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Behind the Door
My personal journey towards earning a doctorate in education began in the Master’s Program.  While working on a master’s in leadership studies, new ideas and information kept me absorbed in the classes.  After the initial fears of returning to the academic setting I found that I enjoyed the process of learning again and the different way to learn.  No longer were the classes prescriptive, but more self-directed.  I had an active part in my learning curve.  However, I went through a period of time in the master’s program where I was amazed at the information that was not shared during undergraduate work.  I was literally asking myself why didn’t they tell us this in undergrad?  
Looking back, the progressive path of the master’s program opened doors for numerous opportunities.  My quest for the unknown was also baited; after finishing the master’s program in 2003 it was apparent that if the previous two years were pieces to a puzzle not revealed in undergrad, then there were probably more pieces to be had.  Thus, I kept thinking about what was on the other side of the door.  Within a year curiosity got the best of me and I knocked on the door and was granted an interview for admission to begin the coursework towards a doctorate at Marshall University in the summer of 2004.  
The interview was slightly nerve wracking, slightly menacing, and yet non-descript at the same time.  The conference room on the second floor was full on that summer day with Dr. Eagle at the helm, and the placement of the doctoral staff at the dark wood table is still etched in my mind with Dr. Nicholson to my right.  The very last question was presented by Dr. Nicholson.  She asked with her challenging smile, if I believed that schooling and education was the same thing.  I firmly responded “No, I do not.”  As she smiled at my response, I thought “I am there!”   Thankfully, she did not ask me to elaborate, because it has taken the endeavor of several years and courses to articulate an intelligent response.
Theoretical Orientation
	With almost anything we do, there is often a chance that an albatross or thorn will present itself for reckoning.  In my case, that recognition occurred in a particular class taken during my first summer in the program.  I often recall the mantra that if I had taken that class first, I would have quit the program.   It was my fourth class and with the support of fellow classmates, we persevered.  As I approach this portion of the program, I look back on the curriculum theory class, not fondly, but grateful that it is there in my quiver among the arrows I can use to guide my work and life.
	In reflection, my response to identifying a personal theory in C & I 702 was both cavalier and young.  The indication in that paper was a parody of Tiger Woods’ reference to his ethnicity.  While he acknowledged all aspects of his heritage, I chose to merge five theories I called tradpophen postbio (traditional, political, phenomenological, poststructuralist and autobiographical).  It served a purpose at the time but has not proven to be beneficial.  
	Stepping back and revisiting the concept of a personal theory with a slightly seasoned lens has been helpful.  Many forces have initiated shifts in focus.  Trying to realistically look reflectively at self – possessing a questioning nature, desiring options and having a preference for not being pigeon-holed – has lead me toward the foundation of post-modernism/critical theory.  Reviewing my doctoral coursework and class notes revealed consistency and patterns both academically and professionally to support this trend toward post-modernist and critical theory ideals.  An additional seal- the-deal was discovered when I reviewed my theoretical framework for the master’s program capstone; there it was again, critical theory/post-modern meshed in my work.  
	Burning tears welled as if everything were falling into place, a comfort level being re-established.  The possibilities of having choices, the questioning status quo and thinking for oneself seem to steer my thought processes.  It is these crucial gaps between what we say we are doing in public education and the reality of the work that underlie my association with these theories.  As referenced by Hummell, (2006) “Dare to think! Or: Dare to Think for Yourself! Even: Dare to be wise!”  However, I must add that elements of servant leadership theory add an extra spice in my foundation.  Incorporating the empowerment and the provisions of opportunities for others to be successful plays an important part in my philosophical direction as well.  The postmodern acknowledgement that many theories can be present simultaneously and guide my educational growth has also allowed me to validate multiple view points.
	I see critical theory orientation as being beneficial as I look forward to future tasks in both the doctoral program and my profession.  As the job of conducting research approaches, I see the ideals of this theory being the foundation for looking beyond the obvious, searching for answers and solutions among a variety of options.  To meld both the latter part of my doctoral studies and my profession, I have been watching a fast moving change in public education of which I have mixed emotions.  While I personally embraced the method of online classes mixed with live class meetings in the college setting, I have questions concerning online courses as a means for credit recovery for high school students who are already struggling.  My concern is rooted in whether this style of learning fits student needs and the influence this type of course design will have on instructional leadership.  As new opportunities present themselves from this point forward, I am armed with the processes to evaluate these issues and the tools to continue to learn.        
Professional Growth
	Both professional and academic development have been felt in exponential terms.  Instead of blocks upon blocks, there were multiple layers upon layers in growth.  Often the perception of growth is a progressive one of forward movement.  While acknowledging the forward momentum of my education, the additional growth that I have experienced is a downward spiral of excavation, digging deeper under the surface levels of my own understanding.  I have learned that one can remain in the same place and enjoy deeper, rooted meaning, as well as advancement.  
