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As I look back on my experience over the last four years, I constantly remind myself that it is through steady persistence that I have reached this step in the process of achieving my goal of earning a doctor of education degree from Marshall University Graduate College.  When searching for an appropriate descriptor of my experiences in the doctoral program up to this point my first thought was Perseverance. As I am continually challenged with the objectives of the program and the balancing act involved with life’s events, it is through perseverance that I am able to keep an unyielding grasp on my goal.  Being a middle school assistant principal with a wife and four young children has created some interesting time management challenges. However, it is not the tests of endurance or overcoming obstacles that should be the focus of this reflection but rather the way these challenges have affected me.   

As I look back, the entire process has been valuable in shaping my personal and professional growth, and I will forever be changed by my doctoral program experience. I have been challenged to ponder critical issues in educational leadership and this has helped me to develop the confidence necessary to become an intellectual leader in the field.  Furthermore, I feel privileged to have had the opportunity to work with excellent faculty members that have been so important as mentors and valued colleagues. It is with much gratification that I discuss the learning experiences in which I have been involved through my journey. Within this reflection, I will provide a description of these activities in the areas of teaching, research and collaboration and individuals that have helped me reach this stage in my quest for a terminal degree. 

To provide an organizational framework of my learning experiences within the doctoral program I have chosen the andragogical assumptions of Malcolm Knowles.  Knowles’ concept of andragogy is premised on beliefs about the characteristics of adult learners. Within this framework of adult learning, Knowles’ assumptions are that adults: 1) need to be involved in the planning of their instruction and move from dependency to self-directedness, 2) draw on past experiences and mistakes for a basis of learning, 3) have a readiness to learn when subjects have immediate relevance to their job, and 4) want to solve problems and apply new knowledge immediately (Smith, 2002).  I believe these assertions adequately describe my progress by providing a framework of how and what I have learned through this program.  
From Dependency to Self-Directedness       

In the fall of 1993 I graduated from West Virginia University with a degree in Secondary Education. After entering the workforce as a middle school science teacher and experiencing success in education, I decided to further my professional knowledge and advance my career by pursuing a master’s degree at Marshall University Graduate College. It was during this experience of receiving a master’s degree that I became inspired to pursue the ultimate test in the academic community. Little did I know that the challenges ahead would be far different than anything I had previously faced. The excitement of being accepted into the Educational Leadership Doctoral Program would quickly turn into apprehension. Many questions arose as to how I could accomplish this monumental task. However, thanks to LS 719 - Introduction to Doctoral Studies and Dr. Teresa Eagle many of my uncertainties about the program were put at ease. This introduction to the program was extremely helpful in getting started down the right path. As I became more engrossed in the requirements and routines of the program, the expectations placed upon doctoral students became more evident. I was now expected to become a scholar, a researcher and a leader in the field. In the beginning I felt somewhat intimidated by this new responsibility. However, as I review the succession of my work, I can see the change from being very dependent upon the guidance of faculty members and support of peers to becoming more self-directed in the planning of activities and in the evaluation of my performance.  

When planning my program of study I had to decide on an area of emphasis that would enhance my overall program. Coming straight from the classroom, I chose to use a combination of courses that would allow me to become better skilled at being a leader in the area of science education. I hoped to enhance my understanding of science curriculum and gain formal training needed to teach in a science education program on the college level.   In the beginning, I was provided the basic portfolio requirements. However, in cooperation with my doctoral committee, I planned various activities that would provide rich and meaningful experiences to aid in my professional growth.  By working with Dr. Fred Pauley during one of these activities I gained much insight into the world of science education and also developed an interest in online education. 


During the summer of 2006, I had the opportunity to assist Dr. Fred Pauley with the online class EDF 665 - Sociology of American Schools. Throughout my master’s program at MUGC I had been involved in WebCT classes, but this was my first time to see a class from the instructor’s point of view. By participating in teaching this course, I acquired a very different perspective about online courses. 

