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Stepping Stones to Membership in the Community of Scholars

     In my second year as an assistant principal, my time to return to the active community of scholars became evident.  I realized that I had been encouraging teachers to enroll in graduate programs, but was not practicing what I was preaching.  A personal dream of mine had been to achieve the academic level of Doctor of Education.  Due to all the twists and turns of life, I had never been able to consider going back to school after I received my Master’s Degree in Educational Administration.  As the mother of two young children and the wife of a police officer on a rotating schedule, the dream would be difficult, if not impossible to achieve.  I have always been a believer that you can do anything you set your mind to do, if you are determined and take it one step at a time.  This reflection looks back at the stepping stones on my way to accomplishing this goal of becoming a Doctor of Educational Leadership.

Introduction

     My initial joy at being accepted into the program quickly turned into anxiety, when I realized the amount of work that lay ahead.  My first course, LS 719 Introduction to Doctoral Studies taught by Dr. Teresa Eagle, was extremely helpful in forcing me to organize a plan for accomplishing the rigorous curriculum.  One of the sections of the Doctoral Handbook that I used as my personal guide stated that the program is “committed to creating a community of scholars through mentoring, engaging in collaborative research, and maintaining a focus on the practice of educational leadership.”  As a typical Type A list maker, the initial plan for the portfolio forced me to stay focused and to take each requirement one step at a time. My first leap was to the stepping stones in personnel management.

Stepping Stones in Personnel Management

     At the time that Dr. Eagle and I began to organize my Doctoral Program of Study, I had a keen interest in the area of personnel.  I had a very basic knowledge of school law as it relates to personnel, but less knowledge of the current research on personnel management.  By establishing personnel management as my area of emphasis, I hoped to gain more knowledge of personnel law and theory.  This knowledge could then be utilized in the practical application of educational leadership.  

     There were very few doctoral courses available in leadership studies that were devoted specifically to developing the leadership aspect of personnel management.  My first step into the realm of personnel began with my enrollment in Dr. Andrew Sikula’s Management 620.  This course titled Human Resource Management was a timid step into the academic world of business. I was concerned about how I would fare in this unknown world.  The class in which I was enrolled had about 25 students who were all business majors.  I think I added a unique perspective to the class discussions and presentations.  Our world of education has such a different viewpoint on employees’ rights and responsibilities.  When appropriate, this blending of students from different graduate level programs is beneficial to all involved in the process. 

Reflection on Personnel Internship 

     When I first met with Dr. Eagle to discuss my internship experience in personnel administration, I was not aware of the affect that this activity would have on my professional growth.  This internship was the best possible method for determining what was involved in personnel administration.  There is nothing comparable to on-the-job experience, and consequently being able to interact with an actual personnel director was incredible.  I am so appreciative of Dr. Emily Meadows for allowing me to do this shadowing experience. Dr. Meadows has been the Personnel Director in Raleigh County Schools for 17 years.  She handles all personnel issues that relate to the nearly 2500 professional and service personnel.

     Dr. Meadow’s office consists of herself, a secretary, and a certification clerk.  These three people go at warp speed as soon as they walk into the office door.  The responsibilities of writing job postings and determining the job lists for hiring personnel are very tedious processes that cannot be rushed. The job of personnel director requires a current knowledge of all school personnel law and to my surprise a very thorough knowledge of technology.  Dr. Meadows could teach a class on Word, Excel, and ACCESS to anyone in Raleigh County.  I was amazed at her memory and ability to remember who took what job at what school to teach what grade level.  I must emphasize that Dr. Meadows did not have me just shadow her job as personnel director.  She allowed me to participate in every facet of her job and took the time to explain the law on every task that I was attempting to do.  I am positive it would have been easier for her to do these tasks herself, but instead she took the time to instruct me on the how and why for the decisions being made.

      Along with the secretarial aspect of her job, Dr. Meadows’ knowledge of school and personnel law is daunting.  In every interaction with employees, principals, and board representatives, I was impressed with her intelligence and communication skills.  She is an efficient and personable administrator who is an asset to the Raleigh County Board of Education.

