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Introduction

“Continuity gives us roots; change gives us branches, letting us stretch and grow and reach new heights.” –Pauline Kezer


Sitting in a doctor’s office, I read the above quote on the wall several years ago and scribbled it on a piece of paper that I have kept.  This quote has been my motto since I began this doctoral journey.  My enrollment in the doctoral program brought about many changes in my professional and personal lives.  Human nature tends to resist change, but my plans were to embrace the professional changes in my career.  Although, I prefer to conquer change in relatively small steps, by the summer of 2008, major life changes influenced my life.


My fundamental career goal was to become a professor in the Education Department at Glenville State College, my alma mater.  After teaching in public education for a few years, it was my goal to pursue a terminal degree and position in higher education.  When the opportunity for a position at Glenville State pushed my career aspirations into fast forward, my goal became a reality at Glenville State, teaching early education and elementary education reading courses.   

In order to indicate qualifications to support my admission to candidacy, this reflective paper is organized into four sections to show clarity of development:  collaboration, depth of understanding, scholarship, and research.  The preparation that this program provided was comprehensive and practical.  I have already experienced its benefits in my own classroom.  The completion of my doctoral program will be an important step to independently further my on-going education so I can continue to research and write on topics related to my interests of teacher education and reading. 

Collaboration

“Unity is strength…where there is teamwork and collaboration, wonderful things can be achieved.” –Mattie Stepanek
According to Russian psychologist, Lev Vygotsky, mental processes begin as social activities, and as a result, collaboration with peers and the teacher is encouraged (as cited in Ormond, 1999).  Before entering the doctoral program, I thought collaboration meant group work, and group work made me apprehensive as such work usually meant one or two people did most of the work while the others reaped the benefits.  Moreover, if each group member was responsible for specific parts of the task and someone did not complete his or her part, others’ grades would suffer.  I soon learned to let go of my reservations about group work and change my views, because in the doctoral program all are expected to work collaboratively.  

My most intense experiences with collaboration occurred in Dr. Meyer’s courses.  One of the most challenging courses for me was CI 702—Curriculum Theories.  I entered this course with what I thought to be a suitable amount of knowledge of educational theories; however, the requirements of the course proved otherwise.  Dr. Meyer immersed us in curriculum theories as we researched, wrote about, and presented on theories.
Our group presented the behaviorism theory, fully explaining and connecting it to other learning theories. We had to divide and conquer so that we could thoroughly present this theory in a two-hour class period. Application activities completed by classmates emphasized behaviorism. Through this collaborative process I realized that, as a teacher, I am not a behaviorist.  Behaviorists, like Watson and Skinner, believe teaching and learning should be teacher-centered: the teacher being the keeper of all knowledge (Woolfolk, 2010).  I consider myself a constructivist like Dewey and Vygotsky because I believe teaching and learning should be student-centered (Pinar, 2006).  

Even though my group’s presentation was on behaviorism, the format of the course was constructivist. As Dewey emphasized, collaboration, not competition, is conducive to a learning environment (Tompkins, 2010).  I left this course with theory knowledge I never knew existed. This knowledge of how theories and theorists influence each other enhances the course, Child Development, I teach at Glenville State.  Prior to CI 702—Curriculum Theories, I solely relied on a textbook for teaching the various theories.  My students are now required to collaboratively research and present various child development theories.  This collaboration deepens their understanding of the theories.  Before this course, I taught about the theory and the theorists on a superficial level, but as a class we explore each theory.  The results have been positive as colleagues have commented that students now have more theory knowledge in their upper level courses.
Dr. Heaton’s CIEC 700—Technology and Curriculum also provided collaborative projects.  Once again, I was placed in a group and we were given the task of creating a PowerPoint that summarized a chapter from Grown Up Digital.  I learned that the “Net Generation” not only wants to be consumers of products but producers of them as well.  This has been termed “prosumers” because the “Net Generation” wants to help shape the products to better suit their lifestyles (Tapscott, 2009).  
To make this collaborative experience even more challenging, we were supposed to communicate with group members through a wiki.  This took collaboration to a whole new level. I had to learn how to navigate the tool before communicating with my group members.  Even though I prefer other modes of collaboration such as emailing or phone calls, I had to be open minded and try this new method of communicating. 
In my teaching, I now require more assignments using technology such as creating lessons using a Smartboard or Turning Point responders.  A technology seminar has been incorporated into Education 412--Curriculum and Assessment: Secondary Education, an upper level education course.  Students take this course prior to their interning semester so they will be exposed to various types of technology such as Webtop accounts and Tech Steps.  Student teachers are expected to be familiar with and use these.  The seminar presenter is a public school teacher (technology coordinator) who demonstrates how to access various technological tools to use in the classroom.  She also shares with them several other sites such as how to make live binders to store ideas, websites, and other resources for use in their classrooms.
Not only has this doctoral journey given me extensive experience collaborating with classmates but also with Marshall faculty members as well.  In the fall of 2010 I co-taught CIRG 636, Developmental Reading with Dr. Stange.  Most of the students were master’s degree candidates or seasoned teachers seeking additional hours for certification.  The course was hybrid, mostly online, but with face-to-face meetings required.  Teaching an online course was familiar to me because I teach an online course each fall at Glenville State.  

