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Introduction

“If the shoe fits, wear it.”





Author Unknown


During the spring of 2008, I was engaged in an academic conversation with Dr. Phoebe Levine regarding the personalization of knowledge when she mentioned an interesting teaching experience in which she had her art students draw a sketch of their shoes.  This rather simple task created a profound impact on how she viewed the knowledge acquisition process: each shoe reflected the personal characteristics and traits of the student.  She hypothesized that the effects that wear and tear make on a shoe is similar to the imprint that knowledge makes on a student (Levine, 1994).  

During our conversation about art, knowledge and shoes, Dr. Levine mentioned a Van Gogh painting that depicted shoes.  Although I thought Van Gogh only painted nature scenes in his unique style, I was surprised when I later surfed the web and came across several paintings of ordinary shoes.  Of particular interest was a painting of a worn pair of brown leather shoes with its strings loose and frayed, and which depicted the misery, struggle and endurance of the late 1800s.  I immediately identified with the shoes in the painting and they were symbolic of the long hard road over which I have journeyed during these past two years.    
 

Continuous Enrollment
“One cannot shoe a running horse.” 







Danish Proverb


As required by the program, I have been continuously enrolled in the doctoral program for three out of three semesters for each year that I have been in the program, having taken no less than six hours and as much as twelve hours in a given semester.  Although at the beginning of this worthwhile journey, I could not envision the rewards which would greet me at its conclusion, I knew that I needed to strap on my running shoes to carry me safely to the finish.  I chose the running shoes inasmuch as these are created for athletic activities, from a purposeful hike to a run across town.  Running shoes are designed to propel the runner forward (O’Keeffe, 1996).  I have approached this program with the determination and zeal of a well-made long distance running shoe.  The journey to a doctoral degree is long and requires the patience, willpower and internal fortitude of a marathon runner.  Like my colleagues, I have struggled against a host of obstacles from competing family and job commitments.  When I stare down at my feet, I now see that pair of old brown leather shoes and recall with angst the shiny pair of running shoes I once tied on.  
Participation in Doctoral Seminars
“Put your best foot forward.”





Author Unknown



The sandal is a shoe that represents the origin of footwear.  What began as a crude way to protect feet has evolved over the years into a footwear staple.  Throughout time the sandal has been viewed in contrasting light as a status of wealth and haughtiness or poverty and humility (O’Keeffe, 1996).  These shoes can be seen on the feet of the many doctoral students who attend the doctoral seminars one Saturday in any given semester.  Despite the casual nature of the atmosphere, the substantive knowledge and lessons being imparted are essential in the quest for knowledge.  


In accordance with the requirements of the program, I have attended two doctoral seminars each year in which I have been enrolled.  Not only have I attended the seminars but I have also assisted in facilitating the fall 2007 and spring 2008 seminars.  In particular, I was responsible for securing the guest speaker at the fall 2007 seminar.  After giving consideration of potential speakers, I suggested that the committee contact Dr. Steven Paine, state superintendent of schools, to determine whether he would be willing to speak.  I thought he would be a good speaker as he could address the 21st Century initiatives coming from the West Virginia Department of Education and its implications for the future of my colleagues and me.  It was my honor to personally contact Dr. Paine and afforded me the opportunity to speak candidly with him concerning issues about which I was interested as a classroom teacher. 

The spring 2008 seminar presented a different challenge inasmuch as I was asked to co-host a seminar session discussing the following: portfolio items, assembling the portfolio and writing the reflective paper.  This opportunity allowed me to share with my colleagues my personal experiences with the residency portfolio and to answer many questions.  This interactive process opened a meaningful dialogue among my peers and me and provided a sense of accomplishment in developing peer relationships and assisting them.  

Portfolio Activities
“You have brains in your head. You have feet in your shoes. 

You can steer yourself in any direction you choose. You're on your own.
And you know what you know. You are the guy who'll decide where to go.”





Dr. Seuss, p. 2

The loafer is a shoe that has evolved over time, beginning as shoes that male Norwegian farmers wore to milk cows but now are worn by both male and female, in a variety of styles for formal and informal occasions alike (Okeeffe, 1996).  Similarly, my involvement in the doctoral program has evolved in conjunction with my abilities.   I have undertaken significant scholarship and worked in collaboration with peers on issues impacting education in formal and informal settings.
Scholarship 


Doctoral candidates are expected to involve themselves with faculty in and outside of their committee for meeting the requirements of the residency portfolio.  I was afforded the opportunity to work with Dr. Samuel Securro and Dr. Jerry Jones on a qualitative research project at Calhoun County Middle/High School.  Dr. Securro and Dr. Jones had previously studied the effects of Merit Software’s reading and language arts programs on students’ achievement in grades 6 and 7.  My task was to interview participating teachers using a closed-response questionnaire with eleven items designed to gauge their perceptions on a variety of features of the Merit software program.  I audio-taped the interviews and later analyzed the data and prepared a summary for Dr. Securro.  This task enabled me to use media to thematically organize the results and to refine my research and analytical skills, which provided constructive and critical observations to Dr. Securro. 

