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In the spring of 2005, one of my staff members asked if I had considered pursuing a doctorate in my field. I had always wanted to work toward a terminal degree, but had allowed circumstance to slow down my education after the completion of my second master’s degree. The death of my father in 2000 gave me a large set of new responsibilities when I inherited my family’s farm and care of my mother. I also took on my first principalship that fall, which occupied much of my life. All these new challenges drew on much of my time and financial resources, making the dream of achieving a doctoral degree seem unreachable. When the teacher asked me to consider the possibility, I decided to look into the program.  
As I had already received two masters’ degrees from the Marshall University Graduate College, I felt very comfortable with the staff and the atmosphere.  While collecting documents for application, I signed up for two classes for the summer 2005 term. Those initial courses in curriculum theory and statistical methods proved to be a good introduction to the quantity and quality of work expected in the course component of the doctoral program. During that same summer, I was asked to begin teaching graduate courses in educational leadership at Salem International University. This opportunity provided extra money to pay for the coursework at Marshall and gave me even more incentive to complete my terminal degree, as I found that I truly enjoy working with pre-service principals.  

Now after two-and-a-half years of effort, I find myself at the end of one part of this journey and the beginning of next.   This is an interesting time for me, full of gratitude for the adventure thus far and a growing dread of the impending research stage.  As the professors have cautioned us from the beginning, the coursework stage is the more familiar and safe of the two. After being students for any number of years, we must now leave the relative comfort of being learners and reach deep within ourselves to become researchers.  

As human beings, it seems that the unknown both terrifies and intrigues us. Becoming an actual researcher, delving into the diverse data that will bring us clearer understanding of our chosen careers, is a daunting prospect.  In the process of compiling my artifacts for this portfolio, I admit to feeling no small measure of hesitation. It is easy to imagine the thoughts of those who turn quietly away at this juncture and remain safe on the shore, as one of the ABD. Though safety is enticing, I choose instead to plunge into the unknown. Thus begins my portfolio of past works and reflections in preparation for the great adventure to come. 

For the purpose of explicating my learning experiences within the doctoral program of study, I have selected the continuum of metacognition as an organizational framework.   I chose this lens to review my journey after outlining my indecision in this matter with one of my doctoral committee members. Dr. Cunningham advised that, as far as he understood my thought process, he believed that it sounded as if I were engaging in a form of metacognition. After reviewing the foundations of that process, I found that it was adequate to describe my progress.  Within the process of metacognition, two forces are working simultaneously: the first is the process by which one must monitor his own work, and the second is the process of making changes and corrections to the plan if one perceives he is not being successful. The continuum of these processes ranges from novice learners, who do not stop to  evaluate their comprehension of material, to expert learners who not only recognize a need to check for functional errors in their understanding, but also understand the importance of determining why the errors occurred and what steps should be taken to correct the problem(s).  
Strategies involved in metacognition incorporate awareness, planning and monitoring through reflection.  The “awareness” category relates to the individual’s acknowledging or recognizing the need to select and use appropriate strategies when approaching a task. “Planning” involves outlining the steps by which the task will be accomplished. Finally, “monitoring,” through reflection, calls for the individual to assess the quality of the work he produces and to make appropriate corrections as the need arises. 
The Coursework

Since my first summer of coursework in the doctoral program, I have taken two or three courses at a time. These courses covered the basics of research, as well as courses on educational leadership. During the process of this reflection, I read over my coursework from the earliest to the most recent. 

As I review the progression of work, I can see a transition from the more novice levels to the more advanced levels of the metacognitive spectrum, including monitoring and evaluating my own work.  In my earliest courses, I produced a single draft of an assignment and submitted it, without much review, to the instructor for grading. As a student who had always been successful in the “game” of taking classes, I was quite adept at carefully checking off each requirement and crafting work that met the expectations of the instructor and the letter of the scoring scheme. 

As my time in the program advanced and I became more aware of the processes and expectations of the program, I found myself writing more than one draft of papers or projects and making substantive changes based upon my own standards. That criterion, put simply, is a level of work which I find personal satisfaction in producing. I take pride in not putting my name on a low-quality product.  
Research