My role in the course was to provide feedback on several assignments.  Reading students’ graduate level work was a new experience for me.  Since my master’s degree is in reading, I was familiar with the content of the course.  Nevertheless, I read the textbook and many articles pertaining to the course to expand my knowledge on the course’s content so I could be prepared to comment on students’ assignments and answer their questions.  
  This experience helped me develop a better understanding of how important timely and quality feedback is to all students, graduate and undergraduate.  Carnevale and Fry (2000) note that students want feedback and they want it fast because they have grown accustomed to the convenience of instant and text messaging. I discovered that if their responses were validated with a comment or a question, this spurred scholarly conversations between them and me and among their fellow classmates were enhanced.  Compared with my undergraduate students, the graduate students offered more personal and professional experiences to enrich class discussions.  Face-to-face meetings seemed to generate more in-depth discussion compared to online discussions, but more students were likely to share personal experiences during online discussions.   
In the summer of 2011, I again collaborated with Dr. Stange; together we developed CIRG 710, an Independent Study for those seeking an emphasis in literacy education.  I assisted in creating the course syllabus and designing assignments.  Since I was planning to enroll in this course, I felt a sense of academic pride in helping to plan the content for my fellow classmates.  The course included a review of the recently revised Standards for Reading Professionals.  The Standards addressed two new professional roles:  middle and high school classroom teacher as well as middle and high school reading classroom.  The new standards also address diversity. The collaborative experiences with Dr. Stange have helped me in my teaching career at Glenville State. I now teach a joint elementary/secondary education course in collaboration with another colleague.  Together we look for the most current content to share with our pre-service teachers that are ready to intern the following semester.  

In addition, I am more likely to collaborate with colleagues at Glenville State for presentations.  Since starting this doctoral program, I have presented at two conferences with an early education colleague.  The first presentation, “Making Books Come to Life Through Movement and Healthy Snacks,” was at the Mountain Heart Conference in Beckley in 2011. The second, in 2012, “Book Bags: Building the Basics of Learning Through Great Stories,” took place at the Huntington Early Education Conference. Additionally, I have collaborated with a colleague to start The Glenville State College Early Education Student Group.  Student members will collaborate with each other on projects and presentations.  They are planning a presentation for the Celebrating Connections Conference, scheduled for this spring in Charleston.

