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Introduction
	When planning to climb a mountain an individual must take a first step to reach the summit.  As with any journey the first step may not be the most important but it is crucial for additional steps to be made and the mountain to be conquered. The decision to pursue a doctorate degree began with the first crucial step, applying and being accepted to the program, that led to a journey of knowledge attainment, self-reflection, and fulfillment.  My pathway up the educational mountain provided many opportunities for me to broaden my professional views as well as reflect on my personal philosophy of leadership.  
	When starting this journey I did not anticipate how the ensuing three years would change my thought processes as well as the reinvigoration of my academic acumen.  Just like any mountain climber I was fully aware of the need to be committed to the process to be successful, and to see the summit.  What I was not prepared for was how I would change during the process.
 
Base Camp: Reflection and Preparation
	Prior to any expedition to reach higher levels, it is important to reflect on how you got to this point.  This reflection is achieved through the lens of past experiences and future goals.  Sitting at the base of the mountain it looms high above you, overshadowing and providing a sense of intimidation as if waiting to see if you have the determination to scale the rugged peaks and difficult valleys.  It is important to remember that years of preparation have equipped you with the necessary skills to achieve new heights. I completed my masters degree in business administration in 2003 and felt that I was prepared to take on the challenge presented by a doctoral program.  As a member of the first cohort class I was strengthen by the thought that I had approximately twenty other travelers in this journey to the top.  As we proceeded through the traverse of the climb, my cohort colleagues became friends and compatriots in our shared vision of the plateau of degree achievement. Many of our classes provided opportunities to reflect on our work as well as share our writings with our classmates, thus preparing us for peer review of our work when we submitted articles for publication.
The Climb
	Our cohort started with what I perceived as a daunting class, Writing for Publications with Dr. Fran Simone.  The class provided the first glimpse of academic journal writing. I had written a number of articles and publications in my fundraising and marketing position, but I was generally in the editor’s role and was not accustomed to critique from my peers.  I found the idea of presenting my work to colleagues for comment a true challenge.  I understood the concept but questioned the authority of my writings because I lacked, in my mind, the credentials to be considered an expert in a field.  It was through this class that I learned that I have the right and the responsibility to voice my research and present it in a way that is substantiated through scholarly study.  I learned that the process of peer review added validity to my work and provided an impartial voice to the writing.  
	Later in my coursework another class provided me with academic stimulation that was not obvious when taking the course.  Dr. Bobbi Nicholson presented a course on Ethical Theory.  At first I was astonished with the text book listing children’s books intermingled with classic literature.  My initial reaction to this course was centered on disbelief and lack of understanding.  Of all the classes I have taken in my academic career, undergraduate through graduate school, this class was the most thought provoking and challenging; not challenging in respect to an overwhelming work load but in terms of mentally challenging my perception of myself and my beliefs.  Before this class I was never asked to question why or what I believe or to defend it in a way that needed to be held to close scrutiny.  The lessons learned have transcended the classroom setting and have permeated my daily thought process.  As a leader it is vital to understand the people you lead as well as the many beliefs that you will encounter.  To deal effectively with varying constituencies it is essential to understand that you must be open to new ideas and thoughts.  A closed mind will eventually lead to decay, and as such, it is important to be open to those that may have opinions that differ from your own. 
	One additional class that forced me to think differently was a course that I initially thought was going to be a waste of time.  Multicultural Education, with Dr. Shari Clarke, provided an opportunity to reflect on my interactions with those that are different than mine.  Our class was required to complete a project where we attended an event that presented a culture different from our own.  While taking the course I was completing a summer research grant in New York City and used the experience that I had to reflect on how everyone is a person and must be treated with respect and dignity no matter their station in life.  The sights and interactions that I had encountered in New York City during my two-week residency caused me to understand that, as leaders, we will encounter a multiplicity of cultures and beliefs.  It is up to us as leaders to always treat our communities with respect and to be tolerant of differences.  As a leader you set the working atmosphere through your actions and interactions; therefore, it is imperative that you be open and question everything you say and do to be certain that you do not inadvertently diminish an individual or a culture.  
