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 A Story of Growth

	In the winter of 2004,  after earning a Master's degree in Reading Education from Marshall University, I thought my education in terms of formal coursework was completed. I soon realized that was not true and that I needed to continue my education. In retrospect, that realization and my actions that resulted have been critical decisions in my continued development, both personally and professionally. 
	The most significant outcome of this introspective and reflective process was the decision to pursue a doctoral degree. After researching several programs I applied for admission to the Ed.D. Program (Curriculum and Instruction) offered by Marshall University. At this time, this seemed to be a logical and reasonable decision. Little did I know of the effect this program would have on my personal and professional growth and development. The challenges inherent in the program were clear from the initial interview. Clearly the path was not going to be easy, but I was committed and felt up to the challenge. Through hard work and determination, the challenges could be met and the goal would be achieved. With receipt of the letter confirming admission into the program, the initial but short-lived celebration began. Contemplating what was in store for me in sailing the uncharted waters that were ahead, my feelings of pride and excitement were somewhat muted by fear and a haunting sense of the unknown.
	Reflecting upon my experiences, I realize I have changed, professionally and personally, and these changes are directly influenced by my role as a student in this program. Most notably, my knowledge base of curriculum and instruction has grown considerably. Intense coursework, readings, and projects I have completed throughout this part of the program are the reasons for this change. My views and understanding of educational leadership have also evolved. Working through the 18-hour principal's certification program allowed me to explore areas of leadership I had not previously considered. This program has also helped me to become more self-confident, professionally and personally. Networking and building professional relationships with people from across the state, with positions different than mine, has been an opportunity for growth that I would have not known had it not been for this program. Overall, this program has been an integral part of my development as an educator and person. Collectively, the experience and the increase in my knowledge base have resulted in a profound change in the way I practice my profession.
[bookmark: _Toc261340748]Growth in Knowledge
	My first night of class (LS703, Research Design) was a pivotal educational experience for me because it made me reassess my role as a student. Until that night, school work never made me flinch. My academic pursuits had been undemanding and I had always felt free from anxiety with classmates and instructors. Upon entering the room, I noticed I was the first person in the room. Taking my seat, watching as the other students entered and sat around the large table exchanging friendly hellos, I remember thinking I had been in this same scenario many times before and I would be fine. Then, we had to introduce ourselves and for the first time in my academic career, I began to wonder if I was in the right place, if I had made the right decision. Listening to other students describe their jobs: program directors, superintendents, college professors, and me, the only elementary school teacher in the room raised my anxiety level. Never did I think I would be in a group of students with such a rich and diverse background. Astutely listening as the conversations in the room developed, I felt alone and welcome at the same time. Week after week Dr. Pauley facilitated discussions, posed questions, and provided us with readings and assignments designed to stimulate our knowledge and understanding of research design. 
	This class was foundational for me as I gained a new outlook on my role as a student. Prior to this course, I thought I already knew about research. As the class unfolded, week by week, I began to realize I had a lot to learn, but also realized I was in a perfect place to do just that. The feeling was horrible at first, some combination of inferiority and humility I had not felt before. I remained diligent and focused me on my work more than ever before. Research design was structured, steady-paced, and full of much needed information. Assignments ranged from  critiquing dissertations, studying the American Psychological Association's Publication Manual, and analyzing individual problem statements and research proposals. Dr. Pauley and my peers taught me so much in one semester; questions arose as to why all my other classes had not engaged me in this way.
	In Models of Teaching, Bruce Joyce says, "If the environmental level is perfectly matched to the developmental level of the learners, they may be arrested at that level." (2004) He goes on to discuss that there has to be a level of dissatisfaction or discomfort (cognitive dissonance) present to allow learners to benefit from new information. I experienced this first hand as I was in quite a juxtaposition. Uncomfortable feelings persisted, but at the same time the environment was nurturing, beckoning me to hang in there and encouraging me to be successful at the same time. Active participation in the class changed my role as a student. Before this class, listening to the instructor and completing assignments on my own to becoming was my customary role as student. Now, my role meant preparing for class throughout the week and coming to class ready to be actively involved in discussion or activities.  
	My words were few throughout the entire semester. Part of me was afraid of saying the wrong thing, but as the semester progressed, I began to gain confidence. My thinking began to coincide with that of my classmates. The experience was validating and I decided that this was not going to be my first and last class, it would be the first class of many on this journey. Because of this course, my expectations had been set higher than ever and failure or quitting was just not an option. Realization set in that being a passive student was unacceptable: my academic pursuits had evolved into a higher level and I had grown to meet the challenge. 