Depth of Understanding

“Much learning does not teach understanding.” -Heraclitus

Early in my doctoral courses I realized that I had been, and still am, a constructivist.  My role in the public school classroom was to act as a facilitator who guides learners to find their own paths toward meeting their goals (Alesandrini & Larson, 2002; Powell and Kalina, 2009).  This teaching characteristic is also part of the traditional theory of child-centeredness where neither the teacher nor the students dominate the teaching process (Dewey, 1998).  In my elementary teaching, I capitalized on students’ interests, another characteristic of the traditional theory of child-centeredness, an approach which positively influences students’ school and personal progress (Tzuo, 2007).
My course work in the doctoral program has solidified how I see myself as a teacher.  Although I am mainly a constructivist, I continue to synthesize other theories.  As a teacher educator at Glenville State College, I impart knowledge of methodology and pedagogy in the higher education classroom in hopes the pre-service teachers transfer this knowledge to their future classrooms (Education Broadcasting Corp., 2004).  Emphasizing the theory of brain-based learning, I require pre-service teachers to complete specific activities with public school students while they are in the field observing (Core Principles of Brain-based Learning, nd).  Currere’s phenomenological theory is demonstrated as I facilitate the hands-on, active type of learning in my classroom (as cited in McKnight, 2006).  Like Currere, I believe that standardized testing is emphasized more than necessary and that students lack freedom, flexibility, and creativity in their own academic careers.  Currere refers to schools as warehouses, inferring that schools produce “cookie-cutter” students who lack creativity and independence (Pinar, 2006).  
My collegiate teaching is also influenced by cognitivism because of its emphasis on how students apply the teaching principles they learn in my courses.  Learning in my classroom is emphasized by what the pre-service teachers know and their paths to acquiring it (Ertmer & Newby, 1993).  Kelly (2006) extends this point by writing that learners acquire skills and knowledge in one setting but are able to apply the same skills and knowledge in a different setting.  That is exactly what I want my pre-service teachers to do.  They are expected to learn effective teaching principles in my courses and apply them in different settings—their classrooms.
  Just as CI 702 challenged me to collaborate on presentations, CIEC 700—Technology and Curriculum with Dr. Heaton, presented another challenge.  Going into the course, I felt confident in the subject matter because I “thought” I was technologically savvy.  Again, I was wrong.  Dr. Heaton introduced me to new technologies that, prior to the course, were foreign to me.  These included social bookmarking and creating videos.  At times in the class, I felt frustrated, but it was all part of the learning process.  According to Shepard (2008), subject matter should be challenging and aimed at higher order thinking and problem solving skills.   
I have used content and material from CIEC 700 in teaching my courses.  I learned how technology should be embedded in curriculum and instruction instead of looking at technology as only a section of curriculum and instruction (Coppola, 2004).  To prepare students to compete competitively in today’s society, teachers need to allow students to be the digital natives they are instead of restricting them to use technology in allotted blocks of time during the day.  Before this course, I was teaching pre-service teachers to separate technology from the other subjects or to incorporate it occasionally.  As Dr. Heaton pointed out, technology should be woven into all areas of the curriculum even if it makes the teacher or the student uncomfortable.    

I learned technology can easily be embedded in curriculum.  My students are now required to use technology when planning and implementing lessons.  I encourage them to experiment with the Smartboards they find in most of the classrooms where they teach and observe.  For example, one of my reading courses requires a tutoring component with elementary students.  I require the use of some sort of technology at least once during the tutoring experience.  The pre-service teachers have used their Iphones, Ipads, and other devices to allow the children they tutor to practice writing letters or read text. They often bring ideas back to me to share with the rest of my students.  

“Change is made by individuals first, then institutions.”
(NC Department of Public Instruction, 2005, para. 2)

The doctoral course CI 707—Curricular Change had a great impact on my views of embracing change.  The Concerns-Based Adoption Model explained in this course sets forth the idea about how to monitor the change process and assists in collecting essential information (Ellsworth, 2004).  Most people are cautious and skeptical of change and, therefore, revert to the role of follower, rather than leader.  As a result of Marshall’s doctoral program, I believe I am a better leader because of the confidence gained in the area of curriculum and instruction.  I have changed how I teach one of my reading courses based on the newly adopted Common Core State Standards by the West Virginia Department of Education.  The assignments completed for the course emphasize the use of the Standards and how the adoption of them may change reading instruction.  The pre-service teachers that complete my course will take their knowledge of the use of Common Core Standards and apply it in schools in several counties in West Virginia and  nationally as they gain employment in out of state schools.  As an individual, I made changes to one reading course that has the potential to impact countless institutions.
Scholarship

“True scholarship consists in knowing not what things exist, but what they mean; it is not memory but judgment.”

–James Russell Lowell

The faculty in the doctoral program at Marshall University has given me several scholarship opportunities that have helped me grow professionally.  The idea of having something scholarly to share with other educators excited yet intimidated me.   In the spring semester of 2009, I enrolled in CI 677—Writing for Publication.  I perceived this course as one that would prepare me for the type of writing that would be expected of me in the doctoral program.  I remember being intimidated and unsure of what type of writing would be expected in a doctoral level course.  Dr. Simone quickly made me feel at ease and even confident in my writing abilities.  The phrase that I took from her class was “cut the fat” out of writing, meaning stick with the facts and cut out the unnecessary information.    
My final assignment for this course was published in a state-wide magazine.  Dr. Simone encouraged me to write about my passion, and being a brand new mother, my passion was, and still is, my daughter.  I wrote “10 Ways Working Mothers Can Bond with Their Infants,” which was published in the West Virginia Provider Quarterly, Summer 2009 edition.  That gave me a sense of accomplishment, and I felt like I was truly a doctoral student.  Adding to my confidence as a writer, I began networking with classmates who were more experienced with the program.  Those contacts gave me encouragement and have proven to be uplifting throughout the past few years.

