Tennessee
Education Primer

A GUIDE FOR POLICYMAKERS,
CANDIDATES, AND ADVOCATES

114th General Assembly (2025/2026)







SCERE

Contents

O3 ABrief History of
Transforming Education
in Tennessee

09 Understanding Tennessee's
Current Education System

13 Priorities in Education
14 Great Teaching and Leadership

20 Aligned Education-to-Career
Pathways

25 Innovative School Models
and Approaches

28 Supportive Ecosystem

35 About SCORE

36 References




A Brief History
of Transforming
Educationin
Tennessee

Tennessee has taken important steps to transform education to better
prepare students for success, and those early reforms are still having
positive impacts on student outcomes today. Tennessee must maintain that
commitment to innovation and continue to put student needs first.

Tennessee can — and should — lead
the nation in providing high-quality
education that prepares students for
success in college, career, and life.

Since its founding in 2009, the State Collaborative on Reforming Education E E
(SCORE) has worked alongside Tennessee educators, advocates, and leaders
to drive progress for Tennessee students and catalyze transformative

change in Tennessee education so that all students can achieve success. El.lil- -

Learn more about
SCORE
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K-12 EDUCATION

At the beginning of the 21st century, Tennessee classroom expectations were low,
and state assessments did not rigorously measure whether students were learning
the skills and knowledge required for success in education and the workforce. While
Tennessee reported that nearly 90% of students were proficient in math and English
language arts (ELA) in 2007, national assessments found that fewer than 30% of
Tennessee students were on track for college or career.! This discrepancy was
brought to the forefront that year when Tennessee received an “F” rating from the
U.S. Chamber of Commerce for “Truth in Advertising About Student Proficiency.”
The report also emphasized how Tennessee was struggling to serve low-income
students and students of color and was falling short in preparing students for
college and career. Tennessee had not been honest with students, parents, or
taxpayers about how well the public education system was preparing students
for the future.

Through a shared sense of urgency and strong state leadership, Tennessee enacted
a bold strategy for education that focused on improving student outcomes. That
strategy included several key foundational policies:

» Rigorous academic standards: State-specific K-12 academic standards
developed by Tennessee educators that hold students to high expectations and
better prepare them for postsecondary education and careers.

» Aligned assessments: Annual assessments of student learning aligned with
Tennessee’s educator-developed academic standards enable progress
monitoring of student performance.

* Robust educator feedback: A multiple-measure K-12 educator
evaluation system was developed that provides comprehensive
instructional feedback based on student achievement and
growth data to support improvements in both teaching and
learning.

» Strong accountability systems: An accountability system
was enacted to enable progress monitoring, advance data-
driven decision-making, and better target supports for
schools and students.

——
—

D ————

e ——

Tennessee Education Primer




With these policies, student achievement began to improve, Tennessee’s honesty
gap closed, and a national study of math and reading achievement between 2009
and 2015 identified Tennessee as a standout state with above-average growth.?
While more than 30 states performed significantly above Tennessee in reading and
math on the 2007 National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) assessment,
by 2022 far fewer states outperformed Tennessee.* These reforms have played an
important role in advancing Tennessee student outcomes.

Tennessee Has Advanced Nationally Across Subjects and Grade Levels

2007 2022

32 states significantly ' 12 states significantly

Fourth-Grade Reading outperforming TN outperforming TN

Eighth-Grade Math

35 states significantly 19 states significantly
outperforming TN ' outperforming TN

Data Note: States that significantly outperform Tennessee are states with average scale scores higher than
Tennessee’s by a statistically significant margin. Scale scores can be significantly higher, significantly lower, or not
significantly different. Some apparent differences between estimates may not be statistically signficiant.

Source: NAEP Tennessee Profile, State Comparisons

After years of progress, students in Tennessee and across the nation saw sharp
declines in proficiency due to the unprecedented challenges caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic. With foundational policies in place, state leaders were able
to respond to the challenges of the pandemic and continue

serving students and improving academic outcomes.

Tennessee introduced important policies that targeted Tennessee’s
supports and resources to students with the greatest academic recovery
need.’ Strategies included high-dosage tutoring, summer after the pandemic
learning, expanded access to advanced coursework, and was one of the most
innovative school model grants, to name a few. As a result, .

robust nationally.

research highlighted Tennessee’s academic recovery
after the pandemic as one of the most robust nationally.®

Today, state assessment results show that Tennessee ELA proficiency levels are

at record highs, with math also showing improvement in recent years. With a
sustained commitment to foundational policies and a focus on student-centered,
data-driven advancements, the state can continue working to ensure every K-12
student is prepared for a career that enables economic independence.
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HIGHER
EDUCATION

Tennessee is a leaderin
higher education policy and
improvement as well. Before
2010, less than 32% of Tennesseans

had a degree or credential from a
postsecondary institution. Research

at the time showed the Tennessee economy
would require most jobs to be filled by someone with
some type of credential beyond high school.” State leaders
prioritized college enrollment and completion, and made
significant policy changes to improve postsecondary
education and career outcomes, including:

* Outcomes-based funding formula: The state launched
a funding formula that rewards colleges and universities
for retaining and graduating students, in addition to other
policy changes aimed at supporting students to complete a
postsecondary credential.