Through the Merit project, I have been able to participate in two equally rewarding professional endeavors.  The first was the opportunity to co-author an article with Dr. Securro to be submitted for publication in a peer review journal.  The article required me to collaborate with another doctoral candidate to synthesize information for a literature review and to edit the article for publication.  The second opportunity was a chance to present at the Teaching, Reading & Learning Diversity (TRLD) National Conference held in San Francisco in January 2008.  In preparation, the presentation was organized by a sequence of PowerPoint slides with text, graphics and data tables.  There resources were collaboratively developed and refined with Dr. Seccuro, a doctoral colleague and me.  Following the presentation, a question and answer session was held at which I was fortunate to be able to respond to intelligent and insightful questions posed by the attendees from across the nation.

The Merit project has allowed me to recognize the many possibilities for academic research that exist in a career in education.  My personal experiences have provided a first-hand opportunity to engage in all aspects of the research process: from the planning process through the public presentation and defense of the research results; from working independently to collaborating with peers; and from writing the article to oral presentation.  
Collaboration


My ambition is to become a tenured faculty member at a well respected institution of higher education.  I realized my ambition after I had the opportunity to spend two years teaching full time at West Virginia State University in a temporary position.  Through this doctoral program, I have been able to practice and expand my teaching knowledge and expertise by co-teaching two courses at Marshall University Graduate College.

In the spring of 2008, I co-taught the course CIRG 653 – Literacy Acquisition with Dr. Noel Bowling.  This opportunity afforded me the chance to reunite with Dr. Bowling, who interestingly had been my professor while attaining my Master’s Degree in reading at MUGC, and who I had respected for his knowledge and style of teaching.  I actively participated in establishing portions of the course curriculum.  Throughout the course, I was able to develop a rapport with Dr. Bowling and the students which heightened the learning environment.  This comfort level fostered a free exchange of ideas and which allowed me to lend my views as a practitioner.  The ease of interaction garnered a level of confidence with the students which is evident by the fact that to this day, I receive contact from former students seeking advice on a variety of situations they have encountered in their classrooms. 

Additionally, I had the chance to co-teach EDF 616 – Human Growth and Development with Dr. Securro.  This was an e-course with eighteen students.  Dr. Securro and I worked collaboratively to evaluate assignments and discussion postings.  Dr. Securro provided mentoring throughout the process as it was a novel experience for me.  This class enabled me to learn about the many nuances associated with instructing an online course, such as retrieving, evaluating and returning student assignments via upload and download functions, understanding and using assignment links and content modules, and the overall interaction with students in a technical media environment.  These aspects and the related repetitions improved my computer fluency. 

In a further attempt to collaborate with my peers, I volunteered to participate in a study project focusing on a volunteer program at a local elementary school.  The Jackson and Kelly Elevating Education Program (JKEEP) was designed for the employees at the Jackson and Kelly law firm to help struggling learners at Piedmont Elementary.  Their goal was to not only help children academically but also socially.  In an effort to design a program that would be sustainable, the JKEEP team asked that MUGC become involved to measure different aspects of the program and identify any pitfalls for the program.  Through this collaborative effort I was able to work with Dr. Childress in developing a logic model for the program.  This model was a visual representation of the sequence of events and the people involved in making those things happen.  

Furthermore, as a part of the JKEEP project, I created a survey in EDF 711 – Survey Research in Education.  The survey was constructed to measure the perceptions of the program by teachers that participated in the JKEEP program.  This data is currently being analyzed to share with the JKEEP team at its next meeting.  This project gave me a chance to act as a liaison between MUGC and Piedmont Elementary, the elementary school where I currently teach.  As a teacher participating in the project and in the survey, I was able to raise and explore topics that might not have been identifiable by a person not as intimately involved in the processes.  It was fortuitous for me to be able to work on a project with that perspective.  
Depth of Understanding
“Shoes can change your life, ask Cinderella.”





Author Unknown


With baby shoes each step is a new adventure, filled with spills and possible bumps and bruises.  Each step has the possibility to bring knowledge and anticipation of what comes next.  Poles apart from baby shoes are work boots.  Work boots are dependable, made for a tough road ahead and expect to be worked when worn.  I started this program wearing baby shoes, not knowing what was coming next but excited about the possibilities as I have progressed to work boots knowing that the toughest work still lay ahead.  I have my boots on and feel prepared to push forward.  Through my coursework in this doctoral program, I have had numerous opportunities to learn about various theoretical perspectives and research methodologies.  It helped me to open my eyes to the academic world and research possibilities.  

I began this program in the fall of 2006.  One of the first classes I took was the LS 719 – Introduction to the Doctoral Program.  This was taught by Dr. Teresa Eagle and it familiarized the group to the various nuances of the program.  Dr. Eagle also provided advice on what she considered best practices.  The learning journal was one of her suggestions.  Without the journal, this paper would have been difficult at best to complete.  It was a method which encouraged me to record a list of objective tasks I had accomplished and my subjective thoughts about the experience.  Although in my case it was not an actual journal, it was a collection of notes gathered from class notebooks, hotel stationary and emails to and from peers as we collaborated and reflected on assignments throughout the program.  What started out as blurbs about classes and assignments has grown to paragraphs with instructional implications and possible research topics.  This shift demonstrates how my reflective practices have improved and developed.