I continued with more publication experience.  In summer 2009, I learned that Dr. Stange and I had similar research interests in preparing pre-service teachers to effectively teach reading. To accomplish this task, teachers must stay abreast of current reading research.  Dr. Stange gave me the opportunity to serve as a guest editor on the Editorial Advisory Board of The Reading Professor. I reviewed a couple manuscripts for the Winter edition.  This scholarly activity exposed me to the publication process, as I hoped it would.  This reviewing gave me the opportunity to use the knowledge from CI 677—Writing for Publication.  I used the ideas such as “cutting the fat” and ensuring all references were listed in the bibliography imparted by Dr. Simone as I read the scholarly articles.  Discovering that even expert writers and researchers still need to revise their works was reassuring.
Later, Dr. Stange gave me another scholarly opportunity, presenting at the International Reading Association Conference in Chicago, spring 2010.  I was elated and nervous since it would be my first time presenting at a conference.  The proposal was accepted, and we were slated to present on the topic of reading/writing assessments.  In preparation for our presentation,  “Learning Language and Literacy Assessments:  Creating Quality Teachers of Reading,”  I surveyed several public elementary school teachers to determine what reading and writing assessments they used in their classrooms. 

  I was not only interested in the survey results for our presentation, but also for the reading courses I teach at Glenville State because I could incorporate the assessments being used most often in public schools into my instruction to prepare pre-service teachers for their reading classrooms.  What I found through my research was that teachers were using DIBELS, running records, and informal reading inventories most often, so I began including these assessments in my instruction.  Being around so many reading researchers at a national conference and having my name appear as a presenter in the program was a scholarly experience.
In May 2011 Dr. Stange and I presented at the International Reading Association Conference in Orlando.  The presentation was successful and many attendees showed interest in our research.  In preparation for our presentation, “Research in Content Area:  Reading Across the Curriculum,” I surveyed my reading courses for pre-service teachers’ perspectives on teaching content area reading.  The survey revealed pre-service teachers do not feel prepared to teach content area reading.  They perceived children as being ill-prepared to read and comprehend content area subjects because children think content reading is “boring,” an attitude that can be changed by teachers if they provide a purpose for reading content (Tompkins, 2010).  Teachers also need to relate to students’ interests and experiences in order to motivate them to read content.  


The confidence I gained from presenting with Dr. Stange has proven valuable in my career at Glenville State.  I have submitted proposals on my own that have been accepted.  I have presented at two West Virginia early education conferences in the last three years.  I am planning on submitting proposals to present at regional and national conferences in the near future.  The experience I have gained at Marshall has attributed to my success in presenting on my own and with other colleagues.  I have gained scholastic experience through national presentations, publications, and editing opportunities.  Scholarly research and writing has prepared me to begin writing my dissertation.   
Research
“Research is creating new knowledge.” –Neil Armstrong

Prior to entering the doctoral program, I had little research experience.  I could successfully locate resources such as educational websites to assist me in teaching and conduct informal action research as a classroom teacher to determine if a current reading program was positively affecting student achievement.  I could talk to colleagues about parent involvement strategies.  I could implement an element of the autobiographical theory of listening to students’ voices because their role as a stakeholder is just as important as others who have a vested interest (Pinar, 2006).  Nonetheless, my experience of teacher as researcher does not compare to the research I have completed in this program.  
Taking EDF 517--Statistical Methods not only benefited me, but continues to benefit my pre-service teachers as well.  I expose my students to research articles from professional journals, they read the articles and, together, we discuss them in class.  Since I am a qualitative researcher, I was not familiar with quantitative research terms such as standard deviation or t-test until I took Statistical Methods.   I feel much more confident in discussing research and explaining the importance of research terms commonly found in journal articles.

In Fall 2009, in Dr. Cunningham’s LS 703--Research Design, I was asked to critique several dissertations. I remember thinking, “Is this what I have to write one day?”  The thought of it was monumental, daunting, and even bordering on impossible at that point.  Dr. Cunningham helped me develop a critical eye when looking at dissertations.  We dissected several examples, pulling out pertinent sections to discuss.
I knew going into this doctoral program that I wanted to write my dissertation on something related to literacy, my area of emphasis.  When I took EDF 711—Survey Research in Education, my final project was to construct a survey, and I did so with my dissertation topic in mind.  The information I hoped to gather would be centered around the topic of how prepared beginning teachers felt they were to teach reading.  I thought I was committed to this topic until I took EDF 626—Advanced Qualitative Research.  After discussing the topic of how prepared beginning teachers felt they were to teach reading with Dr. Spatig, I found that I could not wrap my head around it as I would need to do in order to complete a dissertation.

