“I Think I Can”: My Journey


“I Think I Can”: My Journey




	Lesa Hines                                                                                                                Marshall University Graduate College 	




									

My Beginning

When I stop to reflect on the time during my doctoral experience to this point I find myself thinking about a story that I read to my students during my days as an elementary teacher, The Little Engine That Could. I cannot count the times that I have felt that earning this degree was an impossible task for me to accomplish and I felt the need to continue to say to myself, as the little engine did, “I think I can, I think I can.” It sometimes felt as if I were pulling more than I could manage.
	It all started when I was donning my cap and gown to go through the hooding ceremony at the completion of my MA in Leadership Studies when Dr. Eagle stopped me and planted the seed to consider continuing with my education as a doctoral student. I did not immediately take the challenge but knew that I would eventually return to continue my “professional student” status. In January 2005, I visited Dr. Eagle to ask questions about applying to the program and found myself the very next day submitting a writing sample as a part of the entrance requirements. There is nothing like striking when the iron is hot. I was off with full steam heading down the track to gain my new degree.
	I received my letter of acceptance into the program beginning the fall of 2005 but was given the option of taking classes during the preceding summer. My mother died in May of that year and I started losing steam before I had even begun. I was unable mentally to consider enrolling in classes while dealing with the loss that I had just suffered. I delayed my start until August of 2005 when I began with “Introduction to Doctoral Studies” with Dr. Eagle and “Public School Law” with Dr. Yeager. I did not yet have a plan or any real direction for my new journey, but was able to successfully complete my first semester. However, the grieving process still left me less than top notch.  Still, “I think I can”
	It was at this time that I received a gentle nudge from Dr. Eagle to select a committee chair and develop a program of study. Selecting a chair was not a challenge for me. Dr. Bobbi Nicholson has been a part of my instruction for many years during the levels of high school, undergraduate and graduate and was the natural choice for this role at the doctoral level. My other choices of Dr. Mike Cunningham, Dr. Mike Sullivan and Dr. Lynn Boyer completed my needs for pubic school administration and special education guidance. It was a comfort to know that I had all of this knowledge and experience navigating my doctoral train. I now had fully embarked upon my journey to earning the degree that I had always coveted. 
Major Area: Public School Administration
My plan of study followed the prescribed course list except for my special education courses - finance, personnel, school improvement - and I also added classes to complete certification for superintendent and supervisor positions. Having the list of required classes made me feel very safe and familiar with knowing exactly what I needed to do to get to the end. After all, I have always been very successful at doing this, up to this point.
That may have been the last time I felt that safe and familiar. Little did I realize how much I would be challenged to go beyond my comfort level to grow in my thinking about issues in society, politics and the subsequent effects on education.
On a professional level, I was currently a director in a local central office and involved in moving the county into developing a five year strategic plan to improve the achievement of all students. This, of course, was in response to the No Child Left Behind legislation.  In addition to my many other duties, I was assigned the task of leading a planning team made-up of school administrators, teachers, service personnel, parents, community members, business leaders and school board members to assess the county data and, based on the results, set goals, action steps and identify professional develop for the staff for the entire school district. 
Given that experience, I began this program knowing that I subscribe to the philosophy of servant leadership. This had given me first hand experience in understanding the importance of working with others in collaboration, trust, foresight, listening and the moral use of power and empowerment as necessary leadership characteristics, at least on the surface. During the next few years I would delve beneath the surface to establish a firm foundation for leading and learning.  
My next personal challenge occurred when, in July of 2006, I changed jobs. Fortunately, I was able to continue with my course work as I was learning the responsibilities of my new position and beginning the required travel that came with it. It proved to be not so easy to do and I felt myself starting to puff as I pulled the cars up the track behind me.  This was a semester that I went outside the required courses to take the “Superintendentency” class with Dr. Jones. A requirement of the course was for the class to present a session at the West Virginia Association of School Administrators. That was the first time I co-presented with Bill Chapman on the narrowing of the curriculum and the effects of Reading First. With this conference, I experienced collaboration on a different level which certainly made the effort of pulling the train cars a little easier to manage.
In the fall of 2006, I participated in a “Politics of Education” class with Dr. Yeager and got first-hand experience at just how very political the world of education can be. The feather in my cap for the semester was securing Dr. Steven Paine, State Superintendent of Schools, to be a presenter for our class. I watched as Dr. Paine charmed the class with anecdotal stories and situations in a true “Vegas” style. 
