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Introduction


“I will face my fear. I will permit it to pass over me and through me. And when it has gone past I will turn the inner eye to see its path. Where the fear has gone there will be nothing. Only I will remain.” 






-- Frank Herbert, Dune


According to the Webster dictionary, fear means, “to be apprehensive”. Needless to say, I was extremely apprehensive walking into my first Ph.D. class, EDUC 800, with Dr. Anastasia Samaras. I knew walking into the class it would be nothing like my master level classes I had previously taken at George Mason University (GMU). I knew there would be higher expectations place on me, I would need to manage my time more efficiently, my assignments would require a deeper level of thought, and the professors would challenge my current level of knowledge. That first night I felt like I was diving into the deep end of the pool for the first time and I was afraid I was going to drown.


My growing apprehension actually started a few months prior to the first night of class. I have never seen myself as an academic oriented individual. All throughout my educational career I was known as a jock; however, I made decent grades. During my Bachelors degree I struggled, mainly because I was learning to live my own life. Throughout my Master’s degree I was more mature and dedicated to my studies. The thought of pursuing a doctoral degree was always a dream of mine, but one that I never thought would become reality. I know that I am a bright individual, but I never thought I was smart enough to actually be accepted into a Ph.D. program.


So as I sat there the first night of class in EDUC 800 and listened to everyone’s experience I felt inadequate to be in the same room with these individuals. Some of my peers in the class had multiple degrees and international experience that I had never experienced. The same feeling occurred in EDUC 805 as I heard about the qualifications of the professors. I walked away that night wondering, “Why am I doing this?” 


But now, as I look back, I think my intimidation came from a momentary lack of self-confidence. I know I did well in my Master’s program, but I started to doubt my own success. I started to wonder if I could be equally successful in my Ph.D. program. As I started reading my assignments and started my duties as a Graduate Research Assistant I started to gain my confidence again. But more importantly I started to realize I had every right to be in the same classroom with my peers and my knowledge was equally important and insightful to share.

What is knowledge?


I viewed my Ways of Knowing class as a philosophy course, designed to question how we think. In essence, question the truth of our knowledge. The class pushed us to think where does knowledge and truth come from? The class asked if we were secure in our knowledge or do we have doubt? Lastly, the class asked how open are we, as an individual, to new truths and knowledge? 


I would like to think that I have an open-mind to new ideas and concepts. However, I do not think my willingness to learn new ideas came from my parents. I believe it is a trait that I was born with and have cultivated over the years. I believe my parent’s own experiences, education, and background have caused them to be closed-minded to many new types of thought and ideas. Which, only fueled by desire to be different than them and be inquisitive, question the truth, and want to learn new ideas. 



I believe I will always question how we obtain knowledge. Which brings me to Baxter Magolda’s Epistemological Reflection Model and the four levels of knowers. As we progress from being an absolute knower, to transitional and independent knowers, to contextual knowers are we given the keys to intuition or have we constructed our own way of knowing? And do we only become contextual knowers or do we slide up and down the scale to fit our purpose in life? 
When I read Belenky et al ask the question, “does knowledge appear effortlessly in the form of intuition or is it attained through an arduous process of construction?” (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997, pg. 96) I have to wonder, was that question asked from a metaphysical frame of mind? Belenky et al’s question makes me wonder, do we inherently know the knowledge, or do we as humans unintentionally tap into the consciousness of the universe, or do humans discover the knowledge through a course of action? 


Either way where does knowledge come from? Who speaks the truth and holds the knowledge? Does information reside in the universe waiting to be discovered? Or do we create knowledge? So if an individual has a closed-mind to new ideas will they ever create new knowledge again? Or do we have to maintain an open-mind to “continually reconstructed on the basis of new evidence and new contexts” (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997, pg. 98).

Critical Friends


In order for us, as a class, to continuously reconstruct our knowledge each class session Dr. Samaras brought a level of excitement and curiosity to the EDUC 800 curriculum. Dr. Samaras crafted a learning environment that allowed us to use our creative minds and talents to present information in ways other than writing. She fostered a safe place where each student felt comfortable and confident to take risks and expose his or her weaknesses. Through her teaching style she created a foundation for many of us in her class in developing critical friendships that we will carry throughout our Ph.D. program. 

