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My Motivation
Climb high, think big, take chances.
anonymous quote hanging in my kitchen
Two and a half years ago my position as a faculty member at the University of Charleston was changing.  I had a reduced academic load and I found myself wondering what I might do with the small amount of extra time I would have in the upcoming semester.  Might I take a painting class offered by the Art Department?  Perhaps I would audit a photography class offered by one of my colleagues at the university.  While I pondered the situation, I read the then-current New York Times bestseller, Living History, in which Hillary Clinton described her life during her husband’s tenure in the White House.


Hillary and I shared several things in common – age, political persuasion, a history with women’s liberation, and a vigorous work ethic to name a few.  In short, I identified with her.  But the one striking difference I saw at that particular point in time was that she would probably mount a campaign to run for President of the United States in the next couple of years and I was considering slowing my life down a little.  What a swift kick in the pants that was for me.  The very next week, I applied for admission to the doctoral program in Curriculum and Instruction at Marshall University.

Teaching is my life – whether it involves working with pre-schoolers or college students - and I recognized that I wanted to take that love of teaching to the next level.  I felt a need to augment my thirty year track record of what was largely intuitive teaching with empirical knowledge and understanding.  I had been mired in a world of replicating what I had seen modeled for me over the years and I felt a need for professional transformation. In essence, I wanted to make myself a better teacher while also satisfying my all-powerful love of learning, and I recognized that a doctoral degree in Curriculum and Instruction would provide me with that opportunity.

Having made that important and what has become a life changing decision, I received a wide variety of responses from my family and friends.  My husband and two grown sons were fairly amazed by my dramatic decision, but they were extremely supportive of me.  A contemporary of mine who lives and teaches in another part of West Virginia responded with, “Are you crazy?  Why in the world would you want to do something like that NOW?”  And my 82-year-old mother just keeps asking (to this day), “What are you going to do when you finish that degree?”  She seemed fairly stunned when I responded, “Teach”.  I guess she expected something grand and glorious; but, in reality, being the best teacher that I can possibly be is grand and glorious in my mind and is definitely reward enough for several years of hard work.
My Fears

Do one thing everyday that scares you.
Eleanor Roosevelt

         Lest I appear to make light of the important decision I made to pursue a doctoral degree, I must share my own personal concerns and fears associated with that decision.  First and foremost, I feared that I would be the oldest person enrolled in the program.  I was excited to see that while the average age of students was probably somewhere in the 40s, there were a few folks who at least appeared to be older than I was.  Oh well, I decided to adopt the philosophy of Merry Browne - “You never grow old until you’ve lost all your marvels”.

My next fear involved my ability to hold my own with other doctoral students.  Did I really have a voice – that professors and classmates would value, that mattered somehow to the world?  My academic scores supported my ability to be admitted to the program, but in reality, would I be able to function on a doctoral level of thinking, writing, and performing?  With no effective litmus test designed to assess my ability beforehand, I just had to dive in and see if I could swim.      
My Reality
Trust your crazy ideas.
Dan Zadra

At the present time, two years after those fears engulfed me, I have completed all the required coursework for a doctoral degree in Education - specifically Curriculum and Instruction - and have developed a new comfort level within this advanced educational environment.  In each class I took, I developed a confident and informed voice (Bogdan & Biklen, 2005) and was able to hold my own and flourish among other students enrolled in the program.  And in each class I took, I received the grade of “A”.  
But more than that, a transformation occurred within me.  Not only was I able to give voice to my thoughts, hold my own with classmates and faculty members, and receive good grades, but I was literally transformed as a researcher, writer, and as a serious and critical student of curriculum and instruction.
As this point, I would like to reflect upon my experiences as a doctoral student in the Curriculum and Instruction program at the Marshall University Graduate College.  As I do that, two words are prominent in my mind – transformation and collaboration.  In this reflective document, I will attempt to clarify my thoughts around those two words as they relate to my doctoral experience over the last two years.


First, I should mention that neither of these words – transformation and collaboration – can or should stand alone when representing my recent educational experience.  Rather I see a personal transformation for me having come about through the opportunity to collaborate with a variety of exceptional colleagues at the Graduate College – both faculty and fellow students.  As I reflect, I realize that my first experience with significant collaboration set the stage for what was upcoming in my doctoral experience.  My advisor and initial committee chair, Dr. Rudy Pauley, mentored and empowered me early on through conveying a sense of trust in my ability to contribute in a meaningful and authentic way.  Following that initial powerful collaborative experience, many joint endeavors followed through which I learned the value of inquiry – to be skeptical in a curious and positive way about new concepts and theories.  I also learned that it is important to seek new answers by formulating new questions and to understand that the answers I discover are inevitably partial in nature always leading me to further inquiry.  

