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I earned my Education Specialist degree from Marshall University in December of 2003, and I quit the cooperative doctoral program the next semester after a personal tragedy, one week before sitting for comprehensive exams.  I thought I would start back in a year, and then I thought maybe I could start back in two years, and then I decided that I would never be ready.  My thinking and memory were muddled, and I believed that I had forgotten everything that I had learned.  I even lost my old course notebooks when I moved from one house to another.  
However, in March of 2009, Dr. Anderson sent me a message that I needed to get started again, and I realized he was right.  I mention this not only to thank a kind mentor, but also because it became part of the personal realization that I made during the portfolio process.  I still felt very inadequate and questioned whether I could regain the critical thinking, research, and writing skills to immerse myself back into doctoral studies and earn a degree.  However, as I progressed through my portfolio activities, I began to understand that I had possessed the skills and knowledge to perform all of them, and in fact, had been using these assets in daily life.  Finally, I understood that the portfolio was an opportunity to demonstrate the skills associated with educational scholarship.
When I first began graduate work toward a doctorate in higher education leadership studies in fall 1999, even before my admission into the cooperative doctoral program in October 2000, I immediately started analyzing my own leadership style and the manner in which I interacted with others in comparison with the leadership styles I was studying.  I was a fledgling administrator in those days, having worked for less than a year as Director of Developmental Education at a rural community and technical college.  I felt insecure asserting my opinion in groups of managers, college administrators, faculty members—really, in every group.  Learning about leadership styles in various courses, I integrated characteristics of many of them, particularly team leadership and servant leadership (Northouse, 1997), with my natural transformational leadership style.  This application of leadership techniques inspired by my doctoral studies improved my experience of working in higher education leadership.  
I acquired a great deal of helpful information in other courses, as well.  I know how a higher education institution functions, including administration, fund-raising, legal issues, political aspects, organization, current issues and trends, history, finance.  I know this information from much research, discussion, and writing about these subjects in my classes.  Over the years, this information has served me well in my job.  Others undoubtedly grow weary of hearing me quote various research studies, yet I have learned to rely on the basic information I have stored away as a background for my everyday actions as a higher education faculty member and administrator.
Of course, I have also incorporated the research process itself as the basis for my decisions and determinant for my actions.  Since beginning my doctoral studies, I have performed a great deal of research in my own field of developmental education based upon the techniques that I have learned through my graduate courses.  I know the important texts, journals, studies, and websites to access the information I need.  Through the doctoral program, I have learned how to do both quantitative and qualitative research, and I have honed my writing skills, as well.  
In the long hiatus between my original coursework and my acceptance into Marshall University’s doctoral program in the summer of 2009, I did not realize how much I had learned.  As I have said, I doubted that I possessed the skills to resume my studies successfully.  That summer was a time of self-realization in many ways as my husband and I also embarked upon a month-long motorcycle tour of the western United States that I refer to as the Great Western Adventure.  I practiced with many trips, first quick rides and then increasingly longer ones, before I ventured upon the Great Western Adventure.  Graduate school has involved a similar process: I took many classes, engaged in research, participated in good discussions, and wrote various papers.  Like all the short and gradually lengthening motorcycle trips before I dared a lengthy trip into unknown territory, all these activities built knowledge and skills that prepared me for the work to follow.
On our Harley Ultra Classic that summer, my husband and I traveled down the Natchez Trace, across the Midwest, through the Southwest, up the coast of California and Oregon, and then back across the Northern United States to West Virginia.  In the process, I discovered a fearless, adventurous, spontaneous side to myself that I never suspected.  Just as I uncovered new aspects of my personality on the motorcycle journey, I learned about myself during the portfolio activities.  Through my portfolio activities, I realized that I have truly internalized the knowledge and skills gained during my doctoral studies.  I am ready to begin the dissertation process and eventually move into the professional world with my doctoral degree as an equal with other newly-minted scholars.
As I began the portfolio, my first activity was to co-author a proposal for submission and co-present at a regional or national conference with a faculty member.  I had already presented at several regional and national conferences, so I knew I could do this one.  Like the relatively first short leg of my trip down Natchez Trace, it seemed fairly easy—the only challenge with the Natchez Trace was actually watching for wildlife to run across the road and tolerating the unusual heat wave that was developing.  
