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Introduction

My road to Texas A&M University was fairly easy, or at least at the beginning it was. |
worked hard in high school, participated in pageants, FFA, and was even a Texas State 4-H
Officer. | was destined for Texas A&M University. At age nine when | decided | wanted to
attend school here, my grandparents gave me a pewter block ATM key chain. 1 still carry it to
this day. Do you know how hard it is for a nine year old to keep track of anything, let alone
something that is supposed to represent their future goal? It is nothing short of a miracle. To me
that has always shown my dedication to my goals.

My first summer at Texas A&M University, which was my first semester in college, went
great. | earned all A’s and | knew | was where | needed to be. Once fall began though, | was just
not performing like I should. Things did not feel right and having fun was more important. |
could not imagine that a degree in political science was going to make me happy, even though I
had convinced myself that was the right major for me. | ended up failing out my sophomore
year. | was incredibly disappointed in myself. I did not tell anyone and went to work full time as
a nanny for triplets. | worked for the family for four years and after that another full time job. I
was not happy. This was not the life | had envisioned for myself. There was no diploma, no
Aggie ring, and no pride.

In the spring of 2009 | decided enough was enough. | would undo the damage | had done
to my life and my transcript. | met with Dr. Barry Boyd in the agricultural leadership, education
and communications (ALEC) department in the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences. | was
terrified that he was going to take one look at my previous grades and laugh me right out of

Scoates Hall. Incredibly, he did not. He said it was a long shot, but with a lot of hard work, |
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might be able to get back in to Texas A&M University. As Kristina Koznick, American World
Cup alpine ski racer once said, ““ I know it is a long shot, but the fighter in me can’t let go. Hope
is a very powerful thing.” (http://www.quotehd.com). After a lot of work at Blinn College | was
able to enroll in classes at Texas A&M University for the fall 2010 semester. My very first class
was ALED 340 (agricultural leadership, education and development) with Dr. Jennifer Strong.
She was so excited to have me in her class! She was positive, motivational, and upbeat! | could
not get enough of her class. After my first day with her I knew | was exactly where | needed to
be. This was home. This department was going to help me become who | was meant to be all
along. Another professor | encountered along my journey to my master’s degree was Dr. Robert
Strong. He always took a true interest in his students. He actually remembered things about them
and later used that information to make his lectures more relatable. Thanks to the support and
guidance of these two professors | was set to graduate in May of 2012. Then something strange
happened. | was hospitalized due to a blood clot, then a second and a third. The number
eventually reached six. As my health continued to decline I did my best to keep up with my
classes and my job working for Apple, Inc. until one day in the fall of 2011 I realized | could not
remember the last three days. | emailed a professor to explain that I had been ill and would need
to take a make-up exam. He responded and said he did not know what | was talking about
because my graded test was in his hand. | was hospitalized immediately after that. The verdict?
Lupus. Lupus is an autoimmune disease that can affect every part of your body. Your body is
basically fighting itself because it views everything as a danger. Lupus affects my blood, lungs,
skin, joins and neurological system. Up until this point earning my master’s degree right after |
finished my bachelor’s degree was a forgone conclusion. I had Dr. Jen and Dr. Strong’s support.

| just needed to take my GRE and move forward, but everything came to a crashing halt after my
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diagnoses. | had to take three incompletes that fall. Going into my final semester | had twenty-
seven hours to complete. My mom encouraged me to graduate in the summer; my disability
advisor encouraged me to graduate in the summer, along with several others. | would have none
of it. I walked across the stage at Reed Arena on May 12, 2012. Hope, indeed, is a powerful
thing.

| took a year off from my graduate school plans following my graduation. I needed to
regroup. With a weakened immune system | could not follow through with my plan of studying
international agricultural development. | wanted to travel the world, but realistically that was not
going to happen. While | was working on new plan, | began working part time for the Texas
A&M Athletic Department as a learning assistant. | worked with the student athletes and assisted
them with their academic endeavors. Many of them are ALED/ALEC majors so | was very
excited to see material and coursework that | was familiar with. I noticed how easy it was for me
to relate my students’ interests to their coursework. | was good at teaching them new concepts
and re-explaining concepts in a way that was more realistic for them. At that point | realized |
could earn my master’s degree from the ALEC department and also earn an eLearning certificate
that would enable me to teach online. | needed a plan in place to protect myself in the future if
my lupus ever got to the point that | could not go to a daily office job. Teaching online was the
perfect answer. | would still have interaction with interesting people, be able to teach willing
minds and still take care of myself.