My Transformation as a Researcher

In the deep engagement of naturalistic inquiry lies both its risks 
and its benefits.  Reflection on that engagement, from inside and outside
 the phenomenon of interest, crowns fieldwork with reflexivity 
and makes the observer the observed – even if only by oneself.
Michael Quinn Patton


The world of research is the arena within which I feel I have experienced the greatest growth and had the greatest potential for transformation.  Until I enrolled in the doctoral program, I was guided in my everyday work primarily by a strong sense of intuition.  I think most people would have described me as a strongly intuitive teacher and administrator who did not use research on a regular basis to guide my decision making.  If I have learned nothing else during these last two years in the doctoral program, I have come away with a strong sense that research (in addition to intuition) is of utmost importance in the field of education.  Through a variety of inquiry-based experiences in my classes and supplemental work, I have learned to access, use, critique, conduct, and ultimately value research as a centerpiece to all my professional work. 


While enrolled in the doctoral program, I have had the opportunity to take three research courses which were quantitative-, qualitative-, and design-related in nature.  Upon completion of those courses, I was invited to co-teach EDF 625 (Qualitative Research in Education) and EDF 626 (Advanced Qualitative Research) with Dr. Linda Spatig.  In addition, I am employed as a member of a qualitative evaluation research team (with Dr. Spatig and others) which is conducting a case study of a complex, five-year, state-wide grant funded by the national Center for Substance Abuse Prevention and administered by Dr. Wayne Coombs and the West Virginia Prevention Resource Center. 


My involvement with this ethnographic team of researchers has provided immeasurable growth opportunities for me.  Our team of four is what Erickson and Stull would describe as a “loose alliance” rather than “bounded and hierarchical” in nature (1998, p 14).  I believe that our success as a team has been a product of the fact that our skills, capacities, and temperaments are complementary, asymmetrical, and noncompetitive (Spatig, Seelinger, Dillon, Parrott & Conrad, 2005).  Barry, Britten, Barber, Bradley and Stevenson said, and I agree, that ethnographic teamwork can provide a high level of satisfaction for individual team members because of the “enhanced creative thinking” and  “intellectual rigor” (1999, p. 40) that are inherent in the team process.  The opportunity to work with more experienced members of this team has been a satisfying experience for me in the sense that I have had the opportunity to interact with and learn from colleagues whom I considered role models and who always took time to nurture me as the neophyte.

But at least some of my developmental growth as a qualitative researcher was individual in nature because of the reflexive nature of the work.  As stated by Michael Quinn Patton in the opening quote about naturalistic research, the observer becomes the observed even if only by oneself (2002).  Through my work in the field over the last year, I have gained an increasing sense of my own presence in the research process which has brought me to new levels of the kind of self awareness and self knowledge that are important in phenomenological inquiry (Moustakas, 1990).  As my involvement in the world of research increased, I began to recognize myself as a researcher who was actually part of the social phenomenon being studied and I learned more about myself as I reflected on my pre-existing and often unexplored biases, theoretical dispositions, and preferences related to the process at hand (Schwandt, 1997).  
My immersion in qualitative research has transformed me – added new dimensions to the way I see myself and the world around me.  It has provided me with professional and personal knowledge that enhances the way I think and act in all realms of my life.  Qualitative research and the benefits derived from it are so appealing to me that I expect to pursue it as a field of professional interest for the future.

My Transformation as a Writer

To live is to read texts, but to be alive is to write them.  

Reading is the process by which a reality is consumed; 

writing is the very production of that reality.
Alan A. Block


I was an adequate writer when I entered the doctoral program, but I am an even better writer now.  My transformation as a writer has been significant and noteworthy because I learned that writing has many dimensions, many audiences, many styles, and can be crafted to suit a variety of purposes (Richardson, 2002).  As I reflect, my writing before I entered the doctoral program was well crafted, but lacked clarity and focus.
My writing transformation was patiently guided by Dr. Fran Simone.  Working closely with her I painstakingly learned the process of writing for publication and all its nuances.  She and my fellow classmates read and reviewed my work and were instrumental in my transformation from a good writer to a potentially published writer.  As a result, I have a manuscript which I produced in her class under review by the Florida Journal of Teacher Education at the present time.   
Another facet of my writing transformation involves my work as a research assistant in the production of a longer, more in-depth manuscript which is currently under review by The Journal of Community Psychology.  A by-product of my aforementioned team ethnography experience was the opportunity to assist Dr. Linda Spatig in the writing of a data-based, scholarly manuscript entitled Eyes on the Process: A Story of State-wide Collaboration, Planning, and Prevention (Spatig, LeGrow, Swedberg & Flaherty, 2006).  The opportunity to work on this article, the content of which describes our first year of work with the West Virginia Partnership to Promote Community Well-Being, was eye opening for me.  The process took me beyond the actual writing into the world of scholarly literature related to the arguments we put forth in the article.  As a research assistant, I identified a large body of diverse works that was related to the subject of the study, I read and summarized them, and identified specific quotes for use in the article.  Even though Dr. Spatig did most of the final writing of the piece, I learned the value of team work in conducting exhaustive literature searches as well as in deliberating about the substance and format of research manuscripts.    
My Transformation as a

