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Institutional Effectiveness Report 
2020-2021 

Program: Exceptional Learning Ph.D. 

College and Department: College of Education - Curriculum and Instruction 

Contact: Ashley B. Akenson 

Mission: The central focus of the Exceptional Learning Ph.D. (ELPhD) program is the study of diverse 
exceptional learner populations. Exceptional learners may be a member of one or more of the following 
groups:  at-risk, vulnerable, underserved, underrepresented, and/or marginalized populations. 
Exceptional learners include, but are not limited to, those persons for whom social, economic, cultural, 
and physical characteristics may function as a barrier to learning. These exceptional populations may be 
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Program Goals: 

PG 1: Provide course instruction that models evidence-based practices in the respective program 
areas.  

PG 2: Initiate and maintain scholarly researc
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SLOs 1 & 2: Content Mastery & Course Competency AND Professional Skills 

1. ELPhD Academic Achievement table: Students are required to maintain a 3.25 GPA while 
enrolled in the ELPhD program. A grade of B (80–89 out of 100) or better demonstrates 
sufficient content mastery for each course, whether that content is methods, practical 
application of professional skills, theory, or any combination of the three. Failure is 
considered a C or below. Students are allowed one C (70–79 out of 100) during their time in 
the ELPhD program. A second C is grounds for academic dismissal from the program. Tables 
in Appendix 1 below demonstrate course alignment to SLOs & PGs; attainment of an 
acceptable grade or higher in these courses aligns with progress toward and attainment of 
SLOs & PGs. 

Thresholds of Acceptability – Academic Achievement 

�x Acceptability: 3.25 GPA (mainly Bs) 

�x Expectation: 3.5 GPA (As & Bs) 

�x Exceptionality�W���H���ï�X�õ���'�W�����~���o�u�}�•�š�����o�o��As or all As) 

2. Research Course Sequence: The research course sequence is an integral part of the ELPhD 
program. Theoretical Foundations of Research (EDU 7010), Qualitative Inquiry in Education 
(EDU 7330), Data Analysis and Representation in Qualitative Inquiry (EDU 7340) make up the 
qualitative series. Quantitative Inquiry in Education I (EDU 7420), Quantitative Inquiry in 
Education II (EDU 7430), and Research Design (EDU 7300) comprise the quantitative series. 
Each 3-course series includes foundational theoretical concepts, methods of data collection 
and data analysis, creation of a research proposal, and an original study. 

The research courses build upon one another and are sequential in order, further facilitating 
theoretical understanding and methodological application. For example, statistical concepts 
learned in EDU 7420 form the base knowledge for assignments in EDU 7430. Assignments in 
EDU 7430 are deliberately designed to be further developed in EDU 7300, the culminating 
quantitative research course. Similarly, theoretical foundations are used to inform a 
research proposal in EDU 7010 that is then used to enact data collection (EDU 7330), 
analysis, and interpretation (EDU 7340). This succession allows students to develop the 
necessary research skills and emerge from the courses with original work that addresses 
gaps in the literature, investigates theory, uses sound and appropriate methodologies, and 
contributes knowledge to the discipline. 

Students are 

1)    required to read extensively, including scholarly writings related to epistemologies and 
theories that influence and inform social science research, and exemplary studies; 

2)    expected to submit polished, scholarly papers that undergo intense review, with the 
expectation of publishing and presenting; and   

3)    undergo faculty and peer review during class presentations of work in preparation for 
presenting at discipline-specific conferences and other scholarly forums. 
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Additional concentration research classes are also required: Single Subject Design (EDU 
7320); Topics, Issues, & Research in Early Childhood Special Education (ABAP 7920), 
Advanced Regression Analysis (EDU 7530); Theory, Methodology, and Trends in Literacy 
Research (EDUL 7700); and STEM Education Research (EDUS 7530). The research course 
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Please note: in the research courses, there are no attendance grades or other non-
coursework related scores. Scores are based solely on final exams, research projects, project 
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Please note: in the research courses, there are no attendance grades or other non-
coursework related scores. Scores are based solely on final exams, research projects, project 
proposals, all of which require mastery of appropriate research content/theoretical 
knowledge and skills. Course grades solely reflect students’ progress in research content 
knowledge and skill mastery. 

