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Introduction

Concluding the coursework in the Doctoral Program in Curriculum and Instruction, I face the challenge of reflecting on personal experiences and development.  As I review notes and comments collected about each class, one stands out as the most influential on my career as an early childhood educator.  

I enrolled in CI-632, Early Childhood Education Programs, in the summer ’07 semester.  This class examined multiple curriculum models specific to early childhood education.  The required text for the course particularly emphasized the creative-play model and its role in the development of the whole child.

Research suggests that one component of an early childhood classroom that is crucial in the development of the whole child is play.  Similarly, the Doctoral Program fosters the development of the whole student through the residency portfolio requirements.  Continuous enrollment, participation in doctoral seminars, collaboration with faculty and fellow students, and being involved in research and scholarship endeavors have all led to my growth and development as a student and professional.

The concepts presented throughout CI-632 have proven to have had a strong influence on my teaching practices.  Therefore, I have chosen the text from this class, Early Childhood Curriculum: A Creative-Play Model by Carol E. Catron and Jan Allen, to provide a framework for my reflection.  I present a comparison between the impact play has on development of the whole child and the impact the Doctoral Program has had on my development as a whole student. 

Fostering the Development of the Whole Child

“Play is vital to the development of all facets of the young child’s emerging self.”

Catron & Allen, 2008, p. 28


Research indicates that the inclusion of play within the early childhood curriculum promotes all six aspects of children’s development – personal awareness, emotional well-being, socialization, communication, cognition, and perceptual motor skills.  These domains overlap and interconnect, as opposed to being mutually exclusive (Catron & Allen, 2008).  

In conjunction with the course work, the portfolio requirement has fostered my growth and development as a whole student within these same six domains.  These developmental domains were interwoven throughout the program as I capitalized on each opportunity for collaboration, scholarship and research, and increased depth of understanding.  An early childhood program that supports the development of the whole child does not isolate each aspect, but supports and encourages development in each aspect simultaneously (Catron & Allen, 2008).  The Doctoral Program combined these aspects as well, creating a climate supportive of my development as an emerging doctoral candidate.

Personal Awareness

“Play supports children as they develop independence and achieve mastery and control over their environment.”

 Catron & Allen, 2008, p. 30


Children who are given opportunities to explore their environments and practice daily living and self-help skills acquire feelings of competence and independence (Catron & Allen, 2008).  Similarly, the portfolio requires the exploration of scholarship opportunities, continual research practice, and depth of understanding that has increased my overall competence as an educational professional.


In the fall ’07 semester, I had the opportunity to participate in the Merit Instructional Software Research project with Dr. Samuel Securro, Dr. Jerry Jones, and a fellow doctoral candidate.  Most of the quantitative data for this research had already been collected and analyzed.  However, Dr. Securro wished to strengthen the findings by adding a qualitative piece to the study.  I was entrusted with the qualitative part by conducting teacher interviews, analyzing data, and reporting my findings, along with a review of research, in the form of an article entitled, Teacher Perceptions of Effectiveness and Context of Computer-Based Instruction.  Throughout the process, Dr. Securro provided the perfect balance of guidance and freedom.  


Upon completion of the research project, a proposal to present this paper was submitted for review to the 2008 Technology, Reading and Learning Diversity Conference (TRLD) in San Francisco, CA.  I was overjoyed by the acceptance of the proposal.  In anticipation of the upcoming national conference, I began work with Dr. Securro on a PowerPoint presentation.  I was responsible for presenting the qualitative findings along with a part of the quantitative findings.  Conducting this research and presenting at a national conference opened a new door for me in the field of education.  This first-hand exploration and experience fostered a sense of scholarly competence, supported my emerging independence, and increased my personal awareness and confidence of my role as a doctoral student.
Emotional Well-Being

“Play promotes children’s inner growth and self-realization….”

Catron & Allen, 2008, p. 30 


Through play, children are given opportunities to get to know themselves.  As they become aware of themselves as autonomous, unique individuals, relationships and self-development are enhanced (Catron & Allen, 2008).  Likewise, throughout this program I have become more knowledgeable about myself.  I have begun to realize the multiple ways I can contribute to the field of education.