With my plan in place and my acceptance letter in hand, | was ready to begin my new
journey. I was actually doing it! This was a far cry from the twenty year old that did not know
who she was. What I have found amusing during my master’s program is that I have switched

my degree plan at least twice with class adjustments four times. That is on par with an
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undergraduate degree! | finally settled on a non-thesis, distance education Master of Agriculture

degree and earning my eLearning certificate along the way.

Program Work

During my Master of Agriculture program at Texas A&M University, | set five goals for
myself. Some were specific for the program, some were specific for my future, and my fifth goal
was a personal goal that is as intense and powerful as it is important to me.

My five goals were:

1. To become a better writer—to be bolder, more descriptive.

2. To develop my research skills.

3. To open my mind to the possibilities around me.

4. To further develop my critical thinking skills at a higher level.

5. To do all of this, and graduate on time, despite the obstacles that | face on a daily basis

due to my medical condition. (I suffered three seizures and two surgeries during the last

two years.)

There are several classes that | completed along the way that really helped me achieve
my goals. These classes really enriched my overall experience and will continue to benefit me
for years to come. | have already begun to see an immediate use of the information I gained in

these classes in my everyday life.
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Fall 2013

ALEC 695—Frontiers in Research Dr. Robert Strong

ALEC 640- Method of Technological Change Dr. Theresa Murphrey
Spring 2014

ALEC 696 —Qualitative Research in AGED Dr. Kim Dooley

Fall 2014

EHRD 603—Applied Theoretical Foundation HRD Dr. Larry Dooley
ALEC 610- Principles of Adult Education

ALEC 611—Advanced Methods Distance Education

| took ALEC 695 Frontiers in Research with Dr. Robert Strong in the fall of 2013. This
online class was designed to give students an understanding of the social science research
process which made it the perfect first semester graduate class. Dr. Strong identified several
goals for the class, but there were three that | really focused on; “demonstrate how to evaluate,
consume, and communicate social science research findings, describe quantitative research
methods and understand the appropriate use of such in studying a research problem, and lastly,
demonstrate an understanding of the social science research process by identifying a research
problem and develop a research plan for studying the problem” (Strong, 2013).

These three course objectives were directly related to my goals of becoming a better
writer, developing my research skills, and developing my critical thinking skills to a higher level.
| was able to do this by focusing on three particular projects in the class. These were the

literature concept map and references in APA, the content analysis of a quantitative study and the
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content analysis of a qualitative study. Each project, | would later learn, really set the stage for
the rest of my master’s.

The literature concept map project introduced me to setting up the conceptual framework
for my papers. It not only refreshed my knowledge on how to completely think through what |
would be writing about, but how to justify my research topic, methods and sources. The
quantitative content analysis project was slightly terrifying at first. | chose to analyze an article
discussing the success of a math-enhanced curriculum being used in an agricultural and
technology focused high school. By breaking down each component of the research that was
presented, | was able to recognize what | needed to include in my own writing. During this
process | was also able to see what was missing in certain research papers and how that affected
the author’s ability to effectively communicate their findings to their audience.

My writing began to change at this point. | was able to identify when I myself was not
communicating in an efficient manner. This also spilled over into my personal and work lives,
which helped me become more successful almost immediately. | was amazed at the results. My
qualitative content analysis project was much less stressful to complete. | picked up on the
demands of the project very quickly and was able to apply the new material that | had learned to
this project in an efficient manner. | chose to analyze a paper written about agricultural education
student teachers and their time in New South Wales. It was at this point that | decided the
qualitative method of research was where | would excel. This ended up changing several times
throughout my journey. I finally decided, because | always operate at a high emotional level, that
it is actually more difficult for me to design a qualitative research project than a quantitative
research project. | was surprised at this discovery. I just assumed that | would do well at

explaining emotions, feelings and describing the unique perspective that comes with qualitative
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research. It is actually very difficult for me to back up those findings, which is imperative in that
specific type of research. Later, when taking classes with Dr. Kim Dooley, | would find ways to
work through this. ALEC 695 was a solid introduction to earning a master’s degree and
thoroughly prepared me for the next year and a half.

