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Introduction

“Congratulations! Today is your day.
You’re off to Great Places! You’re off and away!” (Dr. Suess, 1990, p. 1)

	It is hard to say when and where this journey began, but for the sake of brevity, let us say it started with my application for admittance into the doctoral program.  If we start there, we see that my journey actually began with failure.  I was one point shy of the necessary MAT score.  “No she must meet the MAT cutoff, but she had an excellent interview, ask her to take the test again,” Dr. Meyer instructed Edna, who sympathetically passed his response on to me.  At first, I thought forget it: if Marshall didn’t realize the talent they were passing up, then they didn’t deserve me anyway.  But the next week, I was driving to Beckley to re-take the test.  I had a few minutes to spare, and I sat on the curb outside silently praying, but I didn’t ask God to help me pass the test, as so many students do in classrooms every day.  No, I simply wanted an answer to whether or not I should undertake this journey.  Mountain State University uses a computerized system, so I immediately knew how I fared.  I called Edna and told her my score.  Neither of us breathed as she looked up the cutoff.  Thrilled, she exclaimed, “yes, you made it!”  I hung up and burst into tears, sobbing on the same curb that I had prayed from an hour earlier.  I was in.  Today was my day.  The journey had officially begun. 
	Oh! The Places You’ll Go, by beloved children’s author Dr. Suess, is a story about a journey.  From the exciting beginning, through the highs and the lows, Dr. Suess reminds us that life is a great balancing act.  Oh! The Places You’ll Go is about challenges and change and having the self-determination and resiliency to see the journey successfully through to the end.  It is a book that I frequently give out as a graduation present and a story I watched unfold in a production performed by my daughter’s performing arts school this past spring.  It represents the inevitable highs and lows in anyone’s journey, and it tells the story of my experience as a doctoral student. 
Continuous Enrollment
“But on you will go, though the weather be foul.  On you will go though your enemies prowl…onward up many a frightening creek, though your arms may get sore, and your sneakers may leak.” (p.36)

	During my admissions interview, Dr. Meyer leaned back in his chair clasping his hands together over his stomach, “you realize you will be making about a five year commitment, and five years is a long time.”  I smiled, “sir, I took my daughter to her first day of Kindergarten last year.  Five years is a drop in the bucket.”  He nodded appreciatively.  But we were both right, and as I told a cohort mate later, “it’s not the five year commitment; it’s the daily commitment, that’s hard.”  
I am now finishing my third year of coursework.  Since I am a part of the cohort, that means I have attended every semester—fall, spring, and summer—continuously for six hours per term since fall 2007, with the only real breaks consisting of a few weeks off at Christmas.  Like other doctoral students, I have had the tremendous challenge of balancing school with work and family.  For me, continuous enrollment has meant seldom taking a day off from course work.  Being a doctoral student is a way of life.  It’s something you are all of the time, much like a parent.   It becomes part of who you are, not simply how you spend your time.  You begin to see the world around you through a different lens.  You study on vacation, at your daughter’s soccer practice, during lunch breaks and long drives.  Like bathing or brushing your teeth, studying becomes a daily habit, and even when you are not studying directly, you are reflecting on the world and the concepts you have learned, engaging in praxis.  
I walk down the hallway and glance into a classroom.  Students sit quietly while the teacher stands talking and writing on the board.  Students behave to keep from getting in trouble, not because they know it’s the right thing to do.  Memorize and regurgitate is the standard procedure.  Students are not asked; they are told how they should think and feel about things.  This looks like the classrooms I grew up in as well, even through my bachelor’s degree.  Several of my master’s courses, most of my doctorate courses, and the courses I teach, look very different.  The hum of discussion and activity borders on chaos.  Students largely guide their own learning, determining what should be done, how and why.  Often they determine how their work will be assessed as well.  Students participate in meaningful experiences and seldom rely on textbooks or complete worksheets.  Without the understanding I have gained as a participant in non-traditional classes and as a student of curriculum and instruction, my classroom would probably look a lot like most other classrooms and powerful learning opportunities would be forfeited.       
Doctoral Seminars

“And then things start to happen, don’t worry.  Don’t stew.  Just go right along.  You’ll start happening too.” (p. 9)

