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	I was an extension youth development specialist at West Virginia State University when I discovered that my supervisor was a student in the Marshall University Leadership Studies doctoral program.  While I had thought about pursuing a terminal degree, I had always managed to put the notion at the bottom of the to-do list.  After all, I was married, a mother, and working full time in a stressful quasi-administrative role.  I was responsible to a spouse, a child, and a number of subordinates and upper administrators.
	For more than a year, my supervisor encouraged me to pursue a terminal degree because it would open doors and create opportunities for me.  After telling him several times over a long period of time that I was thinking about it, he spoke the words that launched my journey into doctoral education.  “In two years, you can either be more than halfway finished with the program, or you can still be thinking about it.”  I completed the application that day and began making arrangements for submitting the other required documents.
	Now, nearly four years later, I am approaching the final leg of this journey; the leg that includes the completion of the residency portfolio requirements, acceptance as a doctoral candidate, creating a prospectus, conducting independent research, and writing a dissertation.  I am aware that the next phase of the journey is likely to be the most perilous; where caring and nurturing professors stop driving the team and hand over the reins to me.  My doctoral education to this point has prepared me to take the reins and complete the trip.  What I have learned about leadership, collaboration, scholarship, research, and personal responsibility will serve as my map as I finish this expedition.
	The leadership theory that best describes my experience in the doctoral program and in my professional life is servant leadership, a concept that Robert K. Greenleaf developed in 1970.  In his essay “The Servant as Leader” Greenleaf (as cited in Halstead, 2004) defined Servant Leadership in the following terms:
 The Servant Leader is servant first.  It begins with the natural feeling that one wants to serve.  Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead.  The best test is: do those served grow as persons; do they, while being served, become healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to become servants? 
Servant leadership is one thing that attracted me to the doctoral program at Marshall.  Many of the professors in the program model the concept and are committed to the three fundamental responsibilities of servant leaders: stewardship, commitment to the growth of people, and building community.
1. Stewardship: Servant-leaders hold themselves and their institutions responsible for the greater good of society;
2. Commitment to the growth of people: Servant-leaders believe that people hold value beyond the express role they play in the workplace and that a role of a leader is to nurture the growth of students or employees; and
3. Building Community: Servant-leaders work to foster a sense of community within the confines of the institution among those who work or learn within it (Spears, 1999).
Throughout my time in the doctoral program, I have experienced each of the three responsibilities both as a student and as a supervisor.  I have taken what I have learned as a student and used it to be a better supervisor and steward, committed to the growth of people, while building a community within the workplace.  


Stewardship
	One common theme that I have found in this program is the commitment to being responsible for the greater good of society.  I feel that many people enter into the teaching profession because they want to improve society through their pupils.  I had been a public school teacher prior to entering the doctoral program.  Rather than teaching out of a sense of stewardship, however, I taught because I needed a full-time job.  Not surprisingly, my commitment to teaching did not last.  I did not feel any type of attachment to the school setting and I knew I would not be a career teacher.  I had never thought about college professors having that same sense of commitment.
	Taking courses taught by Dr. Nicholson quickly helped me to understand the commitment of traditional higher education faculty members.  She approached the course material from the standpoint of how important it is to help the students, the institution, and higher education grow to serve society.  
This is a concept that I had embraced through my involvement in the 4-H program.  I knew when I was thirteen years old that I had wanted to be an extension agent.  Once I had the opportunity to become one, I realized how deep the commitment of extension faculty members is.  Extension employees frequently work fifty hours or more per week, take business calls at home, act as counselors and advisors for our clients, and answer questions at church, family reunions, and in local stores while buying groceries.  Once, when I told my husband I would be home at the normal time, he asked, “And what time is that?”  