	Throughout several courses, I was able to examine my knowledge and beliefs about teaching and learning. Dr. Meyer's Curriculum Theory and Theorist courses (CI 702 and CI 703) allowed me to examine my thoughts on teaching and how students learned. Many of the theories presented in the courses were familiar to me. Behaviorism, Humanism, and Constructivism were theories discussed during my undergraduate work, but I could not converse, at length, about any of them except Behaviorism and the work of Skinner, Pavlov, and Thorndike. At the conclusion of Dr. Myers' courses, I had a deeper understanding and appreciation for the foundation provided by these curriculum theories and theorists. 
	My educational experience was primarily of a Behaviorist nature. Behaviorism  was the method of choice during my school years and seemed to be the preference of teachers I had the opportunity to work with during observations and student teaching, and my coworkers in recent years. Although policies in my district dictate that we have an assertive discipline plan posted in each room, and other traditionally Behaviorist tactics are still visible in some areas, this was not my style then and it is not my style now. The difference now is that I know my teaching style is soundly rooted in a Constructivist approach to learning. Learning is the construction of knowledge. My job is to teach students how to learn and how to construct meaning from their environment though enhancing intellectual, social, and personal relationships. Most days, my math classroom has the hum of productive chaos. Students are working together: talking, creating, questioning, and most importantly, understanding. They learn from me, they learn from each other, they learn from the classroom environment. My classroom reflects what I have learned from these theory courses. I know the benefit of scaffolding and understand from my experiences and those of my students that Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development can be a key contributor to the success of a student as well as a guide for instructional practices in the classroom (Joyce, 2004).
	Although my approach is predominantly Constructivist, I do recognize that ideas penetrate theories and there are certain times when theories and methods overlap or become intertwined. Direct evidence of this can be seen when you compare whole class instruction to intervention instruction. Teaching a standards-based math curriculum in a whole class setting and providing small-group, intense intervention instruction provides me the opportunity to view this first-hand. The standards-based math classroom is where a Constructivist approach is beneficial. During the intervention sessions, a scripted reading intervention program is used that follows a Behaviorist model: the intervention is direct, explicit, and has a specific order and routine. This format clearly benefits students by providing order and structure as opposed to a more exploratory setting. 
	Ralph Tyler's ideas and methods have been discussed and researched in many of the program courses. I readily identify with his systematic approach to creating curriculum. His logical sequence of instruction has been a primary instructional method for many years and continues to guide instruction in many present-day classrooms (Henson, 2006). Parallels exist between his methods and current practices and having a better understanding of where we came from is helping me to develop into a better teacher. 
	Using and understanding technology is critical in developing and implementing 21st century instruction. Dr. Heaton's technology course (CIEC 700) provided me with opportunities for hands-on engagement with technology. Instruction in the course allowed me to learn the processes of creating presentations and other products with technology. I have been able to transfer that knowledge to my students, allowing them to gain knowledge of these same skills. Using movie maker was new to me, but as I learned more and taught my students what I was learning, our classroom presentations began to develop in different ways and students now had more to work with than the standard PowerPoint presentations. 
	The texts required for Dr. Heaton's class also served as valuable resources. As a member of the Teacher Leadership Team and School System Leadership Team in my school district, our focus was on digital learners, integrating technology, and engaging students in a global curriculum. Dr. Heaton's assignments and classes provided timely research and information I was able to pass on to students, colleagues, and supervisors regarding an issue facing curriculum developers and county-level decision makers. 
	Dr. Heaton's technology class also had an impact on my personal life. My research on assistive technology became a personal quest to help my father. He has multiple sclerosis and has limited mobility. Through this course, I was able to research products available to students with similar problems. Without Dr. Heaton's guidance, I would not have even known where to look for these kinds of technological tools. I was able to try the product, QualiClick, directly, to observe how this product can help students with disabilities to successfully use computers and other technology in the classroom. 
	My knowledge base was expanded greatly by my participation in Dr. Childress' Survey Research Course. It was in this course, creating surveys and analyzing survey data grew from something others did to something I could do. The real-life application of the survey my group used was a perfect illustration of the importance of creating proper instruments as well as how critical it is to make sure the data are useful and can be clearly analyzed. The knowledge I gained in this course has been beneficial in several areas of my professional life including the creation of professional development surveys and gathering information from parents and other stakeholders regarding activities available through the school where I teach. 
