
Vocation as Teaching, Scholarship and/or Service


Vocation may be understood in a variety of ways but the one constant in my life has been my search for “my calling,” my use of God-given talents in the service of others.  As the oldest child of a tradesman (printer) and the first one in my immediate family to attend something other than a trade school, one could assume my search for vocation was a search for my trade or semi-skilled profession.  However, this was not the case.  As a teenager, I recall very reflective and prayerful times, where I would seek my “calling” from God; I had a sense that I was being called to do something special, but I was unclear as to what constituted my “higher purpose.”  As an parochial school child, I was identified as a special student, one who should pursue higher education; as a high school student, I was convinced by teachers that I was “too smart” to be a teacher; as a college senior who would soon graduate with an accounting degree, I was convinced that I was on the wrong path, and I welcomed the opportunity to pursue graduate study in organizational communication while teaching and coaching forensics; as a college graduate, I was called to apply to (my one and only application) and accept Creighton University’s offer of employment; and fifteen years later, I find that my self-reflective study of calling is as strong now as decades earlier and evidences itself in my teaching, scholarship, and service.

When asked what I “do,” I tend to reply that “I prepare today’s youth for tomorrow’s world.”  My vehicle for preparation is actively engaging students in self-reflective exploration of their abilities, interests, and passions.  Although elements of this is embedded in every course I teach (to include the basic speech class), it may be most obvious in my teaching of the Personal and Spiritual Dimensions of Leadership, a senior capstone course for the College of Arts and Sciences Core Curriculum.  This course has evolved and been carefully crafted to ground students in analytical frameworks by which to understand leadership styles and spirituality models but requires that students reflectively analyze themselves through a series of guided activities and the use of Palmer’s Let Your Life Speak and Covey’s 7 Habits (although I am now reading the 8th Habit which is to find our voice and inspire others to find theirs). By the end of the course, students articulate their analysis of their personal and spiritual dimensions of leadership and offer a mission statement and action plan for their lives. Special topics of discussion include vocation and ethics of citizenry.  I generally discern new lessons about my vocation, each and every time I teach this course.

While I believe college-educated students have a particular obligation to become citizen-scholars (i.e., “Of whom much is given, much is expected”), contributing to the betterment of their communities, I also believe that all are called to find meaning in their lives.  My early childhood experiences illustrated that not all children were encouraged as I was.  Rather, 50% of American children do not attend institutions of higher learning, yet their lives and their work have meaning, even if researchers, to date, have failed to study these meanings.  Beginning with my dissertation and continuing through the present, I have collected interview data with a variety of “at-risk” youths and explored the meaning of work.  This is an on-going but incomplete element of my scholarly work.


 Finally, vocation is something that is discussed and practiced—it is lived.  Therefore, I have worked to share with a variety of community and educational groups, my vocation of helping to prepare others for lives of service.  While my dean has noted how I am “over-committeed, as well as over-committed,” I find myself being asked to and called to contribute to a variety of university, college, department, and community needs.  Specifically, I have actively mentored the faculty in my department, ½ of whom now direct their own programs; I have actively mentored students through internships and independent studies courses (as well as traditional course settings).  Currently, I am most pleased to be invited to teach in the F.A.I.T.H Lay Ministry Formation program, offered by the Archdiocese of Omaha in conjunction with Creighton University.
My search for vocation is still in process.  One might think that almost 30 years of reflections, self-assessments, spiritual retreats, and academic study might produce some answers; instead, it has provided opportunities for growth and reflection.  Opportunities that I hope to pursue through a vFellowship project and with and through a group of vFellows.
vFellowship project

Participation as a vFellow will allow me to further explore my vocation as educational facilitator, analyze and refine my teaching of vocation as part of a senior perspective course, complete an analysis of at-risk youths’ meanings of work, and contribute to an active community of fellow vocational explorers.  Although my vocational development interests span both teaching and scholarship, I would focus on “conducting a discipline-specific research project tied to vocation” and contributing to others’ exploration of a topic that remains a passion of mine by “serving as a Cardoner fellow to facilitate seminar series or reader discussion groups.”  

Research project:  I have been actively engaged, since 1995, in interviewing non-baccalaureate youth who have self-identified as being “at-risk” (of economic, social, and political disenfranchisement).  Although I have completed a number of conference papers (see curriculum vitae), I have not had the luxury, since completing my dissertation in December 1997 (while acting as department chair, Fall 1997-present) of focusing on completing my most recent analysis of at-risk youths’ meanings of work.
Communication scholars are just beginning to explore the meaning of work, but the limited range of literature typically studies (college-educated) professionals and ignores 50% of the working public.  I hope to contribute a unique voice and perspective to my disciplinary discourse, through the narrative studies of at-risk youths’ meanings of work.

The final product of this research project would be a completed paper to be shared with the Creighton community as well as my disciplinary audiences through a conference paper and journal submission.  There may also be specialized conferences that would be interested in this research and I would welcome the opportunity to share my findings with them, as I learn from their research experiences (e.g. Institute on College Student Values may be a good venue for my SRP assessment of learning research/data).
Seminar series facilitator:  I have been involved in a number of teaching circles and have successfully led two “Classroom Assessment Workgroups.”  Additionally, I am actively involved in workshops, training sessions, and community speaking engagements, so I believe that I am capable of facilitating a discussion-based reading group or organizing a seminar series with a range of invited speakers.  I have learned from my Scholarship of Teaching and Learning project that adults learn best by being involved and engaged in their education; therefore, regardless of the format, I facilitate others’ learning through a variety of means in order to meet their needs.  I would welcome the opportunity to engage others in an exploration of a vocation-related topic or reading(s).
Although not part of my formal proposal, as part of my on-going development, I would use the fellowship as justification to set aside time to complete a series of books that I have accumulated but are reading at a very slow pace, around my other work commitments.  These readings include: Soul of a Citizen by Loeb, Exploring Spirituality and Culutre in Adult and higher Education by Tisdell, and others that emerge through my research.  Additionally, I would use my new-found insights to formulate at least two new or revised units in the senior perspectives course on vocation and call to service; these two 75 minute presentations/class sessions could be adapted and offered to other interested groups, both on- and off-campus.