	Of my other courses I found that Higher Education Law and the History of Higher Education were important to my development as a leader and as a scholar.  These classes were outside of the cohort setting and were taken because they were important to my future.  I appreciated how Dr. Dennis M. Anderson wove current events into courses that require intensive reading and reflection on past events.  Prior to Higher Education Law I was vaguely aware of the governing laws of higher education, but through case law study and writing I was provided with a more complete historical picture of higher education law and how it has an effect on current practices within higher education.  The History of Higher Education provided an intensive reading opportunity to better understand the historical significance of our institutions of higher education.   This course required me to reflect on my understanding of current trends in higher education that were based on historical foundations.  I found it exhilarating to reflect on an area in which I felt most comfortable, higher education. 
	I would be remiss in my reflection if I did not address the cohort model, its structure and the other classes taken on this climb to the current plateau.  I must admit that I was initially skeptical of a cohort model that was designed to address such diverse majors as curriculum and instruction along side with leadership (public school as well as higher education).  It seemed to me this diversity would challenge the integrity of the two concentrations of the degree and reduce the learned outcomes of the individual.  I believe many of my initial concerns were unfounded.  The pairing of the two concentrations will be beneficial to my career.  As a member of the cohort I sacrificed some course work normally taken in a traditional higher education leadership program for courses outside of my area of interest.  Some courses within the curriculum and instruction portion of the cohort degree have proved very useful in my current position.  I have come to believe that the pairing of the two concentrations is workable.	
	Overall the climb has been exhilarating.  At times, the opportunity to see professional and personal growth is the reward for the times where, as a student, you are exhausted and feel like you are never going to make it to the summit.  I have come to fully believe in the cohort model for the primary reason that we supported each other through the challenging times as well as cheering on our colleagues when they were invited to present at conferences or have papers published.  If again given the opportunity to join a doctoral cohort program, I am not sure I would select this option with the given model at Marshall.  The support of my colleagues has been very valuable but I remain concerned that I have missed an important learning experience or courses because the confinement of the cohort model did not allow for all of the courses traditionally in the higher education leadership doctoral program.   Even through the shadows of the overhanging ledges I learned that it is important to maintain hope and faith in the system.  I have learned to question the system but also learned to respect the academic process.  

Leadership and collaboration
	Upon entering the program we were encouraged to seek out opportunities to work with the doctoral faculty to present at conferences, write for publications, or co-teach a course.  Of my doctoral climb I have found this to be the most rewarding aspect both professionally and personally.  
Shortly after beginning the program, Dr. Teresa Eagle invited us to submit proposals for the Southern Regional Council on Educational Administrators (SRCEA).  After consultation with my chair, Dr. Dennis M. Anderson, it was decided we would submit a paper comparing the current online education model with correspondence schools of the past.  The process of writing this paper created a basis on which my future research papers would follow.  I appreciated the ability to take the research methods I had learned in the Writing for Publications class and put them into practice.  Throughout the writing process Dr. Anderson helped me understand how to craft my writing into an acceptable research article and the process by which co-writing an article is developed.  
Because our first paper was a research area that interested me, I found the process to be rewarding.  The interaction of shared ownership of the manuscript was a new process for me but I found it to be very beneficial to my writing style.  The paper was accepted for presentation in Charleston, WV in October of 2008. As I read the paper today I observe how far I have come in my writing in terms of style and substance.  The paper makes a convincing case but I notice areas that need development.  I appreciate this baseline presentation to ascertain how much better my writing and scholarly activities are after working through the process. 
In the Fall of 2009, Dr. Lisa Heaton taught Technology and Curriculum.  One of the requirements for this class was a paper dealing with a topic within education that included technology.  I chose to write about a new program that I had implemented in my current position dealing with online internships.  The topic is relatively new to education but has a basis in research.  Following the class I asked Dr. Anderson if he again would like to work together on this paper for submission to the Conference on Higher Education Pedagogy at Virginia Tech in Blacksburg, VA.  The paper was submitted and accepted as a 60 minute presentation at the conference in February of 2010.  As I reflect on this paper I realize how a single thought and collaboration can lead to an opportunity to research an area that is important to your field as well as adding to the scholarly knowledge.  This paper was the basis for an invitation for me to be part of a panel at the Music and Entertainment Industry Education Association (MEIEA) conference in Miami, FL, in March of 2010.  Subsequently, Dr. Anderson and I submitted the paper to the annual MEIEA journal, a peer reviewed journal, for publication.  We were notified in August that our paper was accepted and we are currently in the final process of publication.
