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Introduction

It’s actually somewhat difficult to know where to begin with this final paper.  My primary goal here is to reflect on my experiences in the doctoral program and to make connections with what I have done and how I, in turn, grew both personally and professionally.  With that in mind, it can then be understood that the intention of this piece is not to be ‘scholarly’ in nature, but rather to allow you to have a greater understanding of what this program has meant to me and how I am transforming because of my work here at MUGC.  

The format that will be used is one that incorporates a discussion of various events, courses, and projects that I have undertaken within a dialogue of my understanding of various aspects of the mission and goals of the college and of the program.  The chronological outline of my doctoral portfolio activities offers a very specific listing of what it is that I have accomplished during my time as a doctoral student.  The portfolio binder provides various artifacts to serve both as official documentation and as examples of my work. This paper will portray how those accomplishments resulted in, and contributed to, my personal and professional growth.  In addition, as I offer my personal insights into all of the ups and downs encountered along the way, I hope that you are able to have a truly insightful look into my experiences and my life, and have a greater understanding of what it is that motivates me and why it is that I would be an integral addition to the community of educational scholars.   

Important to note here is that I am not offering critical insight into the program itself, but rather to myself.  At times, I believe that certain specific desires of the program or of the faculty were not necessarily part of my goals.  I did try throughout the program to incorporate a wide variety of experiences and topics into my doctoral portfolio that offered me the opportunity to examine many different avenues of my educational life.  Although you will not hear me say, ‘I wish I hadn’t done that,’ with regard to any of the experiences, there are some things that I did that I now can say that ‘I’m not at all interested in that, and would probably never choose to undertake something like that in the future.’  In this regard, I am very thankful for the opportunities to narrow down my professional focus, and to convince myself of what it is that I desire to focus my future work upon.  

Personal Statement of Interest for the Doctoral Program

The following is my initial statement of personal interest that was an element of my application packet to the program.   

Although I cannot foretell the specific path that I will assume in my professional career in higher education, both of my choices would be enhanced by a doctorate degree in Higher Education Administration.  Having been an adjunct instructor for a few years now, I have developed a love for student interaction and the intellectual freedom that the collegiate classroom provides.  I love learning, and it brings me great personal satisfaction to pass on my knowledge, and to gain insight and knowledge from students.  I feel that I have, and will continue to make a positive impact in the classroom, and look forward to a future of continuing to do what I love.

At times, I have contemplated the idea of a career in higher education administration.  I am very active in my current job roles, and am confident that I would be an integral addition to any collegiate administrative staff.  Being an instructor, I see many areas that need attention and focus in the administrative arena.  I am a very proactive leader who can make significant contributions to a college or university that desires to make progressive, innovative, and needed change.
A doctoral degree in Leadership Studies with emphasis in Higher Education Administration would permit me the academic diversity I need in order to serve as a collegiate faculty member or administrator.  My interests in both gender equity and adult education theory and practice may well provide valuable insight to others, and could stand as a focus of doctoral and future research study.  

I am devoted to the aspect of attaining this doctoral degree, and understand the commitments of time and energy that will be necessary in order to be successful in this endeavor.  I am excited about pursuing my education past the master’s level, and look forward to the opportunity to continue my education at MUGC.

Written one short year ago, as I review the initial statement of interest, I ask myself if I have changed, or if my goals have changed.  I can say now that while I would be “satisfied” with a job in higher education administration, I have found that my interest has shifted toward being a facilitator within a college classroom.  I have a penchant for student interaction and the academic and intellectual freedom that the professorate provides.  I am interested in understanding how adults learn, and am dedicated to fostering an environment in which the learning needs of a diverse array of students are met.

As I look back over the past year, I have two instances that particularly served to enhance my desire to focus my work on college teaching.  One example is a class I took with Dr. Nega Debela; CI706, Multicultural Education.  This class was amazing, to say the least.  Dialogue with other students was fostered, and we were encouraged to share our experiences and our understandings with other classmates.  The classroom environment was relaxed, expectations were clear, and there was no limit as to what topics we could explore or what avenues we could undertake in our coursework and research.  If I am fortunate enough to someday attain a faculty position, I could only hope to have a class that was as much of a success as what I believe this course was.

From an instructor’s point of view, I look to a particular section of EDF619, Educational Psychology, that I taught during the Fall 2004 semester.  This was the first time I had ever instructed a web-based course, and the first time that I was ever expected to instruct without ever meeting the students.  Of course, I was apprehensive in the beginning, and this anxiety continued throughout the semester.  I always wondered if I was doing enough, if I was communicating effectively with the students, if the quantity of interaction was sufficient, if my grading system was fair and well-received, and if the students were putting forth as much effort as what they would in a live-based class.  I would often times post generic messages and ask for students’ perceptions of my performance, and I always tried to foster an environment that supported open communication.  