» Drive to 55: Tennessee established a statewide goal for 55%
of working-age Tennesseans to hold a credential beyond
high school by 2025.

» Tennessee Promise and Tennessee Reconnect: These last-
dollar tuition scholarships were developed to guarantee students could
seamlessly enroll in community colleges and Tennessee Colleges of Applied
Technology (TCATs) without the burden of tuition.

» Dual enrollment (DE) grant: Tennessee prioritized student access to
college coursework while still in high school with a grant to cover the tuition
cost and accelerate their path toward a credential. The state also expanded
access to the grant by lowering the eligibility threshold and ensuring
students can access dual enrollment at technical colleges as early as the
ninth grade.

The collective focus on student success in higher education led to steady
progress as Tennessee’s higher education attainment rates increased by

16 percentage points since 2009 to reach 47.9% by 2022.2 Postsecondary
graduation rates have also improved since the implementation of the outcomes-
based funding formula, and student enrollment in dual enrollment courses have
risen substantially, indicating that policies passed in 2010 continue to have a
lasting impact on student success in education beyond high school.®
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While this growth is notable, the state’s postsecondary attainment rate remains

7 percentage points short of the Drive to 55 goal, and as Tennessee’s economy
continues to evolve, more than 63% of jobs in Tennessee are projected to require
some kind of education beyond a high school diploma. More work remains to
increase the state’s attainment rate to meet workforce need, and institutions must
narrow their stark attainment gaps for Black, Hispanic, and low-income (Pell-
eligible) students.®

Tennessee Has Made Significant Progress in Increasing Postsecondary
Attainment, but There Remains a 15-Percentage Point Gap in Attainment
Required To Meet Job Demand

Percent of Jobs Requiring a Postsecondary Degree or Credential 63%

60

50 47.9%

Attainment Rate

40
Tennessee Attainment Rate

31.8%
30

2009 2010 201 2012 2013 2014* 2015 2016 2017 2018* 2019 2020 2021 2022

Data Note: Attainment rate refers to Tennesseans age 25-64 with a postsecondary degree or credential. In 2014, workforce-
relevant certificates were included in calculations. In 2018, industry-recognized certifications were included in calculations.

Source: Lumina Foundation Stronger Nation Report, 2022

The pandemic saw a significant drop in the number of high school graduates
pursuing a postsecondary pathway, and Tennesseans began questioning the value
of higher education. Today, postsecondary enrollment is beginning to recover,

but students remain uncertain that education post-high school will prepare

them for a successful future.’? Data show that not all credentials earned are
preparing students for careers that enable economic independence. Further,
Tennessee has just 56 available workers for every 100 jobs, and the state’s labor
force participation rate is in the bottom 10 states in the nation at 59.6%.* A closer
alignment across education and careers is essential for ensuring education fulfills
its promise of preparing students for career success.
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We Need to Understand the Impact of Different Credential Levels by
Earnings, as Earnings Vary Widely

$43,196 Living Wage Estimate
for Single Adult in TN

High School Diploma $11,104 I $36,105

TCAT Certificate $19,504 NN $50,351

TCAT Diploma $26,032 — $58,747

Associate 528,422 N 56,394

Bachelor's $34,841 _ $71,369

Master's $49,130 I 591,260

Doctoral $62,761 I $109,345
$20K $40K $60K $80K $100K

Annual Wage (25th to 75th Percentile Ranges) Five Years After Graduation

Median annual wage range five years after graduation by highest degree level
Source: Education to Employment Dashboard, Office of Evidence and Impact, 2024

Significant progress has been made in
Tennessee toward degree and credential
attainment, but completion alone is

not enough. Tennessee must prioritize
completion of credentials and degrees that
ensure students are on a path to economic
independence. It is the next step in our
state’s continued and collective pursuit of
common and ambitious goals to ensure all
Tennesseans are prepared for success in
education, career, and life.