During the summer of 2007 I once again went outside the prescribed course program and participated in a supervision internship with Dr. Harris-John to earn the additional certification for supervisor. The course was actually a confirmation of many of the responsibilities and tasks I had fulfilled during my position in the central office and some of what I was doing in my current position. One of the assignments for the class consisted of planning professional development for staff members. As a result, I created a flyer describing the summer professional development options I had planned for RESA VII and felt I was chugging along while combining my work experience with the course expectations. The work involved and information I received from this class validated the leadership work I had done on the district and regional levels. 
My participation in the “Administration Theory” class was an enlightening experience. I will never be able to read another article, book or policy without thinking about the theory behind it. It was surprising to me to find that the current issues in education have previously been written about. Case in point is Hooray for Diffendoofer Day by Dr. Seuss.  He wrote about the very concerns I had expressed about contemporary education in narrowing the curriculum with what we are teaching to include only those things policymakers see as important. Teaching only those subjects that will ensure the students do well on standardized tests. In doing so we are force-feeding our students the information that will fulfill society’s economic goals but may have nothing to do with theirs.  Even Plato, all those millennia ago, realized that the mind will not retain anything that is forced to learn. 
If only the legislators behind No Child Left Behind had taken the time to read and understand the message written by Dr. Seuss in 1991. If they had, I’m wondering if we would not still be in our current situation where administrators are afraid of doing what is right for the students rather than doing what is necessary to make annual yearly progress. When I’m considering what is right for the students, I feel my decisions are much more knowledge-based now that I have been exposed to works ranging from Dr. Seuss to Plato. I know that I would not be in a position to make such sound decisions without having completed the courses for this program.
Area of Emphasis: Special Education
	Choosing my area of emphasis was not a difficult task. I have been working with students with learning challenges since 6th grade when I was selected as a peer tutor to assist students in lower grades. I began very early in my life advocating for the equality of special education students in having access to meaningful learning. So when asked to select an area of interest, it was natural for me to go in the direction of my experience, career and, most of all, my passion.  
	I found myself revisiting my foundational beliefs of social justice for those who are different when Dr. Goodwin assigned me the task of researching a curriculum theorist. Initially I chose Dr. Hilda Taba because she was one of the few women who proved to be successful as a curriculum reformer and I admired her progressive work with critical thinking. Once I began some in-depth research of her work, I realized she was indeed a visionary for the tolerance of differences. Although her work dealt primary with students who were ethnically or racially different, her work with tolerance and inclusion of those who are different is universal. I found myself internalizing the beliefs of the Progressive theorists that education should be student-centered – that is, based on the manifest needs, interests and abilities of the students. I would learn that this conviction pertains to leadership as well.
Scholarship
I began my partnership of co-presenting with Bill Chapman in April of 2006 when the call came out for papers from the Southern Regional Council on Educational Administration (SRCEA). Dr. Nicholson encouraged the two of us to submit a proposal for the November conference, and we submitted our proposal of “Productive Reform or Pointless Routine? The Effects of Reading First in Rural Schools” as co-presenters with her. On September 8th we received our acceptance and official invitation to join the SRCEA conference on the beach of Jacksonville, Florida.
The morning of our presentation, Dr. Nicolson warned us that because this was a small conference, we could probably expect fewer than ten audience members. That was certainly a very low estimate. In actuality, the three of us presented to a room full of people, not all of whom agreed with what we were saying and a few who wanted to challenge our research. During the presentation, it was very comforting to make eye contact with several MUGC faculty members. I truly appreciated the support and encouragement. Overall, this experience provided a deeper sense of trust and collaboration, of believing that I didn’t have to have total control but could act as part of a team in accomplishing our goals. A true learning experience during the conference was having the opportunity to observe faculty members present their own research on various topics. For us as students, having the chance to travel, present and dine with Marshall faculty members promoted a sense of camaraderie as never before. We certainly felt we were on our way to another level. 
Other professional/academic pursuits
 My second professional pursuit was co-teaching LS 685: “Portfolio and Performance Assessment” for the principalship program with Dr. Nicholson. That was an experience that opened my eyes to the quality of students and writers we are producing in the public school. It is concerning to me that some of the class participants are responsible for educating our students. It became a challenge to guide the students in the right direction without devaluing the work they were doing. It was a true learning experience being on the other side of the table during the final portfolio presentations. 