My second class in the fall of 2013 was ALEC 640 Methods of Technological Change
with Dr. Theresa Murphrey. This online class was designed to place emphasis on the student’s
role as a professional change agent working with technological change. Dr. Murphrey identified
several goals for this class, and as before, | focused on certain ones to help me achieve the goals
I had set for myself. The goals I focused on were “to understand the processes by which
technological innovations are adopted and diffused among people, understand the dynamics of
the change process, and to anticipate and predict the consequences of planned change”
(Murphrey).

There was one project in this class that really stood out and | enjoyed completing. It was
a presentation called “Expanding Beyond the Classroom”. I was to choose a topic from the areas
of grand challenges, magazine article reviews, book reviews or individual change agents. After |
chose what area | would research and present on, | was to create a power point and write a
summary that would be presented via Web Meeting, which is a live online classroom. | chose to
present a book review over “The Culture Code” by Clotaire Rapaille. The book focused on
breaking into a culture’s societal code. As a change agent this is an important skill to have as you
can use this to communicate with others in any society and truly reach out to them. In this class |
learned that communication is the most important part of being a change agent and this book did

an excellent job of explaining why that is so, which is why I chose it for my presentation.
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This project captured all aspects of what technological change means in this day and age.
| had to work on my own in a virtual setting and then present to an audience that I only knew
through online discussion boards. It was a bit daunting, but it also gave me a feeling of true
freedom to present my opinions and thoughts without worrying what anyone else thought. |
interpreted the material from Dr. Murphrey as | saw fit and used it in a manner that benefited my
education. It really helped to personalize the class for me. I felt like | was my own change agent
and | used this momentum to continue on into the spring of 2014 when | began taking classes
online for my eLearning certificate.

| began the spring of 2014 by taking ALEC 612 Instructional Design for Online Learning
with Dr. Theresa Murphrey and ALEC 613 eLearning Development and Delivery Techniques
with Dr. Robert Strong. Each class formed a portion of my eLearning certificate education. The
final project for Dr. Strong’s class was a completed teaching portfolio website showcasing the
skills I had learned over the semester. Along the way | completed smaller modules that taught
me skills in Adobe Photoshop, Adobe Fireworks, Camtasia Studio/TechSmith Snaglt, and
webpage development. This class was the most vital to my eLearning certificate as it taught me
the fundamentals of actually presenting the content that | already knew how to develop. There
were several photos that | had taken during the fall of 2013 that | used for my Photoshop module.
They took on a life of their own after applying the software edits to them. To this day they are
still a few of my favorite photos and are framed in my home.

For the final teaching portfolio webpage production project in ALEC 613 | used all of the
skills I had acquired over the semester. | used Photoshop edited images for background
additions. | showcased my instructional skills by embedding videos | had recorded of myself

teaching leadership classes. | used TechSmith and Camtasia to record and edit my videos. These
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two programs allowed me to record and edit on my personal computer. 1 did not need the
assistance of an additional person to do this so | was free to produce my instructional videos
whenever my schedule allowed. This was very useful as anyone with a busy schedule can attest
to.

Concurrently in my ALEC 612 Instructional Design for Online Learning class with Dr.
Theresa Murphrey, | was learning how to successfully put together instructional content using
storyboards and flowcharts in order to record online lectures. Online lectures are one of the main
ways instructors introduce new material to their students. It is also a great way for students to
“meet” their instructors. The students get to see a glimpse of their personalities based on the
design and format choices the instructors make. This can be background pictures or colors,
television or movie clips used to illustrate a point and personal information that the instructor
chooses to share such as family photos or stories.

Dr. Murphrey’s class required the submission of one large project, the independent
instructional project. The project was then broken down into smaller sub-projects that formed the
body of the class. Once everything was completed the main project itself was done. Many of my
eLearning certificate classes were broken down this way, which | really appreciated. Looking at
a large project such as producing an instructional website or formulating an entire semester of
work for a class can be incredibly overwhelming. What these classes showed me, though, was if
the preparation is broken down into modules that chronologically make sense, then they are
easily manageable. Dr. Murphrey’s classes were exceptional at teaching me this.