Understanding
Tennessee's
Current

Education
System

EDUCATION: BY THE NUMBERS

973,983

Students
59% White students 1,905
24% Black students K-12 Schools

14% Hispanic students
3%  Asian students
<1% American Indian/Alaska Native
30% Economically disadvantaged students
8%  English learners
14% Students with disabilities 71,427
49% Female students
51% Male students
Source: Tennessee Department
5%  Enrolled in Public Charter Schools of Education, 2024

Teachers
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EDUCATION: BY THE NUMBERS

Higher Education

217,331

Students enrolled in
public institutions®

64% White undergraduate students (not Hispanic)
17% Black undergraduate students (not Hispanic)
8%  Hispanic undergraduate students

7%  Other undergraduate students

16% Adult undergraduate students

56% Pell-eligible undergraduate students

58% Female undergraduate students

42% Male undergraduate students

Note: Total enrollment

2 6 1 3 of credit-bearing

students at

COllegeS Community Tennessee public
P community colleges
of applled COlleges and universities, not
technology including Tennessee
Colleges of Applied
Technology.

Source: Tennessee
Higher Education
5 6 Commission, 2024
University locally
of Tennessee governed
system ' institutions
campuses
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K-12 EDUCATION GOVERNANCE

Tennessee
Tennessee Governor
General Assembly
State Level
Tennessee Commissioner
of Education
Tennessee State Board
of Education Appointed by Governor
Appointed by Governor, Speaker of
the Senate, and Speaker of the House
Confirmed by General Assembly Tennessee Department of
Governing and Policymaking Education

Oversight, Data,
K-12 Support and Services

Local Level

Local School Board

District Superintendent
Appointed by the School Board

Local Schools
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POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION GOVERNANCE

Tennessee
Tennessee Governor
General Assembly
Tennessee Higher
Education Commission
Appointed by Governor and
General Assembly
Program Approval, Rulemaking
for Scholarship Programs
University of Loc:ally.Governed
Institutions (LGIs) Tennessee Board
HSTICERES e Autonomous Boards of Regents
Board of Trustees g
Appointed by Governor Appointed by Governor

Appointed by Governor

and Faculty Senate Confirmed by

Confirmed by General Assembly
General Assembly

Confirmed by
General Assembly

Note: Dotted line represents coordination governance function, solid line represents direct governance function
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Tennessee
Priorities in
Education

SCORE BELIEVES THERE ARE FOUR ESSENTIAL
COMPONENTS TENNESSEE MUST PRIORITIZE
IN EDUCATION:

1. Great teaching and leadership: Supporting great instruction and
curriculum, and working to recruit, prepare, and retain excellent educators.

2. Aligned education-to-career pathways: Aligning K-12 and postsecondary
education programs with career pathways that lead to success.

3. Innovative school models and approaches: Advancing innovative school
models, approaches, and programs that accelerate student success.

4. Supportive ecosystem: Supporting Tennessee’s broader educational
ecosystem to reach its potential and ensure educational excellence.

Tennessee Education Primer



GREAT TEACHING AND LEADERSHIP:
Supporting great instruction and curriculum, and working to
recruit, prepare, and retain excellent educators

Every student in Tennessee deserves access to people and materials that prepare them
for education and career success. Great teaching and leadership includes:

» Avreliable, effective, and diverse educator pipeline

+ Research-based strategies to support early literacy instruction

» Multiple-measure teacher evaluation to drive improved teaching and learning

A Reliable, Effective, and Diverse Educator Pipeline

A reliable, effective, and diverse teacher pipeline is critical for student success, and
Tennessee has a strong history of supporting student access to high-quality teaching
and leadership. However, many districts and schools struggle to fill vacant positions

with qualified teachers.**

Where Is Tennessee Now?

Teacher shortages in Tennessee are highly localized: Every student in
Vacancy rates are highest among early childhood, Tennessee deserves
special education (SPED), world languages, English access to people

as a second language (ESL), and secondary math
endorsements, and some districts face significant
shortages while others do not.’® Research shows that
Tennessee’s low-income students and students of
color were between 5 and 15 percentage points less career success.
likely to have high-quality teachers, and students

attending high-poverty schools in Tennessee are

generally taught by teachers who are less experienced

and less qualified.’® In 2024, statewide vacancies grew

by about 40% to 1,434 unfilled positions. Teaching

permits — a signal that a district could not recruit a

licensed teacher — have substantially increased, more

than doubling from 2,358 in December 2022 to 5,061 in

May 2024."7

and materials that
prepare them for
education and
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Teacher Vacancies Vary by Region, Though District-Specific Data Would

Support a More Nuanced Understanding of Localized Vacancies

First TN

Northwest Mid Cumberland Upper 2%

5% 6% Cumberland

6%

Southwest South Central

12% 6% Southeast 5%

Percentage of positions unfilled by a licensed, in-subject teacher by CORE region, SY 2022-23

Data Note: Percentages refer to CORE region averages rather than individual districts. Unfilled positions include
vacancies and positions filled by individuals with permits and emergency credentials.