Klein et al (in press) quotes that “25% of the candidates abandon the pursuit upon reaching the dissertation stage” (p. 2) hits home at the fact that many of us in our class will not complete his or her doctoral degree. However, I believe Dr. Samaras has increased our chances of success by teaching us the importance of developing critical friendships to help us reach our potential. I believe it is important to have a critical friend that you can rely on and trust in your pursuit of knowledge. As I stated in journal five, “It is easy to sit in a room by yourself and develop grandiose ideas and concepts that will revolutionize the world. It is another thing to actually put it in practice or talk about the idea with a peer.” Bohr (Klein et al, in press) expressed it perfectly by stating; “sustained, mutually beneficial collaboration provides a mirror to an individual, broadening his or her self-knowledge, which is crucial in creativity” (p. 48). Similar to Bohr, Dr. Samaras and Klein et al (in press) implied that knowledge is found through social interaction and that knowledge and skills become a reality as each individual learns from each other. I believe Dr. Samaras’s approach fostered the trust needed for each of us to begin letting others see a different side of each of us, which lead to the development of several critical friends within the class.

Ways of Knowing Paper


In summary, what I have learned is, 
Ways of Knowing (WoK) is a method of thinking that helps people understand and interact with the world around them. In some instances individuals may have many different ways of knowing that they use to define his or her world based on the role they are acting. For example, I am many people; I am a husband, father, son, teacher, student, and a man. Each of these roles requires a different set of rules or beliefs in order for me to interact with the world successfully. However, through my WoK paper I have learned that my paradigm of rules contains many philosophies from all four branches of yoga. Over the years I have incorporated my study of yoga and meditation into my personal life and professional life as a teacher. I believe yoga has helped me develop an open-mind to new ideas, be able to  listen to others without judging, and develop the patience to work with students with emotional disturbances. I believe as a researcher I will incorporate many yoga concepts into my research questions over the next few years.

Many Worlds


Lastly, speaking of grandiose ideas, I believe through the creation of journal number four I understood the following quote which has stuck with me throughout the entire semester. “There are as many worlds as there are ways to describe them” by Nelson Goodman (Eisner, 1993). This quote and journal assignment really hit home with me. As much as I want to pursue my doctoral degree, improve and create new ideas, develop research questions that will challenge how the education field thinks, I still want to work with adolescents. I want to challenge the foundation of our educational practices and develop something better for the students of the future.


I want to research and develop an education model that will embrace enjoyable and active learning, which focuses on thinking and understanding of information that is transferable across subjects. I want to encourage students to ask questions and explore the questions they develop in their minds. I want students to feel encouraged to become a contextual knower, and be open-minded and listen to other ideas. Lastly, I want to teach students how to develop critical friendships through their peers and mentors in order to develop a more successful educational practice. Descartes states it best when he says, “that we guide our thoughts along different paths and do not think about the same things” (Descartes, trans. 1999, p. 5). Which encourages me to implement the change needed to shift the current school paradigm to bring “many worlds” to each of our students.

Final Gift

However, I know that right now I do not have the tools to make that dream come true and there are other obstacles I need to overcome first. The first obstacle I needed to overcome was being fearful of my doctoral studies. I believe the one gift I received throughout this semester is that I have lost my fear of failure. As each assignment past and each class discussion occurred I felt more confident with my own abilities as a person and as a teacher. But as a teacher, I believe Descartes has warned me that, “those who set themselves up to instruct others must think they are better than those whom they instruct, and if they misguide them in the slightest they can be held responsible” (Descartes, trans. 1999, p. 7). With that warning in mind I must first learn the tools to initiate change successfully.


So as I sit here at the end of the semester I have come to realize that I have faced and over come my fear and self-doubt, and now I stand in a sea of knowledge with even more questions to ponder. But I do not stand alone. I stand with support from critical friends and mentors. Each of these individuals will be integral in shaping who I am as a researcher. The question remains, will I gravitate towards quantitative, qualitative or a mix studies research? Will I continue with my investigation of using yoga and meditation to help students increase his or her academic skills? Will I attempt to replicate Dr. Solloway’s research with meditation? Will I develop new research questions or will I develop new research questions with my critical friends? 


In conclusion, Dr. Samaras has given us the foundation necessary to develop critical friends and mentors that will be the groundwork for my community of practice. Through this community of practice I know I will overcome any new fears that I may face through the support of my critical friends, and together we will endure the journey through the completion of our dissertation. As Dr. Kelly told us the first night of class, “Getting your Ph.D. is not an academic achievement, but an endurance achievement.” With that in mind, my Ways of Knowing class was the first step in that endurance race and as Dr. Samaras had stated in our last class meeting, “now is the time to learn the tools to go earn the Nobel Prize later.”


Wish me luck.
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