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By Ashley Stephens
Close your eyes and think back to your very first bicycle.  Mine was a pink and silver Huffy White Heat.  It was the Christmas before I turned seven and we had just moved off of a hill and into a flat neighborhood with sidewalks everywhere.  I was so excited to ride it that I could hardly get my helmet on fast enough to get out the door.  The best part of my Huffy was not the streamers in the handlebars or the hot pink racing stripes on the seat.  I did not realize it at the time, but the best part of my bike was the set of embarrassing training wheels on the back.  I hated those things.  Seven-year-olds in my new neighborhood had been riding bikes for years, but I was just learning.  Even though I thought I was too big for them, those training wheels made bike riding a possibility for me.  I may have been able to learn to ride without them, but it certainly would have been much more difficult and painful.  The training wheels let me be successful at something before I had the skills to do it on my own.  
The doctoral portfolio process has done much of the same, allowing me to explore professional requirement of higher education faculty, like teaching, research, and scholarship in a supportive environment, sort of like those training wheels.  It has been a perfect example of Vygotsky’s (1978) scaffolding strategy.  For instance, the classes challenged me to research and write beyond my ability, but offered opportunities to work with other students until I was comfortable on my own.  The difficult assignments coupled with the assistance from teachers and peers exemplified scaffolding.  Each step of the portfolio process was more challenging than the last, but together with my supervising professors I was able to meet them successfully.  I was fortunate enough to work with an excellent team of faculty and students that pushed me far enough that I had to struggle to be successful but not so far that I was allowed to fail.  
Portfolio:  Training Wheels
While my future may include many career positions, the one that interests me the most is that of a university professor.  With that in mind, I used my portfolio as an opportunity to get involved in as many activities as possible that would be expected of a professor:  a professorship with training wheels, if you will.  It was a license to bother senior faculty whose work I respected for a chance to collaborate and learn from them.  I was essentially given the opportunity to “play professor” and try on miniature versions of a few of the responsibilities I might have someday as a member of a university faculty.  It has been by far the most interesting and rewarding part of my doctoral program to date.  
For the past three years I have been able to participate in research, scholarship, and teaching experiences with the very best in the university.  The projects, conferences, and presentations have taught me more than any course regimen could alone.  The doctoral program creates a safe place to learn to do these things with the proper scaffolding and guidance to ensure success.  When prospective doctoral students ask me about the program at MUGC, the portfolio process is my main selling point because it is such a wonderful opportunity for hands-on learning and developing relationships with professors in your field.  I really have enjoyed it immensely.  
Dr. Lisa Heaton and I worked together to craft portfolio projects that would allow me to take on tasks that professors might do.  Much like Dewey’s (1938, 1998) model, we aimed to create situations for me to build on the experiences I had by adding new opportunities to them.  Together these learning experiences offered me a chance at further professional growth.  Through this portfolio experience I was given the opportunity to co-teach a course, develop online modules for courses, present at a state-wide conference, work on both qualitative and quantitative research teams, present at doctoral seminars in various capacities, and collaborate with peers and professors on different projects.  While this is a modest list of possible responsibilities of a professor, it did allow me to get my feet wet with regard to higher education positions.  
Depth of Understanding:  My Bike
You cannot learn to ride a bike without the proper equipment:  namely a bike.  The same can be said of the portfolio experience.  It cannot be completed without the proper tools.  For those of us in the doctoral program, that base is created in class through our coursework.  The coursework serves to broaden and deepen our understanding of the field of curriculum and instruction.  In accordance with Bruner’s constructivist theory, I changed and added to what I already knew about education from my own experiences as a teacher and a student by learning more about curriculum and instruction.  These new learning experiences, together with the portfolio opportunities, allowed me to transfer what I learned in class to real-life situations outside the classroom walls (Smith, 2002).
To build this base, I studied theory, practice and controversy.  I wrote volumes on how education has evolved over time.  I learned about how we learn and the fact that no one can agree on the exact formula to make that happen.  My opinions are much more aligned with cognitivists (Wertheimer, 1982) and constructivist (Piaget, 2000) than behaviorist (Skinner, 1965), but I have learned to see the value in all three approaches.  I learned how curriculum shapes what our students know in ways we often do not anticipate.  I even managed to digest Pinar (1995) in the process.  I also learned how to identify good teaching practices and how to incorporate those into my classes.  I have found the personal application of classroom theory has been the best way to make learning more real for me.