My final element was a huge learning experience for me. It was an endeavor that took place over a 19-month period and involved each of my committee members, as well as, an outside faculty member. It began with the “School Improvement” class with Dr. Sullivan in which we looked at the evolution of special education and the changes in roles for special teachers necessary for school improvement. Specifically, we looked at the skills and knowledge of strategies needed by special educators in fulfilling those changing roles. It was also during this time that I became involved in assisting Dr. Boyer with developing the first statewide leadership academy for special education teachers that included professional development on many of the skills and strategies about which I was currently reading.
  In May, I enrolled in Dr. Cunningham’s “Educational Survey” class, which provided explicit instruction in developing surveys. I was very fortunate to have the opportunity to actually create and administer a pre- and post-survey during that semester.  My goal was to assess the Special Education Teacher Leadership Academy participants’ knowledge and usage of the skills and strategies I had identified in Dr. Sullivan’s class. My classmates previewed my surveys and seemed to agree they were very straightforward and easy to complete. I now know the reason for having a pilot before the actual survey administration. I was really surprised at some at the responses I received. Survey items I thought were very clear appeared to be confusing to the survey respondents.
I was able to capture 202 responses to the pre-survey and 197 for the post-survey. My return rate was an amazing 98.7%. I then began entering my first survey data into Microsoft Excel. My learning continued when I encountered unanswered items on some of the surveys. I was unsure whether these incomplete surveys would invalidate my results, so I emailed Dr. Cunningham to ask if I should disregard the surveys with incomplete responses and received a resounding “NO.” I learned the lesson here to never, never destroy data.  
I have to mention here that it was during this time I experienced the third obstacle in completing my journey into the station. This resulted in my having only two livable rooms in my house for many months and I once again found it necessary to begin the rhythmic chant of “I think I can, I think I can” to keep myself going.
In the spring of 2009, Dr. Securro assisted me in exporting the survey data from Excel into SPSS to begin the analysis of what I had gathered. Once this had been accomplished, I was able to use the test results of the survey data to co-write and submit an article, “Professional Development for Special Educators: West Virginia’s Special Education Teacher Leadership Academy,” with Dr. Nicholson to the Rural Special Education Quarterly published by the American Council on Rural Special Education. This writing was unlike any that I had ever done, and I found it very difficult to write the results of the SPSS tests into a narrative. Once again I was pushed outside my comfort zone and found it to be a very frustrating experience.  Yet, “I think I can”
Where to go from here
	In coming to the end of this leg of my journey I realize that my obstacles were minimal compared to those of some of my colleagues in the program. I know that I could not have done this without the support and encouragement from my professors and colleagues. I found the doctoral seminars invaluable for the support I needed when I began feeling that I could not continue. It became a source for refueling and sharing highs and lows of the process, and for recognizing that sometimes the cars I’d been pulling could provide a push when I needed it.  
My personal philosophy for being an effective leader still includes collaboration, trust, foresight, listening and the moral use of power and empowerment, but at a deeper level. I have strengthened my commitment to servant leadership by incorporating the ideas of the early Progressive educators. This combination of perspectives can be seen in at least two specific areas of my work. 
First, as a servant leader I must work with others not only to identify and achieve goals, but to empower and encourage those with leadership potential to become leaders.  In this position, I have a responsibility to enhance my own personal growth and that of others around me. I have learned that the quality of work need not be compromised through team work and collaboration. 
The second area is my responsibility to ensure that those who are different benefit from an equitable education. It is our responsibility to afford every child the opportunity to learn based on his or her needs, interests and abilities. In addition, it is our responsibility to ensure students are critical thinkers. In education, it’s all about doing what is right for every child.
I am very proud of making it to this point and achieving as much as I have, but I am also very apprehensive about what is directly in front of me. I know that arriving at ABD is a point that few people reach, and I know even fewer reach the EdD. As I complete my course work and pull into the station and add the dissertation car for the final leg of my journey to reach that EdD, I do so with a deep sense of trust that I am not in this alone. I know there is a tremendous amount of work ahead of me to reach the terminal degree level. I also know, however, that I have been given the tools to succeed. I have learned the value of research, how to conduct that research, and to question what I read (especially when I know it is a “so what?” situation). Because of all of this, I will say that I think I can, with your approval, move forward to the next stage in attaining that EdD.
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