My concern was somewhat alleviated toward the end of the semester when I received a couple of e-mails from students who wanted to thank me for my input into the course and for my desire to interact with the students.  It wasn’t until I received the student course evaluations, however, that I was fully able to set my mind at ease.  These were some of the best evaluations that I, as an instructor, ever received.  This only served to strengthen my drive to continue my path to the professorate.  

As I consider my multitude of experiences here at MUGC, I believe a greater sense of direction and understanding of my work can be expressed if I correlate the events I have participated in within the realm of various aspects of the mission that MUGC espouses.  Not all MUGC mission factors will be addressed, nor will all of my portfolio experiences be explicitly stated.  Nevertheless, I believe that the connections between what I have done and my resulting personal and professional growth will be evident. 
The Mission and Goals of MUGC

My understanding of the mission and goals of MUGC is that the desire exists to have a student base that is comprised of individuals who display evidence of emotional and intellectual maturity, who desire to meet their own educational goals, and who bring to the college an extensive background of professional experience and prior learning.  If these factors are evident, then the faculty works to develop these individuals into people who have the ability and desire to undertake leadership roles within their chosen professional fields.  With this in mind, the following sections demonstrate how I have accomplished the mission and goals of the doctoral program as well as those of MUGC.
Intellectual Maturity


When it comes to evaluating my own intellectual maturity, I am my own greatest critic, but yet my own greatest advocate.  Throughout my earlier years (high school/undergraduate), I focused predominantly on my own likes/preferences when it came to choosing specific areas of study.  By doing so, I developed ‘expertise’ per se, in a very limited realm of knowledge, and sacrificed the opportunity to develop a broader sense of understanding of a wide variety of topics.  When the time came for me to consider graduate-level work, I was resolved to expand my repertoire of knowledge in hope of discovering true wisdom.  While “wisdom” comes with many different factors to be taken into consideration, I do believe that my master’s work helped to put me on the path to this goal, and my subsequent doctoral coursework served to even more greatly strengthen my intellect. 


Although I am somewhat dissatisfied at the lack of choice when it comes to course selection for MUGC’s doctoral program, I can look back over the coursework and see that the breadth of requirements did allow me to become versed in many different areas of study.  Admittedly, I did not focus intently and put forth as much energy into courses that I didn’t have an inherent interest (for lack of a better word) in.  I was somewhat put off by the fact that such a large proportion of the required program coursework was dictated.  The stated mission and goals of MUGC is somewhat contradicted by the fact that so much specificity is engrained into program of study. 

Emotional Maturity

When considering my emotional maturity, my honest evaluation of myself is two-fold.  I find that I am strong, and I am weak.  I am effective, yet at times I am inadequate.  I am meticulous; however, at times I am hasty.  I have been reliable, and I have been undependable.  My work has been excellent, and some has been mundane.  As difficult as it is to admit, I can look back and see these disparities.  While these issues are probably evident to instructors and others I have dealt with during my time in the program, I think it takes a very emotionally mature individual to so personally scrutinize herself.

Regardless of the highs and lows that I have experienced, one thing remains true: I am real.  I never professed to be any smarter, any more hardworking, or any more dedicated than anyone else in the program.  The truth of the matter is that I was not concerned with what other people were doing.  I could only be focused on me; my needs, my dreams, my goals, and the obstacles that I had to overcome in order to find my own personal success.  Emotionally, my experience in the doctoral program has been successful.  If anything, I am learning to be constructively critical of myself, which is something that I can carry with me for the remainder of my life.

Educational Goals


Upon beginning the doctoral program, my educational goals, admittedly, were a bit shallow.  My initial thoughts were to complete the doctorate and defend my dissertation before my 31st birthday, and to maintain a 4.0 GPA throughout the process.  While at this point, I still have the 4.0, and the possibility exists for a defense before I turn 31, these aspirations were laid to the wayside in lieu of some more ambitious and purposeful objectives.

My transformed goals included a desire to extend my understanding of the world around me, to advance my own knowledge, and to increase my capacity for intellectual and professional adaptability to an environment and civilization that changes from one moment to the next.    