My own students over the last three years have been poked, prodded and experimented on like my personal research guinea pigs.  Every new trick or toy I learned was used with them.  While they enjoyed the new online games and activities I learned in my CIEC classes, they were not nearly as impressed at my attempts to introduce metacognition into our classes.  Good and bad, their feedback drove my learning even more.
Now that all the coursework is behind me, I feel confident that my bike has been well-constructed.  It became sturdy as my beliefs about education were challenged.  I learned to use research and experimentation to build it up strong enough to withstand controversy.  My bicycle became balanced as I explored many different schools of thought and disciplines of study.  And, of course, it is all tricked out with the coolest gadgets because my specialization is educational technology.
Teaching:  A Wobbly Start
My first bike ride was as scary as it was exciting.  The same can certainly be said of my first portfolio experience.  When Dr. Ron Childress mentioned in my LS 719 course that he was looking for students to co-teach, I thought that I might as well start doing things for my portfolio as soon as possible, so I signed up.  As a student, the first thing I think of when someone says “professor” is “teacher.”  Through this portfolio I have learned that the word “professor” means much more than that and carries many duties outside of the classroom, but the first thing I wanted to learn to do like a professor was teach.  
Before entering the doctoral program I had taught in West Virginia public schools for only two years, so my experience in any type of classroom was limited at best.  I had barely taken my bike out of the garage.  Certainly teaching collegiate courses was something even further outside of my range of ability and comfort.  
Under the direction of Dr. Childress, I had the opportunity to co-teach EDF 610 Trends and Issues in Education with Amy Cottle during the summer semester of 2008.  Amy and I developed modules for the course and shared grading responsibilities.  This was my first experience with adult learners, many of whom had much more experience in the classroom than I did.  Keeping up with the grading responsibilities was not easy, but it was rewarding to see how much students were learning from the course.  I also encountered some adversity after critiquing one student whose graduate level papers were written at less-than-graduate level standards in my opinion.  When the student challenged me about the grade, my first instinct was to back down.  This woman was older than me and an experienced teacher.  If she thought I was out of line, maybe she was right.  Working through this problem with Dr. Childress helped me understand that I was also a teacher and that in this situation, my opinion was enough to stand on its own.  This was so foreign to me because I had always dealt with high school students.  It was easy for me to correct them, but much different when the people I was correcting had more experience and held more important positions than I did in the real world.  
As a student, I have always had particularly high self-efficacy that motivated me to take on challenging assignments and push myself to work to my highest potential.  My image of myself as a student was in stark contrast to how I saw myself as a collegiate instructor (Kirk, 2010).  My self-efficacy in this situation did not permit me to challenge someone older and more experienced than me because I did not yet see myself as an equal, let alone a superior (Snyder, 2009).  
Dr. Childress helped me to see myself as an academic professional for the first time.  It was both empowering and frightening.  I often feel as though my academic experience and education are way ahead of my life and classroom experience.  At age 26, I hold the same degree classification that my mother had when she retired after 40 years of teaching, but I have very little life or classroom experience to back it up.  Co-teaching this course taught me to respect the experience others bring to the table, but to not be intimidated by it.  I have earned my spot here and will continue to gain experiences that support the academic foundation I am laying.  
Dr. Heaton offered me another opportunity to work with a class, but this time in a more behind-the-scenes capacity.  We worked together on developing a module about online communication and collaboration for CIEC 560.  Curriculum development is another important part of what professors do.  The pace in which curriculum needs change increases all the time due to developments in technology and our understanding of what students need to be competitive after graduation (Taba, 1964).  
I tried to develop my module around skills that would be important to students.  In addition to Dr. Heaton, other students reviewed the modules and provided feedback that helped me refine the lesson by addressing potential student concerns.  I feel much less confident in this area because my experience in curriculum development has been so limited, but I did enjoy the experience.  Though I got off to a wobbly start with co-teaching and developing course materials, I gained experience that helped me begin to pick up momentum.

