to fit the messages I received from her body language. 


The Internet research skills I used to prepare for the project with Dr. Prisk were honed well before entering the doctoral program; however, the research for the project with Dr. Jones required skills I had learned in the classroom and during doctoral seminars from my fellow doctoral student, Monica Brooks. Monica is extremely experienced in the use of the Marshall University library online databases, and she provided several pointers in her presentations which I found instrumental in researching the articles for Dr. Jones.  Among these tips was the ability to refine, or filter, queries to obtain the most relevant articles.  While my research class with Dr. Leary and my first statistics class (with Dr. Bickel) will serve me well in the coming months as I work on my dissertation, the database skills that I utilized for my class projects, as well as for the articles with Dr. Jones, will represent a “third leg” of the essential skills I will need to utilize for my dissertation. 


The doctoral program’s seminars have offered me the unique opportunity to learn in significant ways from my fellow doctoral students.  While we all learn something from our classmates at all levels of education, the doctoral program has provided me the opportunity to receive valuable information from my peers as they pass through different stages of the program. I hope that my presentation in Dr. Toth’s class might prove similarly beneficial to the students I spoke to, and perhaps lead them to share my passion for leadership theory.


Leadership is about communicating effectively with others and coordinating efforts for a common goal.  Each of my qualifying assessment projects required me to communicate on a regular basis with a collaborating professor, and taught me the benefits of sharing ideas with these professional educators.  From each, I obtained ideas for the projects at hand, as well as new perspectives on the ways that scholars and researchers must network to both remain current in various fields, as well as look for challenging new opportunities.


I was enthusiastic about each of the projects, and each reminded me in some way of how I have grown as a result of being in the program, and of the new skills I have obtained. I have learned that scholars cannot thrive in the comfortable isolation that printed materials have offered many of us for a lifetime. We must collaborate with others to renew our enthusiasm for projects, and share ideas, which in turn often leads to the generation of entirely new ideas. 


As detailed in the Doctoral Program in Education Student and Faculty Handbook, the mission of the Doctoral Program in Education is “to prepare practitioners to be reflective, ethical educators and researchers who contribute to the field of education. Program faculty are committed to creating a community of scholars through mentoring, engaging in collaborative research, and maintaining a focus on sound educational practices.”  The qualifying assessment projects have afforded me the opportunity to be mentored by, and collaborate with, three of the program’s faculty: Drs. Toth, Jones, and Prisk.  Each of these educators has shared with me sound educational practices that they have acquired from their diverse educational backgrounds. 

I have gained valuable insights from each which have shown me the opportunities and challenges that lie ahead for me after I complete this doctoral program, and for this opportunity, I am most grateful.