Stepping Stones in Superintendency

     Another scholarly pursuit that I thoroughly enjoyed and from which I gained valuable knowledge was my participation in LS 700 Superintendency.  This course was taught by Dr. Jerry Jones to familiarize novices with the work of superintendents in West Virginia.  While enrolled in this course I completed many valid activities, but one of the most informational and pleasant was our attendance at the 2004 West Virginia Association of School Administrators’ conference.  This 3-day conference, July 14-16, was held at Stonewall Jackson Resort.  As an assistant principal, I do not have many opportunities to venture out into the world of innovative strategies and approaches, so the presenters and sessions mesmerized me.  Dr. Jones guaranteed that each class member gained from the experience by pointing us in the right direction to see topics that were pertinent to our specific areas of interest.  I was very impressed with the professional attitudes and the levels of knowledge that were exhibited by those in attendance at this conference.

Reflection on Superintendency Internship 

   During the summer of 2004, I continued my stepping stones in superintendency by enrolling in LS 771 School District Leadership. This internship, supervised by Dr. Powell Toth, was a revelation in terms of the responsibilities that are shouldered by all superintendents.  There are many differences and similarities of each position, but there is definitely a contrast from the rural setting to the urban setting.  One of the most fascinating aspects of the shadowing experience is the obvious difference in how the position is handled according to the individual’s personality and people skills.

    The people in charge, mainly the superintendents and assistant superintendents, influence the entire atmosphere of the board office.  This atmosphere then determines everyone’s attitude upon entering the building.  Mr. Nelson Spencer, who had started the job only three days before my shadowing, had already established a relaxed and comfortable atmosphere with his secretary and staff.  A pleasant environment is more conducive to positive output and quality of work.  Mr. Spencer, the new Director of Federal Programs, admitted that he did not know all the employees on the same floor of the building yet, but stated that he would make that a priority for his first week on the job.

     The shadowing experience with Greenbrier County was a pleasant hometown kind of environment where everyone knows everyone.  The leadership team appeared focused on the same goals.  I believe the leadership skills of Mr. John Curry have created this positive environment.   The completion of management tasks is more time consuming in a large school system, just as it is in a large school.  I have been a principal in a small elementary school (only 110 students) and an assistant principal in a large high school (1500 students).  I know from my experiences as an assistant principal, my day is consumed by the management tasks and very little time spent on leadership and curriculum development.  The superintendent of a small school system has a better situation where he can learn the individual employee's weaknesses or strengths.  The superintendent of a smaller rural school system can then utilize this knowledge to place people in a position to distribute daily task management responsibilities more efficiently.

          My shadowing in each setting helped me to realize that there should be a recommendation for every superintendent to have a wide range of experiences before being considered for the position.  Now, I understand why people say that a leader must work his way through the ranks.  A truly successful superintendent must have a basic working knowledge of every aspect of the system.

       After this internship, even though it was a short duration, I realized that a superintendent is required to possess many skills.  One of the most critical skills is to be an excellent communicator.  The relationship between all of the concerned and involved parties can be enhanced by the efficient communication abilities of a superintendent.  No single leader can be strong in all areas of communication, but a responsibility inherent to the superintendency is to continue to improve the skills necessary in the transmission of information.

     According to Hensley & Burmeister (2004),

             Hence, we set ourselves up for failure as communicators if we fail to 

             develop all elements of the process.  It is a combination of the skill and 

             the poetry of communicating that defines the effective communicator, 

             the leader who is most likely to shape a school culture to achieve a 

             shared vision.  (p. 30)

     Ultimately, whether the system is urban or rural, the difference in how the responsibilities are handled is more a result of the personalities of the individual leader than in the number of people being managed.  The superintendent of a small system has the unique opportunity to influence people directly by personal contact.  In a large system, the people chosen by the superintendent to help handle his tasks are responsible for developing positive relationships and gathering the vital information necessary for the success of the school system.  This internship was a valuable experience, but could have been more effective had the internship been for a longer duration.  I do not believe that one day of shadowing a superintendent can possibly reveal the intricacies and stress that are inherent to the position.

Other Significant Steps on the Pathway

       As part of the residency requirements, the doctoral program has included a component of student attendance at seminars that are offered during the course of the academic year.  I have attended three of these day-long Saturday seminars.  In the beginning, I was nervous about the format and how these seminars would involve all the participants.  I have found each of these seminars to be informational by using students’ mock presentations on portfolios and dissertations.  The student panels and the professor sessions provide doctoral students with practical information that can be utilized daily in the program.  These seminars also provide students who are new to the program with an opportunity to network with students who are further along in the program and have experienced many of the steps that must be traveled to successfully complete the requirements.

