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Sharpening the Educational Edge


The portfolio process that I have completed as an element of the requirements for the Doctor of Education degree at Marshall University Graduate College sharpened my educational edge in the areas of higher education leadership, research, teaching, collaboration, and collegiality. The process served as a cognitive apprenticeship, using the instructional strategies of traditional apprenticeships but emphasizing cognitive rather than physical skills (Collins, Brown, & Holum, 1991).  The portfolio facets consisted of tasks which were more difficult than I could have handled alone, but not so difficult that they could not be resolved with the support of peers and faculty. The apprenticeship used the process of scaffolding, a technique where learners are assisted to reach new levels of thinking. The instructional techniques of modeling (the apprentice observes while the expert demonstrates an activity, then the apprentice attempts a similar task), fading (as the apprentice becomes skilled in the task, the expert slowly disengages herself from the activity but remains available as needed), and coaching (the expert continually prompts the apprentice by choosing activities, providing hints, offering encouragement, and providing feedback) were used to assist me throughout the process (Holmes & Gardner, 2006). 
Portfolio Facets

The portfolio process at Marshall University Graduate College consists of activities related to scholarship as well as other professional pursuits. Scholarly activities which may be demonstrated in the portfolio include co-authoring a proposal for submission and co-presenting at a regional or national conference with a faculty member and/or co-authoring and submitting for publication a manuscript to a peer reviewed journal, book, or book chapter in collaboration with a faculty member. Other professional pursuits which can be included in the portfolio plan are co-teaching and/or developing a course with a faculty member, serving an appropriate internship involving an outside mentor, or collaborating with a faculty member in other approved activities.

Portfolio
Scholarship
	Conference Presentations
	Topic of Presentation
	Faculty Mentor
	Collaborative Peer
	Place and Date

	Southern Regional Council on Education Administration (SRCEA).
	Reforming Higher Education Curricula in Ed.D Programs
	Dr. Dennis Anderson
	Ms. Sherri Ritter
	October 27, 28, 29, 2005. Atlanta, GA

	State-Wide Technology Conference-21st Century Tools. 
	Converting Traditional Pedagogy to Distance Learning.
	Dr. Fred Pauley
	Ms. Sherri Ritter
	August 7, 8, 9, 10, 2006. 

Charleston, WV

	Ethnographic and Qualitative Research in Education

(EQRE)
	Poster Session: The Success and Failure of Student Nurses in a Baccalaureate Program of Study: An Ethnography
	Dr. Luke Eric Lassiter
	Ms. LeAnne Olson

Ms. Sumeeta Patnaik
Ms. Sherri Nash

Ms. Gabriela Williamson


	June 8, 9, 2007. Cedarville, OH

	National Conference of Professors of Educational Administration (NCPEA)
	Recognition is not Realization: Tipping the Scales in Favor of Social Justice in Pre-Service Programs
	Dr. Bobbi Nicholson
	
	July 31, Aug 1, 2, 3, 2007.
Chicago, IL

	Research
	Correlation of Marshall College of Health Professions’ Student Nurse Admission Criteria with Academic Success
	Dr. Mike Cunningham
	
	MU Nursing Fall 2005-Fall 2007

	Research
	The Success and Failure of Student Nurses in a Baccalaureate Program of Study: An Ethnography
	Dr. Luke Eric Lassiter
	Ms. LeAnne Olson

Ms. Sumeeta Patnaik

Ms. Sherri Nash

Ms. Gabriela Williamson


	MU Mid-Ohio Valley Center Campus

Spring, 2007

	Research


	WV PROMISE Scholarship: Survey of First Graduates 
	Dr. Bobbi Nicholson
	Ms. Becky Caldwell
	Spring, 2007

	Research
	Qualitative Pilot Study of Effect of WV PROMISE Scholarship on Secondary and Higher Education Institutions
	Dr. Bobbi Nicholson
	Ms. Pier Bocchini
Mr.David Lawson
Mr. Darrell Taylor
	Summer, 2007