Although I had now gotten my feet wet with research and scholarship, I was still a novice.  The opportunity for continued growth in the area of research presented itself most recently as the final assignment in EDF-625, Qualitative Research in Education, taught by Dr. Nega Debela.  In this assignment I was to conduct a qualitative study with a small group of fellow students.  There were no guidelines for this project, which allowed me more autonomy with my ideas and methods.  At the same time, completing this assignment with the assistance of four other students provided me with support and inspiration.  Through group discussions, live and via a group blog, we identified a research topic.


Our goal was to determine, based upon current research, the types of informal literacy experiences children are exposed to and the effect on language and literacy development.  We conducted anonymous parallel observations of conversations between adults and children in a local retail chain.  The data are currently being analyzed and the findings determined.  Dr. Debela has approached our group with the possibility of submitting this research for publication, something we intend as our next step.

This additional research experience promoted self-realization of my role as a researcher.  It also provided me the opportunity to grow emotionally through collaboration with fellow students.  My self-knowledge increased with regard to my contributions as a member of a collaborative research team.  As I allowed myself to listen, work cooperatively with others and concede to group ideas, I became more confident in my ability to conduct research and collaborate effectively.  This endeavor not only provided the opportunity to apply the skills acquired in coursework, but also developed a sense of security and competence necessary for future research and collaboration.

Socialization

“Play provides an avenue for social development.”

Catron & Allen, 2008, p. 31


Research discusses how play promotes socialization, thus enhancing a child’s sense of belonging.  Socialization is fostered by giving children opportunities to assume the role of others and then allowing them to participate in important decisions (Catron & Allen, 2008).  Marshall’s Doctoral Program advanced my social development by encouraging collaboration between faculty members and fellow students.  These collaborations resulted in my increased sense of belonging to the higher education profession.  

I was fortunate to collaborate with Dr. Jeanette Lee-Farmer in the instruction of CISP-626, Assessment in Special Education, at the Erma Byrd Educational Center in Beckley.  Dr. Lee-Farmer embraced the true collaborative nature of this endeavor.  She allowed me to assume the role of colleague by actively involving me in each step of the process from planning the course and syllabus, to implementing instruction, to assessing students and to assisting with assigning grades.  Our travel time gave us the opportunity to socialize and reflect each night after class.  Dr. Lee-Farmer provided constructive feedback and consistent encouragement.

One of my professional goals is to pursue a career in higher education.  Co-teaching with Dr. Lee-Farmer only affirmed this goal.  Throughout this course, I developed more confidence and skill with regard to teaching adults.  After the first class, Dr. Lee indicated that she was impressed with me.  She described my demeanor as professional, yet approachable.  She now considered me a colleague.  This experience was a turning point in my program.

Dr. Lee-Farmer served as my advisor and mentor throughout my undergraduate program at West Virginia State University and the process of progressing from a student to a colleague was remarkable.  I am extremely fortunate to have had the opportunity to collaborate with a mentor and earn her respect, not only as her student, but also as a fellow professional.  I had transcended the role of student and was on the way to the role of colleague.

Following this experience, I had the opportunity to collaborate with another faculty member.  I enthusiastically volunteered to assist with a project led by Dr. Ron Childress.  Jackson Kelly, a local law firm, had implemented a mentor program at Piedmont Elementary: Jackson Kelly Education Elevators Program (JKEEP).  In an effort to ensure sustainability of their program, Jackson Kelly enlisted the assistance of Marshall University Graduate College (MUGC), specifically Dr. Childress, to devise an evaluation plan to monitor their success. 


At the onset of this project, I worked on a team with four fellow students to develop a logic model for the program.  I collaborated to develop the necessary elements of this model -- inputs, project components, short-term outcomes, and long-term outcomes.  The result was a thorough, straightforward logic model that encompassed the scope of JKEEP.  Although the possibility of surveying or interviewing students, teachers, and Jackson-Kelly personnel involved with the program was discussed, the ending of the school year interrupted further development of the JKEEP evaluation plan.  However, I was fortunate enough to continue this research in a subsequent class assignment.  Survey Research in Education, EDF-711, taught by Dr. Childress, followed my work on the JKEEP project.  The culminating assignment in this course was to create a written survey.  With the approval of Dr. Childress, I chose to continue my work on the JKEEP evaluation plan by creating a survey for the personnel involved from Jackson Kelly.  