The course EDF 665 was a beginning course in education for students with degrees in non-education majors. It provided a basic overview of school and society and provided insight into the teaching profession. The course also described current important issues in education while discussing the direction the American education system is headed. The goal of the class was to provide the historical and philosophical basis that has shaped current practices in education.  Some of the main topics in the course dealt with legislative decisions and court cases that have set the legal precedent for current educational practices.  

As an assistant in the course, I was able to view all the main workings of the WebCT site. Being given permission to log in as a teaching assistant, I was able to navigate most of the website and view the inner components of WebCT. I was given the opportunity to read student work that was posted and provide assistance in determining grades. After assignments were posted, I reviewed each submission and emailed grades and comments that I felt were appropriate to Dr. Pauley. He would then post official grades based on our discussion. 

As I mentioned this was my first opportunity to observe the online teaching process from the other side of the computer. In the past I had been the student with a limited view of the total procedure always wondering what was taking place within the virtual classroom. I thought it would be interesting to see what other students were submitting to the professor and what important behind the scenes communication was taking place. This experience as an online teaching assistant was very rewarding in allowing me to take that first step to becoming an online instructor. 


During the summer of 2007, I had the opportunity to build on this online teaching experience by being an instructor for LS 693 -School Law for Support Personnel.  Under the close direction of Dr. Cunningham, I was able to expand on the knowledge I had gained through my prior teaching assistant experience and take on more of an autonomous role in the course.   Being an instructor online or in the classroom varies greatly for each individual. One must develop his own style and adapt when necessary to best address the students in the class.  It was in this case where I had to use prior knowledge and problem solving to address issues related to communication with students, providing instruction and solving technical problems.  Since there were no live class meetings, critical thinking skills were important to keep the class running smoothly. I constantly used self-reflection and self-evaluation to monitor my performance.

An especially eye opening experience was getting to view all students’ work. It was quite surprising and almost shocking to see the range in quality of work that was submitted. Many students completed the assignments as directed while putting extra thought and care into the content. Some students provided work that was acceptable, but just barely met the objectives of the assignment. Other students, however, seemed to have little grasp of the quality expected for graduate school work or possibly did not care. Many of these assignments contained numerous grammatical errors, poor writing structure and did not answer the objectives of the assignment. 

Overall, the process was an excellent learning experience that has given me better understanding and appreciation of online learning. Through these courses, I became more aware of how to appropriately interact with students in a virtual classroom and provide meaningful communication. Additionally, I was able to gain a better understanding of the technical aspects of the website, how to view assignments, post grades and meet scheduled tasks. I left the experience with more knowledge that will benefit me in my future instructional opportunities. 
  

When entering an administrative role, I think it is imperative to maintain a good grasp of classroom instructional techniques. I believe my experiences in this program have not only made me a better school administrator, but also have helped to nurture my interest in classroom and on-line instruction. Whether it is for an opportunity to administer science education programs on a district or state level or to more effectively observe and evaluate teachers within the school, I feel more prepared as the educational leader. 
Drawing upon Past Experiences

In the fall of 2006 I was given the opportunity to assist with a study that would survey all superintendents in West Virginia to ascertain their perceptions of the skills and knowledge of recently hired principals by comparing graduates of master’s level programs to those of 18 hour alternative programs. Preparation for this activity essentially began during the summer term of 2005 with Dr. Cunningham and EDF 711 - Survey Research in Education, through which I learned the detailed process of survey research. The culminating project of this course involved designing a survey that could be used in an actual research project. I developed an instrument that would examine how superintendents perceive the skills and knowledge of principals working in their school systems that are Marshall University Leadership Studies graduates. 


Following the completion of the course, I discussed with Dr. Cunningham the possibility of conducting an actual study by which to utilize my survey. An opportunity arose in 2006 when Dr. Nicholson and Dr. Cunningham were planning to send out a survey to West Virginia superintendents to obtain information concerning their perceptions of the effectiveness of alternative certification programs. I expressed interest in assisting with the study, specifically with the analysis and write up. After further discussion, it was decided that the survey developed by Dr. Nicholson would be revised to include much of the information from my original work to create a new survey that would compare both alternative certification programs and master’s level education leadership programs.