      I would be remiss if I did not mention the academic growth that I experienced when I enrolled in Statistics 517 from Dr. Edna Mesiel while taking Survey Development frremisseedoportunitiessantpping- education. 



















































































om Dr. Michael Cunningham.  Both courses were extremely challenging and required persistent effort to be successful.  The courses definitely complemented each other in the curriculum objectives.  I would complete one class session and be more prepared for the topics in the other course. Having the two courses simultaneously reminded me of Dr. Mesiel’s dissertation on math and science teachers teaching an integrated curriculum.

Stepping Stones in Co-teaching 

I have had the opportunity to work with two of the most incredible professors for my experiences in co-teaching.  Dr. Jerry Jones and Dr. Michael Cunningham provided me with teaching experiences that added depth and dimension to my portfolio and deserve further discussion.

Dr. Jones asked me if I would consider assisting him as he taught Leadership Studies 510 Principalship Roles and Tasks in the Fall 2004.  I was given my first exposure to teaching WEBCT classes with this experience.  I struggled initially with the postings, grading, and email procedures.  I lost tons of comments and emails in cyberspace and had to spend more time than necessary in rewrites.   

Dr. Jones and I complemented each other’s styles well in the classroom presentations. Dr. Jones has a calming, thoughtful approach to leadership issues, while I am sometimes too enthusiastic and impulsive.  He would suggest the other side of the issue that should be considered before making a decision.  Students in our class were exposed to a variety of approaches and could consider the approach that they might utilize when they become administrators. We co-taught three of the four classes on subjects including personnel evaluations, improvement plans, work orders, and disciplinary issues.  One of the interesting parts of the class was learning the many different approaches that students would take to handle the in-basket situations that were posed in the textbook.

Prior to the beginning of the fall term of 2005, Dr. Cunningham asked if I would be interested in co-teaching one section of his Leadership Studies 600 course.  Since this was another opportunity to learn from the experts in the department and receive a much needed tuition waiver, I jumped on this stepping stone to complete my portfolio.  This was definitely a challenging experience.  The course had 28 students enrolled and required 13 assignments that were due weekly through WEBCT.  There were four on-site classes that Dr. Cunningham and I taught together.  I learned so much from Dr. Cunningham on the patience required to teach graduate students.  I was amazed and disturbed by the quality of the assignments that were submitted.  The range of quality went from exceptional, thought provoking, organized submissions to submissions that were filled with grammatical errors and written at the last minute.

From co-teaching with Dr. Jones and Dr. Cunningham, I found that I truly enjoyed the interaction with potential administrators.  The classes provided the opportunity to share a variety of approaches to real life situations.  I think I helped these students recognize the difficulty of doing the job of a modern day administrator.  We also explored the fact that this is not a profession for the unorganized or unmotivated.  One of the most interesting self-realizations came when Dr. Cunningham noted one of my comments when I was teaching the class and re-emphasized this comment that I had made casually.  I stated, “You have to be passionate about what you are doing and the others in your building will be affected by your passion.”  

This passion also explains why I have agreed to mentor five students through their steps to receive administrative certification.  The experience of mentoring future administrators has helped to keep me current on new policies and procedures, and to come out of my comfort zone of dealing with student attendance.  By participating in this mentoring, I am helping other potential administrators start their stepping stone travel on the path to administration.  

Stepping Stones in Collaborative Research

       In March 2005, Dr. Teresa Eagle contacted me concerning my interest in assisting her in a research project on cross age tutoring.  This research project would be in cooperation with Appalachian Education Laboratories (AEL) under the direction of Dr. Jim Craig.  AEL, currently known as Edvantia, is an organization that is well known for its work to improve the educational practices in the Appalachian area, in particular West Virginia.  I was thrilled to be offered this opportunity, but a little anxious since I did not have a lot of experience in this type of research.  I was encouraged because Dr. Eagle has always been patient and supportive through many obstacles, so I decided to take the step into this realm of the program.

     Our topic was the use of cross age tutoring in mathematics.  AEL had set up a project in seven elementary schools in WV to determine the effectiveness of the use of cross age tutoring to improve mathematics scores of students.  Since I was a secondary mathematics instructor for 18 years, I felt my background would help me understand the intricacies of the literature review.  At this point, I truly had no clue that I was about to step into the middle of a mud pile.  