4. Comprehensive examinations are administered near the end of each semester as needed, 
typically in conjunction with Research Seminar in Education (EDU 7920), after all other 
coursework has been completed (SLOs 1 & 2). Rigorous comprehensive examinations 
provide an opportunity for ELPhD students to provide evidence of proficiency in and 
mastery of expected learning outcomes (SLOs 1 & 2). Students illustrate mastery of theory, 
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convene at a later date to present the revised prospectus. Ph.D. candidates who successfully 
defend the dissertation prospectus are given permission to proceed with their dissertation 
work. 

Dissertation prospectus defense pass rates are regularly monitored. Historical data suggest 
students are well-prepared and indicate the ELPhD program is meeting PGs & SLOs, 
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Results: 

Program Goal 1: Course Instruction 

Results: 
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Threshold of Exceptionality. A list of faculty and student scholarly and professional activity is 
attached in the appendix. 

Table 2. Exceptional Learning Ph.D. Faculty Scholarly Activity 

 Exceptional Learning Ph.D. Faculty Activity 



 13 

Table 3. Exceptional Learning Ph.D. Student Scholarly Activity 

 Exceptional Learning Ph.D. Student Activity 

 
In-Service 

Workshops 

Grant 
Proposals 
Crafted 

Regional 
Presentations 

National 
Presentations 

International 
Presentations 

Book 
Chapters 

Peer-
Reviewed 

Publications 

Pending 
Peer-

Reviewed 
Publications 

2016–
2017 

6 
8 

(1 funded) 
7 17 24 0 3 3 

2017–
2018 

2 
15  

(7 funded) 
19 12 10 0 5 8 

2018–
2019 

0 
5  

(1 funded) 
24 12 16 0 3 4 

2019–
2020 

1 
14  

(7 funded) 
18 11 10 2 7 5 

2020–
2021 

1 
17 

(7 funded) 
15 5 10 0 7 7 
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Student Learning Outcomes 1 & 2: Content Mastery & Course Competency AND Professional Skills 

 
   All data discussed in referenced in the tables above & below. 
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academic year, however, there were more scores in EDU 7430 in the 80–89/3.0 GPA 
range than in previous years and one student earned a 2.0 (C).  This slight dip may be 
related to the challenges of teaching applied statistical content via video conferencing 
during the COVID–19 pandemic. The three students who earned Bs and one who earned 
a C also self-reported as weaker in quantitative methods initially. The student who 
earned a C was also given extra supports. Overall, students are performing at or above 
the Threshold of Expectation (see Tables 4 & 5 below). [reminder: Research course 
scores and course grades are based solely on final exams, research projects, project 
proposals, all of which require mastery of appropriate research skills. Course grades 
solely reflect students’ progress in research content knowledge and skill mastery.] 
 

�x Qualitative research course sequence data—EDU 7010, EDU 7330, EDU 7340— (SLOs 1 
& 2) demonstrate students’ acquisition and mastery of knowledge of qualitative theory, 
study design, methods, and analysis (see Table 3). Results across courses show 
consistency with 
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Table 4. Exceptional Learning Ph.D. Student Academic Achievement (5-year) 

Exceptional Learning Ph.D. Academic Achievement 

 
EDU 
7010 

EDU 
7330 

EDU 
7340 

EDU 
7420 

EDU 
7430 

EDU 
7300 

EDU 
7040 

Comps 
Prospect

us 
Defense 

 

2016–
2017 

3.6 4.0 3.8 3.4 3.6 4.0 3.7 

all 
passed 
on 1st 

attempt 

all 
passed 
on 1st 

attempt 

all 
passed 
on 1st 

attempt 

2017–
2018 

3.8 4.0 3.7 3.9 3.8 3.9 4.0 

7/7 
passed 
on 1st 

attempt 

7/7 
passed 
on 1st 

attempt 

7/7 
passed 
on 1st 

attempt 

2018–
2019 

4.0 4.0 4.0 3.8 4.0 3.8 4.0 

1/1 
passed 
on 1st 

attempt 

1/1 
passed 
on 1st 

attempt 

1/1 
passed 
on 1st 

attempt 

2019–
2020 

4.0 4.0 – 3.5 3.6 3.8 3.7 – – – 

2020–
2021 

3.8 – – 3.8 3.8 – 4.0 – – – 

 

Please note that for Tables 4 & 5, from fall 2018 forward, there are still cohort members actively working 
through the program. Data reflect the scores or total # of cohort members who have 1) completed a 
course and 2) attempted comps/prospectus/dissertation and of those how many passed. As such, the 
cohort averages and comps/prospectus/dissertation attempt data listed may change as the remaining 
cohort members move through the program. 