	Institutional Review Board (IRB) Process
	Successfully submitted two requests to Marshall University IRB 
	Dr. Mike Cunningham & Dr. Luke Eric Lassiter 
	
	Fall, 2005 & Spring, 2007


Other Professional/Academic Pursuits

	
	Name of Course/Topic
	Faculty Member
	Collaborative Peer
	Place and Date

	Co-teaching a course
	Higher Education Finance, LS725
	Dr. Dennis Anderson
	
	MUGC

Fall, 2005

	Co-designing a course
	Higher Education Finance, LS725
	Dr. Dennis Anderson
	Ms. Sherri Ritter
	MUGC

Fall, 2005

	Collaborative Retreat
	Preparation for Portfolio Process
	
	Ms. Betty Sias

Ms. Sherri Nash

Ms. LeAnne Olson
	Snowshoe Resort, Summer 2007


Underpinnings of Portfolio Plan

The main objectives of my portfolio plan were to learn how to better perform the scholarly and teaching roles of my position as Assistant Professor of Nursing at Marshall University. I wanted a strong emphasis on the research process, including presentations at scholarly conferences. Other objectives of the plan were to improve my teaching skills and to advance my peer collaborative skills. 


I had been teaching nursing for four years at Marshall University when I started the portfolio process. My annual job performance evaluation included four criteria: teaching, scholarship, service to the university, and service to the community. Scholarship was my weakest area of performance. My previous educational endeavors and work experiences had not prepared me for the role of researcher. I also believed that I needed to learn more about teaching since I had not had the opportunity to study pedagogical theory in the past. I regarded myself as a novice researcher and educator. In addition, I did not see myself as a skilled peer collaborator. I have always been an independent thinker and have preferred solitary endeavors. I recognized that in order to be a successful college professor, I needed to improve my skills in collaboration and collegiality. My choices of portfolio projects were made with these thoughts in mind.
Conceptual Framework

Benner (1984) believes that learning is a lifelong process that can take place at times when an individual is not consciously aware that she is learning; however, learning requires a focused effort at understanding new concepts and practicing new skills. Benner’s framework of learning consists of five stages: novice, advanced beginner, competent, proficient, and expert. As a novice the student learns facts and rules. The rules are learned as absolutes, which are never to be violated. An advanced beginner starts to recognize factors that were not stated in the rules, using experience as well as rules to guide her actions. In the competence stage, the student gains an appreciation of the complexity of tasks, and develops the ability to select and concentrate on the most important cues. She experiments with new behaviors and trusts her intuition. 
As the student becomes proficient, calculation and rational analysis seem to disappear. Unconscious, fluid, and effortless performance begins to emerge and the student is able to intuitively choose the method that would be most efficient to accomplish the task. The student learns to unconsciously read situations, evolving into a person who is capable of performing in a wide variety of situations and dealing with seemingly contradictory demands. Expertise is the final stage, the level at which performance becomes second nature. The student is not consciously aware of the details, but uses a holistic perspective that demonstrates deep understanding of the situation. She sees and knows things intuitively that the rest of us may not know or see. 


I believe Benner’s theory can be applied to my experience as a doctoral student completing the portfolio process. I have always enjoyed learning, and my natural curiosity led me to the lifestyle of the lifelong learner. I have an inherent need to understand the reasons that events transpire, and why people do what they do contrary to the fatalistic approach that some people tend to adopt. I like to be challenged which causes me to change jobs and adopt new hobbies on occasion. Because of my need to learn new ways, I have frequently moved through Benner’s stages of novice to expert.  When I entered the Doctor of Education (Ed.D) program, I was a novice regarding the scholarly processes in higher education. The portfolio facets have assisted my transition to various stages of learning in the areas of higher education leadership, research, teaching, and collegiality.
Reflections