The goal of the survey was to identify areas of strengths and weaknesses in the program in order to better meet the needs of the participating students at Piedmont Elementary.  Dr. Childress encouraged me to move forward with the next step – administration.  The survey was administered to Jackson Kelly personnel and the data are currently being analyzed.  I look forward to continuing this research and collaborating with MUGC, Jackson Kelly and Piedmont Elementary.

From the onset of this project, I was involved in the decision making process for creating an evaluation plan.  I was also trusted to continue the project autonomously, which again supported a sense of belonging to the higher education profession.  As my social development progressed, so did my confidence as a contributing member in the field of education.
Communication

“Play facilitates the development of many language skills by providing a natural setting that is conducive to sharing thoughts, emotions, and novel ideas.”

Catron & Allen, 2008, p. 31


Play provides children opportunities to communicate more effectively, to understand each other, and to utilize verbal and nonverbal skills.  Through play, children communicate needs, ideas and wishes (Catron & Allen, 2008). 


My communication skills with fellow doctoral students were enhanced through the bi-annual Student/Faculty seminars.  Opportunities were provided for me to communicate with fellow students and faculty about current events, upcoming coursework, and professional activities.  I also gained a more comprehensive understanding of the program through the variety of sessions presented by fellow students and faculty.  These sessions provided suggestions for collaborations with faculty, ideas for portfolio preparation and presentation, and tips for writing for publication.


During the fall ’07 and spring ’08 seminars, I volunteered to serve as a planning committee member.  The planning committees consisted of faculty members and fellow students from various programs.  The mix of personalities, interests and expertise on these committees provided a wealth of ideas and suggestions for seminar agendas.


On the fall ’07 committee, I was eager to participate in planning and implementing the next seminar.  I contributed to the development of the agenda and the types of presentations and organizing the raffle for the ending session.  I also learned more about the tasks involved in organizing these seminars.  My involvement on the next planning committee in spring ’08 provided more opportunities for participation.  I held a more active role in planning the agenda for this seminar and was invited to communicate with fellow students as a member of the student panel.  The objective of the student panel was to provide a candid question and answer session that was strictly doctoral student-driven.  It was a privilege for me to share my experiences and advice with my fellow students.  


Each seminar that I attended continued to provide opportunities for increased communication among fellow students and faculty members.  These informal, yet informational seminars each semester proved to be a valuable and an enjoyable way to become acquainted with others, share ideas and information, and communicate in a social atmosphere outside the classroom.  From the initial seminar, I began developing a network with fellow students.  This network afforded me the necessary support to develop as a student, a professional, and an individual.  I will continue to rely on and build on these relationships long after graduation.
Cognition

“Play allows young children to actively engage the environment, to work through internal and interpersonal conflicts, and to attend to intellectual and cognitive tasks.”









Catron & Allen, 2008, p. 32


Young childrens’ memory, thinking and problem solving skills are developed through play.  Play involves active learning through observation, investigation, and interactions with others (Catron & Allen, 2008).  My coursework has advanced my cognitive abilities.  Through synthesis of concepts, theories, trends and best practices, I have deepened my understanding of curriculum and instruction.


Students in the Doctoral Program are encouraged to take LS-719, Introduction to Doctoral Studies, within the first year of the program.  This course lays the foundation on which the rest of the program is built.  I took this course in fall ’06, my first semester.


On the first night of class, I was given the Doctoral Program in Education Student and Faculty Handbook.  As I perused the handbook, I was eager to embark on my doctoral journey that I knew would be challenging, but full of rewards.  This class took us from enrollment to dissertation in one semester.  I learned about bits and pieces of the program, not too much, but just enough to elicit a level of excitement, motivation, and momentum that has carried me through two years of coursework.  This class provided the groundwork for my doctoral pursuits, by explaining the nuances of the program. 


All of my coursework supported my cognitive and intellectual growth.  I was provided opportunities to not only broaden my knowledge base with regard to curriculum and instruction, but also to gain a deeper understanding of myself, my teaching and my learning.  Each class promoted active learning through evaluation and synthesis of material.  However, two classes provided more opportunities for curriculum investigation and interactions with fellow students – CI-702, Curriculum Theories and CI-703, Theories, Models and Research of Teaching.  