I accomplished these goals, as demonstrated by my learned ability to test theory, research and ideas while increasing my appreciation for different points of view.  This is evidenced in my work in both qualitative and quantitative research classes, especially.  I also have been able to demonstrate my personal mastery of educational theory, leadership theory, human development, and human behavior.  This was done through coursework in leadership theory, and higher education administration and organization, as well as in close work and research with Dr. Nicholson.  
Prior Learning and Professional Experience


Considering my desire to eventually attain a faculty position, I did bring into the program a solid base of prior learning and professional experience on which to build my doctoral studies.  My undergraduate studies were varied, as I attained a degree in business and another in natural science with emphases in psychology and mathematics.  Because of my strong math abilities, I was hired with only a bachelor’s degree to teach developmental courses at a community college.  I did this for four years, and it was here that I developed my insatiable appetite for collegiate instruction.


The opportunity to serve as a graduate assistant here at MUGC has afforded me untold experiences that I am extremely grateful for.  Although I had to make substantial personal and financial sacrifices in order to undertake this role, I did so without hesitation; and now as my time here narrows down, I can say that I did so with no regrets. The transition from student to faculty member will be eased somewhat because of my experiences here.  My progression from student, to researcher, to (hopefully) faculty has an ambiance of a very natural evolution, and this has been made possible, in part, through my engagement with the faculty at MUGC.
Socioculturalism


Because of my involvement with faculty, and of my curiosity and interest in studying and understanding the many philosophies of education, I have been able to narrow down, and find definition to how it is that I believe people learn, and how knowledge bases are constructed.  I would call myself a ‘sociocultural constructivist,’ for lack of a more specifically defined designation.  This is a combination of beliefs in that society as well as culture ultimately determines how we, as individuals, understand and then construct our own knowledge.


In light of my philosophical convictions, I lean towards the teachings of Lev Vygotsky with regard to teaching and learning.  Vygotsky, most often associated with the social constructivist theory, emphasizes the influences of cultural and social contexts in learning and supports a discovery model of learning. This type of model places the teacher in an active role while the students' mental abilities develop naturally through various paths of discovery.  As a teacher, I believe that my role is to be an active facilitator; to engage the students and offer them the opportunity to undertake their own modes and methods of discovery, and to develop their own reality and beliefs based upon their experiences, their interpretation of research, and the interaction that they have within their own communities and environments.

In addition, my research interests focus heavily on the social and cultural circumstances and contexts that influence the actual teaching and learning processes.  I am interested in the roles that race, ethnicity, and gender play within the collegiate classroom.  I am curious to understand, at a much deeper level, how certain socially-constructed principles play out in various work and educational environments.  Given my biology and natural science background, one of my strongest research interests lies in a desire to learn about various thinking styles and how these style personalities influence how we manage, how we lead, and how we operate in our own worlds, personally, educationally, and professionally.
Critical Reflection


I find that I have oftentimes questioned my own beliefs, values, and behaviors.  I think I attempted to justify why I approached my activities in the manner I did.  Critical reflection is something that I engage in very frequently.  I have kept a journal since my 9th birthday, and hardly a day goes by that I don’t reflect upon the day’s events, my attitudes, my beliefs, and my actions.  In this reflective process, I frequently question my assumptions and then work toward developing an alternative plan of action.  In this regard, I have a very in-tune and insightful understanding of what it means to be critically reflective, and what it is to practice critical reflection in many different realms of my life.


As a student, I have noticed that many different techniques and experiences have been incorporated into the classroom and into outside activities in order to assist me with the process of being critically reflective.  From case study investigation, action research, oral interviewing, learning groups, and various collaborations, I have been obliged to continually be critically reflective.  

As a result, I think I have been able to foster a greater sense of meaning for my learning.  I have changed my attitude and beliefs regarding various notions that I previously held, and I have exposed various distortions in my own beliefs, forcing me to think deeper in to various subject matter, and to further question my own beliefs.  This has not been done without guidance and support, as it has, at times, been exceptionally difficult to admit to myself that I was wrong or that my assumptions were irrational or made little sense.  Because of many of these changes, I am no longer fearful in assessing the grounds for my own beliefs and in examining my assumptions in order to clarify or solidify my own convictions.  
Collaboration


Throughout my time here, I have had the opportunity to collaborate with faculty and other students on a multitude of activities.  While a doctoral student, I have presented at two national conferences with faculty.  Dr. Bobbi Nicholson and I presented “No Longer Steering from a Distance: Teachers Experiences in a School Taken Over by the State,” a primarily qualitative research piece based on the WV school takeovers in various counties.  The conference took place in November of 2004.  The next collaborative conference presentation took place in March of 2005 with Dr. Linda Spatig for the Appalachian Studies Association.  This presentation, entitled “’Letting Yourself Feel’: Relationships as a Key to Learning for Appalachian Girls” was based on years of accumulated qualitative research, and was part of my course requirements for EDF626, Advanced Qualitative Research.