Scholarship:  A Steady Hand on the Backseat
Professors wear many hats, but one of the most important in my opinion is that of a scholar.  The scholarship component of my portfolio allowed me to develop relationships with others in my program while I learned more about presenting my learning and research to the academic community.  Fortunately for me, all of the presentations that I have done so far have been in groups which helped ease me into the idea of presenting my work.  While I hope to soon be confident enough to step out on my own and show the academic community that I am accomplishing things, these collaborative experiences served as the steady hand on the backseat of my bicycle and helped make that transition much easier.
Not only were these relationships beneficial because they offered an opportunity to collaborate with others, but they also provided an opportunity to develop caring relationships.  Noddings (1992) explains that caring relationships benefit us when we are the “carer” as well as the “cared-for.”  Thankfully, through the portfolio experience and the doctoral program as a whole, I have been able to care for other students and be cared for by other students who are on the same journey.  Noddings emphasizes that working together not only because we should, but also because we want to, makes experiences both academically and personally rewarding.
My opportunity to begin forging new relationships began during the summer of 2008 when Dr. Heaton put together a team of students to create a proposal for the West Virginia Higher Education Technology Conference.  Together with Annette Irvin, Diane Downard and Yvonne Skoretz, I helped develop a presentation entitled Using Multimedia to Enhance Instruction.  Our proposal was chosen for a poster session during the conference.  While this was modest success, I still felt very accomplished to be a part of something chosen for a statewide conference.  During the session, I was able to demonstrate how podcasts and vodcasts can be used to help students learn new vocabulary.  Podcasts and vodcasts can be very helpful in many areas, but specifically those related to foreign language acquisition (Fontichiaro, 2007).  My experience with vodcasts began in CIEC 630 when I created one as a class assignment.  I then used it in my own classroom, and my students really enjoyed it.  Based on my own experiences with the tool and its implementation, I was able to discuss the concept with conference attendees.  Additionally, they shared ways in which they could use podcasts and vodcasts in their own classrooms. 
Yvonne and I teamed up again to research the topic of plagiarism and the importance of understanding and avoiding it.  We presented our plagiarism research to other doctoral students during our Fall 2008 seminar.  The presentation sparked conversation among our peers and challenged the way people looked at plagiarism and its implications.  We were able to share stories from victims of plagiarism and issue warnings from administrators about its seriousness.  This was my first experience contributing to the greater body of knowledge.  It was great to feel like our work was worthwhile to someone else.  I am sure this is similar to how it will feel if any of my work is ever accepted for publication.  Each small success builds confidence and optimism that helps in overcoming the next obstacle (Kirk, 2010).
The last presentation I was able to take part in before the conclusion of my coursework was at the Fall 2009 Doctoral Seminar.  I was asked to serve on a panel to discuss the benefits and concerns associated with social networking websites like Facebook, MySpace and Twitter.  I am far from an expert in this area, but along with Dr. Heaton, Melanie White, and Allyson Goodman I was able to share some ideas of how these websites could be useful to individuals in the doctoral program at Marshall.  Having great people around me helped me gain confidence in myself and my abilities so that I will be ready to ride on my own when they let go of my backseat.
Research:  Catching My Balance
The most significant change in me as a student and educator came in the area of research.  Prior to my enrollment in the doctoral program, I was mediocre, at best, as a researcher.  It was a task that I loathed and avoided as much as possible.  Throughout my experiences in both coursework and portfolio endeavors, I have truly come to understand and value solid research and learning from the body of knowledge that already exists when attempting to frame new understanding.  I have finally begun to catch my balance.
Much of my previous discomfort with research came from a lack of successful experience and confidence in my ability to do it effectively.  Because I identified this weak area in myself, I looked for opportunities to strengthen my abilities and gain experience as a researcher.  Nearly all of the doctoral courses challenged us to learn beyond ourselves by drawing upon prominent researchers in our respective fields.   With each paper, I gained more experience and confidence and began to wobble less and less.
When Dr. Heaton asked me to work with Yvonne on the qualitative piece about plagiarism for presentation at the doctoral seminar, I agreed excitedly.  I knew that I had a lot to learn about qualitative research, having not had any experience yet in the field.  Yvonne was an accomplished student and amazing writer.  I was so glad to have an opportunity to work with her under Dr. Heaton’s guidance.  Yvonne led the project and showed me what effective interviewing could be.  We spoke with faculty and students about the dangers of plagiarism and presented our findings to fellow doctoral students during the Fall 2008 Doctoral Seminar.  Through this experience, I learned about the importance of developing good interview questions and how to find emergent themes in the data our interviews produced.  By the end of the process, I realized that I still had a lot to learn about qualitative research, but at least I was on the road to gaining experience.