My independent instructional project was to provide information about the Agriculture
Leadership and Development program at Texas A&M University. | wanted to explain what

agricultural leadership is and what it can do for an undergraduate student. This was my
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undergraduate degree so it is a subject that is important to me. | feel that it is a great program that
opens many doors and possibilities to students that engage with the material and professors. For
this project | was to submit a Microsoft Word file, a Microsoft Power Point presentation and
three files created using one of the computer programs that | had learned how to use during the
class. | chose Camtasia, as it was extremely beneficial to the way | had chosen to present my
material.

| was able to use what | was learning in ALEC 613 to help me in ALEC 612 and vice
versa. | would find this to be true for the rest of my eLearning certificate program. It was a
successful project and | could see the improvements | was making as an instructor. | was
beginning to actually live my goal of learning to open my mind to the possibilities around me. |
do not believe this will be a goal that | ever completely accomplish and move on from. It will be
a goal that | chase for the rest of my life and that is an endeavor that | am proud of.

The third class | took in the spring of 2014 was ALEC 696 Qualitative Research in
AGED with Dr. Kim Dooley. This class brought me a long way towards reaching my goals of
improving my writing and developing my research skills. This class really taught me a lot. It
mostly taught me that I had no idea what | was doing when it came to research. | understood the
terminology thanks to my ALEC 695 class, but | had a very difficult time putting those terms
into practice. | struggled throughout the entire semester and even had to meet with Dr. Kim
Dooley once or twice in person in order to receive assistance. She was incredibly helpful and
always had time to work with me. My actual writing skills were never the issue. It was my lack
of backing up what I thought and discerned from my research that really held me back. My final
project for this class was a twelve-page research manuscript. My topic was online education and

its effects on Division I student athletes’ learning.



Master of Agriculture defense 12

Due to the fact that | worked with student athletes in an educational setting on a daily
basis, took online classes myself and was now a full-fledged researcher, | thought this would be
the perfect topic for me to research. While all of these things were true, looking back | feel that
perhaps | was too close to the topic and was unable to hide my bias. | was also unable to defend
my research in an appropriate manner. Dr. Kim Dooley’s class is structured in such a way that if
your manuscript could not pass approval using the National Agricultural Education Research
Conference Evaluation Form for Qualitative Research Manuscripts, then you will not pass her
class. She gives her students a second chance to make the needed adjustments, which provides a
much needed learning opportunity. | found myself in this situation and at first I was devastated. |
had put forth such great effort all semester to make this class work and in the end | was not able
to succeed. Then | took a step back and realized it was all a part of the learning process and |
needed to get back to work. | made the needed corrections and earned an A in the class.

It felt amazing! | was actually pushing through all of my health issues and succeeding in
graduate school! A lot of people in my life were concerned that pursuing my master’s would be
too stressful for me and that | would put myself in a situation that would make my condition
worse. | had already suffered two seizures the previous semester, which was a new symptom of
my Lupus, but | kept going. | had something to prove to myself and those around me. I had also
recently been initiated into the Texas A&M University chapter of the honor society, Gamma
Sigma Delta so my success kept me going.

The next grouping of classes that really stood out in my program were taken in the fall of
2014. They were ALEC 611 Advanced Methods of Distance Education with Dr. Kim Dooley,
ALEC 610 Principles of Adult Education with Dr. Darrell Walker, and EHRD 603 Applied

Theoretical Foundation of Human Resource Development with Dr. Larry Dooley.
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| was particularly excited to take another class with Dr. Kim Dooley because | feel that
she always pushes her students to the next level. She teaches her classes the way she instructs her
students to teach. Essentially, she leads by example. The final project for ALEC 611 was to
create an online class from start to finish. This included creating goals, lesson plans, icebreakers,
online interactive class activities, assessments, and visuals.