 

Table 5. ELPhD Historical Academic Achievement (2009–present) 

Exceptional Learning Ph.D. Historical Academic Achievement 

Cohort 

 

EDU 
7010 

EDU 
7330 

EDU 
7340 

EDU 
7420 

EDU 
7430 

EDU 
7300 

EDU 
7040 

Comps 
Prospect

us 
Defense 

 

2009–
2010 

3.5 4.0 3.5 3.8 3.5 4.0 4.0 
3 passed 

on 1st 
attempt; 

all 
passed 

all 
passed 
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1 passed 
on 2nd  

on 1st 
attempt 

on 1st 
attempt 
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(paired with ELPhD Student Scholarly Activity table) and ensure students feel prepared. (Alignment 
to: PGs 1, 2, 3; SLOs 1 & 2; Core Principles: Academic Excellence, Student Success, Supportive 
Environment; SG–1 PAs A,B, D; SG–2 PA B, SG4–PAs A, B, D) 

In 2020–2021, a dip is seen in number of conference presentations; this can be attributed to a 
greater proportion of new students who do not yet have active original research, as well as the 
effects of the COVID–19 pandemic. However, there was a slight increase in students’ activity, 
especially in grant proposals crafted and pending peer-reviewed publications. 

During qualitative program evaluation interviews conducted annually, students report that these 
measures help them feel more confident in finding opportunities for collaboratively participating in 
and presenting/publishing research with peers and faculty. The additional information about CFPs 
for publication/presentations, workshops, and feedback help them succeed and feel better 
prepared going forward, while encouragement to collaborate, facilitation of collaboration, and 
examples of successful collaboration build confidence to take part in peer-peer and peer-faculty 
collaborations.  

Link to assessments. Though the associated assessments (ELPhD Academic Achievement table, 
ELPhD Student Scholarly Activity table) indicate appropriate progress, the Director of Graduate 
Programs and Dean of the College of Education recognize this is only part of the picture. In order to 
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The Director has received informal (via email or conversation) and formal feedback through the 
qualitative program evaluation interviews, students report that the study sessions and shared 
resources are “invaluable,” “the only reason I passed, let alone got an A!,” “really appreciate how 
you did the Quant study sessions,” and “your study sessions for Quant are a life saver!” 

The Director will continue this program in the 2021–2022 academic year and regularly solicit 
feedback to evaluate the initiative’s efficacy (paired with 
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Appendix 1: Curriculum Map - ELPhD Core & Research Course Alignments 

 

 I = introduced  R = reinforced  M = mastery  A = assessment 

Core Course Alignment with Program Goals and Student Learning Outcomes 
 

Course Title 

Content 
Mastery 

(SLO 1) 

Scholarly 
Research 
Activities 

(PG  2) 

Professional 
Skill 

Development 

(PG 3, 

SLO 2) 

Evidence-
based 

Practices 

(PG1) 

EDU 7000 Trans-Concentration Seminar I I I I 
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Research Course Alignment with Program Goals and Student Learning Outcomes 
 

Course Title 

Content 
Mastery 

(SLO 1) 

Scholarly 
Research 
Activities 

(PG  2) 

Professional 
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Appendix 2: Faculty & Student Scholarly and Professional Activity 2020–2021 

Faculty Publications 

Chitiyo, G., Zagumny, L., Littrell, M. N., Akenson, A. B., Besnoy, K., Davis, K. M., & Mathende, A. M. 
(2021). Perceptions and experiences of using chess as a heuristic pedagogical method. 
International Journal Curriculum & Instruction, 13(2). (in press) 

Silber-Furman, D., Akenson, A. B., & Arce-Trigatti, A. L. (2021). Poetry as power: Critical explorations 
into the lived experiences of English language students. In T. A. Folwer (Ed.), Countering the 
mythology of wellness and inclusion in schooling. New York, NY: Dio Press. (in press) 

Akenson, A. B., Arce-Trigatti, A. L., & Akenson, J. E. (2021). Waking up: The transformative artistry of 
wide open knowledge environments (WOKE) in higher education. In H. King (Ed.), Exploring 
expertise in teaching in higher education. London, UK: SEDA–Routledge. (in press) 

Arce–Trigatti, A. L., Akenson, A. B., Akenson, J. E. (2020). Threads & roots: Mapping the complexities 
and ambiguities of transformative, civic, and leadership learning theories. Journal of 
Transformative Education, special issue “Civic Education as Transformative Education.” (in press) 

Green, C., Ead
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Kelley, J., Arce-Trigatti, A. L., & Haynes, A. (2021). Beyond the Individual: Deploying the Sociological 
Imagination to Teach Social Problems in the Neoliberal University. In C. Matias, The Handbook of 
Critical Theoretical Research Methods in Education (pp. 284-302). Taylor Francis. 