My next opportunity to develop qualitative research skills came during the spring semester of 2009.  Dr. Linda Spatig allowed me to take CI 626 with her as an independent study.  We worked with Dr. Paula Flaherty and a team of graduate student researchers comprised of Cheryl Jeffers, Ruthann Arneson and Annette Irvin.  In addition to outside reading about the qualitative research and interview processes, we conducted field observations and interviews at the 21st Century Harless Model School at Kellogg Elementary.  Patton’s (2001) work was remarkably helpful as I navigated the qualitative research process for the first time.  
Our goal was to follow up on research conducted the year before and see how the model school worked independently and within the elementary as a whole.  I had an opportunity to interview teachers about their perceptions of the program and issues associated with the model school.  The interviews were very rough when I began this project.  For fear of leading and talking too much, I rarely said anything to engage the interviewee in conversation.  This resulted in quick interviews that revealed very little.  Dr. Spatig suggested that I read Weiss’ (1995) Learning from strangers:  The art and method of qualitative research studies.  That text along with practice and the help of the research team, taught me how to discuss sensitive topics in an interview without being afraid of them.  The confidence I gained from the interview process was invaluable to me.  This also represented my first opportunity to write something important that would be used for more than simply evaluating me.  Our paper went back to the school and helped them see how people were experiencing the model school and ways in which they could improve it.  
I was extended an invitation to rejoin the research team during the fall semester of 2009 to continue our work.  While this is no longer for a course grade, it has still been a greatly rewarding experience.  I have such deep respect for Dr. Spatig and the work that she does that I was thrilled to have an opportunity to work with her again in this capacity.  This invitation also represented the first time a faculty member asked me to join in on a project simply because I had something to contribute instead of because I needed it to fulfill my portfolio requirements.  That has done wonders for how I see myself as a writer and researcher.  My involvement this semester means that I do have some measure of skill in this area and my ideas are worthwhile.  Instead of being afraid of research opportunities, I now welcome them excitedly.  Three years ago I never would have believed that could be possible.  I can now balance on my own.
Reflection:  Bumps and Bruises
Learning to ride a bike takes a lot of dedication and practice.  The process of learning to ride my first bike was very similar to my journey as a doctoral student.  I have not always been able to give my full attention to the task at hand.  I have been sidetracked from time to time.  My job has required lots of homework that took time away from my studies.  I have even taken some pretty ugly spills that almost scared me out of the program all together.  Even with all of these distractions, my love of the thrill of learning has always brought me back.
The mistakes we make are paramount to our learning.  While we would all like to avoid bumps and bruises, it is sometimes through those lessons that we learn the most.  Constructivists believe that mistakes are all a part of the learning process and actually have the potential to enhance rather than detract from our learning (Piaget, 2000).   It is my hope that these bumps and bruises have made my learning more authentic and many of the lessons more lasting.
Admission to Candidacy:  Ready to Ditch the Training Wheels
With the help and guidance of my committee and the rest of the faculty, I will soon complete all the tasks required for admission to candidacy.  It has been an arduous journey, but a fun one.  I have wobbled and fallen, but eventually caught my balance.  This program has offered me opportunities to try my hand at all sorts of projects and direction toward improving my skills in many areas.  The next step will be my greatest challenge yet.  I will put to work everything I have learned so far while trying to develop my knowledge and skills even further.  The end of my training wheel phase will not be the end of my growth as a rider.  Similarly, completion of the residency portfolio is not nearly the end of my journey; it is merely my promotion to the next step.  
I enter this new phase with no pretenses of perfection.  I anticipate struggle.  I am ready for falls and the scars that come with them.  With the help of Dr. Heaton, my chair, and my committee, Dr. Ron Childress, Dr. Rudy Pauley, and Dr. Sue Hollandsworth, I know that I can be successful despite the challenges to come.  I am ready to ditch the training wheels and see how well I can ride on my own. 
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