	One of the requirements for doctoral program participation is attending the doctoral seminars provided semi-annually in October and March.  These seminars provide interactive sessions on a variety of topics.  I have attended sessions on quantitative and qualitative research, technology tools in education, and mock portfolio and dissertation presentations, to name just a few.  I have listened to diverse individuals share their knowledge and experiences with me and other doctoral students, such as in the spring of 2009 when I attended a session hosted by the Multicultural Ambassadors, a group of Marshall students from diverse backgrounds, who described their personal experiences and reminded us that we are not as different as we may, at first, believe.  
	While most seminars offer a pick what you want buffet-style approach to sessions, most of the fall 2008 seminar was the same for all in attendance.  This particular seminar focused on academic integrity and plagiarism.  The first two sessions were broadcast to all of the rooms.  In each room, a couple of professors and a student facilitated discussion after the presentations.  One of the important considerations I took away from this seminar was going above quoting and paraphrasing and instead synthesizing information in my own words.  One of the major complaints of doctoral faculty at Marshall University Graduate College is that students use too many quotations.  Quotations should be reserved for situations when the information simply cannot be put any other way, otherwise paraphrasing or using your own words is preferred.  
	The theme of the fall 2009 seminar was technology.  As a business and technology instructor, I found this seminar particularly informative.  This seminar was a little bit different than a typical seminar.   Instead of choosing a third session, on one topic, to attend, students chose four “IT Huddles” of twenty minutes each to attend.  This provided students with an introduction to many topics in information technology.  Two of my favorite “IT Huddles” were Web Surveys, presented by Dr. Securro and Jenny Mayo, and Synchronous Communication—Polycom/Skype/WIMBA, presented by Dr. Meisel, Dr. Mitchell, and Mindy Allenger.  The Web Surveys session focused on using SurveyMonkey to create, administer and review the results of surveys.  It is a fairly simple research tool that cuts down on the amount of time involved in conducting research.  SurveyMonkey will be a useful tool in the future research I conduct.  The session on Synchronous Communication—Polycom/Skype/WIMBA also provided useful tools for my personal and professional life.  I now know the basics of WIMBA which allows you to have real-time interactions that mimic live classrooms.  Although I have seen this tool available on Blackboard before, I did not know what it was or how to use it.  I also learned about Skype in that session, and my daughter now uses Skype to have free video calls with her grandmother who lives out of town.  Seminars have been valuable learning experiences in many ways.    

Scholarship

Course Development

“You’ll find the bright places where Boom Bands are playing.  With banner flip-flapping, once more you’ll ride high!  Ready for anything under the sky.  Ready because you’re that kind of guy!  Oh, the places you’ll go!  There is fun to be done!” (p.26-29)

	When Dr. Heaton called six of us into the other room, I was greatly surprised my name was on the list and wondered what this was all about.  She said that they were creating a professional development course on 21st century learning, and my classmates and professors had recommended me for the section on Economic and Financial Literacy.  I did not know what to say.  On the one hand, I was ecstatic that I was held is such esteem, but on the other hand I was already juggling a full-time teaching position with no planning period, teaching two classes for Marshall Community & Technical College, engaging in six hours of doctoral level coursework, and a raising a daughter who was overly involved in too many activities.  “I need to think about this,” I replied.  Perhaps that is one of the many useful skills I learned along the way, pausing to think things over.  
Realizing this was a portfolio opportunity that I could not afford to pass up, I e-mailed Dr. Heaton letting her know I would spend Christmas break creating my portion of the course.  Throughout the next few months, we e-mailed back and forth tweaking my section to blend with the other sections created by other doctoral students.  I had to narrow Financial, Economic, Business, and Entrepreneurial Literacy down into a course module that was appropriate for teachers of diverse subjects, and I had to create learning activities and assessments that anyone who was teaching the course would be able to use.  The module provided participants with several articles and studies about the current state of financial literacy in the U.S. and many online resources for implementing financial, business, economic and entrepreneurial literacy into their own classrooms.  Part of the module requirements included creating or finding at least five financial, business, economic and entrepreneurial literacy lesson plans for use in their own classroom.  Since it was an online course, I had to download specific software and import my module into the shell appropriately.  This was challenging in that I was unfamiliar with the software.  At first, I was overwhelmed, but Dr. Heaton’s instructions were thorough, and I simply had to take a deep breath and walk through it step by step.  As a cohort student, I have spent a lot of time engaged in on-line learning, which has required me to use many technology tools for collaborating, such as e-mail, chat rooms, and Google Docs.  Creating this course in collaboration with Dr. Heaton and other doctoral students provided me with another opportunity to collaborate using technology.  Today’s technological advancements allow us to collaborate at anytime from anywhere.  This degree has forced me to use these technologies, and therefore has prepared me for collaborating with others in nontraditional ways.  As the world of education becomes dominated by more online learning, these activities will help me facilitate learning in an online environment.      
College Daze Grant