In the summer ’07 semester, I enrolled in CI-702, taught by Dr. Calvin Meyer.  This class provided an historic overview of curriculum and education and an in-depth investigation into the major curriculum theories.  During this class, I considered four aspects of education -- the individual, society, the school and teaching and learning.  I examined each aspect through the lens of a particular theory.  Through reflections and discussions, I gained a deeper understanding of the foundation of education and curriculum influences.  


The final assignment required me to apply this understanding by developing a personal curriculum theory.  Although Phenomenology was the theory I primarily related to, my personal curriculum theory contained a mixture of all – Traditional, Political, Phenomenological, Poststructural, and Autobiographical.  As a result of my personal theory having elements of all five theories, I chose the name Amalgamation Theory.  An Amalgamation is “a close union without complete loss of individual identities” (as defined under mix, Webster, 1967, p. 543).  

Amalgamation best represented the way each theory affected my personal theory – a combination of characteristics that did not lose its uniqueness as a result of becoming one theory.  Instead these complemented each other.  Through observation, investigation and interaction with fellow students, I am developing a comprehensive understanding of my personal theory and educational foundation.


During the spring ’08, I found myself in a comparable class – CI-703, Theories, Models and Research of Teaching, also led by Dr. Meyer.  This course examined models and theories of teaching.  Throughout the semester, I researched, critiqued and reflected on five theories – Behaviorism, Cognitivism, Constructivism, Humanism and Brain-Based Learning.  In addition to analyzing each theory, I dissected my teaching practices to analyze the inherent characteristics of each theory.  Similar to CI-702, the culminating assignment was to synthesize my personal theory of teaching.  Although, I considered myself a Constructivist, I discovered that my teaching practices contain elements from all five theories.  Unlike my curriculum theory these elements do not combine.  Instead I travel between each of the theories as needed.  Thus, I uncovered my personal Traverse Theory of Teaching.  


Overall, the investigation and evaluation evident in CI-703 has positively impacted my day-to-day teaching practices.  Presently, I am more aware of each theoretical aspect that is interwoven throughout my teaching.  This awareness has caused me to plan more thoroughly, be more reflective about my approach to teaching, and self-evaluate my instructional practices.

Perceptual Motor Skills

“Play supports children’s needs for active interactions and involvement with the physical environment.”









Catron & Allen, 2008, p. 32


Sensorimotor actions upon environmental objects are the first learning experiences in a child’s life.  Such actions are refined as children develop more control and body management skills (Catron & Allen, 2008).  Technology use requires skills similar to perceptual motor skills and often creates the same feelings of disequilibrium.

The Doctoral Program ensures ample involvement with the technology environment.  Through these interactions, I have refined my ability to integrate and implement technology.  Throughout my two years at MUGC, I have been immersed in technology-rich learning environments and have utilized technology in my scholarship and research endeavors. It has also become an integral component in my career as an educator.


I have created PowerPoint presentations, conducted Internet-based research, and have been introduced to electronic survey creation.  The use of email, blogs, and wikis has provided the means to communicate and consult with fellow students regardless of distance.  Technology has enhanced my presentation skills via ELMOS, projectors, and laptops. 


I have participated in classes that are entirely on-line and those that are on-line enhanced.  Blended classes that were enhanced through an online component provided me with more freedom and autonomy.  These classes also provided me with increased access to fellow students and professors. 

Reflecting on these experiences, I have become more confident with technology implementation.  I have learned to critically evaluate information, promoting more efficient research.  As I embark on my next technological adventure, the e-portfolio, I am grateful for the many opportunities to learn about and use technology.
Conclusion

“Creative potential is inherent in all the developmental domains included in the creative-play curriculum model.”









Catron & Allen, 2008, p. 29


Each child has creative potential, but it is not viewed as a separate domain.  Creativity is influenced by a variety of factors, such as individual cognitive characteristics, personality traits, family background, school environment, and cultural contexts (Runco, 2006).  A program that fosters the development of the whole child nurtures the development of creativity (Catron & Allen, 2008).


Reflecting on my experiences in the Doctoral Program confirms my growth and development as a whole student, in each of the six domains.  I firmly believe that these experiences have provided me with an extensive foundation of knowledge, increased my personal and professional competence, nurtured my creativity, and encouraged a level of communication and collaboration that will prove essential to the success of my future educational endeavors.
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