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The Doctoral Journey as Personal Accreditation
My educational passion centers on continuous improvement, the value of data-driven empowered teams, and student performance results. Due to my educational and work experience, I believe in the value of credentialing through degree attainment and institutional accreditation. The quest for the educational doctorate is similar to the accreditation process. Initially, both are perceived as steps in a process leading to a credential but evolve into holistic continuous improvement and lifelong learning through critical reflection and peer review. The completion of a doctoral degree entails achieving standards through a proscribed list of criteria including courses, portfolio activities, oral defense, research, analysis, and development and defense of a dissertation. Undergoing institutional accreditation requires completion of a self study addressing all standards and criteria, participating in an external team review for validation, and waiting for the final decision report. 
	Comparison of the Doctoral Program and Accreditation Processes

	Process
	Doctoral Program
	Accreditation

	Initial purpose for pursuing
	Doctoral Degree credential
	Granting of accreditation status for compliance

	Candidacy 
	Application/Initial Interview
Communication
	Candidacy requirements

	Critical Reflection Process
	Portfolio

Depth of Understanding, Reflection
	Self study development

	Data-driven
	Research
	Assessment/Performance

	Standards
	Courses
	Curricula standard 

	Standards
	Chair and Committee
	Faculty & student support services standard

	Standards
	Portfolio Rubric
	Student achievement standard

	Peer-review 
	Chair and committee members

Collaboration, Scholarship 
	External team review process

	Completion of Credential
	Doctoral Program Completion Requirements
	Validation of specified standards and criteria – accreditation status


(Assimilated from United States Department of Education, 3/29/2007 Accreditation in the United States: required standards and their application.) 

This portfolio reflective paper highlights my doctoral program to date using an analogy of the accreditation process. The document organization follows a series of designated standards related to the Doctoral Portfolio Rubric (2005) assessment categories. The standard categories with abbreviated codes are 1) communication - CO, 2) collaboration - CL, 3) scholarship - S, 4) research - R, 5) depth of understanding - U, and 6) reflection summary - RS. Criteria for each of the standard areas are written from the rubric descriptions. Some of my personal doctoral experiences and processes are described to validate attainment of these criteria. 
The portfolio documentation models an accreditation self study using a technology integrated CD organizational approach versus the traditional notebook. The team visit (portfolio defense) includes validating documentation of the portfolio standards addressed in this reflective paper and on the interactive CD. Dialogue during the team visit process is important in obtaining perceptions of reality; therefore my voice is heard throughout this narrative. Team members (chair and committee members) receive the CD documentation to support the portfolio components, while experiencing the impact of my newfound technology skills. Technology skills are essential to data management, analysis, efficiency, and organizing documentation. My doctoral area of emphasis is adult workforce technology. I will identify strengths and areas for improvements, a vital component for all quality assurance reviews for continuous improvement.
STANDARD 1: COMMUNICATION (CO)
· Criterion CO1.1 – Demonstrate composure, professionalism, and poise in writing, speaking and presentation in a variety of experiences through clear, fluent, and organized presentation of thoughts.
Effective composure, professionalism, and oral and written communication skills are vital to attaining the doctoral degree and accreditation status. My persuasive written application letter, essay, and interview resulted in acceptance into the Curriculum and Instruction doctoral program at Marshall University Graduate College. My communication skills and presentation experiences demonstrate composure, professionalism, and poise. In my new position as Associate Director of Postsecondary Education for Advanc-ED/North Central Association, I continuously explain to educators that a perfect school, (or in this case - doctoral student), does not exist. Improvement cannot begin until you conduct an honest, critical analysis of a process, system, and personnel, including self. An accurate self-analysis not only describes strengths, but communicates areas requiring improvement. 
Two early challenges almost caused me to discontinue the doctoral pursuit: re-taking the Graduate Record Exam (GRE) and struggling to remain in a course. Betty Sias, one of my best friends, and ongoing doctoral cheerleader, witnessed as well as diffused these perceived obstacles. If an external team member as in an accrediting visit would interview her to explore an example of overcoming difficulties requiring composure and perseverance, Betty might explain:

We were taking the Graduate Record Exam (GRE) after successfully passing it eleven years ago. Sherri left the testing center an hour before me. I found her sitting on a brick wall on 3rd Avenue wiping away tears. She said, “Forget it! I am not putting myself through this.” Although I realized she was withdrawing from five years of Tamoxifen that week and usually is composed, I tried humor. I said, “Come on Weaser,” [the nickname we gave one of our headstrong friends], “Let’s get our transcript copy so at least we’ll have that when we retake this test!”  One of Sherri’s cancer survival goals was to complete a doctorate, but never mind that --- like our Bachelor and Master degrees, we’re in this together. She’s not going to quit! (Betty Sias conversation with Pam Varney 2005).  
The second obstacle occurred in December, 2005 when I realized I would miss the first class of a course due to presenting at the International Educators Conference in Hawaii with my Superintendent. The professor’s email emphasized I should drop the course and retake it in two years. Ready to terminate my doctoral quest, once again, Betty forced me to persevere. I analyzed all the competency areas, activities and concepts from her notes, developed alternative projects demonstrating the competencies, and presented these to the professor. He sent an email stating, “I am thoroughly impressed with your commitment to do this. I realize I've made it challenging for you to continue but your sense of dedication to get this course underway has thoroughly impressed me.” Although stressful, this was a valuable learning experience in persuasion and communication. Throughout the accreditation process --- you learn to overcome obstacles, make adjustments, and remain committed to the ultimate goal of credentialing.
· Criterion CO1.2 – Demonstrate self confidence, awareness of audience involvement and feedback, and ability to adapt to change.
Groups of educators, as well as individuals, must recognize needs, accept constructive feedback, and accept solutions to move forward with improvement changes through any credentialing process. I have the confidence and strength to motivate people to accomplish results through my creativity, confidence, flexibility, and problem-solving skills. I analyze all constructive feedback and implement strategies to continuously improve. 
An undergraduate professor once told me, “Although you have innovative ideas, not everyone will love everything you do.” Recently, I conducted a disappointing presentation on continuous improvement teams at the North Central Association Conference in Chicago. Nonverbal signals indicated participants were disinterested and attempts to modify strategies failed to meet their needs according to evaluations.  I later learned the conference catalog identified the target audience as all educators instead of postsecondary educators. All of the postsecondary participants at the conference were in a mandated session scheduled at the same time! My philosophy is to find lessons in all experiences. Usually I conduct a brief needs analysis activity at the beginning to assess my participant needs. For the first time, I did not include this component that had been successful in the past. I learned from this feedback for future presentations --- continuous improvement in action!
· Criterion CO1.3 – Exhibit working knowledge of a range of multimedia options.

I am highly proficient in technology, including Microsoft Office applications, Snag-it, Camtasia, and recently Inspiration and Windows Movie Maker thanks to Dr. Lisa Heaton. I organize the flow of my presentations, present graphics and charts to accommodate the visual learners, and record my voice for later access for the audio learners using Microsoft Power Point. Technology skills are needed to complete the accreditation process and the doctoral program. For this reason, my area of emphasis focuses on technology and the adult learner, which is reflected in my choices of course decisions. Lack of technology skills can stifle an institution or individual.
Doctoral committee members, (referred to as external team members in the accreditation process), would find evidence of my successful communication skills including presentations at national and international professional conferences, and a 4.0 grade point average in my Master’s and doctoral coursework. Based on this preponderance of evidence demonstrating strengths and overcoming challenges requiring commitment and communication skills, I meet the Communications (CO) standard and criteria.
STANDARD TWO: COLLABORATION (CL) & 

 STANDARD THREE: SCHOLARSHIP (S)
Collaboration and scholarship are embedded throughout the accreditation and doctoral credentialing processes. My collaboration and scholarship experiences are tightly integrated, therefore the components demonstrating the criteria are parallel in description. Collaboration creates a foundation for the scholarship experiences to evolve. Collaborative experiences include peer and faculty, regional, national, and international presentations, teaching experience, focus group facilitation, grant writing, and publication activities as documented in the Portfolio.
· Criterion CL2.1 – Provide clear evidence of extensive collaboration and interaction with faculty through multiple experiences. 
· Criterion S3.1 – Verify work has been accepted for publication in scholarly journals or presentations at regional or national conferences.