	While in the class, I developed a survey for educators to assess their technology and professional development needs. My county administration needed this survey and  used it as a baseline instrument to determine professional development needs for that school year. At the end of the year, the survey was administered again to gauge growth and the need for future professional development in the county. The survey was the starting point for our professional development plan which became part of the action plan for our county Teacher Leadership Team. The survey results guided us as we planned professional development for the year. At the end of the year, my county team was recognized by the West Virginia Department of Education as a successful Teacher Leadership Team. Along with a colleague, I was invited to present at the 2007 Teacher Leadership Institute Follow-Up and discuss how we used the survey as a springboard for our team action plan and success. 
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	My area of emphasis was Educational Leadership. Obtaining my principal's certification became a new goal for me and I was able to successfully achieve this goal through the classes provided in the program. My involvement in these courses has provided practical experience as an administrator. Through the course requirements I was able to shadow my building administrator and learn about many facets of the educational system through the eyes of an administrator. Completion of these courses changed my view on what being an effective leader really means, how I perceive myself as a leader, and how educational leadership is related to curriculum and instruction. 
	Prior to my enrollment in the courses, thoughts of being a leader meant having a title: superintendent, director, coordinator, principal. This is not always the case. I am not yet an administrator, but I am already a leader. Of course, people in those positions are leaders; however, it takes more than a title to be an effective leader. Instructors such as Dr. McPeake, Dr. Toth, and Dr. Watts illustrated that an effective leader is a person who is able to perform their job duties, but also guide others in the school or district toward achieving a clearly developed vision and mission. Several field experiences (developing a budget, analyzing safe school plans, and developing a master schedule) helped me better understand the business side of being a leader. Other experiences, such as shadowing a principal, illustrated that leaders must be knowledgeable, must be able to work with a vast array of individuals, and still provide guidance to their faculty and staff. The shadowing experience proved invaluable to me because I saw so many things an effective principal does that are above and beyond the required call of duty. 
	Previously, I did not see myself as a leader; however, I realize now that I am. To be a leader, one must recognize that they have an obligation to participate in the activities within the school and district. I am actively involved in many aspects of my school and county. As a member of the Teacher Leadership Team, I work with central office staff and other teacher leaders to provide information and professional development to teachers across our county and state. My participation in the certification program has shown me that assuming leadership roles in my current position of teacher will enable me to step into the role of principal when a position becomes available. 
	The principal should be a guiding force in the implementation of curriculum in a school. Monitoring instruction in classrooms is a critical component of the principal's role as an instructional leader. Principals and other leaders must develop an understanding of state objectives, benchmarks, assessment practices and current research in order to become effective curriculum leaders. Leaders have to be active in making sure their faculty and staff are diligently working to provide students with a high-quality education.  
[bookmark: _Toc261340750]Growth in Self
	The caliber of students and teachers I am surrounded with is inspiring to me. These individuals motivate me to stay on the ball and continue to grow academically and professionally. One thing Dr. Teresa Eagle and Dr. Rebecca Goodwin stress to students is to create a support system. My family, friends, and colleagues are all supportive and encouraging to me; however, this is not the same as the support I receive from other students in the program. In that first semester I felt overwhelmed and isolated. 
	In my second semester, I met and worked with three ladies on a project for Dr. Meyer. The assignment began as a simple project on Behaviorist Theory, but it became the creation of our "posse", similar to the "Elevator Gang" Dr. Goodwin spoke about during one of the doctoral seminars. We are from four different worlds with one thing connecting us to each other: this doctoral program. We have become a close-knit family. We are involved with each others' lives while at the same time we are cheerleaders for each other. This type of motivation and support is a critical component of my experiences in the program. Completing this program would be much more difficult without the support they provide. We have regular dinner meetings to discuss progress, provide encouragement, and just be there for each other. When we first worked together, we were all at similar points in the program. Now, we are all at different stages and it has only improved the effectiveness of our support system. One has recently finished the program and another is nearly finished. Their success has provided a new level of motivation, a sense of completion and satisfaction. Knowing that there is going to be realization of my goals makes me want to move forward even more than before. Knowing I am not alone and when I need a push, I can count on these ladies to get me on track and moving forward.     
	Aside from this support group, the doctoral seminars have been excellent resources for networking and building relationships. Each of the seminars is full, by itself, of useful information, but some of the most beneficial interactions for me involved talking with other students and teachers. My location (in southern West Virginia) is a disadvantage I have tried to overcome in this program. It is difficult to interact frequently with other doctoral students unless I have class with them. The seminars have provided a venue where I can continue to strengthen friendships and professional relationships which could provide future opportunities for collaboration. The seminars have also helped me learn more about the program faculty and staff as I have been able to interact with members of the faculty and discuss program content in a way that would never have occurred otherwise.  