“You won’t lag behind, because you’ll have the speed.  You’ll pass the whole gang and you’ll soon take the lead.  Wherever you fly, you’ll be best of the best.  Wherever you go, you will top all the rest.” (p.15)

“Ms. Wood,” Sarah asked, “how do you go to college?  I really want to go to college, but I don’t know what to do.”  The question hit me like a ton of bricks.  I had spent so much time motivating and encouraging students to go on to post-secondary education, but I had not walked them through the process of how to go or what to expect once they got there.  So Dr. Jones and I collaborated on a grant in the fall of 2007 to create the College Daze program which was funded by the Ohio South Tech Prep Consortium.  (The grant was funded the following year as well.)  The program provided students with information about the steps to going to college, including filling out an application for admission and financial aid.  Students learned college terminology, such as credit hour.  Additionally the grant provided students with opportunities to visit several universities, sit in on an actual college class, and participate in an outdoor challenge course.  
	The experience with this group of students participating in the College Daze program confirmed my interest in the participation of marginalized students in post-secondary education.  Much of the self-directed research I have conducted during this degree has focused on marginalized students’ experiences transitioning to and participating in post-secondary education, including a qualitative research study I conducted as a part of Dr. Debela’s Qualitative Research course examining the experiences of students with learning disabilities at Marshall University’s H.E.L.P. Program, a survey I created for the participants of the College Daze program under the guidance of Dr. Childress, a statistical analysis of research on college expectations for Dr. Banks’ Statistics class, and an annotated bibliography looking at the experiences of working-class students at post-secondary institutions in Dr. Gailbraith’s Politics course.  Sarah’s comment and the subsequent College Daze Grant happened early on in my pursuit of this degree and clearly affected the reciprocal relationship between my professional life and my experiences as a doctoral student. 
Courses

“And when you’re alone, there’s a very good chance you’ll meet things that scare you right out of your pants.  There are some, down the road between hither and yon, that can scare you so much you won’t want to go on.” (p. 35).