· Criterion S3.2 – Demonstrate an integrated and synthesized knowledge of the field through coursework, presentations, and publications with clear evidence of scholarship.

Dr. Jane McKee, my chair, and I have common interests in the areas of accreditation and continuous improvement teams. We collaborated on developing a paper and presentation, Utilizing Continuous Improvement Teams in Teacher Preparation to Validate NCATE Standards, in February, 2007, for the American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education (AACTE) annual conference in New York City, New York. Our paper stated, 

 According to the National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) vision, all children can and should learn. To attain this goal, accredited schools, colleges, and Departments of Education should: encourage collegiality, reflective practice, continuous improvement, and collaboration, among educators, learners, and families, (NCATE, 2006).
I have a spectrum of prior experience in writing proposals, and conducting presentations for regional, national, and international educational conferences. Collaboration with Marshall faculty was a requirement of the portfolio process. As a learner, I appreciate the guidance and feedback. These collaborative experiences with Dr. Jane McKee and other professors vastly improved the professional quality of my proposal writing and presentation competencies. My big picture perspective sometimes lacks a consistent flow. Dr. McKee’s analysis of my written work and advice clearly focuses on providing clarity through details and transitions, sequencing, and addressing needs of my audience. We also developed and submitted a proposal for the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD) National Conference in December, 2007, Using Teams to Promote Positive School Climate for Learning. This proposal was not accepted, but I recognize the competitive nature of ASCD proposals and plan to submit another proposal in the future. 
Dr. Olson has been an influential mentor throughout my educational career from my Bachelor’s degree in Marketing Education, Master’s Degree in Adult Technical Education and throughout the doctoral program. He recognized my technological application skills in 1992, which led to co-teaching an undergraduate computer applications course. This required reviewing the existing curriculum and course objectives, determining student needs, revising content, identifying learning strategies and developing authentic assessments. Eventually, I received an adjunct faculty position teaching graduate and undergraduate courses in the Adult & Technical Education department. My classes included international students, Marshall University faculty including the Registrar and her staff, undergraduate, graduate, and non-traditional learners. My teaching methods assured all learners had contextual experiences to truly integrate technology. Due to advancing my administrative career, I had to discontinue my adjunct teaching position in 1997. 
Dr. Michael Cunningham and Dr. McKee assisted in facilitating a focus team to pilot, obtain feedback, and validate my original survey during training I conducted on self study development, continuous improvement teams, and external team review for AdvancED/North Central Association in October, 2006. Participants were experienced team reviewers from Ohio, West Virginia, Indiana, and Missouri. Through the guidance of these professors, my pilot process helped fine tune the survey and develop an effective analysis system. 
Dr. McKee provided guidance in developing two national competitive grant proposals, Postsecondary Educational Institutions Dissertation Fellowship (IPEDS) and U.S. Department of Education’s Teacher Incentive Fund Grant, however we did not receive funding. The proposal development enhanced my research skills while critically focusing on a proscribed writing format found in grant funding requests. The first grant was a stretch in the alignment of my dissertation purposes and the use of IPEDS data required for the grant award. Although I believe these proposals were well written, I learned to analyze the intent of the grant more in-depth before submitting applications. 
Dr. McKee and I co-authored and published Utilizing Continuous Improvement Teams, on the AdvancED/North Central Association Postsecondary Team Tool training CD. I believe in the motivational, content value of this article, which is distributed nationally to 180 postsecondary certificate-granting institutions. We recognize a need for additional resources on accreditation and continuous improvement teams, and plan to publish a book. 
· Criterion CL2.2 – Demonstrate initiative in collaboration with peers
The peer review process found in accreditation external teams and the effective use of a doctoral peer collaborative, networking opportunities can result in institutional and individual growth. Most of the doctoral courses required collaborative team presentations. As with any education or business/industry institution, beneficial and frustrating experiences exist due to personality differences. I choose to focus on the positive collaborations.  
The Introduction to the Doctoral Program course provides a perfect networking opportunity for students to discover learning assets, potential obstacles, and develop support systems through Dr. Teresa Eagle’s facilitation. Taking fellow peers’ advice, I enrolled in Dr. Frances Simone’s Writing for Publication course. The writing process became more natural after experiencing the safe and constructive team critique environment which is critical to learning. My team members, Ernie Adkins, John Whitely, and Missy Spivey, provided and graciously received targeted, constructive feedback while defining true collaboration. Dr. Simone’s advice on using consistent voice, clarifying sentences, trimming fat, and writing powerful conclusions were consistent with the team members’ advice.