I have also found in this program that information gained can also come bubbling up through the well of knowledge like an oil rig, coming out your mouth and shocking yourself that you have the wherewithal to contribute to the conversation.  That strange phenomenon happened during my second summer in a special topics class on constitutional law with Dr. Nicholson and Dr. Toth.  During comparison of legal works, I was able to pull out the concept of hegemony from previous classes and apply the relevance.  This particular light bulb instance was in conversation with the professors and I had no apparent ability to hold the moment in check; I blurted out “Now I get it; it’s hegemony” which was a true wow moment.  That particular moment was a reality check of relevance in the coursework.
Leadership
	I have been able to implement elements of critical theory, spiced with servant leadership in the professional realm of my life.  Through leadership roles and administrative positions I have incorporated the aspect of questioning and exploration to bring options and a broader perspective to the numerous activities of which I have been involved.  As I am maturing into these different roles, the quality of adding depth to the process is an aspect in which I feel I have improved.  This gain in strength is credited to the coursework involving theory classes, ethics and the breadth of reading that has been associated with the doctoral program.  Often, each reading, assignment and discussion literally incorporated another layer on which to continue to build the knowledge base.  With each layer, I have tucked away the lessons learned, imagining a time and place for future use.  My summer reading quest is an outcome of that extended reading, using that time to read identified classics and biographies that I missed in high school, college, and life.    
An area in which I have also used strength from servant leadership is in the job of providing and empowering teachers with the tools to improve.  The “what can I do for you?” mindset has proven to be a valuable asset in my job.  In most cases the “what can I do?” results in a collaboration of multiple layers of opportunities where the colleagues work their way through the process.  At any time when I can help someone help herself, I feel that I have added an additional layer to my learning, again tucking it away in my mind’s file cabinet for future use.
Academics
“Begin with the End in Mind” (Covey, 1990)
	There are two strong instances in the maze of coursework where I thought that certain classes should have cut to the chase and started with the end or skipped to the last assignment. On reflecting, I can see I was looking through the cross-hairs of impatience and overconfidence. Both EDF 711 (Research Design) and EDF 625 (Qualitative Research) were courses that felt disjointed.  For the most part I clearly did not feel I knew what was going on until the last assignment in each class; in hindsight this was probably by design.  In EDF 711 with Dr. Cunningham, each class was personally perceived as a stand-alone segment with no connectivity.  However, when we read the last book in the survey kit, everything that was segmented fell right into place and made sense.  
In EDF 625 I was allowed to express in the beginning of the class that the whole notion of qualitative was fluffy and shifty like quicksand under my feet.  I truly could not digest what was going on and was uncomfortable with the process.  Dr. Debela allowed me to own my concerns and coaxed me along the way until the culminating research activity when, again, everything fell into place.  Both of those classes took me out of my comfort zone and by design, helped me to mature in the program. 
Scholarly Activities
	It took several classes before I truly experienced that the faculty viewed students as colleagues of whom we could be candid and open.  Once the perceived barrier was withdrawn, the enjoyment in the process of this journey was tangible.  The reciprocity of relationship between student and faculty was apparent for research and academic requirements.
	To fulfill requirements for The Superintendency class (LS 700) with Dr. Jones, I submitted a position paper on the appropriate role of testing in public schools.  This paper was presented during a student panel forum at the Superintendent’s Conference in July of 2006 at Snowshoe, WV.  This was my first presentation and I can say that all seven on the panel were concerned about presenting to the county superintendents of WV and especially concerned that our own superintendent would be present.  As luck would have it, mine was there in the audience and I still managed to present my topic clearly and concisely.  
	Additionally, at the same conference previously mentioned, Lisa Beck and I, under the direction of Dr. Nicholson presented a study titled “Needs of First Year Principals” to county superintendents.  Dr. Nicholson had asked both of us in class to consider working with her on this study.  This was one of those moments when you are at the right place at the right time.  Of course, for requirements of the program we both agreed.  Our time slot was 45 minutes and a respectable number of individuals in the audience.  We had the support of our fellow students who attended as we presented to superintendents and RESA directors.  This presentation at Snowshoe was the warm-up before the big game.  
	Dr. Nicholson was submitting the needs-of-first-year-principals study as a proposal to the NCPEA conference to be held in Lexington, KY in August of 2006.  It was this interaction with a conference that I really learned how things worked.  The proposal to present had to be limited to an abstract that would fit on a candy wrapper.  The constraints of 150 or so words tightened our ability to write specifically.  After several revisions under the watchful eye of Dr. Nicholson, we got it right.  We submitted, were accepted and on our way to Lexington, KY.  At this conference we, the two students, thought we had 40 minutes to present.  However, the finer print in the program revealed that each 40 minute time slot covered two presentations. Once again, we tightened up and delivered our address in 20 minutes.  This cooperative work with the lead professor and a student colleague was another opportunity of growth.  The experience in Lexington at the NCPEA conference was also an awesome reality check for me personally.  Many of the presenters at the conference were the individuals being referenced in my work in the doctoral program.  To be able to see the actual authors in person was a checkpoint for me in knowing that the study had relevance and attachment to real people, another wow moment.