When I discovered that Dr. Meisel, like me, had taught developmental education, she seemed like a natural choice for a faculty partner, and working with her was a true delight.  My first realization about myself came when talking with Dr. Meisel about a topic.  I was already doing research on my own comparing web-based and more traditional classroom-based courses.  That was the key—I was already doing the research.  I had internalized not only the habit of sharing my research with others, but also the habit of doing research, the idea of designing my own study and carrying it out.  We presented our study results to good reviews this past March at both the NADE 2010 (National Association for Developmental Education) and Innovations 2010 (League for Innovation in the Community College) national conferences.
Even though I had presented at conferences before, the NADE presentation was far better than those previous efforts.  In addition to initial findings from our study, the presentation incorporated research on best pedagogical practices in a web-based format and on effective adult learning techniques.  We drew attendees into the presentation and encouraged them to share their own effective web practices, and the participation was so enthusiastic that the moderator had to ask attendees to leave fifteen minutes after the presentation should have ended.  I learned the importance of basing a presentation upon concrete research and the importance of sharing and exchanging ideas with colleagues.  In the lively exchange of ideas following our presentation, I acquired some useful information to enhance my own web-based course design.
The second portfolio activity I attempted was co-teaching a course with a faculty member.  Like the second leg of my Great Western Adventure, it was also a great confidence-builder.  One part of the trip I had been dreading was a side-trek to ride to the top of Pike’s Peak.  I had traveled by rail to the top previously, and I remember looking out the windows at the dirt road with its severe switchbacks, many of them dangling over a precipice with no guardrails. I learned something about facing my fears on that trip, and I look proud in the photos taken at the top of Pike’s Peak.  
Likewise, with my co-teaching portfolio activity, I had to build up my courage.  After my attempts to set up an arrangement were rejected by several faculty members, Dr. Anderson allowed me to co-teach his fall 2009 Higher Education Governance course.  I felt quite nervous about co-teaching with a faculty member of this caliber.  Nevertheless, as I was doing the work, I found myself thinking: I know how to do this.  As Dr. Anderson and I began to revise and update the course, which had been offered previously, I was able to find current and relevant literature to replace dated references.  When I taught the history of the West Virginia Community and Technical College system, I researched the topic carefully and added current information.  I felt confident when I presented the topic, and I encouraged student interaction during the class session.  Once again, my previous graduate coursework had prepared me for this task.
During the time when I was working on the conference proposals and preparing to co-teach the course, I also started working on some final graduate courses that I needed.  The first two were Research Design and Ethical Theory.  I really did come to understand during those classes and through the portfolio activities that I could still think critically, still write well, and still do research.  
I moved on to my next portfolio activity, to co-author an article with Dr. Meisel discussing the results of our study of web-based versus classroom-based student success.  This article had to be worked in with my coursework in Advanced Qualitative Research and Institutional Advancement, and it was slow going as a result.  I wrote a draft and put it aside for a long time.  Like the West Coast part of my motorcycle trip, it required great resolution to continue.  In California, I struggled through 120 degree heat in Death Valley and then shivered under layers of warm clothing on the Pacific Coast and in the Redwood Forest, but I maintained a good attitude (mostly), got up every day, got dressed, packed my tiny allotment of clothing, and got back on that bike.  
The article was something of the same experience.  During this time period, I felt buried in work, and Dr. Meisel struggled with some personal challenges of her own, but our perseverance led to a satisfactory result.  I am so proud of the article that we authored, a mixed-methods case study examining the success of web-based vs. traditional classroom-based courses over a three-year period within the framework of challenges inherent with web-based courses.  At the rural community and technical college where we performed the study, several disciplines, including developmental English and developmental mathematics, exhibited significant differences in student success rates between web-based and classroom-based courses in the quantitative component of the study.  
We then performed a qualitative study to determine how faculty members had responded to challenges associated with web-based courses that had been cited in the literature. Faculty members teaching web courses at the institution that we studied cited pedagogy and institutional support techniques to address various web-based challenges.  We discussed these in the context of adult learning techniques, web-based pedagogy, and developmental education.  The article is a piece of solid, research-based scholarship, and I know now that I am competent to perform this important academic role in the future.
During the summer of 2010, as I took my last two courses, Survey Research in Education and Introduction to Study in the Humanities, I began work on my remaining portfolio activities.  One was to design a course in collaboration with a faculty member.  I had designed courses before, so I felt more confident about this activity.  The problem at this point was time management, for I knew that I had to complete my portfolio by mid-semester this fall in order to begin my dissertation in January.  The course that I designed was a web-based Reading Comprehension course.  As a resource, I relied on Technology and Engineering Department Chair Carol Howerton at my institution.  She assisted me with such topics as successful web-based assessment techniques and setting assignment deadlines, for example.  I knew the course material already, so the learning curve was really the web-related topics.  By now, I was not surprised that I possessed the skills I needed to perform this activity successfully; in fact, I designed a second course, Basic Green, on a contract basis for the West Virginia Community and Technical College System after designing this one.  
