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Soon-to-be three-time Georgia Southern grad proves it’s never 

too late to pursue your dreams 

May 12, 2020 

 

Robin Perry 

Life has a way of bringing people back to where they belong. At least that’s what 66-year-old lifelong learner 

Robin Perry (’93, ‘16) believes. 

When her children were young, Perry attended Armstrong State University and earned a bachelor’s degree in 

English with the goal of becoming a high school teacher. However, she worked part time in cellular sales while 

completing her degree and continued on that path to own and operate five cellular stores in the Chatham 

County area. 

It wasn’t until her children were grown that Perry decided to revisit her dreams. She began teaching as a 

substitute teacher to gain experience and realized her passion for special education. 

“I love my students, and I want to do everything I can to help them read fluently,” said Perry. 

Perry went on to earn a Master of Arts in Teaching in Special Education (’16) from Georgia Southern University 

and worked in the Savannah-Chatham County Public School System for five years before transitioning to a 

third grade inclusion (special and general education) classroom setting at Liberty Elementary School in 

Midway, Georgia.  

During that time, she noted a gap in reading education and began working toward a way to alleviate it. 

“In the last few years of teaching, it seems that students are missing early phonics instruction,” said Perry. “I 

taught siblings who were a year apart in school but had the same coping strategy for their reading deficits, 

which was odd. It sparked my idea to start researching reading remediation.” 

The goal of her research is to find mechanisms focusing on phonics remediation while having students 

maintain their third grade class work.  

“Students who are struggling to sound out words are not grasping the context or meaning of what they are 

reading,” said Perry. “They are so busy focusing on letter sounds that they lose understanding of the passage. 
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Research shows that if students reach the third grade level without reading proficiency, they will always 

struggle. I want to help intervene for these students because reading deficits will affect every subject they 

attempt to learn.” 

Perry started a three-part comprehensive reading program to assist students. Working in small groups of three 

or less students, she focuses on remediation of letter sounds, followed by sight card practice, and finally, the 

group reads the same ability-leveled passage every day. 

“By having the students read something fun and expressive together repeatedly, they become confident and 

excited to participate,” said Perry. “In some ways, this replicates that at-home reading experience that helps 

developing young readers learn to love reading.” 

Since moving to distance learning in the wake of COVID-19, Perry refuses to lose progress with her students 

and continues to emphasize reading with them by hosting virtual meetings so they can converse with each 

other and the teachers. They also utilize online platforms such as FlipGrid, Epic and Read Works. For those 

who don’t have access to the materials, Perry mails or delivers paper packets to their homes. 

“We are really trying to provide a no-pressure learning scenario for students, but I don’t want to lose the 

progress that we have made,” she said. “That is another reason I have decided to host a summer program to 

keep working with my students who need to continue reading skills.” 

Perry will complete an Ed.S. in Special Education in the summer and is considering a doctorate from Georgia 

Southern as well. 

“Well, for one, college is free because I’m over the age of 62,” she said with a laugh. “But also, I’ll never stop 

researching until the day I die. I love it. I do professional learning every day to try to learn more about how I 

can help these students and better serve them.” 
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Spring graduate overcomes obstacles to make a difference for 

students 

May 12, 2020 

As a wife to a U.S. Army soldier and mother to a young child, 

conditions for completing a college degree weren’t optimal, yet the 

drive to teach children pushed Mary Hayworth toward the finish 

line.  

“I want to instill a love of reading and writing for students,” said 

Hayworth. “Everything is cemented in reading and writing.” 

Following a move from Oregon with her husband’s new military 

assignment in Savannah, Georgia, Hayworth and her family found 

themselves 3,000 miles from anything familiar in 2016. Situated a 

year later, Hayworth’s passion for education drove her to finish a 

degree she began years earlier but never finished. 

On Georgia Southern University’s Armstrong Campus she pursued a 

bachelor’s degree in secondary education with a concentration in 

English. In three years, Hayworth completed her work in the 

program while navigating her husband’s nine-month, overseas 

deployment and taking on the role as sole parent to their school-

age son.  

The accomplishment didn’t come without significant hurdles. 

“My husband had been deployed previously, but I was able to stay 

with my parents during that time,” said Hayworth. “This time, I didn’t really know anyone in Savannah and my 

classmates were all 20 and 21 years old.” 

During that same time, Hayworth also had to manage specialized care for their son, who broke his femur and 

was in a hip spica cast that immobilized both legs. 

However, Hayworth remained optimistic, using her own personal experiences as motivation. 

“I was bullied in high school, and that has only fueled my desire to work with students to alleviate that 

pressure and hardship they experience in schools,” she said. “It is important to teach content and teach it well, 

but it’s also about building relationships with the students you are working with.” 

Hayworth wants to be an advocate for her future students. 

“Looking back at my experiences, I was not afforded the basic opportunity of having teachers and 

administration believe me,” she said. “The issues I dealt with will not happen to my students because they will 

have me.” 

Hayworth noted that her professors were instrumental in helping her reach graduation day, particularly 

College of Education’s Regina Rahimi, Ed.D., and College of Arts and Humanities’ Jane Rago, Ph.D. 

Mary Haywarth and son Logan 
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“Dr. Rahimi is so smart and inspiring,” said Hayworth. “She cares about the well-being of others and you can 

feel that when she teaches. She makes me want to be a better person and teacher.” 

Rago challenged her, she said, to forge new analytical skills. 