Until I took the Ethical Theory and Administrative Theory courses from Dr. Nicholson, I did not understand that traditional faculty members are as committed to the principle of “the greater good” as extension faculty.  Another course that helped me understand the commitment of traditional faculty members was Community and Technical Colleges taught by Dr. Anderson.  The course showed me that community colleges and extension have quite similar missions.  I had thought for a long time that I would never leave extension because I feel that I have been called to it.  I now believe, however, that I could easily make the transition into a community college if a viable opportunity arose.

Commitment to the Growth of People
My three most notable opportunities to experience growth as a student came in the form of one research study, one evaluation project, and a serious look at myself as a learner.  Doctoral professors recommended the first two opportunities to me.  Dr. Cunningham knew that I was interested in bullying; I had constructed a research design based on online bullying while taking his Research Design class.  He suggested that I take on the project.  The project required me to conduct a research analysis of a play designed to trigger an empathetic response in youth, create pre- and post-surveys for student participants, analyze the resulting data, and create a research report of the results.  In the end, I was afforded the opportunity to analyze data from the surveys we distributed and use the analysis to write a report.  
The second opportunity was an evaluation study with Dr. Nicholson.  She and I were contracted through a private research organization to conduct several site visits to two schools within schools in Ohio.  The schools had both been large high schools before an initiative funded by the Knowledge Works Foundation provided them with the opportunity to break their large schools into smaller schools focusing on specific educational themes (service learning, the arts, technology, etc.).  Our purpose in visiting the schools was to observe the students, interview teachers, conduct focus groups with the principals and create two case studies based on our findings.  
Both Drs. Nicholson and Cunningham showed that they were committed to my growth as a student and as a professional through the processes involved in completing the two projects.  Each professor set me on a path to begin a project, acting as a guide, but not spelling out exactly what I should do at any given stage.  Dr. Cunningham in particular told me over and over that it was my project and that part of doing research is self-direction – taking the responsibility for the project.  
Dr. Nicholson acted as more of a partner on the evaluation project, which caused me to feel empowered to take on my responsibilities for each phase of the evaluation.  Each professor allowed me to meet the challenges and make my own mistakes, while gently guiding me through the educational process, which I believe has had significant implications for me as a learner and as a researcher.
The example the two professors set for me allowed me to feel more comfortable experimenting with my own staff at West Virginia State University Extension.  I had just been promoted to a true administrative position, Program Leader for 4-H Youth Development supervising the same program unit team.  I had felt as a specialist that it was my responsibility to write the annual plan of work that we submitted annually to the USDA.  After having the opportunity to take leadership in school-related projects, I understood that I could encourage my staff members to do the same.  
That year, I gathered my staff for a meeting and I explained that we would work toward a multi-phased approach to serving our clients.  The first phase was writing our annual federal plan of work.  They were intrigued.  We blocked off an entire day to write the plan.  The USDA sets the overall 4-H program goals, so we had to decide how we would achieve them.  At once, I could sense a change in the group.  During that session, they contributed a great deal to the discussions and to the writing – even staff members who usually sat at the end of the table and did not participate.  
Once we finished writing and submitting our plan, we began phase two, which was creating Staff Assignment Documents.  Each staff member was required to create 3-4 programs that would show how he or she would work toward accomplishing the objectives in our plan of work.  At first, I gave each staff member the template for the document and asked them to try it on their own.  Later I heard from one staff member that they all left the meeting, gathered at another location and began yelling in frustration, “What is she talking about?  How can we do this?”  After providing them ample time to roundly abuse me and try to write the plans individually, I met with them again and together we worked on samples for them to follow.  Within two weeks, I had met individually with staff members and finalized the programs with them.  Each staff member completed a well-conceived assignment document that truly demonstrated what they all had told me repeatedly - “I believe in what we do here.”  From that point, my staff members were more productive than they had ever been under the old system of rewards and punishments because they felt that they finally owned the program.  I still consider that my most important accomplishment while in that position.
