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Institutional Effectiveness Report 
2021-2022 

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 research activities that enhance program development and 
contribute to the design and delivery of services and supports to exceptional populations 
through research dissemination in the field. 

PG 3: Develop leadership personnel in the areas of teaching and research for service in the fields of 
public education and social services, such as public schools, state agencies, and higher 
education. 

Student Learning Outcomes: 

SLO 1: 
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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 

• Acceptability: 3.25 GPA (mainly Bs) 

• Expectation: 3.5 GPA (As & Bs) 

• Exceptionality: ≥ 3.9 GPA (almost all 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 
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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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slight drop in faculty scholarly activity. Despite this, overall, students consistently performed or above 
the Threshold of Expectation, with several attaining the Threshold of Exceptionality. This trend will be 
monitored, and additional support addressed in the Modifications & Continuous Improvements. 

Students enrolled in the ELPhD program during the 2021
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Table 5. 
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All Ph.D. candidates in the 2021–2022 academic year successfully passed their dissertation defense on 
the first attempt, performing at or above the Threshold of Expectation. Historical dissertation defense 
data show successful completion of defense on the first attempt for all ELPhD candidates (see Table 6 
below). 

All Ph.D. candidates in the last academic year passed their dissertation prospectus defense on the first 
attempt. All students in 2021–2022 performed at or above the Threshold of Expectation. Dissertation 
prospectus data show successful completion of presentations on the first attempt for all ELPhD students 
(see Table 6 below). 

The majority of students (≥90%) maintain an A (3.5 or higher GPA equivalent) throughout the duration 
of the program. In 2021–2022, ELPhD students maintained an A average in the key courses listed in the 
table above (overall score across all courses: 3.78 out of 4.0).  This is consistent with performance of the 
previous five years. At the PhD-level, course scores do not include attendance or other scores that are 
not a reflection of progress on appropriate learning outcomes, content knowledge, and skill mastery. 
Students are performing at or above the Threshold of Expectation (see Table 6 below).  

Quantitative research course sequence data—EDU 7420, EDU 7430, EDU 7300—(SLOs 1 & 2) 
demonstrate students’ acquisition and mastery of knowledge of quantitative methods, instruments, 
analysis, and research design. Results across courses show consistency with each respective student. 
The higher number of scores in the 80–89 score/ 3.0 GPA range in EDU 7430 is expected considering the 
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Table 6. 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 Prospectus Defense 

2017–
2018 3.8 
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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 
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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
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Davis, A.B., Hales, A.D., Baker, J.E., & Meadows, J.R. (2020). Money maker$pace:  Fostering financial 
awareness and student engagement through community outreach. Tennessee CPA Journal, 
(September/October).  

Meadows, J.R., Baker, J. E., & Wendt, S. (2020). Fab Fridays: Fostering elementary teacher candidate 
preparation through informal STEM events. Journal of STEM Teacher Education, 54(1), 24–36. 

Bounds, P., Cramer, J., & Tamasi, S. (2021). Linguistic Planets of Belief: Mapping Linguistic Attitudes in 
the American South. Routledge. 

Beach, J., Mathende, A. M., Chitiyo, G., Anderson, 
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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 

Baker, J. E. & Meadows, J. R. (2020). Supporting diverse learners in the primary grades. In J. Baker (Ed.), 
Preparing to teach primary grades [e-Book]. Great River Learning Publishing.  

Spears, A. M., Meadows, J. R., & Qualls, M. (2020). Using growth mindset literature to increase 
confidence and motivation with young readers. Tennessee Literacy Journal. 

Silber-Furman, D. (2020). You cannot be a teacher. Journal of Multicultural Affairs. (accepted) 

Silber-Furman, D. & Arce-Trigatti A. L. (2021) Empathy and Flexibility in Teaching in the Era of COVID-
19. Teacher Advocate. (accepted) 

Spears, A. M., & Pittman, C. (2020). Using feminist pedagogy to explore the depiction of female 
characters in Jane Eyre and Dark Companion. In. P. Greathouse & V. Malo-Juvera (Eds.), Young 
adult and canonical literature: Pairing and teaching. Rowman & Littlefield Publishing. 

Meadows, J. R., & Spears, A. M. (2021). All of the Above: Building community and self-confidence one 
tetrahedron at a time. In. P. Greathouse, H. Anthony, & B. Eisenbach (Eds.), Developing 
Mathematics Literacy through Adolescent Literature. Rowman & Littlefield Publishing.  