The final survey examined superintendents’ perceptions of knowledge of principals while also comparing graduates from master’s level education programs and 18 hour alternative programs. This project involved attempting to gather information using a 17 item quantitative survey which was mailed to all 55 West Virginia superintendents. 

Even though I still considered myself a novice, I experienced the various steps in the research process from the creation of research questions to the development of the instrument to the collection and analysis of data.  These activities were extremely helpful in providing me basic background knowledge to build upon as I approach the dissertation phase of the program.  
The final step in the superintendent survey process was presenting the findings at a conference. I had the opportunity to co-present with Dr. Cunningham and Dr. Eagle at the 2007 Southern Regional Council on Educational Administration conference in Kansas City, Missouri. Our paper entitled, Superintendent Perceptions of Administrator Preparation Programs in West Virginia, provided insight into ways principals are trained in leadership graduate programs and is also being published in the 2008 SRCEA Yearbook.  It was interesting to discover that overall respondents perceived principals graduating from MA preparation programs as being much more skilled or knowledgeable than those trained in 18 hour alternative certification programs.

Being someone who rarely flies and only occasionally gets out of the confines of rural West Virginia, the initial invitation was exciting. Also, the thought of co-presenting at a large conference was a little intimidating.  However, the conference turned out to be a great experience. I enjoyed the presentations which were from very diverse topics. It was very good experience to get to listen to the various research methods and findings of the presenters and then examine the strengths and weaknesses. Learning from these presentations will benefit me greatly as I progress through the program.  Participating in this conference was the first time that I felt “scholarly.” One of the most memorable aspects of the conference was the opportunity to discuss the findings of our research project with other students and faculty in our program. The overall experience was very beneficial in aiding with my understanding of the research process and my development toward being a contributing scholar in the field of education. 
Readiness to Learn     

My journey through the doctoral program in combination with my career related experiences have helped to develop my leadership abilities and beliefs.  Frequently, I reflect upon how I have changed over the last few years in respect to my viewpoint of education. When I first entered the program I remember Dr. Eagle saying that we would be changed in a number ways as we progressed through the program. What was not obvious to me a just a few years ago is now beginning to become evident.                                                                                                     
As I have progressed, my professional life has changed dramatically. When first accepted into the doctoral program, I was still a classroom science teacher of eight years with limited leadership experience. Two years later, I was given the opportunity to become an assistant principal at my current school. Over time the learning experiences from both my coursework and from my work experiences have also influenced my views toward leadership, which I believe is best described by the Transformational Leadership Theory. Transformational leaders strive to lead others by inspiring them through vision and passion. Some of the characteristics of the transformational leader, as described by Bass (1985) are being envisioning and confident, inspiring followers to meet challenges, having shared goals, treating followers as individuals and providing coaching, mentoring and growth opportunities.  I will continue to work toward refining my leadership skills as other opportunities become available to me.  

Another experience that was particularly memorable was my participation in CI 702 - Curriculum Theories, taught by Dr. Calvin Meyer.  Although this course proved to be exceptionally demanding at times, I gained a deeper understanding of the ways theory drives curriculum.  At the end of the course we were asked to develop our own personal theory that best exemplified our beliefs of curriculum. Although each theory has elements that are of value and significance to the development of curriculum, I found that my personal beliefs were most mirrored in the autobiographical/biographical and traditional theories.  Although the autobiographical/ biographical and traditional theories would first appear to be of opposite ends of the spectrum, the elements within these theories could complement each other and provide a well-formed instructional environment that is conducive to learning. This could be accomplished by combining activities, such as journals, portfolios, autobiographical narratives or cooperative learning activities from the autobiographical/biographical element and combining with teacher presented information, student discussions, reflecting and note taking from traditionalism. With this approach it would be possible to develop necessary learning experiences that bring real world relevance to the classroom and still have the acquisition of valuable content knowledge and structure of curriculum. 
 