Sanders, J. R., Jorgensen, S., Arce-Trigatti, A. L., & Arce, P. E. (2021). A parallel thinking problem 
solving pedagogy towards development of t-shaped engineers. Proceedings from the 
American Society for Engineering Education Southeastern Conference. March 8-10, 2021. 
James Madison University, Virginia.  

Adams, B., Jorgensen, S., Arce-Trigatti, A. L., & Arce, P. (2020). Innovative curriculum design for 
enhancing learning in engineering education: The strategies, principles and challenges of an 
inquiry-guided laboratory.  Proceedings from  the  14th annual International Technology,  
Education  and  Development (INTED) Conference. Valencia, Spain. March 2-4, 2020. Valencia, 
Spain. 

Anthony, H. G., & Robinson, S. J. (2021, June). Increasing the STEM teaching pipeline. Published in the 
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Osaro, A., Gambrell, J., Isbell, J. K., Scott, L. M., Ellis-Hervey, N. M., & McParker, M. (2021). 
Microaggression: My Story as a Higher Education Professional. Journal of Multicultural Affairs, 
6(10). https://scholarworks.sfasu.edu/cgi/siteview.cgi/jma/vol6/iss1/8 

Isbell, J. K., Spears, A. M., Schmitt-Matzen, C., & Braisted, L. (2020). “Everyone off the ship”: Children 
becoming civic minded in a summer literacy program. Journal of Multicultural Affairs, 5(2). 
https://scholarworks.sfasu.edu/jma/vol5/iss2/1 
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Akenson, A. B., Arce-Trigatti, A. L., & Akenson, J. E. (2020). Waking up: The transformative artistry of 
wide open knowledge environments (WOKE) in higher education. Higher Education Pedagogies, 
Policy, and Practice (HEPPP) Research Network Symposium, “Exploring Expertise in Teaching in 
Higher Education.” Bristol, UK. October 16 

Akenson, A. B. (2020). Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Implementation for Chronic Illnesses (MBSR–
ICI) Program Planning and Evaluation (PPE) model. International Conference on Mindfulness 
annual conference, “Diversity & equality—leaving no one behind.” Aarhus, Denmark. June 23–
26 (conference postponed due to COVID–19 pandemic) 

Akenson, A. B., Arce-Trigatti, A. L., & Akenson, J. E. (2020). Transforming mindfully through Wide Open 
Knowledge 
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Robinson, S. J., & Anthony, H. G. (2021). Affordances of a Noyce Program-STEM Center Partnership. 
Poster presented at the American Association of Physics Teachers (AAPT) Summer Meeting, 
Washington, DC. 

Anthony, H. G. (2021). Brief history and evolution of the Tennessee Association of Mathematics Teacher 
Educators (TAMTE): 2007 to present. Invited panel presentation at the 25th annual Association of 
Mathematics Teacher Educators (AMTE) conference (virtual). (Session 93. Recognizing the 
evolution of AMTE affiliates: From overlooked opportunities to obstacles overcome). Session 
Facilitator: Hartono Tjoe (Chair AMTE Affiliate Connections Committee). 

Anthony, H. G., Pérez, M., Wilson, C., Gulley, B., & England, M. (2020). Trends in STEM: Content analysis 
of internati
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addresses contemporary societal issues. Paper presented (virtually) at the American Society for 
Engineering Education. Montréal, Québec, Canada. 

Littrell, M. N., Chitiyo, G., Fidan, I., Cossette, M., Singer, T., & Tackett, E. (2020, June). Lessons Learned: 
Multi Institutional Collaboration in Additive Manufacturing. Paper presented at the American 
Society for Engineering Education. Montréal, Québec, Canada. 

Spears, A. M., Rector, L., & Isbell, J. K. (2021). Graffiti sparks community activism: Children’s democratic 
engagement through a posthumanist lens. American Educational Studies Association Annual 
Conference. Portland, Oregon (submitted). 

Rector, L., Spears, A. M., & Isbell, J. K. (2021). Cultural capital, classism, & lived experiences: Teachers’ 
decision-making in literacy education. National Association of Multicultural Education. Anaheim, 
California (submitted). 