Higher Education Leadership

When I began the Ed.D program, I chose as my emphasis leadership in higher education. My rationale for that choice was that I had always been a leader in the hospital setting and likely would evolve as a leader in the higher education setting. In fact, I was already in a mid-level leadership role as coordinator of the Bachelor of Science nursing program at the Mid-Ohio Valley Branch (MOVC) of Marshall University. The decision to enter the leadership program was wise as I have thoroughly enjoyed examining the various elements of higher education administration. 
My classes have ranged from finance to law to politics to ethics, and the theoretical knowledge that I have gained has assisted me many times in my current role. For instance, a deaf student will begin the nursing program at MOVC this fall. With the knowledge that I have gained in my coursework, I am aware of the laws and services which will allow her to be successful in the nursing program. The knowledge that I have gained in my classes has helped me understand the financial and administrative systems in higher education. Comparing the system with that of hospitals, I have found them to be much alike. I have been able to combine my experience in hospital administration with the administrative theory that I have learned in my classes to successfully navigate the administrative systems at Marshall University (MU). I would classify myself as competent in this area. I am able to assume the rules, read the important cues and trust my intuition while experimenting with new behaviors. As I evolve and continue to gain experience in higher education administration, I expect to reach the expertise level.
Teaching and Course Design

My experience as a teaching assistant helped me to realize that I am not a novice teacher. I was able to perform the role of teaching without difficulty, developing and implementing the lesson that I taught with minimal coaching. The teaching experience helped me to understand that in spite of what I had considered limited teaching experience, I was a proficient teacher. Unconscious, fluid, and effortless performance emerged as I was teaching the class of graduate students. 

The more interesting aspect of my role as a teaching assistant was the design of the finance class. Dr. Anderson and I decided to offer the class via Web-CT as a t-course. It would be my role, with strong mentoring from Dr. Anderson, to develop the course and place it on Web-CT.  I felt competent in my ability to develop the course as I had experience with traditional course design, but I rated myself as a novice when placing a course on Web-CT. Dr. Anderson, Instruction Technologist Sherri Ritter, and I worked together to accomplish this endeavor. 
What I discovered is that the course was to be developed as a course which would be suitable to teach electronically. The key to success of on-line learning is the freedom that it gives students to develop their thoughts and share them with others (Holmes & Gardner, 2006). I became familiar with discussion boards, on-line testing, and uploading readings and videos to the class site. The hours that I spent with Dr. Anderson and Sherri Ritter were invaluable. Both served as strong coaches and I learned how to design and teach a course on-line. As a result of that experience, I have positioned both the nursing courses that I teach on Web-CT. Sherri has remained my coach throughout the process, she is using the technique of fading at appropriate levels to encourage me and help me gain confidence to work on my own. She remains available; however, when intervention is needed.
Research