	In the fall of 2008, I had the one and only moment that I thought about giving up.  It was late October, and I was in the middle of Dr. Meyer’s CI 702—Curriculum Theories class and Dr. Anderson’s LS 626—Institutional Advancement class.  Despite the warnings from other students and the apologies from both professors for having to take them the same semester, I was simply not prepared for the amount of reading, writing and exhaustion I would experience.  But it was in Curriculum Theories that my understanding of the education system unfolded.  The course focused on traditional, political, autobiographical, phenomenological, and poststructural curriculum theories and the history of the U.S. education system.  I found that I embraced parts of each theory, but I was especially drawn to the political/critical theory.  While studying this theory, I had a major realization: education is a reflection of our society and is used to maintain the status quo.  I had naively believed that education was an equalizer, that education provided everyone with an equal opportunity to participate in the American dream.  I had not realized the role schools play in reproducing society through the explicit, hidden and null curriculums.
I was drawn to Mickeleson, Gioroux, and Freire, whose works focus on the social, cultural, political, and economical dynamics of teaching and learning and informed my own practice in many ways.  Teachers play a major role in either promoting reproduction or empowering individuals.  My aim is to empower individuals by creating an environment focused on the experience of the individual, emphasizing project-based learning, encouraging and listening to all of the voices of the school, creating a community of learners, and exploring self and society through autobiography.  I strive to provide a place where individuals learn to think critically and creatively, master academic and life skills, respect differences, cultivate a passion for the arts, enhance personal and community responsibility, develop a life-long love of learning and participate as empowered citizens in transforming their world.  This requires continuous reflection on the explicit, hidden and null curriculums. 
Dr. Meyer’s CI 703—Theories, Models and Research of Teaching course focused on behaviorism, cognitivism, constructivism, humanism and brain-based learning theories.  It was in this class that my confidence as an educator and scholar developed more fully.  My classroom is not a typical classroom nor am I a typical teacher.  For years, while I knew what I was doing worked and was right, there remained a hint of doubt.  Sometimes I wondered if maybe I should be more like other teachers, who tend to be traditional and emphasize behaviorism and cognitivism.  But learning theories have evolved overtime, and yet some teachers still fail to see the importance of the individual in the learning process.  Individuals are neglected and classrooms operate in an authoritarian fashion.  I, and other teachers who embrace humanism and brain-based theories, realize that beyond basic skills, students need to learn how to learn.  Important components include self-actualization and intrinsic motivation, nourishment and safety, cooperation, enrichment, and emotional engagement.   
Perhaps no other course had such an immediate impact on my life as Dr. Heaton’s CIEC 700—Technology and Curriculum course.  The readings alone helped me to better understand the digital natives moving through the education system today.  As a business and technology instructor, the information I learned in this course was immediately applicable to my classroom.  For example, we were required to use a wiki.  As a result of this requirement, my students now use a class wiki for projects, including our Annual Christmas for Angels’ project.   Additionally, after recognizing how powerful video games can be to learning, I implemented the use of SIMS Open for Business.  In this game, students create their own character who operates a business of their choosing.  This game reinforces business concepts learned in class in a way that students relate to and enjoy.  Dr. Heaton’s course also introduced me to technology tools to simplify my life, such as Delicious, a bookmarking website that allows you to save and tag web addresses.  
Dr. Debela’s Qualitative Research course helped me to grow as a researcher.  Our final project required us to create a qualitative research study, complete the IRB process, conduct the study and report the results.  The assignment required me to step back and reflect on research interests.  I am drawn to understanding the experiences of disadvantaged students.  Since I have experience working with Marshall University’s H.E.L.P. Program for students with learning disabilities and/or Attention Deficit Disorder, I conducted interviews with three senior H.E.L.P. students.  The process of seeing the study through from an idea to a final report was exceptionally valuable.  Going through the IRB process for the first time was incredibly intimidating and overwhelming, but doing so with the support of classmates, professors and Bruce Day made it less painful and an eventual success.  My appreciation for the depth qualitative research can bring to a study grew immensely, and I determined that my dissertation must have a qualitative element.  My confidence in conducting research grew as well, with Dr. Debela concluding my project was one of the top three of the class.   
Survey Project

“I’m sorry to say so but, sadly, it’s true that Bang-ups and Hang-ups can happen to you.  You can get all hung up in a prickle-ly perch, and your gang will fly on, you’ll be left in a lurch.” (p.17).