| decided to teach a class on time management. | had just read a motivational article on
time management prior to the beginning of her class and thought it would be a useful topic to
develop into a class. | knew a lot about the subject due to my job at the time. | was still working
as a learning assistant for the Texas A&M University Athletic Department. A part of my job was
to teach Division | student athletes how to manage their time concerning their academic pursuits.
Many people scoff at the life a student athlete lives compared to that of a non-student athlete. |
do not concern myself with such conversations, but I will say this: there is a need for time
management in the lives of all college students regardless of what they are trying to balance.
This could be athletics, children, a health condition, campus activities or a job that pays their
bills.

| had learned quite a bit about time management and was able to turn that into a
functional website that my classmates were able to interact with and learn from. This was the
first class that | was really able to get feedback on from my classmates in. It was very useful to
see my work through a different pair of eyes. I found it difficult to get feedback along the way
from other students that were studying different methods of teaching. They did not quite
understand where | was coming from until the final product, the website, was complete. Then

they were able to walk through the site, step by step, and experience the class in its entirety. |
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have found that the one drawback to teaching online classes is the difficulty in the production
process. It is very much a big picture process and that is hard for many people to understand.
Learning how to work with that method of understanding really helped me work on all five of
my goals that I set for myself while earning my masters.

Goal 1: Become a better writer. By looking at the big picture when setting up an online
class, I learned that | needed to be more succinct in my writing. The more specific | was in what
| said, the easier it was for others to understand what | meant and to see the big picture along
with me.

Goal 2: Develop research skills. | needed to become more efficient at finding pertinent
information that would get my point across to my audience. By doing this | would use less time
researching and more time using said information to develop rich, informational content for my
students. This would enable me to become a more effective educator.

Goal 3: Open my mind to the possibilities around me. | needed to be open to ideas that
would benefit others’ learning styles and not just my own. This class really helped me to step out
of my own comfort zone and utilize other learning styles that I had previously learned about as
an undergraduate student. | was able to look at things as an educator and not a student, which |
felt was the goal of the entire eLearning certificate. | was also able to see that things that are a
great idea in the planning stage, may not work when executed in the final stage. This does not
mean that the idea is not useful somewhere else, it just means it does not work for that specific
project. I am now able to recognize these situations fairly quickly.

Goal 4: Further develop my critical thinking skills at a higher level. Due to the nature of
the final project | completed for ALEC 611, | needed to really understand why | was using

certain materials for my class, why I chose certain goals for my students and why | felt it was
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important for specific handouts to be used in the class. | could not just use random materials for
my class. Each and every item had to have a reason behind it and | needed to have an intellectual
decision for that reason. This class really forced me to use critical thinking in a new way.

Goal 5: Graduate on time despite my medical condition. During the fall of 2014 | had a
medical situation arise that forced me to go through several medical procedures. While at times it
was quite challenging to get my work turned it and completed to the standards that my professors
and | had become accustomed, I still did it. Most of the time my professors did not even know
that my condition had become that serious. I just kept going and for that I am very proud of
myself.

While taking ALEC 611, | also took ALEC 610 Principles of Adult Education with Dr.
Darrell Walker. | was disappointed in this class. It was not as disciplined as other classes | had
taken. You could talk about any topic, in any format, for whatever length of time you desired. |
felt that there was not enough structure. This did help me see the other side of online instruction.
As much as | enjoyed talking with Dr. Walker, his class was a study in what not to do as an
instructor.

This class helped to reinforce my writing goal of being more descriptive. Readers need to
know exactly what you are thinking if you are teaching an online class. When you are in a
traditional classroom, students have the opportunity to ask questions immediately. The instructor
also has the opportunity to receive feedback and quickly pick up on where their deficiencies lie.
Not so in the eLearning world. There are time lags and delays, language barriers, and generation
gaps. The student and the educator have to learn to overcome those quickly in order to ensure a

successful semester.
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While | did enjoy the freedom to decide what I did and did not learn in this class, it felt
too much like a Choose Your Own Adventure book for my liking. I learned that | need a little
more structure. | like to learn my own lessons in life, not in the classroom.