The second course is based on the I-BEST model as piloted in Washington State as well as upon the Middle College model used in West Virginia, and it incorporates a cohort-based, learning community approach.  This course includes both students with a high school degree who need additional remediation (developmental education) before attempting college-level work and students who are pursuing a GED, and several components of the course are team-taught with a college faculty member and an ABE teacher.  These components include Reading Comprehension, Beginning Composition, and Basic Mathematics.  The course also includes an Introduction to College component, taught by a college counselor, that features affective skills such as time management, motivation, and study skills along with college-orientation type information.  The college counselor will work with students individually, as well, to help them design an education and career plan and to deliver additional workshops related to affective skills, employment searching, and financial aid.  
The final component of Basic Green is an Introduction to Green Technology course that I researched and developed.  Beginning with course goals, I developed a course outline that included basic information on sustainability; field trips to sites in the region employing various types of green technology; and visits from faculty members, architects, environmental enforcement workers, and various other practitioners in the field of green technical careers.  The course culminates in the development and presentation of each student’s individual green education and career plan.  Various components of the Green Basics course can be fast-tracked or combined, depending on the needs and resources of individual community and technical colleges, and students can earn college credit, if desired, while they also work on a GED.  Following the Middle College model, the ABE teacher will offer tutoring to students in the cohort (mandatory for students who perform poorly in a class) and supervise additional computer-based remediation, as well.  I love this course; even though I approached it initially with skepticism, I have designed a model that I believe will work well for a particular group of students.  My doctoral studies gave me the skills and the confidence that I needed to pursue a major project such as Basic Green design.
Unfortunately, the most recent part of my portfolio activities reminds me of my motorcycle journey up the Columbia River.  We began that day with pleasant sightseeing trips of the waterfalls and beautiful scenery at the mouth of the river and even stopped to view salmon swimming up a ladder at the dam there.  This pleasurable lollygagging around led to a long thirteen-hour day in heat that climbed quickly to 115 degrees when we left the mouth of the Columbia and followed the river up into Oregon.  We had to get to Idaho that day in order to reach Yellowstone by the date of our reservations.  Exhausted, we reached Idaho that night at 9:30 vowing never again to leave such a long drive to the last minute. 
Likewise, I had begun the last part of my portfolio activities months ago, when I had plenty of time to pursue it.  I was to do some additional research to update and prepare for publication a lecture that Dr. Nicholson had written.  The initial research went quickly, and I compiled a large file of articles and a couple of good books that I knew included the right materials.  Unfortunately, I spent many months focusing on my class work and the other portfolio activities and discovered that my time for actually sitting down with the research and doing the article work was now very brief.  What should have been the easiest assignment for someone with a master’s degree in English, after all, became difficult through poor time management.  This time, as I worked on the article, I had to deliberately keep coaching myself: You know how to do this; you can do it.  I did know how to analyze an article, of course, how to look at the various types of sources used, how to determine if those sources were dated, and how to find additional sources.  I know how to cite additional sources and summarize the ideas found there and insert prose in the appropriate place to strengthen an argument.
I did complete the article, and the other portfolio activities as well, and the final six classes required before applying for candidacy.  I was foolish to cram so many activities within such a short time frame without scheduling each very specifically within a particular period of weeks, and I hope I have learned better time management skills from this experience that will serve me when writing my dissertation.  Practicing the activities required of a scholar—sharing with colleagues, teaching, researching, designing courses, writing, collaborating—has been a wonderful learning experience. With a great sense of satisfaction, I can say that I do possess the skills to succeed in higher education leadership, and that I have demonstrated these skills through the performance of my portfolio activities.  
Like my Great Western Adventure—when I discovered my latent fearless, adventurous, and spontaneous qualities—my Great Portfolio Adventure has been a voyage of self-discovery.  I have examined my knowledge and skills and tested them.  I am confident that I am a leader who possesses the necessary knowledge in the field of higher education administration and who has honed the research and writing skills necessary for success in higher education scholarship.  I am ready for the next big adventure as I apply for formal candidacy and begin my dissertation.
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