Serious Student of Curriculum and Instruction
Theory is the result of our desire to create a world we can understand.
Elliot W. Eisner

As I continue to reflect on my personal journey through the doctoral program, I realize that I was initially exposed to the concept of “transformation” during my first semester as a student in the Contemporary Determinants of Curriculum class (CI 708).  Our instructor, Patrick Ianonne, who graciously and ably filled in for his father who had a serious heart attack, sparked my interest as we discussed transformational models of curriculum.  I was intrigued by ideas about dialogue (Freire & Macedo, 1995), difference (Laubscher & Powell, 2003; Rensenbrink, 1996), student centered pedagogy, equality in the learning environment (Bane & Jencks, 1972), and personal and collective voice and what roles these play in authentic learning environments.  


Building on that awakening, two additional courses fed my need to understand more about transformational models of curriculum as well as instruction – Theories, Research and Practice of Teaching (CI 707) and Curriculum Theories (CI 702).  These two courses taught by Dr. Cal Meyer catapulted me along a personally and professionally transformational path.  In the curriculum theories course I delighted in such diverse ideas as those put forth by autobiographical curriculum theorists who espoused the idea that there is no better way to study the concept of curriculum than to study ourselves (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988).  Equally interesting was the work of postmodern theorists who said that what we know from the past can only be that which exists now and can only be known through current representations (Pinar, Reynolds, Slattery & Taubmann, 2000).  The work of phenomenologists who wrote about the social negotiation of meaning as well as individual attunement to truth was particularly appealing to me (Smith, Atkins, Reynolds, Martel & Peterat, 2001).  Each of these ideas provided me with new insight and questions, and fueled continued transformation as I began to synthesize my learning into a personal theory of curriculum and instruction.

My study of curriculum over the last two years helped me realize that at the heart of who I am theoretically is a commitment to social justice and empowerment (a certain outgrowth of my late 1960s college education) blended with a need to process and to understand all things through a contemporary lens.  Hence, my personal curriculum theory might be labeled as “Politically-Postmodern”.

The Politically-Postmodern theory of curriculum features the idea that education is inherently a political phenomenon and curriculum should function in “personally and politically empowering ways” (Prevedal, 2003, p. 43).  Extremely important to this Politically-Postmodern curriculum theory is the idea that the theory is a state of mind, a process if you will, rather than a fixed body of ideas or a clearly worked out position.  My theory is characterized by an understanding of knowledge, and therefore change, as local, unique, specific, and always incomplete.  It includes a valuing of difference which is so important to the concept of social justice (Flaherty, 2005).


In a parallel fashion, the Theories of Teaching course provided a transformational, self-reflective opportunity to examine my beliefs about the role of a teacher.  After a thorough review of many theories, and in light of my own politically post-modern bent on curriculum, I identified myself as a “Constructive-Humanist” (Flaherty, 2003).  As a constructivist I am committed to teaching that facilitates active construction of knowledge (Jaworski, 1993).  As a humanist I value teaching that honors an ethic of care (Woolfolk, 2004), and that encourages creative pursuits, independent thinking, personal meaning-making among students, and a joyous service for the greater good of all humanity (Lamont, 1965).  
Transformation through Collaboration

When a transformation of teaching and learning occurs in our culture 
it almost always involves higher levels of collaboration.
University of Tasmania website
As I mentioned earlier, my transformation as a researcher, a writer, and a serious student of curriculum and instruction is possible because of many people who took time to interact with me in significant ways.  Numerous faculty members designed courses that stimulated my quest for learning – mainly by providing new perspectives, new insights, and new ways to interact with the content.  Of particular value were situations wherein I was able to construct my own knowledge, design my own learning format, and have a voice in what I chose to learn.  Just as important as the collaboration with faculty members, was the opportunity to interact with my peers within the doctoral program setting.  The synergy of co-constructed knowledge is powerful for me.         

It has been my sense from the beginning of my doctoral work that the atmosphere at the Marshall University Graduate College is that of a learning community.  Numerous opportunities arose throughout these last two years for me to collaborate with faculty and classmates on important projects – all in the sense that we are learning with and from each other.  For that opportunity, I am grateful.


These stimulating and productive collaboration experiences have inspired me to take that concept one step further.  I eagerly anticipate using a collaborative ethnography model with my dissertation – a model that incorporates collaboration among participants and researchers at each step of the research process.  Collaborative ethnography engages participants in a meaningful way in framing the research questions, in collecting and analyzing data, and finally in developing a written text (Lassiter, 2005).  The successful use of this collaborative ethnography model in a well designed dissertation may be the consummate experience of transformation through collaboration in my doctoral program.  
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