“I will never hear a song or read a passage the same way,” said Hayworth. “She instilled a new sense of critical 

thinking that I will never forget.” 

Hayworth has lined up a job in the fall to begin work at a high school in Muscogee County, Georgia, where her 

husband is currently stationed as a drill sergeant. Her hope is to earn experience in the classroom and then 

pursue an online graduate degree in education from Georgia Southern. 
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COE’s William-Johnson recognized with an University Award of 

Excellence 

May 12, 2020 

Georgia Southern University recently announced the recipients for the newly 

redesigned Awards of Excellence. Recognizing up to 25 faculty and staff members 

at Georgia Southern, the awards are aligned with the University’s Strategic Pillars 

and Values and designed to identify and celebrate individuals that make 

outstanding contributions to the success of the University.  

College of Education’s Meca Williams-Johnson, Ph.D., was named the faculty 

recipient of the University’s Collaboration Award, which recognizes and promotes 

those who are dedicated to service to their departments, students, faculty, other 

departments on campus, and/or the surrounding community through 

communication, innovation, integrity and inclusion. 

Williams-Johnson, a professor in the Department of Curriculum, Foundations and 

Reading, said being recognized for this award holds great significance for her. 

“The collaboration award is important and symbolic to me as it represents the 

relationships that are maintained through my work with others,” she explained. 

“For several years I have had the great fortune to receive mentorship from outstanding scholars and 

administrators. It has been through these networks and experiences I have established other relationships 

while at Georgia Southern to support students’ growth in their professional and personal development.” 

Meca Williams-Johnson, Ph.D. 
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A previous University Award winner, Williams-Johnson also received the Award for Excellence in Contributions 

to Instruction in 2016. Redesigned recognitions for the University, however, began this year centered around 

Georgia Southern’s strategic plan and identified pillars. 

“This is an exciting time for the University as we are creating new ways to acknowledge the work of our 

colleagues but also devise a new direction for achieving our strategic goals,” said Williams-Johnson. “While the 

university award system highlights our new structure, it also recognizes critical achievements of faculty and 

staff members.” 

A veteran professor at Georgia Southern for 14 years, Williams-Johnson says the University feels like home. 

“My students are the reason why I stay, and many of my colleagues seem more like family,” she said. “I get a 

bit sentimental when I watch our students during graduation as well as when they reach major milestones 

once in their professional careers. It is also a point of pride to witness my colleagues work so hard to create 

needed changes within our institution and devise ways we can work together to achieve a common goal. 

Having had the opportunity to watch this teamwork in action while serving on a variety of committees keeps 

me motivated.” 

Williams-Johnson is also a previous recipient of college-wide awards including: Jack Miller Award for Teaching 

(2015) and Jack Miller Scholarship Award (2010). In addition to her two University Excellence Awards, 

Williams-Johnson was also selected by the Provost to serve in the 2016 Eagle Leadership Academy. 

To read Williams-Johnson’s award bio, visit: https://www.georgiasouthern.edu/gsawards/#recipients 
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COE faculty/staff recognized for years of service 

May 12, 2020 

The College of Education (COE) had several members included in the University’s recent release of Years of 

Service Awards. Members of the COE team included: 

25 Years 

 Delores Liston, Ph.D., Professor, Department of Curriculum, Foundations and Reading 

 Kent Rittschof, Ph.D., Chair, Department of Curriculum, Foundations and Reading 

15 Years 

 Terry Diamanduros, Ph.D., Professor, Department of Leadership, Technology and Human Development 

10 Years 
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 Lisa Akers, Data Manager, Office of Curriculum, Instruction and Initial Educator Preparation 

 Sally Brown, Ph.D., Professor, Department of Curriculum, Foundations and Reading 

 Lydia Cross, Ed.D., Assessment Coordinator, Office of Curriculum, Instruction and Initial Educator 

Preparation 

 Charles Hodges, Ph.D., Professor, Department of Leadership, Technology and Human Development 

 Stephanie Jones, Ph.D., Associate Professor, Department of Leadership, Technology and Human 

Development 

 Eric Landers, Ph.D., Associate Professor, Department of Elementary and Special Education 

 Sabrina Ross, Ph.D., Professor, Department of Curriculum, Foundations and Reading 

 Lina Soares, Ph.D., Professor, Department of Middle Grades and Secondary Education 

5 Years 

 Mete Akcaoglu, Ph.D., Associate Professor, Department of Leadership, Technology and Human 

Development 

 Richard Cleveland, Ph.D., Associate Professor, Department of Leadership, Technology and Human 

Development 

 Antonio Gutierrez De Blume, Ph.D., Associate Professor, Department of Curriculum, Foundations and 

Reading 

 Brandon Hunt, Ph.D., Professor, Department of Leadership, Technology and Human Development 

 Janina Jones, Academic Advisor, College of Education 

 Barbara Serianni, Ph.D., Assistant Professor, Department of Elementary and Special Education 

 Chelda Smith, Ph.D., Associate Professor, Department of Elementary and Special Education 

 Jana Underwood, Ed.D., Lecturer, Department of Middle Grades and Secondary Education 

 Pamela Wells, Ph.D., Associate Professor, Department of Leadership, Technology and Human 

Development 

 Mary Rebecca Wells, Ed.D., Assistant Professor, Department of Middle Grades and Secondary 

Education 

For more information on the Georgia Southern University Years of Service Awards, visit: 

https://www.georgiasouthern.edu/gsawards/#service 
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