Other coursework experiences have aided in my professional development; courses such as LS 705 - Administrative Theory with Dr. Nicholson have caused me to question educational policies and routines that in the past I would have accepted without further thought.  My learning experiences in LS 705 have influenced me to look at issues and practices in education a little more critically.  By studying various theorist positions, such as Marxism, neo-Marxism/critical theory and cultural feminism, I now look at common practices and policies in education from multiple perspectives and question their true values and purpose. Regardless, of the issue, I believe that developing this practice of looking at issues with a more critical eye has allowed me to be a more effective practitioner.  In relation to professional development, my readiness to learn and gain new skills has been enhanced by the relevant information obtained from the coursework and activities within this program. 
Applying New Knowledge


After five years in the program I find myself at a turning point where I can see glimpses of that elusive light at the end of the tunnel. It is now that I must frequently refer back to that inspiration of perseverance and also reflect upon the vast experiences in this program that have helped to shape my thoughts and actions. This journey has been a life changing experience not only due to the rigors of the coursework and activities, but also due to the sacrifices I have had to make in my personal life. I feel that I have matured both professionally and emotionally, but I must admit I have experienced my fair share of frustration. However, meeting these challenges has allowed me to become more prepared to face future tests. I believe I have reached a stage in the learning process where it is time to apply knowledge I have acquired up to this point toward a dissertation. 

Throughout this experience I believe I have grown in the areas of school leadership, research, collaboration and teaching.  In summary, I have realized that by applying each of Knowles’ assumptions of adult learning to my own academic progress, I have been able to achieve personal and academic goals.  Knowles’ first assumption that states the adult learner needs to be involved in the planning of their instruction and move from dependency to self- directedness has been a cornerstone in my progression through the program.  I was involved in the planning of my coursework since I began the program and have been allowed to proceed at a pace most beneficial to me and my learning style.  I have also been allowed to make alterations in my plan due to issues in both my personal and professional life.  This type of empowerment has given me the ability to maintain a positive attitude and keep moving forward even when life events forced me to slow the pace at which I was progressing through the program.  Knowles’ second assumption, that the adult learner draws on past experiences and mistakes for a basis of learning, has also held true for me.  Throughout the program I have been allowed, and encouraged, to draw upon past real-life, authentic experiences, and build on my prior knowledge in order to strengthen and develop my abilities as a leader, instructor and researcher.  The third assumption of adult learning that Knowles’ outlines is that the adult learner will have a readiness to learn when subjects have immediate relevance to their jobs.  This assumption has been a truth in my personal academic journey as well.  I truly believe that I have been able to achieve my goals to this point mainly because the subject matter at hand has had and immediate relevance to my current position as a public school administrator.  The coursework and additional course requirements have all been beneficial to me and have helped me become a more reflective and knowledgeable educational leader. Finally, Knowles’ fourth assumption that the adult learner must want to solve problems and apply new knowledge immediately has been a premise in my studies since the first day of my first class.  I did have, and still have a desire to expand my knowledge base in order to solve problems and apply new knowledge in my current role.  By maintaining this desire, and fueling it with the knowledge gained from the program, I feel I have developed into a more reflective practitioner and will become much more proficient as I expand upon my roles as a leader within the realm of public school education.

My progress in the portfolio process has helped to awaken a curiosity about research in educational leadership and has given me the self-belief that I can contribute to the field of public school education.  My brief but priceless experiences as an online instructor have given me the motivation to explore opportunities in the future as an instructor so I may pass on my knowledge to others and further contribute the field. 

Completion of the portfolio is one step in the overall journey toward achieving a doctoral degree. However, the valuable experiences I have had up to this point have prepared me to take the next step.  I look forward to advancing my knowledge of research as I progress through the dissertation process. 

REFERENCES
Bass, B. M., & Steidlmeier, P. (1998, September 24). Ethics, Character, and Authentic 

Transformational Leadership. Retrieved March 23, 2008, from 


http://cls.binghamton.edu/BassSteid.html
Smith, M. K. (2002) Malcolm Knowles, informal adult education, self-direction and

 anadragogy, Retrieved April 8, 2008, from www.infed.org/thinkers/et-knowl.htm. 