As indicated in the introduction, the plan for portfolio emphasized the area of research. When I began the portfolio process, I regarded myself as a novice in the area of research and I wanted to become an expert. My journey of learning the research process began when I took Dr. Edna Meisel’s statistics class. This was my third college statistics class, and I was not hopeful that I would grasp the concepts any better than I had in previous classes. I had never been skilled at mathematics, and statistics had proven difficult for me. 
Much to my delight, Dr. Meisel explained the theories of statistical tests as well as the tests themselves, plus she allowed the students to apply the knowledge using a hands- on approach by relating the concepts to everyday living. Her teaching style suited my learning style, and I was able to grasp the material. The class taught me statistics as well as enlightened me on my learning style. I concluded that I am a “big picture” person who needs to see the whole before the parts. I also realized that I respond well to a kinesthetic teaching style. 
The next step in my journey was Dr. Cunningham’s research design course. I wrote a research proposal and completed a mock application to the institutional review board (IRB) to meet the class requirements. During the process, I decided that I wanted to actually do the research. Dr. Cunningham agreed to act as my coach through the process.  I submitted the proposal to the IRB, and began the process of collecting consents from nursing students. My project consisted of gathering data from student records to correlate variables used in the admission process at Marshall University College of Health Professions with the academic success of nursing students. I was concerned and remain concerned about the attrition rate of students in the nursing program at MOVC. I had gained IRB approval in the spring and, true to my status as a novice researcher, I envisioned that I could finish the project during the summer. I soon realized that I could not collect consents in the summer when the students were on vacation. When fall came I collected consents, but did not have enough to go forward with the research; thus the project became a two-year endeavor. 
After two years of collecting consents, I began gathering data for the project in the summer of 2007. I had started the research in the spring of 2005. It had taken me two academic years to merely gather enough subjects to have a viable study. It was a lesson in the importance of persistence and endurance when conducting research. Many times I felt discouraged, but I have a stubborn streak which served me well. I was aware that I was frequently “dropping the ball,” as other business acted as a barrier to block my attention from the research project; however, Dr. Cunningham persistently encouraged me. He used the constructivist approach by letting me try things out, learning from both my successes and my mistakes. I did indeed sharpen my educational edge during this project. I learned that research is a process which takes on a life of its own. The researcher cannot rush the progress, but must simply facilitate the process without losing sight of the goals.
During the fall and spring of the 2006-07 academic year, I registered for courses in qualitative research. The study of qualitative research was an enlightening experience for me. Under the guidance of my teacher and mentor, Dr. Luke Eric Lassiter, I became enmeshed in the research technique of ethnography. During the advanced research class, I was required to submit a proposal to the IRB and execute an ethnography project. I decided to collect the stories of student nurses related to their success or failure in the nursing program at MOVC. Soon I was observing and interviewing students and recording my findings by using the techniques of field notes and logging. I was able to code the information to make sense of the data (Glesne, 2006), and was amazed at the patterns that emerged in the small sample of students that I had interviewed and observed. I learned that success of nursing students went beyond their American College Testing scores and grade point averages. The students readily shared that success depended on support systems, motivation, self-esteem, and time management. As part of the process, I presented a poster at a qualitative and ethnographic conference in Cedarville, Ohio. The participants at the conference were interested in my data, and encouraged me to continue my study.
 Dr. Lassiter used the technique of scaffolding to reach out to me as an apprentice in his role as an expert ethnographer. He challenged me with difficult assignments accompanied with accurate and timely support that allowed me to function at the changing edge of my development. I have progressed from a novice ethnographer to an advanced beginner. Ethnography is an area of research in which I plan to become an expert. I realized through this experience that I am a natural at qualitative research due to my strong curiosity and interpersonal skills. 
Dr. Lassiter consistently encouraged collegiality and collaboration throughout the research process. In the advanced qualitative class, my peers and I became close colleagues, critiquing each others’ work as well as encouraging each other as we moved forward. Since one of my goals in the portfolio process was to improve my skills of collaboration and collegiality, I was grateful for this opportunity. I learned that I needed to really listen to others and understand diverse viewpoints. I have always considered myself an expert communicator, but after this experience, I have realized that I am only competent in this area. It is an area that I will strive to develop to the expert level by exposing myself to situations that require collaboration as frequently as possible.
The next step in my transition to an advanced beginner in research was to serve as a research assistant to Dr. Barbara Nicholson. She was enmeshed in a research project studying the first West Virginia PROMISE Scholarship recipients. At the point when I became involved in the research, she had received the return surveys from 1,183 students. My role would be to code the student comments using qualitative methods of inquiry, so with colleague Rebecca Caldwell, I began the task. There were reams of paper to be sorted and coded. It took time to decide the appropriate methodology for performing the work. I finally determined that the old-fashioned paper and pencil method worked best for me. I set up a table and had sheets of paper for each category onto which I would enter the appropriate comments. The work reinforced my knowledge that I enjoyed the process of qualitative research. 