Spears, A. M., & Isbell, J. K. (2020, May). Focusing on the now: Rethinking literacy and learning with 
posthumanism. 17th International Congress of Qualitative Inquiry (virtual), Champaign-Urbana, 
Illinois. 

Isbell, J. K., Young, L., Sukowski, D., & Enix, J. (2020, July). Monsters in our schools: Exploring the 
intended and unintended consequences of our actions. Paper accepted for presentation at 2nd 
annual Tennessee NAME conference, Cookeville, TN (conference cancelled due to COCID19). 

Isbell, J. K., Spears, A. M., Schmitt-Matzen, C., & Braisted, L. (2020, July) Knowing/becoming/doing: Civic 
minded children in a summer literacy program. Paper accepted for presentation at 2nd annual 
Tennessee NAME conference, C
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Spears, A. M., Schmitt-Matzen, C., Braisted, L., & Beach, N. (2020, October). Taking Literacy Outside: 
Outcomes from a year- long observational study. International Literacy Association. Columbus, 
OH. (canceled due to COVID-19) 

Faculty-delivered In-Service & Professional Development Workshops  

Arce-Trigatti, A. L., & Haynes, A. (2020). Assessing Critical Thinking Skills in a Social Problems Course. 
Workshop presented at the 2020 Virtual Critical & Creative Thinking Conference, University of 
South Florida. September 30-October 2, 2020. 

Arce, P. E., Arce-Trigatti, A. L., Jorgensen, S., & Sanders, J. R. (2020). The Renaissance Foundry Model as 
an Effective Tool for Collaborative and Innovation-Driven Learning. Workshop session conducted 
as a Digital Training Series for the University of Washington Engineering Faculty. August 4, 2020. 
Conducted virtually in Cookeville, Tennessee. 

Silber-Furman, D., & Arce-Trigatti, A. L. (2020). Exploring ELL's Cognitive Growth: Culture, History, and 
Language Acquisition. Putnam County Schools Professional Development. Workshop session 
conducted at Jere Whitson Elementary School for the English as a Second Language Training 
Series. July 27, 2020. Conducted virtually in Cookeville, Tennessee. 

Arce-Trigatti, A. L., Jorgens
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Spears, A. M., Isbell, J. K., & Schmitt-Matzen, C. (2020). US Bank grant (via TN NAME) for Jere Whitson 
Freedom School field trips ($1,520). 

Isbell, J. K., & Schmitt-Matzen, C. (2020). Jeff Roth Cycling Foundation Community Cycling grant (via TN 
NAME) for Jere Whitson Freedom School ($1,000). 

Isbell, J. K., Schmitt-Matzen, C., & Qualls, M. (2020). Believe in Reading Grant for Jere Whitson Freedom 
School ($3,000). 

Isbell, J. K., & Qualls, M. C. (2020). Walmart Foundation Community Grant for Jere Whitson Freedom 
School ($1,000). 

Spears, A. M., Schmitt-Matzen, C., Braisted, L., Qualls, M. C., Enix, J., Rector, L., & Sukowski, D. (2020). 
Dollar General Family Literacy Grant. ($8,000). 

Student Presentations 

Anthony, H. G., Pérez, M., Gulley, B., & England, M. (2020). Trends in STEM: Content analysis of 
international STEM education research journals. Paper presented at the Sixteenth International 
Congress of Qualitative Inquiry, Urbana-Champaign, IL served as Panel Chair: Education: 
Mathematics Education) (Canceled due to COVID-19) 

Anthony, H. G., Pérez, M., Wilson, C., Gulley, B., & England, M. (2020). Trends in STEM: Content analysis 
of international STEM education research journals. Paper presented at the 14th annual 
Tennessee STEM Education Research Conference, Cookeville, TN. 

Perez, M., Campbell-
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Elizer, N. H. (2020). Defying gravity: An ethnodrama. Script presented at the 16th International Congress 
of Qualitative Inquiry, University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, IL, May 20–23. (conference 
canceled.) 

Enix, J. (2021). Capitalism, accountability, goal-oriented learning, and the resulting inequity in rural 
Tennessee high schools. Upper Cumberland Literacy Association (UCLA) conference. 
Murfreesboro, TN. December 2021. 

Pérez, M., & Wilson, C. (2020). Productive Problems. Middle Tennessee Mathematics Teachers (MTMT) 
Conference. Nashville, TN. February 22. 

Potter, K., Lawrence, K., Mathende, A., & Chitiyo, G. (2021). Writing ability and gender as moderators of 
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