    Dr. Eagle and I had determined our first deadline to have a rough draft would be at the end of April.  When I started on this project, I was fortunate through my other courses to have a decent background in research utilizing the Marshall University library.  I was about to find out so much more about the resources that were available and how to utilize the many pathways.  Dr. Eagle revealed her patience by walking me through the twisted path of interlibrary loans and microfiche.   Our first rough draft resulted in a document consisting of 24 pages of pertinent information and 6 pages of references.  We, through the miracle of the Internet, reworked and tweaked the literature review several more times, then submitted our review to AEL at the beginning of June.

      Dr. Eagle’s favorite saying then became we need to “beef it up.”  We beefed and beefed until it reached a stage of 32 pages with 9 pages of sources.  The reason for the “beefing it up” was the need to provide more details including effect size and experimental procedures for each of the pertinent studies we were citing.  I found along the pathway of research that I need to be organized and never discard anything.  A very simple fact was that I could alphabetize my sources and make the job of searching for more details much easier.  It was the third rewrite before that fact became evident.  Since AEL had decided to finish their study in the fall of 2005, there was more opportunity for Dr. Eagle and I to collaborate on the literature review.  Dr. Eagle and I worked on the research article over the summer months.  We again submitted the revised literature review to AEL in September 2005.  Dr. Craig returned the literature review to us in October 2005 with request for a few more details, but had reduced the review to 8 pages of research and 3 pages of sources.  The final paper was presented to AEL in November 2005 to submit and publish.

     This collaborative research project was one of the most valuable experiences of my portfolio.  I was able to get to know the chair of my doctoral committee as a friend.  We laughed and commiserated over every rewrite.  What could have been an unbearable activity instead became a shared experience.  Dr. Eagle taught me to never take a request for revision as a personal criticism and to do what the boss requests.  I believe I can tackle any research project now more prepared to deal with the rigors of research and the necessary criticism associated with academic projects.

Looking Back on the Pathway Traveled 

For the record, my most difficult semester was the summer of 2005, when I enrolled in Statistics 517, Curriculum Theory 702, and Survey Development 711. Along with this schedule, Dr. Eagle and I were working diligently to rewrite the Cross-Age Tutoring literature review for AEL.  This became the semester when the theory of “only the strongest survive” was applied to my doctoral program.  I want to mention this experience for future doctoral students.  This type of rigorous schedule is possible, but not recommended.  For your own sanity, do not overload your program in the summer.  Many days of this particularly beautiful summer, I questioned my sanity, but I continued with my steps to the community of scholars.

     I have grown as a professional and a person through my involvement in this program.  I have found internal strength and determination that I did not realize were part of my personality.  I have also gained many new friends and come to recognize how truly dedicated educators in WV are to improving our system of education.  Marshall University’s Doctoral Program should be recognized for providing our state with an avenue to improve all levels of education.

     I have also discovered the strength of my family support system.  My husband, son, daughter, and mother have sacrificed time with me, and survived without quality meals or a clean house to help me achieve my dream of a doctorate.  My family members have become the stones that fill in the gaps in the pathway that I have traveled in the last 3 years.

     From the perspective of a practicing school administrator, I have several additional observations that I believe will be beneficial to the doctoral program.  The doctoral program is very stringent in requirements and I applaud this diligence.  When I graduate with this degree, I will truly have achieved the status of Doctor of Education.  In today’s society, there are so many methods to get a degree if you have the funds and the connections, but Marshall University is not allowing students to take the easy way out of “paying the fee to get the degree.” 

     I should also mention that the professors have gone out of their way to assist me with any questions or requests.  I have the unique situation of being in the school every day and have very little down time.  This requires a great deal of determination to get the courses finished, but the Marshall professors have been right there helping me through when my steps were struggling.  If we have lost any of my original friends from the LS 719 Introduction class, it is because this is not a program that you undertake without total commitment to the ultimate goal of achieving your doctorate.


The Marshall University doctoral program is “committed to creating a community of scholars through mentoring, engaging in collaborative research, and maintaining a focus on the practice of educational leadership.”  I believe I have only begun on my stepping stone path to accomplish these goals.  I look forward to the challenges of continuing my stepping stones on the pathway to membership 

in the community of scholars. 
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