It was in the summer of 2007 that I took a class in which I rode an emotional and educational roller coaster.  This was the semester I took Dr. Calvin Meyer’s CI 702 – Curriculum Theories class.  I had heard about the rigor of the course with papers being due every two weeks and countless rewrites until these were perfect.  My apprehension grew when I purchased the text and flipped through over one thousand pages of unknown names and terms.  For this class I should have invested in some waders for all of the resources I accumulated and analyzed for each assignment.  Perseverance and desire helped me through the numerous rewrites as I grew as a writer and as a researcher; by semester’s end I proudly wore my work boots.    


It was in this class that I experienced a defining moment as an educator.  While studying the Political and Critical Curriculum Theory, I came to an enlightened realization about the importance of teaching each child, helping him achieve to his potential and that their so-called lot in life is not predetermined by their station.  Pinar (2006) surmised that education is about direction for moral, ethical and civic tests, for membership in our culture, to be a part of one’s community, and for a richer quality of life.  The judgments made about education are really judgments about our country, our society and our future.   This is a lesson I will carry no matter my position, teaching or otherwise.  


It was in another of Dr. Meyers’ classes that I was able to assemble my personal theory of teaching.  In CI 703 – Theories, Models and Research of Teaching I had the benefit of studying the work of many theorists who have planned, developed and implemented teaching theories in our schools.  Their past experiences, along with my knowledge as a classroom teacher enabled me to identify aspects that brought theory and practice together for my personal theory of teaching.  My personal theory of teaching was dubbed the Unification Theory for lack of a better term because what I learned in this class was that I draw from aspects of most of the theories and theorists we studied.  As an early childhood educator, I learned that I most closely align with Vygotsky’s and Bandura’s social learning theories and the importance of observation on the part of the learner as well as the teacher.  In order to understand how a child learns, close observation of their interaction with people and objects gives insight into how they think and perceive the world around them.  Additionally, as a part of my personal theory I surmised that knowledge is something created, discovered, and experienced. Students have the opportunity to take personal responsibility, exercise initiative, and control the instructional setting through a variety of learning experiences (Mayo, 2008). 

The courses I have taken as part of my early childhood emphasis have enhanced the overall program as I was able to apply the information from those classes to the information gained in my curriculum courses.  As a preschool teacher by day, this information has transformed my classroom practices, enhanced my preschool program, and bestowed upon me the honor of recognition by peers as a model teacher at the county and state level.  Specifically, Dr. Bizunesh Wubie’s CI 631 – Current Influences on Early Childhood Education, has had a significant impact on my classroom practices.  This course was all encompassing as it focused on all aspects in the early childhood classroom.  It provided me with information that was invaluable for practical application in the classroom, but also instructive as to how each event in the preschool classroom is grounded in theory.  

Most recently my interest and confidence in research has grown exponentially in Dr. Nega Debela’s EDF 625 – Qualitative Research in Education course.  The final assignment in this class was to conduct a study using a qualitative means of my choice.  This was all the direction given.  In no other classes did I have an assignment where the parameters were so free and uncontrolled.  At first this was disconcerting: I was not accustomed to creating my own map to arrive at the endpoint of an assignment.  However, the freedom of choice allowed me to open my mind and consider various qualitative means and topics.  For the final assignment, I chose to do covert observations of adults as they engaged in dialogue with their children in Walmart to explore literacy building opportunities.  The data is currently being analyzed and the study being written.  I am equally excited at Dr. Debela’s urging that this work be submitted for publication.  What started out as baby shoes struggling to find solid ground turned into a milestone in my program.  

In contrast, my current enrollment in Dr. Securro’s LS 776 addresses very closed and specific quantitative research processes and associated statistical analyses.  Assignments and lab exercises are highly structured and require extensive application of computer-based application with statistical software.  A result is that I am developing technical research skills that will enable me to design and create research data bases, to analyze and interpret related data, and to produce mediated output.  


The interface of qualitative and quantitative research have created a big picture of educational research and given me a workable baseline for engaging in a dissertation as well as becoming a critical consumer of published research.  

Conclusion
“Keep your feet on solid ground but your thoughts at lofty heights.”





Peace Pilgrim Quote

A shoe is not only a shoe, but it is the base on which we stand and although I may feel like the brown leather shoes in Van Gogh’s painting at this point in my program, I would not trade the experiences or the knowledge I have gained.  Shoes in all of their fabulous forms range in style from the simple to the complex much like the activities, assignments and tasks in which I have been involved during my time in the doctoral program.  Some things have been as comfortable as flip flops on a sunny day while others have felt like stilettos on a tight wire.  These experiences have been a perfect fit for me and have helped me grow as a colleague and friend and placed me on solid ground as I look ahead toward my dissertation.  
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