	At the MUGC Fall 2006 Doctoral Seminar several of the students who co-presented at the Lexington NCPEA conference were asked to participate on a panel discussion about working with faculty on the qualifying assessment requirement.  The panel articulated our experiences from that conference, including the one of watching one of our own professors go into spar-mode with an unfamiliar professor for attacking her students.  While it was a professional spar, it was enlightening to observe the poise and wit of which she engaged.
	 One of the requirements for the Qualitative Research (EDF 625) class was to become involved in a piece of qualitative research.  Dr. Debela arranged the class into groups to conduct this research.  My group consisted of A. Knapp, J. Mayo, J. Mays, L. Rinehart and me.  After discussing several ideas within the group I mentioned the discussion that Knapp, Mayo and I were having at the MUGC Fall 2008 Doctoral Seminar.  From that discussion we completed a study we called “Listening and Labeling Language: A Surreptitious Study of Words.”  This activity involved each researcher’s going to five separately identified retail stores and observing adults and their interaction with the children with them.  Our original hypothesis for this clandestine study did not pan out as we expected.  In fact, we ended up with an entirely different finding that surprised most of us.  Dr. Debela praised our efforts and felt our work was worthy of publication.  This experience netted numerous opportunities for growth.  The going out in the field to gather the information in secret was a learning experience.  Putting five sets of data together, learning to operate as a group using a wiki, and coming together with a culminating and relevant research paper was another incident to file away for future use. 
	In the winter of 2009 Dr. Nicholson offered me an opportunity to participate in a qualitative research project for the Edvantia group along with another student colleague, Gina Taylor.  This project involved a culminating study of the Ohio High School Transformation Initiative (OHSTI) paid for through grants from the KnowledgeWorks Foundation and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.  Interviews were conducted in three different Ohio schools identified as KnowledgeWorks schools.   The Lima City High School in Lima, Ohio interviews were conducted in April, 2009 over a two day period.  Data were gathered through guided questions and open discussion with directors, administrators, and the superintendent.  Dr. Nicholson, Gina and I used the transcribed interview data and yearly progress data to prepare a report for Edvantia on the effectiveness of the schools after three years in the KnowledgeWorks initiative.  While the process of open ended discussion proved to be valuable and a learning experience, the most useful by-product from this project was how the direction of a project can turn when the locus of control is not your own.   
	In the spring of 2009 I had the opportunity to work cooperatively with Dr. Nicholson on the capstone course of the master’s program.  In the LS 685 Portfolio class I assisted students in the development of their portfolio papers for presentation.  This required providing feedback on submitted drafts and giving constructive criticism on the direction of their writing.  
Area of Emphasis
	I find it ironic that I chose education law as my area of emphasis when I constantly keep in the forefront of my mind the above question.  The entire framework of education is cocooned by education law, statues, codes and policies; yet, I am constantly wondering how I can circumvent one or more of the above to help students, parents or teachers.  Without causing concern, I do operate my professional and personal life within the confines of limitations set by law, but not without questions.  The whole process of legalities remains of interest.   
	One of the concerns in public schools to which much attention is paid to is circumstances surrounding free speech and the schoolhouse.  The courts have ruled that student rights do not dissipate when the student walks through the entryway of the school.  However, the complexity of rules and the conundrum of maintaining an institution that is mired in a tradition of training the masses to conform to the few (authority) has proven to have a dramatic connection to the web of policy and regulations.     Order and conformity have long been hidden agendas of schooling from early Dame schools to common schools (Kaestle, 1983).  It is how we work in these confines that fascinate me.
So what?
As I begin to embark on a new phase of the doctoral program, I feel that the coursework and the qualifying assessments have come down to this two word question: “So what?”  This was one of the first things learned in the introductory course of the doctoral program.  As we reviewed dissertations in that course and took them on as our own, we searched for the “big deal.”  Well, the circle is somewhat complete as I come to this part of the journey where I will have to find my own big deal and answer the “so what?” question. 
Am I ready to take this next step?  In my mind the answer to this question looks like a contest of tug of war, two strong sides pulling in opposite directions.  This conflict involves chomping-at-the-bit to get going, coupled with one healthy dose of fear in the form of separation anxiety.  It is comforting to know that my support network is going to be there when I need them.  I have respect for the preparation and groundwork that has been delivered throughout this program.  I know that there is more to learn, more to question and more to add to the foundation that has already been cemented.  If working with the doctoral staff at MUGC in the qualifying assessment portion of the doctoral program is any indication, then the next step should not be anything to fear.  In the world of carpentry, the footer has been poured; now it is up to me to raise the roof.  
In closing, to answer Dr. Nicholson’s pivotal question: anyone can be schooled, from a complex task to a simple assembly that is repeated over and over. The movement from schooling to education, however, comes in the form of individuals’ having questions and taking an active role in their own learning. It takes a desire to achieve an education.  Maybe it is the “what if?” question that moves us beyond just being schooled.  
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