The third class that really had an impact on me in the fall of 2014 was Dr. Larry Dooley’s
EHRD 603 Applied Theoretical Foundation of Human Resource Development. | took this class
as a part of my master of agriculture curriculum. It was a good way to develop my human
resources skills as, at this point, | had decided that I really enjoyed working in college athletics
and would be staying in that realm in some capacity. The main body of the class was case
studies completed via group work, which | had not come across in an online setting yet. | found
it very difficult due to the members of my group. My group immediately lost one member due to
class changes and we moved on with three members. We were encouraged by Dr. Larry Dooley
to meet in whatever format we felt comfortable with; email, in person or online. Due to one of
our group members being a father of two it was easier for us to “meet” via email. This worked
fine for all of us, but half way through the semester the father group member changed jobs that
required him to commute one hour each way every day. This limited his time for schoolwork as
his children were his priority. He was not able to focus as much time on his classwork as one
should in a higher education program. Our third group member and | discussed this with him and
he was quite open to the conversation. He was very pleasant to work with which made the
conversation much more difficult to have. We did not want to be rude, but we were not going to
sacrifice our grade for someone else’s priorities.

The method we used to complete our case studies was for each member to complete their
portion of the module and then submit it to the group for review. We would then discuss them

and any corrections the group agreed upon would be made. Our father group member fell short
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every time and the third group member and | felt we had to pick up his slack for every project.
This got to be very discouraging. We would work with him so he could learn from the projects
yet he still made the same mistakes.

Besides the case study group work, there were several individual assignments that were a
part of the syllabus. One that really stood out was a creative assignment. We were to use a
metaphor to creatively demonstrate or illustrate our understanding of human resource
development based on our learning from this course. We were able to demonstrate this in any
way we saw fit. This was difficult for me to do as I had been so focused all semester on the
traditional methods of working with human resource development (writing papers, studying case
studies) that | was not able to truly be creative. | understood what Dr. Larry Dooley was trying to
do and | appreciated the breakup of teaching methods, but | was unable to be successful on that
assignment. It did prove to me that it is important that all students’ needs be met when it comes
to instruction especially when it comes to a topic that is so traditional. It must have been
incredibly refreshing to those students in the class that struggled with the case studies and needed
to be able to express themselves in a different medium.

While | enjoyed the class and was able to take a lot from it, | was glad it was over due to
the group project aspect of it. | did not feel | was able to show my true work as the third group
member and | had to pull the weight of the father group member. It was the ultimate real world
lesson in how it feels to work on a group project in an office setting. | have encountered similar
situations in my new full time job and have been able to handle them quite efficiently and
effectively because of what | learned in Dr. Larry Dooley’s EHRD 603 Applied Theoretical

Foundation of Human Resource Development class.
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Conclusion

This program allowed me to explore a variety of concepts and ideas that | was interested
in without dedicating years of research to them. It was just enough to whet my appetite and
further my knowledge on the subjects | was interested in. This degree plan taught me that I can
be inspired by anything at any time. | just need to be open to the thought process that will put me
in that state of mind. This has helped me in my current full time job as well. | have adapted my
way of thinking to always be on the lookout for different ways to accomplish my goals and the
issues at hand.

Thanks to the various readings | completed over the course of my master’s program, |
have become more open minded which is something I never thought possible. | was given the
opportunity to participate in a program that allowed me to set my own goals, my own path and
explore my own topics of interest while being guided by knowledgeable and respected
professionals. This was key in further developing my critical thinking skills. I really enjoyed how
my classes complimented each other. They flowed together in a way that allowed me to
continuously develop in a very organic way.

| have always been interested in all things leadership education based and by
participating in this program | was able to utilize my existing knowledge while learning how to
encourage others. At the end of the day I do not want to create followers; | want to create more
leaders. | have seen the progress the Agricultural Leadership, Education and Communication
department has made over the past five years at Texas A&M University and | am incredibly

proud to be a part of that progress.
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There have been many versions of myself in my lifetime. Thanks, in part, to this program
| have finally been able to put all of them together in a truly authentic collaboration of myself. |
am graduating a better, stronger version of myself. Not everyone that began this journey with me
is still here for various reasons, but I cherish every memory and lesson that they taught me for at
the end | know it was all for a reason.

| will leave here having accomplished my goals, learning more about myself than |
thought possible in such a short time, being able to compete with the best and brightest in the
country, and having completed one of my ultimate goals—having earned a master’s degree from

Texas A&M University.
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