Betty Sias, LeAnne Olson, Sumeeta Patnaik, (unable to attend), and I collaborated with Dr. LeVene Olson on two proposals resulting in a published paper and presentations at the International Educators Conference in Hawaii in January, 2007. Our first presentation and paper was Multiple perspectives of technology integration. The second presentation, We value your input: Research proposal discussions, focused on our individual prospective research projects. I gained insight from Dr. Olson’s academic dialogue approach with the global participants from Columbia, South Africa, England, and the Philippines. Without his guidance, I believe my presentation could have resulted in a passive participant involvement. 

Dr. Eric Lassiter’s Advanced Qualitative course was a model on the active collaborative process. Joy Cline, LeAnne Olson, Sumeeta Patnaik, Gabby Williamson, and I critically analyzed each of our ethnography topics, interviews, observations, documentation review data, and ethnography drafts. Their dialogue throughout the writing process was important in presenting the multiple voices and perspectives versus the “single-voiced monograph” of my perception (Lassiter, 2005, p. 67). Our team found my writing style preference similar to Melinda Wagner, author of God’s Schools: Choice and compromise in American society, (1990), an ethnography I reviewed. Her use of tables, headings, and graphics provides clarity of concepts and can serve as a relational writing style model.
The ultimate peer collaboration experience was working with Joy Cline, LeAnne Olson, and Betty Sias, in developing our pilot technological CD portfolios. We escaped to the mountains, brainstormed, analyzed and organized all of our coursework, and shared our expertise to create an innovative approach to portfolio documentation. We discussed our reflection themes, gave advice on establishing individual tables of contents, conducted ongoing Excel training through the CD development, and pushed each other into the late night hours to complete sections. As a result of this motivational learning experience, we plan to work together on developing and implementing our individual dissertation action plans. 
· Criterion CL2.3 – Identify collaboration in professional organizations

As evidenced in the above discussions of collaborative presentations, I have presented at national professional organization conferences sponsored by North Central Association – Commission on Accreditation and School Improvement (NCA-CASI) and American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education (AACTE). I am also active in professional organizations through membership and leadership roles identified on my curriculum vitae. Collaboration found in accreditation and doctoral credentialing processes enhances learning, promotes innovation, and identifies proven strategies leading to continuous improvement. 
STANDARD FOUR: RESEARCH (R)
It’s up to us as educators to work in the laboratory, called the classroom to take the research and interpret it for our use (Franklin, 2005).
· Criterion R4.1 – Utilize the research process through a variety of highly organized and thorough projects. 

Both accreditation processes and doctoral programs are grounded in research-driven practices. I have experienced the greatest growth and appreciation in the development of these skills. My first exposure to qualitative research was in Dr. Linda Spatig’s Qualitative Research course. In my professional career, I developed and administered numerous surveys and valued the open-ended responses for the insight provided versus mere ratings. The importance of qualitative research became apparent through Dr. Spatig’s course structure, resources, and ongoing feedback. 
Rather than relying upon quantitative data as an avenue to accurately describe reality, qualitative researchers are concerned with how enumeration is used by subjects in constructing reality. They are interested in how statistics support, or contradict, subjects’ common sense understandings (Bogdan & Bicklen, 2003, p. 143). 