The third opportunity to grow personally and professionally came in the form of a course taught by Dr. Simone.  I received my acceptance letter that stated that, based on my writing sample, I was required to take a writing class.  I felt offended.  I felt angry.  I had always considered myself a good writer.  People at work often sought my advice when writing conference proposals and grants.  I had a strong understanding of grammar and style.  That was the day I began carrying a large chip on my shoulder.  Thus began my crusade to avoid taking the writing course. 
My first tactic was to submit excellent papers in every class and thus achieve a 4.0 grade point average, demonstrating the fact that I did not need the writing class.  After several semesters of hard work and well-written papers, I employed my second tactic, targeting various professors with the mission of getting out of taking Writing for Publication.  Every conversation that ensued with my targeted professors followed the same pattern:
“Do you know much about the writing class?”
“Not a lot.  Why?” 
 “Well, I was wondering if there is any way to get out of it.  Is it possible?”
“No.  I don’t think so.  You’ll just have to take it and get it over with.”
 I decided they were right, and in first semester of my third year, I entered Writing for Publication, carrying my chip for the world to see.
Working in the small critique groups was a challenge to my ego.  I was not sure that I wanted feedback from other people that I could see face-to-face, especially ones who were required to take the class.  There is a substantial difference between submitting a piece of writing for anonymous review and having it reviewed right in front of you.  Perhaps the most helpful tool in this weekly activity was the “Writing Workshop Do and Don’t Do” document that Dr. Simone presented during the first class period.  It provided a template for how to give and receive criticism.  After the first two sessions, I felt more at ease with my group mates and the process seemed more natural.  I realized almost immediately that I was not the great writer that I thought I was.
Perhaps the most humbling moment of the class was the realization that my friend and fellow doctoral student Becky Calwell, a professional editor, was taking the class by choice because, unlike me, she knew that there is always room for improvement.  I finally decided to follow the sage advice of my chair and “just shut up about it already.”
Dr. Simone whittled away my chip with such subtlety and finesse.  Before I knew it, I was allowing myself to learn.  My final presentation was entitled “Twelve Step Plan for Accepting that I Need ‘Writing for Publication.’”  The most important lesson I learned is that growth is not always comfortable.  At times, it can be quite painful and humbling.  This experience helped me to work with staff members’ to resolve their technical issues with professional writing and to be more empathetic when they experienced discomfort writing conference proposals, grants, and articles for our extension magazine.

Building Community
At the beginning of my studies in doctoral program, I enrolled in Introduction to Doctoral Studies, taught by Dr. Eagle. I wondered what an introductory class in a doctoral program must be like.  Dr. Eagle strongly emphasized the importance of building a community within the doctoral experience.  She encouraged us all to find a few other students with whom we could collaborate, commiserate, and celebrate.  During the beginning semester of the program, I truly just wanted to go through the program as quickly as I could.  I wanted to leave work, attend my classes, and go home.  I did not feel that I had time to socialize because I had a drive ahead of me, as well as a husband and small child waiting at the end of that drive.  At first, I denied the importance of that need for community.  Eventually, I realized that I could not exist in the program as an island.  
Two other students in that class, Ernie and Kristal, rode together from Princeton for every class.  They seemed to enjoy their long ride and talked about the opportunities they had to discuss assignments and share their experiences.  I began to want that type of relationship with someone.  I wanted to be able to laugh about funny things that happened in class and to have someone to call when I did not understand something – someone that would not make me feel stupid about asking.
I began building my community slowly with one other student, Becky Calwell.  Becky and I began that first course together and subsequently completed nearly every other course on the same schedule.  Each time I began a new course and saw that Becky had also enrolled in it, I was both excited and relieved to have my friend there in my community.  Together, we collaborated on class projects, commiserated about assignments and professors, and celebrated milestones together.  I believe that having that small community in place made the drive, the workload, and the stress all much easier to bear, as Dr. Eagle said it would.