Compensation:  I have already committed to teaching two summer school classes, so I would ask in lieu of a summer stipend, that I receive a course reduction for Fall 2005 and the remaining funds be used to upgrade my QSR Nudist package (if necessary) and support conference travel for purposes of learning from and sharing vocational research.  As the data for my research project has been gathered and transcribed what is needed right now is TIME.  I desperately need time to complete my analysis and to devote myself to preparing for the reading discussion groups, and I believe that a one-course reduction will facilitate both of these projects.  Further, use of remaining funds for conference travel will allow me to target relevant conferences without having to compete with disciplinary conferences (and conference funding grants through the College of Arts and Sciences).  Therefore, time and conference funding are the most important elements in completing and sharing my research.
Community of vFellows

Having studies groups and teams, I am aware of the delicate balance between individual participation and growth and group/team development and growth.  As a member of a variety of campus, community, and professional groups, I have come to realize the importance of self-reflective “grounding” in who I am, what I bring to the group, and what I may wish or need to ask of the group members.  Simultaneously, my growth (i.e., enlightenment, validation) is dependent upon my interaction with the group.  Therefore, what I bring to a community of vFellows is a number of years of self-reflection, self-analysis, and discernment (i.e., in addition to a number of psychological and learning instruments, I have completed the “Network” training: Understanding God’s Design for You in the Church.  I am also currently involved biblical studies of the Cross-driven Life, having completed the Purpose Driven Life reflections) upon which I hope to share my experiences while learning from others’ valuable experiences.


My current work with community building includes the Scholarship of Vocation workgroup, also sponsored by Cardoner, departmental workgroups, and the Women’s Leadership Institute, where I serve as a mentor.  I have also continued to work the Office for Academic Excellence and Assessment as a previous fellow; I am committed to remaining active in fostering a community of educators that values student learning and the assessment of that learning, as communicated with and to a variety of audiences.


Community, however, is not about the individual; it is about collective learning and effort.  In explicating my previous training, I offer only what I may bring to the group and the sincerity of my motivations in joining such an exploratory and active group of vocational Fellows.  As with most of my prior teaching, I remain confident that I will learn and receive more from the group that what I can contribute.  I hope that I am offered the opportunity to learn and contribute in such an environment.  A detailed list of my project schedule/activities follows:
Project Schedule
Note: I have not applied for nor been awarded a sabbatical summer stipend, a University Research Fellowship or a Faculty Development Scholarship.  I have, however, committed to teaching one course during pre-session (May-June) and Term I (early June-early July). 
Summer 2005 Commitments

· Attend 4 vocation institute sessions (May 17, June 14, July 12, August 16)—if selected, I will work to arrange my schedule and/or find a speaker for my classes on  May 17 and June 14.
· Update review of literature (meaning of work); I already have many articles collected but have lacked the time to read and catalogue these articles.

· Read a selection of Vocational materials and explore additional Vocational websites (for personal knowledge and growth)

· Incorporate vocational readings, as relevant, into a draft of my review of literature and finalize methods of analysis (narrative analysis and/or others).

Fall 2005 Commitments

· Participate in monthly discussions

· Data analysis and draft of final paper

· Lead a discussion group or help organize a seminar series for Fall and/or Spring.

Spring 2006 Commitments

· Participate in monthly discussions

· Submission/presentation of research paper

2006-2007 Commitments

· Mentoring vFellow recipients in 2006-2007

In summary, I view this fellowship as an on-going commitment to building of community on Creighton’s campus, while elevating the visibility and significance of vocational exploration for our students, faculty, and staff.  Therefore, although I have included only my specified projects into the timeline, I would be happy to participate in other Cardoner projects, as requested.  I am excited about the prospect of this program on Creighton’s campus.   While I would love to be included as a participant, I remain committed to supporting Cardoner’s efforts, regardless of any Fellowship status.  Thank you for proposing such an exciting opportunity. 

January 30, 2005

Dr. Kristina DeNeve

Director, Cardoner Program

Creighton University

Omaha, NE  68178

Dr. Kristina DeNeve

Vocational exploration, in all of its many and varied forms, is something that I have been engaged in since I was a teenager.  My interest in and study of vocation has grown these past decades and remains an active teaching, research, and personal interest of mine.  Therefore, it is with great pleasure that I make application for the vFellowship program for the 2005-2006 Academic Year.

Enclosed with this cover letter, you will find my application documents; specifically, my statement regarding my understanding of vocation, a description of the proposed project, the ways in which I may contribute to a community of Fellows, and an estimated schedule for completion.  Additionally, you will find my current vitae attached.  Finally, you should expect to receive a letter of support from Dr. Erika Kirby, 2005-2006 Department of Communication Studies chair.

Thank you for this unique opportunity to combine my personal interests, academic teachings, and professional studies.  I view this as a special opportunity, timed to coincide with my resignation as department chair; I hope that you also view my proposal as an opportunity that benefits your vFellows program.  Should you require any additional information, please contact me directly.

Sincerely,

Mary Ann Danielson, Ph.D

Associate Professor, Department of Communication Studies

Creighton University

Omaha, NE  68178

402-280-2631

maddam@creighton.edu
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