The new senior project and portfolio process at my previous place of employment were the topics for my qualitative class research assignment. My research included literature review, observations, interviews, transcription of data, and development of an analysis datasheet with coding. I struggled on transitions in writing my research process paper using an analogy of learning my role in Godspell. Dr. Spatig’s feedback helped control the Godspell theme from taking over the paper.
· Criterion R4.2 – Provide evidence that the research process has been incorporated outside the classroom.
The focus on data-driven decision making as advocated through accreditation processes is now embedded in my professional work, thanks to the doctoral experience. This approach has guided me through acquiring funding for a drop-out recovery program, developing and implementing accreditation team training curriculum, and preliminary work on expanding the accreditation scope with the United States Department of Education to include distance learning procedures, standards and criteria. Betty Sias and I collaborated on this distance learning research that identifies curricular considerations impacting the evaluation process of distance learning programs. This documentation is included in Dr. Olson’s coursework section of the portfolio CD.   
STANDARD FIVE: DEPTH OF UNDERSTANDING (U)
The purpose of the self study in accreditation and the portfolio reflection for the doctorate program is to conduct a comprehensive analysis of the institution/individual. Through this process, I can identify my depth of understanding expanded in three areas: 1) critical reflection, 2) realizing personal learning and curriculum theories, and 3) productively balancing career, doctoral coursework, and personal life.
· Criterion U5.1 – Demonstrate self-evaluation of understanding and its integration into the curriculum and instruction field

· Criterion U5.2 – Provide evidence of application and integration of learning experiences and knowledge of the curriculum and instruction field. 

Dr. Jane McKee asked for examples of critical reflection during my initial interview for acceptance into the doctoral program. Although I applied this concept at the time to my professional work, I was unfamiliar with the terminology that has become so prevalent in my doctoral and professional success. Through a critical self-reflection analysis in the candidacy stages of the doctoral program, I recognized my theory knowledge was a deficiency. I have teaching experience in higher education, adult career technical education, middle school and high school levels, and customized training in business and industry. I realize now, after completing my doctoral theory courses and critically reflecting on the instructional methods I previously used in my teaching career, that my instructional methods are not unique. My learning and curriculum philosophies are grounded on a combination of theories. Although I couldn’t quote an actual theorist prior to my doctoral courses, I was always guided by personal learning preferences and recognizing the differing needs of my students.  
Thanks to Dr. Meyer, as I reflect on my curriculum development and teaching methodology history, I learned that my process has always related to aspects of different theories. My experience shows that I value brain-based differences addressed by Gardner’s multiple intelligences, Vygotsky’s constructivist beliefs that “full cognitive development requires social interaction” (Kearsley, 2005), the use of Ausubel’s cognitivist advanced organizers, and Roger’s humanist learning contracts. As evidenced throughout my curriculum development and teaching strategies, I strongly align with theorist J.P. Guilford who believed creativity is an “integral part of the whole of intelligence” (Whyte, 2001, p. 190).  
These components are also elements of my personal learning theory, Synergy, which is almost an equal mix of behaviorism, cognitivism, constructivism, humanism, and brain-based learning theories.  Elements of my original theory include concrete, measurable objectives (behaviorism), importance of schema theory (cognitivism), contextual, authentic learning (constructivism), appreciation of individual differences, needs, and experiential learning (humanism), and Gardner’s (2003) multiple intelligence gifts, sensory  and cooperative learning (brain-based).