Other collaborative conference proposals are pending; one with Dr. Bobbi Nicholson and Dr. Michael Galbraith, regarding adult educators’ work in the contemporary community college environment and another is regarding the use of critical incident questionnaires to optimize learning in the college classroom.  A recently accepted proposal, “A Mentoring Model to Improve Instruction in the College Classroom,” will be presented in November of 2005 at the AAACE National Conference in Pittsburgh, PA.


The possibility for me to participate in these specific collaborative experiences has evolved over the course of the past year, but the desire and intent to collaborate extensively with program faculty was always a desired emphasis of my portfolio plan.  By having the opportunity to work with faculty in order to present original research and work based on prior work and theory, I have been able to expand my network of professional contacts, develop an understanding and appreciation of the processes involved in disseminating information to the wider scholarly public, and have developed questions that may lead to additional research.

Other collaborative activities with faculty include NCATE Program Assessment Preparation, an MA principal program graduate follow-up research project, and a WV public school funding surplus research project, all under the direction of Dr. Michael Cunningham.  In addition, Dr. Fred Pauley and I have a refereed journal publication entitled “Mentoring Beginning Public School Teachers.”  An article is currently in-press with Dr. Michael Galbraith entitled “The Art and Science of Teaching Developmental Mathematics: A Community College Instructor’s Perspective and Experience.”  
Independence


Although I do appreciate opportunities to collaborate with others on various works, I do enjoy working independently.  I successfully submitted a proposal and subsequently presented my work on effective instruction in collegiate mathematics at the Hawaii International Conference on Education in January of 2005.  In addition, I have written papers in various classes that I intend to further develop in order to submit to various journals or outlets for publication.  Topics of these works include faculty academic freedom, government appropriations for higher education, a current examination of hot topics as perceived by higher education organizations and examinations, sexual orientation and equality in higher education, and the deliverance of collegiate developmental education.  All of my works in progress are essentially linked to my research focus on sociocultural influences that affect higher education.  
Lifelong Learning


Sometimes, my family makes comments to the effect that I am an ‘eternal’ student.  I don’t think they realize just how true those words are.  I don’t see my education as a means to an end, but rather, as a progressive step in the greater scheme of my life.  For as long as I have lived, I have been a student; for as long as I continue to live, the same will be true.  Learning doesn’t necessarily have to take place within a classroom, and with that in mind, it is easy to see that opportunity for personal enrichment lies everywhere around you.  I am much too skeptical, and far too curious, to simply sit by the wayside and watch life ‘happen’ by.  I prefer to jump in with both feet and totally immerse myself in whatever it is that I can find to be involved in.  I love the experience of life, and this experience revolves around learning…for life.  
Conclusion


The conclusion of this doctoral portfolio is but a beginning to another chapter in my educational journey.  I reflect back to the most meaningful components of my doctoral journey, and I have developed a list of those works and experiences that have had the greatest influence on my scholarly evolvement. 
1. Teaching EDF619, Educational Psychology.

2. Book:  Adult Learning Methods: A Guide for Effective Instruction (3rd ed.), by Dr. Michael Galbraith.  
3. Conference presentation:  “No Longer Steering from a Distance: Teachers Experiences in a School Taken Over by the State”, with Dr. Bobbi Nicholson.

4. Co-authoring manuscript: “The Art and Science of Teaching Developmental Mathematics:  A Community College Instructor’s Perspective and Experience”, with Dr. Michael Galbraith. 

5. Book:  The Adult Learner, by Knowles, Holton, and Swanson.

6. Co-developing and co-teaching: LS625 Human Resource Management, with Dr. Michael Galbraith.

7. Grant writing:  13 grant proposals and inquiries submitted on behalf of Faces of Appalachia: Studies in Ethnicity and Gender, under the direction of Dr. Linda Spatig.

8. Research:  MA principal program graduate follow-up research project, under direction of Dr. Mike Cunningham.

9. Co-authoring referred article:  “Mentoring Beginning Public School Teachers” with Dr. Fred Pauley.  
I have had the opportunity to engage in a wealth of activities and experiences, all of which have had at least some positive influence on my professional growth and development.  I transition into the next phase of the program with a depth of understanding of the mission and goals of the program, but most importantly, with a greater depth and understanding of myself.  