I further built my community through interactions with professors.  When I enrolled in the Institutional Advancement class, I noticed that one assignment involved writing an article suitable for publication in a peer-reviewed journal.  This assignment intrigued me because I wondered if I were capable of writing something suitable for publication.  After turning in the final draft and receiving my grade, I remembered that co-authoring an article for a journal was a possible portfolio item.  I approached Dr. Anderson, the course instructor, and asked him if he would consider co-authoring an article with me based on the one I had submitted for class.  I thought it would be somewhat easy.  After all, I had already received an “A” on the assignment.  How much more could there be?  Dr. Anderson asked me to begin by finding a suitable journal for the article’s publication.  I selected the Journal of Extension because I had written the article for a professional extension audience.  I also found out that the acceptance rate of the journal was around 48%. 
Dr. Anderson and I set about re-working the article to make it publishable based on the journal’s requirements.  He and I met about six times and worked on revising the article between meetings.  The entire process took approximately eight months.  We began revising the article in January, submitted it in May, and received our initial feedback in July.  We resubmitted the article in August and the Journal of Extension accepted it for publication.  The most difficult part of the process was waiting so long to hear back from the journal’s editor.  The most important lesson I learned from this experience is that an article can be changed and improved an infinite number of times.  It can take a number of versions before it is “publishable,” but there comes a point at which you have to decide that it is good enough to submit and let the reviewers provide feedback.  Where I initially though an “A” constituted readiness to publish, it took a lot of work and collaboration to actually get the article to that point.  In addition to the intrinsic satisfaction of having accomplished this goal, I actually received a gratifying number of positive professional comments from colleagues outside my institution, as well.
Dr. Anderson was kind enough to lead from the background on this collaboration.  He, like other doctoral professors in this program, impressed upon me that I was in charge of making sure the article and its publication came to fruition.  He ensured that I researched the journal and its requirements, made all revisions we discussed (except the ones he authored), and that I communicated with the journal’s editorial staff.  Having the opportunity to work closely on a project with a professor helped me to feel like I belonged in the doctoral community.

Conclusion
It is now time to begin considering what these three major responsibilities of a servant leader will mean to me as I enter the dissertation phase of the doctoral program.  How will my experiences in stewardship, commitment to growth, and building community help me through this final phase?
Conducting research is an important part of being a good steward.  Higher education students and faculty play a crucial role in this process.  For doctoral students, the dissertation is a major step toward being a better steward and contributing not only to the discipline, but to the greater good of society.  I look forward to conducting the research and disseminating the results through my dissertation so that I can add to the body of knowledge in my field and perhaps make a larger social contribution as well.
I believe that the dissertation phase of the doctoral program is going to be my greatest opportunity to grow.  It will be challenging, but I feel that my coursework and portfolio experiences have prepared me to conduct independent research.  Perhaps the most beneficial element of the process will be the opportunity to apply academic ideas to a practical problem.   
I have often heard that this is the point in the program where students frequently choose not to finish the degree.  One reason for this seems to be that once students strike out on their own and are outside the safe, nurturing classroom environment, they are unable cope with the solitude of independent work.  This is the part of the journey where it seems that building community is most important.  While conducting research and writing my dissertation, I plan to continue the close relationships I have formed with students and faculty.  So many of us will be researching and writing at the same time that it will be helpful to be able to get together and interact about our progress.   I feel confident that I will continue to receive the support from students and faculty that I have received throughout the program.  I plan to commit my continued support to my fellow students as well.
Having the occasion to look back on my time in the doctoral program has given me a chance to reflect on the tremendous opportunities I have had to grow and to help others grow as a result.  I better understand the important role that higher education plays as a steward to help students as well as institutions work toward the greater good of society.  I feel a stronger commitment to grow as a student and as a professional, and to help others grow as well.  I understand the importance of building a community within the doctoral program and within my professional world.  In addition, I feel confident that because of my coursework and opportunities to take part in independent and group projects, I can conduct a large-scale research project from planning to dissemination.  I am looking forward to the next phase of this program and what I can accomplish as an independent student researcher.
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