My learning preferences dominate how I determine the curriculum needs and development process to maximize student learning. What is actually taught is guided by my personal curriculum theory, Spectrum, which builds from my learning theory, Synergy. The curriculum development for classes I taught was impacted by political, (i.e.: grades, accountability requirements), social (i.e.: collaborative team approach), and phenomenological (i.e.: application of personal experiences) influences. Through synthesizing the various themes, I was able to classify influential theorists, professors and peers into curriculum theory categories. These components define my curriculum theory, Spectrum:
	Themes
	Theorists
	Peer Influences

	Synergy is the Learning Theory which is the foundation of Spectrum Curriculum Theory
	

	Political – Resistance Theory
	Joseph Schwab
	Louis Watts

	Empowerment (Political)
	
	LeVene Olson, Rudy Pauley

	Collaborative (Autobiographical)
	Janet Miller, William Pinar
	Michael Cunningham, Frances Simone, Robin Lewis

	Technological (Data-driven)
	Gene Bottoms
	Lisa Heaton, Linda Spatig, Eric Lassiter

	Reconceptualist theme (Traditionalism)
	Mark Van Manen, Madeline Grumet
	

	Uniqueness (Phenomenological)
	Melinda Wagner
	Scott Nash, Betty Sias, Linda Spatig, Eric Lassiter

	Motivational: rigor, relevance, relationships, authentic, integrated & Multiple Intelligences (Phenomenological, Autobiographical & Aesthetic influence)
	Phillip Schlechty, J.P. Guilford, William Daggett, Howard Gardner
	Calvin Meyer, Jane McKee, Eric Lassiter, Ronald Childress, LeVene Olson, Betty Sias, LeAnne Olson, Sumeeta Patnaik, Joy Cline


Balancing the doctoral program courses, administrative position and later transition to a new career, and personal life required excellent organizational and time management skills. At times, I was taking 12 hours in a semester, working 60-70 hours per week, and juggling multiple assignments and projects. I developed a computerized Doctoral Time Log Action Plan that expanded my productivity through effective time management skills. I transferred this process for daily use in my current position, as well as trained several people in my workplace, Advanc-ED/North Central Association, to use this time log as an online project management tool. I developed a mini-curriculum with an interactive audio, visual training tool using Excel, Snag-it and Camtasia to teach the employees how to use this process.   
Dr. Calvin Meyer’s courses provide learning experiences that not only differentiated several learning and curriculum theories, but instilled discipline in extensive research-driven writing. Thanks to the structured writing routine, I feel prepared to efficiently complete the dissertation process. For these reasons, I believe I meet the Depth of Understanding (U) standard.
STANDARD SIX: REFLECTION  SUMMARY (RS)
· Criterion 6.1 – Synthesize material into one meaningful piece.

· Criterion 6.2 – Connect the doctoral program experiences with professional growth/development


Documented evidence, observation and interview data are synthesized for meaning at the end of an external team review of institutional accreditation or an individual’s portfolio reflection process. Likewise, as I reach the candidacy stage, I can identify several strength and improvement areas through this critical self-analysis. The final report of my personal doctoral accreditation would read:

Communication (CO), Collaboration (CL), Scholarship (S), Research (R), Depth of Understanding (U), and Reflection Summary (RS) standards and criteria are met. Strengths that have evolved through this learning experience include:

· Overcoming early obstacles 

· Conducting organized, structured presentations targeted to the learning and application needs of the participant(s).
· Enhancing networking and collaboration skills and overcoming differences 

· Evaluating and applying theory to practice

· Applying qualitative research methods and developing analysis systems

· Conducting, critically analyzing, and utilizing research for decision-making and problem-solving

· Managing time and increasing productivity and efficiency

· Balancing multiple roles of student, researcher, and professional career

· Expanding technology skills and integration of contextual applications
Lifelong learning will be a continual process. Areas of improvement to focus on will be:

· Enhance technical writing skills

· Attain additional teaching experiences in higher education
· Create and implement dissertation action plan 

· Conduct and disseminate research on accreditation, continuous improvement teams, and other initiatives

Dissemination of personal best practices to future doctoral students:

· Doctoral Time Log Action Plan

· Technological CD Portfolio Documentation Process

Dissemination of personal best practices to educational institutions:

· NCATE Technology Analysis Tool

It is hopeful the recommendation of this team is to grant “ABD” status to continue the doctoral journey to personal accreditation and move to the dissertation completion level.
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