 There have been several “bang-ups and hang-ups” in the course of this degree.  I’ve been “hung up in a pricke-ly perch and left in a lurch” more than once.  I suppose that’s part of becoming a scholar: learning to keep on keeping on.  It’s easy to keep on when things are going smooth and your inbox is full of “well done” comments.  But the moments when failure grips you and deadlines are closing in are when keeping on is not so simple. 
 I am sitting in Dr. Childress’ Survey class; he is explaining the semester long survey project.  I’m excited.  I’m going to survey my high school students about post-secondary education.  I read studies and analyzed surveys on similar topics and put together an extensive survey in a nice, neat booklet form.  Dr. Childress appreciates the survey, acknowledges the importance of gathering such information, and then breaks the news to me that I will never get this pushed through IRB in time to complete the project.  He suggests I go a different direction that does not involve minors.  Deflated, I return to square one.  Who to survey?  What to ask?  Nothing, absolutely nothing comes to me.  Days turn into a week.  A week turns into two.  What to do?  What to do?
I seek out my technology coordinator, “are there any surveys we need to conduct?”  “Actually we are about to send out a parent survey.  Want to help me with it?”  “Yes!  Yes, I do.”   Dr. Childress and I e-mail back and forth and have a face to face meeting working to improve the district-created instrument by rewording a few questions for clarity and adding a few questions that would provide a wealth of information.  I e-mail it to the technology coordinator, who calls me from the central office and informs me that my changes have been rejected.  They are going to stick with the original survey and have decided to wait to send it out with progress reports.  That’s not enough time to get the results back, analyze them, and create a report.  Back to square one, again.  Meanwhile, my classmates are already analyzing data, and I do not even have an instrument yet.  The gang had flown on.  
Then my principal slaps a teacher survey down on my desk, “complete this when you get a chance and turn it into the office.”  “Yes, sir,” I respond with more enthusiasm than being told to complete a 60 question survey should warrant.  At the end of the day, I’m asking him for permission to analyze the data and asking Dr. Childress for approval for this project.  Both are granted.  So this is what step two looks like.  In my request to Dr. Childress for approval, I acknowledge that I feel like I have failed at this assignment so far.  He responds, “Please don't feel as if you have failed. Actually, I think you have learned a great deal about the survey process. The problems we have encountered are ‘real world’ issues that are commonly confronted by researchers. Let's move ahead and develop the report with the teacher data.”
I am breathing down the technology coordinator’s neck, “Have the results yet?”  Finally, they come via e-mail.  This survey is a mess, just a list of 61 questions.  Actually, it’s 60 questions; there is no question number 57.  There are no directions, not even one for explaining the one through five rating scale.  That was provided as oral instructions.  There are no subgroups or categories organizing the questions.  I start by cutting out the questions and pasting them into groups, creating seven subcategories to organize the information.  I finished with an interesting and telling report on teachers’ perceptions of the Dawson-Bryant school district.  I found that overall responses were similar across both elementary and high school teachers.  Both school staffs reported satisfaction with administration, teacher-teacher relationships, and teacher-student relationships.  They reported high expectations for students and high levels of technology use, and they believed that what they are teaching is applicable to life and that they are preparing students for college, the workplace, and a global economy.  However, some differences were noted.   For example, high school teachers were more likely to use portfolios, and elementary teachers reported more interdisciplinary planning and felt a greater need to focus on state testing.  I presented my final report to my principal, and although he received it well, it went no further.  I learned that sometimes research is conducted simply for the sake of saying it is being conducted.    
This survey project taught me a great deal about the survey process including criteria for selecting a survey method, survey system activities, data collection approaches, selecting survey objectives, designing surveys, creating and debugging questions, ethical considerations, information to be provided to respondents, and common mistakes, such as asking too few or too many questions, placing too much emphasis on questions about attitude at the expense of questions about behavior, and failure to think carefully about the wording of questions.  
Presentation

“You’ll be on your way up!  You’ll be seeing great sights!  You’ll join the high fliers who soar to high heights.” (p.12)

Although the process was brutal, Dr. Childress was right.  I had learned a great deal about the survey process, from instrument design issues to commonly made mistakes to the unforeseen hurdles researchers encounter.  From this project, Dr. Childress and I created a presentation titled “The DOs and DON’TS of Survey Research,” which we presented together at the 9th Annual Hawaii International Conference on Education, not a bad destination for such a miserable journey.  The presentation provided a set of guidelines for conducting survey research and highlighted important issues in survey research.

Conclusion
“And will you succeed?  Yes!  You will, indeed!  (98 ¾ percent guaranteed.)  KID YOU’LL MOVE MOUNTAINS!” (p.42)

The doctoral program has been a humbling experience.  Time and time again I have been forced to push my limits and go beyond what is comfortable, and sometimes even further.  Perseverance has proven invaluable.  So much of myself has been invested in this endeavor that a new self has been created, one in which my roles as mother, teacher, student, and researcher have grown and woven together, creating a reflective practitioner.  Both the highs and the lows of this journey have encouraged my personal and professional growth and development.  This journey is nearly complete. It’s time for the next journey, the dissertation.  Although I stand at the summit of the Mount Portfolio, from a distance I gaze at the snow-capped summit of Mount Dissertation.  I know the journey ahead will be trying.  My endurance and strength will be tested.   My professors and I have worked tirelessly, conditioning me for this journey. “[My] mountain is waiting…[I’m ready to] get on [my] way” (p. 42).           
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