There was never any doubt, though, that I wanted to do qualitative research.  Wu and Volker (2009) note that the purpose of qualitative research is to understand and describe behaviors that occur in their natural settings.  The data collected is typically not in numerical form, but rather texts, pictures, and videos (Gelo, Braakmann, & Benetka, 2008).   Qualitative research allows the researcher to gain a deeper understanding of the topics and individuals being studied.  That is an advantage that will let a researcher get to know the thoughts, feelings, and perspectives of the participants in a way that surveys cannot.
Dr. Spatig challenged me to find a topic I could articulate and make a case for investigating.  After speaking with a colleague, I decided to pursue a hot button topic, the newly adopted Common Core State Standards.  After several attempts at articulating my thoughts into a concept map, Dr. Spatig finally gave me permission to do some rudimentary research.  I constructed an interview guide and interviewed three kindergarten teachers about their views of the Common Core State Standards.  I plan to utilize ethnographic interviews which seek to interpret people’s perceptions of reality and to find patterns in their perspectives and behaviors (Glesne, 2011).  I also plan to use thematic analysis (Glesne, 2011) and inductive analysis (Patton, 2002) to generate themes and patterns from the data I collect.  Each interview will be transcribed and I will employ coding schemes to identify particular patterns (Glesne, 2011).  
My proposed dissertation topic, which I continue to refine, is Kindergarten Teachers’ Perspectives of the Common Core State Standards.  I plan to use qualitative research methods.  I am interested in teachers’ perspectives of the Common Core State Standards since they are implementing them.  Fullan (1982) discusses how effective changes in education are dependent upon what teachers do or think regarding those changes.  The implementation of the Common Core State Standards is a type of school reform, and reform is a complex undertaking which depends largely upon teachers to carry out whatever change is currently being implemented in public schools (Tubin & Oplatka, 2010).  Bomer and Maloch (2011) suggest that the adoption of the Common Core State Standards will significantly impact America’s schools more than any other national policy.  
In the months following the completion of EDF 626, I have made several contacts with key people in the West Virginia Department of Education that have agreed to be of assistance with my dissertation research.  I chose to focus on kindergarten teachers because they have implemented the Common Core State Standards for a longer period of time than the other grades in West Virginia.  I have a special interest in kindergarten since I have a specialization in early childhood education and am preparing my own daughter for entering school. 


My interest in the Common Core Standards has helped the Education Department at Glenville State.  Since I have read several articles and completed a little research on the topic, colleagues come to me when they have questions.  I have shared extensive knowledge about the Standards with my pre-service teachers which will make them familiar with them and better able to implement them in the classroom.

Conclusion
“Cease conceiving of education as mere preparation for later life, and make of it the full meaning of the present life.” –John Dewey

Graduate programs offer an educational environment of research facilities, forums for the challenging and questioning of ideas, and laboratories for the experimenting and testing of teaching techniques—all geared toward enriching the intelligence of both teachers and students.  These benefits motivated my decision to come to Marshall University to continue my quest to become a more productive teacher and to further my own scholarly pursuits.

My future is beginning to come into focus as I prepare myself for a permanent career in higher education.  My coursework is completed, I have written a rough draft of a proposal in EDF 626, and I am gathering articles for my literature review.  I am filled with anticipation as I think about starting my dissertation.  I feel confident that I have been prepared by my professors, and I will continue to interact with faculty throughout the dissertation process.
The culmination of my doctoral journey will be when I stand in front of my doctoral committee to defend my dissertation.  At that time they will witness the change in me.  I will have evolved from the intimidated doctoral student to a scholar prepared to continue researching and writing on her own as a life-long learner.  
Through the combination of coursework, researching, presenting, publishing, teaching, and editing, I am a well-rounded doctoral student who is ready to begin writing a dissertation.  My confidence has grown and is evident in my teaching at Glenville State. More and more positive comments I am receiving about my knowledge of subject matter and the knowledge my students have gained from my teaching as a result of the doctoral program.  I have successfully implemented many of the teaching strategies learned from my professors at Marshall.  I have also learned innovative strategies from fellow classmates, a direct result of  the collaboration required in the program.  I am prepared to be admitted to candidacy, and to develop and my dissertation.  Even though in the midst of change, through my preparation at Marshall over the past four years, I possess the knowledge and skills to successfully accomplish the dissertation requirement for a doctoral degree.
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