[bookmark: _Toc261340751]Professional Growth and Opportunities
	Participation in this program has given me the fortunate opportunity to learn so much about myself, leadership, and curriculum. There have been many opportunities to learn and become a more effective educator. My educational scope has broadened as I have progressed through the program. The first opportunity I had to move forward was a co-teaching experience working with Yvonne Skoretz and Dr. Childress to teach the online course, Current Trends and Issues in Education. Guidance from Dr. Childress and technical assistance from Dr. Heaton allowed us to collaborate on creating modules, communicating with students in an online format, and assessing and evaluating graduate level student work. This was a new experience for me in two ways: online instruction and adult instruction. Overall, this was a successful experience. I enjoyed the online format and teaching students at the graduate level. I believe this teaching opportunity was a stepping stone for me. 
	An opportunity arose for me to become an Adjunct Instructor for the Literacy Education Program at Marshall working with Dr. Barbara O'Byrne teaching classes in Welch, Princeton, Beckley, and Clay. Each semester brings new challenges and provides me with opportunities to improve, and a realization there is much yet to learn. Clearly, the first co-teaching experience helped me to get to this point. There was a specific instance when I realized the change had taken place. One of the classes I taught had a live component. It was the first time I had a face to face meeting with adult students. During a class discussion, a student asked me to repeat something that I had just said. I then realized students were taking notes. It seemed a little surreal to me at that moment that I was the instructor. Roles had been reversed and I did not comprehend it until that moment. My role in this situation had changed and I had a responsibility to these students so that they could become better teachers in the same way that I was evolving into a better teacher through the doctoral program. 
	Finding opportunities to work collaboratively with other students and faculty members has been a challenge for me. I have tried to participate in two projects: one required travel that I could not work into my schedule and one has been put on hold. It has been one of the most difficult aspects of this program for me. I was able to work with Mary Ann Triplett and Dr. Meyer on a survey project. Mary Ann and I developed student surveys intended to be used on Assessment Day for Marshall; however, the IRB approval process was delayed and the survey was administered at a later date. The project provided information from students concerning the bookstore, library, student services, and admissions. 
	Additional collaborative opportunities have included class projects such as the initial work on a qualitative study in Dr. Lassiter's Advanced Qualitative Research course. My understanding of qualitative research methods was significantly enhanced as a result of this course experience. I also completed an IRB request and was approved to begin a qualitative study on how community-based schools impact school success. I have a better understanding of the challenges associated with qualitative research methods, but a greater appreciation for how rich the information collected can be. Dr. Lassiter makes it appear easy, but I struggled with not really having concrete materials to work with. Previously, I had been accustomed to thinking that research was equated with surveys and number crunching. Dr. Lassiter's class sessions brought me closer and closer to appreciating the value of personal interviews and observations in a research project. Experiencing a different version of research was beneficial for me: one that was not black and white, not based on statistical measures, and one that provided a humanistic touch to the information gleaned in the study.  
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	My progress through this program has allowed me to grow professionally in a way that I would not have been able to do had I not had the program experiences. My involvement in the curriculum and instruction coursework, leadership courses, projects, and relationships has pressed me to express myself more and has provided me with greater confidence in doing so. There is a long was to go before being called Doctor, but I also have learned that even then I will always be looking for the next step, ready to take myself to the next level. 
	The work I have completed to this point has prepared me for future academic endeavors. I possess the knowledge necessary to design and conduct a research project that will add valuable information to the body of research that already exists in the field of education. My ability and perseverance will allow me to accomplish any goal. Participation in the doctoral program has effectively prepared me for independent research by increasing my knowledge base, developing my leadership skills, and strengthening my self-confidence. This program has made me take a deep and hard look at my beliefs about education, myself, and my future role in the educational system. Participating in coursework, projects, and networks has prepared me for a lifetime of learning. This program has been one of the most challenging tasks I have undertaken, and through this experience my commitment to research and education will continue to grow.   
	Although I have yet to make a firm decision on a topic for my dissertation, several ideas are being considered. Some of the broad topics include creating teacher leaders, school size and the impact of small, community schools, and what motivates and creates academic success in high-poverty areas. Another idea that I am particularly interested in studying is the Classroom Assessment Network. This is a Professional Learning Community developed by the West Virginia Department of Education. This group of teachers, administrators, and members of the higher education community are the pioneers of the changing face of assessment in West Virginia. Participation in this group creates leaders across the state and across professional boundaries. Their actions illustrate West Virginia's commitment to educate students for a global community. I believe I could design a quantitative or qualitative research project, but I think a mixed methods approach may be the most effective way to gather information to add to the current body of knowledge. Determining the direction in which I will proceed is the next step in my journey. I am looking forward to moving on to the next level. 
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