In the summer of 2006, Dr. Jerry Jones instructed our class on district-level leadership to research a topic of interest for county superintendents. I conducted a literature review and composed a paper on the effects of the federal “Reading First” program (the independent variable) on  academic achievement, in the form of annual reading test scores of student participants (the dependent variable). I participated with five other students and conducted a panel discussion for county administrators at the annual conference of the West Virginia Association of School Administrators at the Snowshoe Mountain Resort in Snowshoe, West Virginia. It was a very daunting prospect to be addressing our own and other superintendents. We were well-received by the participants, however, and the experience gave us confidence to speak in other venues. Several of the superintendents stayed after our presentation and asked for specific information. It was very encouraging to be able to provide meaningful information to the people in our session. 
Also in 2006, my research partner Lesa Hines and I began a descriptive study on the effects of the “Reading First” program upon students in three elementary schools in our area of West Virginia. Dr. Bobbi Nicholson helped us to frame our study, to review our literature, and to process our data. It seemed that the most difficult part of the research was to form a carefully worded research question. Gathering data and analyzing it proved to be less problematic than that initial step.
 We were able to present our paper on the project at the annual conference of the Southern Regional Council on Educational Administration in Jacksonville Beach, Florida in November, 2006. Several professors from our program travelled to the conference with us, including Dr. Powell Toth, Dr. Teresa Eagle, Dr. Michael Cunningham and Dr. Rebecca Goodwin. They all spent significant time during our trip making sure that we were prepared and reassured for our presentation. 
The entire process of preparing our project for presentation was a learning experience. By the time we presented at the conference, we had reviewed our work and our sources to the point that we were able to speak well and handle questions from the audience. I was taken aback when a professor from another group stayed behind at the end of our presentation to share that she felt that we had a biased tone in our study. Strangely, her own statements led me to believe that she was biased toward the program which our study reviewed. I believe that she was displeased that we were questioning it at all. Rather than making me self-conscious in pursuing further research, that incident only encouraged me to continue to conduct authentic, meaningful study to bring such programs into clearer focus. Without accountability for results, any program can be assumed to be fulfilling its intent, simply because it was in place. 

Having had the opportunity to present at a national conference in front of scholars and students from other universities was to have a steadying effect on my work. It not only gave me incentive to want to do further research for presentation, but also to refine my efforts even further to be able to conduct a wider and more thorough study in the future. 

Area of Emphasis

Higher education instruction is my area of emphasis, an area I chose due to my employment as an adjunct professor at Salem International University. It seemed to be appropriate to use my doctoral experience to hone my skills as an instructor at the university level. Not only did this allow me to improve my knowledge base in the context of educating adults, but it also met the emphasis requirement for the doctoral program. 
While enrolled in the doctoral program, courses I have taken examining higher education curricula, current events in higher education, and online course development and delivery have allowed for an increase in pedagogical skills and awareness of the role of the university instructor. Though I do not currently advise students or serve on committees in my adjunct capacity, I have learned something of the process of those duties that I did not know before. It was also a significant opportunity to help to teach a class with one of my professors, Dr. Bobbi Nicholson. Working with the students in the “Introduction to School Leadership” course, a class in which I was a participant during my master’s degree program, was another defining moment in my preparation in the doctoral program. Dr. Nicholson allowed me free rein to present parts of the instruction and working with her was a complement to my experience in this area. It was a highly rewarding experience to collaborate with one of my professors this manner. 
These experiences in the program have allowed me to refine and improve the courses that I teach, making them more meaningful and productive for my students. To date, I have refined and brought several courses to the online format for my students, including courses in school law, school and community relations and assessment of learning. I greatly appreciated Dr. Lisa Heaton’s bringing about her course in online course development and delivery. I learned so many useful skills and techniques in the course that I find myself constantly measuring my courses against its examples. 

In the area of emphasis, I have most definitely gained many new skills and moved upward on the metacognition scale from novice into expert in terms of my ability to assess and modify my approach in instruction. 

Leadership


Gathering artifacts to feature the development of my skills in the area of leadership involved comparing early class assignments with later ones. During our course in leadership theories, Dr. Powell Toth asked that we each co-author, and prepare for submission, a journal article on leadership with a faculty member. Dr. Michael Cunningham agreed to work with me on the project and proved to be an invaluable resource. He encouraged me to move from my first attempt, which highlighted the theories of others, to a version which focused upon my own experiences and observations. 


In addition to written works, there have been several changes in my own school as a result of the experiences garnered from the doctoral program.  The coursework relating to school law, finance, facilities and politics allowed me to gain a deeper understanding of the nature of the educational infrastructure at the county level. The skills in examining legal cases and issues have also proven invaluable in my daily practice, as they provide ready access to information and give me more confidence in my ability to interpret and apply the law.  As I teach school law at the graduate level, this confidence has allowed me to improve my course and the learning experience of my own students. The coursework in this area has also provided a window into the responsibilities of administrators at the county level and provided a clearer picture of what is expected of them in their daily work. With experience in this venue comes the ability to ask more refined questions when teaching and to choose correct practices when addressing issues of leadership at the school and district level.  When viewed through the lens of metacognition, the amount of care and diligence that I now bring to my work in both teaching and applying administrative skills and thinking definitely show a trend toward a more expert rating. 
Personal Philosophy


The most difficult piece of this reflection has been the articulation of changes in my personal philosophy. Ironically, perhaps, this seems to be the area in which I can identify the most dramatic changes. 