Source: Tennessee Department of Education, 2023

The state has responded to local staffing needs by advancing several initiatives to
strengthen the teacher pipeline, including:

» Innovating teacher training to include Grow Your Own teaching
apprenticeships, teaching as a profession pre-apprenticeships for high
school students, and local residency models (alongside existing alternative
certification programs).t®

» Reducing financial barriers by developing a grant-funded additional
endorsement program in the high-need areas of ESL and SPED for educators
pursuing additional endorsements.

» Creating a Future Teacher Scholarship and occupational educator scholarship
that covers educator preparation tuition and fees for initial licensure.

» Increasing the minimum state teacher salary to $50,000 by 2026.

» Accelerating the timeline toward licensure in order to quickly fill vacancies by
expanding access to temporary teaching permits and endorsement exemptions.

» Empowering districts to offer differentiated pay for educators who take on
additional responsibilities, teach in hard-to-staff subject areas, or have a
demonstrated impact on student outcomes.

Despite these efforts, there is growing evidence that many Tennessee students
do not have access to a reliable, effective, and diverse educator workforce. There
is also a crucial need to better understand the efficacy of current teacher pipeline
initiatives, the distribution of teacher effectiveness, and trends in teacher turnover
and retention. The state must prioritize providing personalized reports of educator
labor market insights so that state and local leaders may tailor pipeline solutions to
meet the needs of each individual district and school.

Tennessee Education Primer

Learn more about
Tennessee’s
educator labor
market from
SCORE’s report
series on
Strengthening
Tennessee’s
Educator Labor
Market.


https://tnscore.org/resources/series-strengthening-the-educator-labor-market
https://tnscore.org/resources/series-strengthening-the-educator-labor-market

Research-Based Strategies To Support Early Literacy Instruction

Students who are not proficient in reading by the end of third grade are four times
more likely to not graduate from high school on time.*® This trend is even more
pronounced for low-income students.? Tennessee should continue prioritizing early
literacy as a key milestone for student achievement and providing supports to
ensure all students can learn to be great readers and writers.

Where Is Tennessee Now?

Tennessee has made significant steps toward improving early literacy rates by
committing to research-backed strategies that ensure Tennessee students have the
support needed to become strong readers.

» Tennessee districts and public charter schools provide students in grades
K-5 with foundational literacy skills instruction that focuses on phonemic
awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension.

» Districts and public charter schools adopt and purchase high-quality
instructional materials designed to align with the five foundational literacy
skills.

» To support foundational literacy skills instruction, the state sets standards for
training all K-5 teachers to effectively teach reading. All K-5 educators must
demonstrate their understanding of the foundational literacy skills approach,
including the use of high-quality instructional materials.

» All students in grades K-3 are screened three times annually to identify reading
deficiencies and target reading support. The state provides the Tennessee
Universal Reading Screener to districts and public charter schools for free.

» High-dosage, low-ratio tutoring is a key state strategy to provide academic
intervention to students who are struggling to read proficiently. Small groups
(teacher-student ratios of 1:3 or 1:4) and high frequency (at least 30 minutes
multiple times per week) are research-based recommended practices.




Following the implementation of Tennessee’s landmark literacy policies, Tennessee
third-, fourth-, and fifth-grade students set record highs on the ELA portion of the
Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment Program (TCAP) in 2024. Further, fewer third-
grade students are scoring in the lowest ELA performance category than ever before.

Tennessee Early Literacy Rates Reached Record Highs in 2024

+13 pts ]
9 pt
i l 46.4% +10 pts ﬁ
" 43.5%
405% | 41%
370, |38.6%
321% 33.3%
29%

Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5

Proficiency Rate

H 2021 2022 H 2023 B 2024

TCAP ELA proficiency rates for grades 3-5 from 2021-2024

Source: Tennessee Department of Education, 2024

Learn more about
creating instructionally
coherent early literacy
supports in SCORE’s

Learn more about early
literacy in Tennessee from
SCORE’s Policy Pillars:
Supporting What Works
memo, Literacy: Adopting Early Literacy Success for
Research-Based Strategies All Students: A Coherent
to Develop Young Readers. Path Forward report.
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https://tnscore.org/resources/literacy-adopting-research-based-strategies-to-develop-young-readers
https://tnscore.org/resources/early-literacy-success-for-all-students-a-coherent-path-forward
https://tnscore.org/resources/literacy-adopting-research-based-strategies-to-develop-young-readers
https://tnscore.org/resources/early-literacy-success-for-all-students-a-coherent-path-forward

Multiple-Measure Teacher Evaluation To Drive Improved Teaching
and Learning

Research reinforces the need for the multiple-measure teacher evaluation design,
providing evidence for how the evaluation system contributes to improving
student outcomes when implemented with fidelity.” Teacher evaluation is a tool for
instructional feedback and professional development planning, as well as informing
decisions on promotion, retention, and compensation.??