 A disturbing finding of the research was that the PROMISE scholarship was going to students who were members of middle-and upper-class families who would have attended college regardless of whether they received the scholarship. The information both aggravated and reinforced my feminist viewpoint that it is an injustice to under-serve the lower class in favor of the privileged. However, through my experiences in life, I have also become a critical theorist, thus I was not surprised with the information which simply served to reinforce my belief that the upper class rules American society at the expense of the lower class. As a result of the research, I will co-present with Dr. Nicholson at the National Conference of Professors of Educational Administration (NCPEA) in August of 2007 on the topic of “Tipping the Scales in Favor of Social Justice in Pre-Service Programs.”
My feminist viewpoints were born in the decades of the 1950s and 1960s, a time when women rebelled against their dependence on men for survival. It was an era when women realized they were capable human beings who could live independently. I was a young woman during this time, and was influenced by feminist leaders like Gloria Steinem and Betty Friedan. Although the feminist viewpoint stressed the rights of women, it encompassed the rights of all humans who were treated secondary to white men. The emergence of feminist views of the era coincided with a cultural change that led young people to challenge the beliefs of their elders in the form of political activism which was a common and respected part of the democratic process. As a result of growing up in this period in time, I have always felt that all people are equal and should be given a chance to succeed in life regardless of their socio-economic status. 
My indignation that the PROMISE scholarship processes are tipped toward those who are born into upper class families go against my feminist views that all people should be treated equally. Children who are born poor do not have the same opportunities as their wealthier peers, thus are handicapped in their efforts to meet the requirements of the PROMISE. The median income of PROMISE recipients who responded to the research surveys was $76,938.00. The median income for West Virginia households is $32,589.00 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005).
Collaboration/Collegiality

The vast majority of my portfolio projects have afforded me the opportunity to improve my abilities of collaboration and collegiality. The support that I received from peers through the process was as important as the coaching and mentoring that I received from professors. I have learned that collegiality is a reciprocal process involving exchange of ideas and services, such as the retreat that three peers and I planned to brainstorm and share skills in preparation for the portfolio defense. It was an enlightening experience which taught me the importance of maintaining positive relationships with my peers. 
Another opportunity that assists Ed.D students to improve their networking and collaboration skills is the semi-annual doctoral seminars that the Graduate Studies of Education sponsors. The seminars are planned by doctoral students, resulting in the presentation of topics which are pertinent to students’ interests. There is ample opportunity at the seminars to converse and share with peers. I have often heard that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. I can be a better person, leader, teacher, and researcher if I make an effort to exchange ideas and services with my peers. At this point, I would say that I am competent in this area, but will continue to work toward expertise. This may be the most important lesson in the portfolio process for me. It is good to be an independent thinker, but the ideas that one generates go nowhere without the involvement of others. Conversely, the independent thinker will be stimulated as a result of her contact with the diversity of the ideas and thoughts of other people. 
Summary

The portfolio process has given me the opportunity to sharpen my educational edge. I have grown in the areas of higher education leadership, research, teaching, collaboration, and collegiality. I am grateful that I had the opportunity to participate in a cognitive apprenticeship. My critical reflective skills have improved from advanced beginner to proficient, and will continue to grow as I expand my roles in higher education.

My progression in the portfolio process has helped me gain confidence, and the realization that I have the knowledge and personal qualities to contribute to the fields of nursing and education. The qualitative and quantitative research projects that I conducted during the portfolio process have taught me the procedures and vocabularies of both types of research; these will serve as a compass for me in future research projects.
 The intense curiosity and motivation that I possess have found a home in the research process. I believe that I can generate a hypothesis and prove or disprove it as well as conduct ethnographic studies to report the stories of the cultures in the areas of nursing and education. I look forward to advancing my research knowledge during the dissertation process. Although I consider myself only an advanced beginner in the research processes, I am confident that my intense interest in research will position me to grow to the expert level with the coaching of future mentors.  
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