When I began this journey in 2005, I was hesitant and anxious. Research appeared to be the means by which learned worthies communicated great ideas and understanding to others. The entire study of research was daunting to me because I assumed that it was conducted in strange and mysterious ways which were unknowable to a person of my lowly skill and rank. I was in awe of the professors and tried to mold myself into an acceptable student for this new venue. 
As I reflected upon this initial bias, I came to the conclusion that perhaps this was a result of my childhood, growing up as an outsider to the mysteries of education and career. My parents, both eighth grade graduates, could encourage my quest for learning but could not share direct knowledge or experience. I was always terrified of academic failure, as it would have meant disappointing my parents who both sacrificed constantly to allow me to have educational opportunities that they were denied. One of the happiest moments that I can remember my father experiencing was when he sat in the crowd of parents watching me graduate with my education degree from Bethany College. Circumstances prevented my marching at graduation for either of my masters degrees, and so he never got the chance to repeat his pride at that event. From his remarks about my cap and gown, I can only imagine the jovial quips that would have greeted a doctoral robe and tam. 

It has been observed that I tend to be a bit obsessive regarding my coursework and timelines. My infamous tackle box filled with paper clips, hi-liters and other office supplies was a fairly visible expression of that mind-set. Again, the nagging fear of failure seems to add to my drive to place everything into a careful structure and progress full-steam-ahead. 
As I have done throughout my educational journey, I have purchased countless books on subjects that we have studied in class in order to attempt to gain a more complete understanding of the theories and theorists that we reviewed. Every contention or stand that I made had to be based upon the words or works of others, those I considered to be scholars of note. 

I have retired the tackle box, carrying only a pen and some hi-liters in my briefcase to allow me to take notes and color code them. In recent classes, I have occasionally ordered books by certain authors if they seemed interesting to me, not in order to get ahead in the class. It feels as if I have become more relaxed and confident in this stage of my preparation. 


Now as I read research-based works, I am more an informed consumer. Using skills in research design and data analysis gleaned from the coursework and in practical applications with the professors and my peers in the doctoral program, I am able to examine the research premises and methods of the authors to assess the legitimacy of their conclusions. Where once I would have blindly accepted the findings of nearly any published work, now I examine the work more closely. Having the capacity to ask more sophisticated questions to assess the research process indicates another movement from novice to expert in the metacognitive process. 

In order to be meaningful, research must be conducted in such a way as to assure its validity and reliability. Research must add in some way to the body of knowledge. As we perform non-experimental research in our jobs, we use our skills in this area to examine programs and events which affect the lives of our students and teachers. The ideal that researchers must operate with integrity and purpose is integral to this work. We have a responsibility to use our skills to improve the educational processes within our influence. 

At the close of this reflection, I have gained new appreciation for the structure of our program of study. Experiences and assignments have combined to make students into researchers; into individuals ready to take on the task of examining and describing events and processes in ways that will allow for meaningful change. Now that we have basic knowledge of the process of research, we must move forward and take on the responsibility of conducting our own studies to add to the sum total of the knowledge amassed by others who travelled this path before us.  As we lead our schools or school systems, as we teach in higher education, as we write of our findings and our questions, we will make use of our skills to clarify and to examine the experiences of our students and our employees. We will be able to use our research skills to improve conditions in our schools and to better understand the tasks we face in our daily practice. 


Educational leaders must create an environment in which all students are valued and helped to reach their full potential. We must use all the skills and resources at our disposal to bring this vision into reality. In the postmodernist view, the challenges we face are neither simple in nature nor easy to address. It seems that there is no real shortage of experts willing to provide their identification and solutions in these problem areas. A proficient leader must make decisions based upon the best information available. By using the tools and skills of the researcher, we may gain invaluable insights into both the challenges themselves and their underlying causes, thus providing the most authentic and immediate information available for such decision making.  

 For the journey thus far, I thank you all. Each of the members of the faculty with whom I have take courses and shared conversations has helped me to refine my own idea of my role in this level of my education.  You have each given me tools and helped me to find the skills of a researcher within myself. I am eager to proceed toward the development of my own research projects, no longer content to simply study what has already been accomplished by others. Now I humbly ask for the opportunity to move forward in the creation of my dissertation study. 