In addition to writing and presentations, I took the opportunity to learn about leadership through an eight week internship with the New River Community College (NRCC) in Dublin, VA.  I spent the summer of 2009 interning with the Vice-President for Instruction and Student Services, Dr. Pat Huber. I found the experience to be beneficial to my career.  I worked with the office of instructional services on a document taking aggregate data obtained from teaching faculty on how they were achieving state standards of assessment and assimilating them into a usable form.  The document was completed in a format that would be consistent with standard consulting reporting with detailed comments and recommendations to achieve higher levels of learning outcome attainment. This experience gave me an insight into the administrative structure of the community college.  With administrative experience in a small, private college and teaching experience in a mid-size state university I felt it was vital to have experience in the community college system.  This internship allowed me to take the knowledge I had gained in curriculum theory and leadership theory to provide a final document that was able to be used by the institution.  I was able to blend what I had learned into a practical experience.  Overall the experience was positive.  The only challenge I had with the experience was the document created did not provide the community college with the information they assumed it would provide.  The test instrument the college used to gather information was limited and did not ask the questions to which they were seeking answers. Again, I felt privileged to have learned through the Survey Research in Education class taught by Dr. Michael Cunningham about survey instruments.  Armed with the knowledge gained in Dr. Cunningham’s class I was able to definitively express to the NRCC administration that their test instrument did not provide the information they were trying to collect.
In addition to the internship with NRCC I was fortunate to be able to be part of a planning team that developed a new graduate certification program at Radford University.  This planning team designed a two year graduate level program and detailed the curriculum to attain a certificate in music education pedagogy.  As I reflect on the process this certificate program undertook I find it interesting that I was able to initiate and maintain scholarly debate on important educational topics that I attained as part of the coursework through the doctoral program.  The ability to attain this level of exchange provided a better understanding of how I have changed through the climbing process.  I am much more thoughtful and able to expand on ideas that prior to my experience within this program I was limited.  
In addition to my internship and program curriculum leadership I also served as part of the Fall 2010 doctoral seminar planning committee.  I worked with Tracy Chenoweth, committee chair, and will present one session on electronic portfolios and be a facilitator for another session. 
The top or just another peak?
	As I reflect on the past three years of coursework I am at the exciting and intimidating crossroads of being exhilarated with the achievement of reaching the peak of ABD status but challenged with the view of the next mountain that is waiting to be scaled.  I consider the most important part of my academic career the growth I experienced throughout the doctoral process.  The program has changed the way my thought process works as well as heightening my analytical nature.  The papers, presentations and internship were valuable to my career and the most valuable to me as an academic.  I do appreciate and would not change these activities because they fulfill the culminating experiences that included many concepts I learned from the coursework, but more importantly provided the foundation of scholarly research and reporting.  
	 The past three years have been positive, but I do find challenging a few points inherent in this cohort program.  My first concern deals with the lack of consistency in expectations that papers and external writings should be directly linked to the area of emphasis for the student.  For example, some of the curriculum and instruction classes would not accept that those of us in higher education do not work directly with federal programs and initiatives in our current positions.  We understand the premise behind initiatives such as No Child Left Behind and Race to the Top but we do not live it on a day to day basis nor does it impact our own teaching and leadership.  As a higher education leadership major I believe most of my writings should have been centered on my chosen field.  As I reflect on my progress I now understand I should have taken the initiative to design my papers around my area of emphasis.  When starting the climb I wish I had the benefit to have the understanding I now have; my education is mine.  I have the responsibility to take the information that I am presented, internalize it and then use it in a form that is helpful to my progression as a scholar. 
	Another point that I would change if given the chance would be the challenge some faculty had with the online education model.  In my opinion you cannot take a traditional fourteen week course and force it to adhere to a blended delivery model.  It requires retooling of the course for effectiveness.  Throughout the process I encountered faculty that did not feel comfortable with technology and presented material traditionally within the confines of three class meetings; a challenge that was not insurmountable but that required unnecessary paperwork and stress.  
	Overall the process, to this point, has been positive.  There are a few things, as enumerated above, I would change if given the chance.  Perhaps my reflections will help the next cohort as they begin their climb to a new academic plateau. If given the opportunity to choose between a traditional model and a cohort model I would again choose a cohort model.  A choice made because of the support I receive from my fellow classmates was invaluable to the climb.  But, I would be certain that the program was well defined and focused. 
	As I reflect back at the climb it has been exhausting, exhilarating and challenging.  Reaching the peak of ABD status is not the end of the climb but just another step in my continued life-long pursuit of learning.  There is always another mountain to climb.