Faculty Grants  

Rodriguez, J., & Potter, K.B. (Co–PIs), Akenson, A. B., & Arce-Trigatti, A. L. (2020) IMPACT TTU sponsors 
Alien Citizen: An Earth Odyssey film screening and writing workshop. Center Stage General 
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Developed in Foundry-Guided Undergraduate Chemical Engineering Courses. VentureWell 
Faculty ($30,000)  

Arce-Trigatti, A. L. (PI), Renaissance Foundry Research Group. (2020). Holistic Foundry Undergraduate 
Educational Leaders (FUEL). Tennessee Board of Regents Student Engagement, Retention, and 
Success (SERS) grant. ($50,000)  

Arce-Trigatti, A. L. (Co–PI). TN Tech Science Olympiad Collegiate Scholars (SOCS) Program. Tennessee 
Board of Regents SERS grant. ($50,000) 

Killman, C. L. (PI), Baker, J. C., & Potter, D. W. (Co–PIs). (2021). REALS2: Retention through Engagement 
and Active Learning = Student Success.  Tennessee Board of Regents SERS grant. ($49,975–
submitted) 

Baker, J. C., (PI), Zagumny, L., Wendt, J., & Brown, A. B. (Co–PIs). (2020) Tennessee Tech Grow Your Own 
(GYO) Project. TDoE Grow Your Own Competitive Grant. ($499,904).  

Potter, D. W. (PI), & Baker, J. C. (Co–PI) ARISE: Ambassadors for Rural Innovation and STEM Education.  
Tennessee Board of Regents SERS grant ($49,875) 

Baker, J. C., (PI), Zagumny, L., Wendt, J., & Brown, A. B. (Co–PIs). (2020). Tennessee Tech Special 
Education Add-On Endorsement Grant. TDoE SPED Endorsement Competitive Grant. ($124,990). 

Howard, M. (PI), & Smith, A. (2020). COVID-19 CDL Tuition Recovery Relief grant. ($44,600) 

Howard, M. (PI), & Smith, A. (2020). CDL Playground Enhancement grant. ($4,000) 
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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 international STEM education research journals. Paper presented at the 14th annual 
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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: 
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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., Jorgensen, S., Arce, P. E., & Sanders, J. R. (2020). The Renaissance Foundry Model as 
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Littrell, M. N., Michel, L., Anton, S., & Chitiyo, G. (2020). Board game development as a pedagogical 
approach to teaching undergraduate students in an interdisciplinary course that addresses 
contemporary societal issues. American Society for Engineering Education Conference 
Proceedings. 

Littrell, M. N., Chitiyo, G., Fidan, I., Cossette, M., Singer, T., & Tackett, E. (2020). Lessons Learned: Multi 
Institutional Collaboration in Additive Manufacturing. American Society for Engineering 
Education Conference Proceedings. 

Spears, A. M., Meadows, J. R., & Qualls, M. (2020). Using growth mindset literature to increase 
confidence and motivation with young readers. Tennessee Literacy Journal. 

Womack, P., Arce-Trigatti, A. L., Arce, P. E., Jorgensen, S., & Sanders, J. R. (2021). Exploring the Role of 
Collaboration in the Development of Community Leaders: Student Experiences from a Learning 
Community in the STEM Foundry Heritage Fellows. American Society for Engineering Education 
Southeastern Conference Proceedings. 

Dzenga, C, G., 



 28 

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 Founda

https://publish.tntech.edu/index.php/PSRCI
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Potter, K., Lawrence, K., M, Mathende, A., & Chitiyo, G. (April, 2021). Writing Ability and Gender as 
Moderators of the Relationship Between Instrumental Motivation and Academic Self-Efficacy. 
Presentation made at the 16th 
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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 
the relationship between instrumental motivation and academic self-efficacy [Poster 
presentation]. Tennessee Technological University Annual Research and Inquiry Day, Cookeville, 
TN, United States.   

Potter, K. (2020, June 23). Rural reimagined overview and annual accomplishments [Online webinar 
presentation]. Board of Trustees Meeting, Cookeville, TN, United States. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y40OFq1lCAI 

Aikens, M., & Potter, K. (2020). Tennessee technological university rural reimagined [Conference 
session]. Upper Cumberland Education Leaders, Cookeville, TN, United States.   

 

Severt, B. (2021). Experiences and Perspectives of High School Football Coaches in Managing Athletic 
Injuries and Medical Conditions in a Rural Setting. Poster presented at: Student Research and 
Creative Inquiry Day; 2021 April 13-16; Tennessee Technological University 

Severt, B. (2021). Experiences and Perspectives of High School Football Coaches in Managing Athletic 
Injuries and Medical Conditions in a Rural Setting. Poster presented at: 17th International 
Congress of Qualitative Inquiry; 2021, May 19-22; Virtual Meeting  

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). 

Enix J. (2020). Ethnographic considerations in classroom layout and design. Upper Cumberland Literacy 
Association (UCLA) conference. Cookeville, TN. June 2020. 

 

 