Where Is Tennessee Now?

Tennessee has an annual, multiple-measure teacher evaluation system for all
public school educators. The state’s system provides comprehensive feedback that
includes classroom observations and student performance data to drive continuous
improvement. Research on Tennessee’s teacher evaluation system found that it has
positively impacted student achievement in the state. Tennessee’s system has also
been highlighted as a national exemplar for high-quality evaluations. Additionally,
most Tennessee teachers agree the evaluation process has led to improvements in
their teaching and student learning.?

Teachers Agree the State Evaluation System Has Led to
Improvements in Both Teaching and Student Learning

Teaching %@%'@%@:©'=© 79%
At had Aift ek Ak had A had Aifh haid

Student @ % @ = @ O @ % 71%

Learning MMMMMMM ' i M N

Percentage of respondents who agree or strongly agree the evaluation system has improved
their teaching (2024) and student learning (2019).

Note: The student learning question has not been included in the educator survey since 2019.

Source: Tennessee Educator Survey, 2024 and 2019.

Learn more about
Tennessee’s
teacher
evaluation
system in the
memo Teacher
Evaluation:
Driving Improved
Instruction

and Student
Achievement
from SCORE’s
Policy Pillars:
Supporting What
Works series.
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What are the priorities moving forward?

Tennessee Education Primer

Evaluate the efficacy and reach of educator pipeline initiatives. Publish
personalized educator labor market reports with key information to help
districts and schools develop targeted strategies to address their local
pipeline challenges and increase student access to their existing highly
effective teachers.

Reimagine educator roles to expand students’ access to highly effective
teachers. Make the teaching profession more attractive and sustainable

through strong district mentoring programs and innovative staffing model
pilots that grow new teachers and increase retention of effective teachers.

Ensure Tennessee’s new and existing intervention efforts are aligned.
Students should receive support in high-dosage tutoring that is coherent
with the instructional methods and materials used throughout the rest of
the school day.

Commit to annual teacher evaluation for continuous instructional
improvement. Empower educators with a strong system for feedback to
drive improved student outcomes and professional growth.




ALIGNED EDUCATION-TO-CAREER PATHWAYS:
Aligning K-12 and postsecondary education programs with
career pathways and success

All Tennessee students should receive the education that prepares them for a
career that enables economic independence. Alignment between education and
careers requires:
» Aframework to measure the impact of credentials on workforce opportunity
o Datato drive education and workforce alignment

A Framework To Measure the Impact of Credentials on
Workforce Opportunity

Tennessee has a robust education-to-career ecosystem that supports students in
acquiring skills and knowledge, accessing credential and degree opportunities, and
entering the workforce. With a credential impact framework, stakeholders — from
K-12, postsecondary, and the workforce — can better leverage existing data to
provide students a clearer pathway to success.

Where Is Tennessee Now?

Education beyond high school unlocks greater opportunity for
students and the state. However, Tennessee’s current education
system is not sufficiently preparing students for career success.

» While over 60% of Tennessee’s jobs will soon require some
form of education beyond a high school diploma, fewer
than 50% of Tennesseans have earned a postsecondary
credential.®

» Though research is clear that postsecondary education leads
to improved economic outcomes overall, that impact is not a
guarantee. Outcomes vary greatly by program of study.?

» While Tennesseans believe education should prepare students
for careers, they also question whether our current education
system results in job market success.?®

Tennessee Education Primer 20
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To move Tennessee closer to a vision where all students have the opportunity to
pursue an educational pathway that prepares them for success, SCORE worked
with partners to develop a framework for credential impact that considers
earnings, job outlook, and stackability to assess whether credentials are preparing

students for workforce opportunity. This framework provides a newfound
understanding of how degrees and credentials lead to economic impact.

ANNUAL
EARNINGS

JOB
OUTLOOK

CREDENTIAL
STACKABILITY

*

$43,196

Minimum median
earnings after five years
(minimum required to
reach economic
independence)

0.8%

Aligned job demand
grows at least yearly
from 2020-30

If credential is stackable
into a higher credential
that meets earnings and
job growth criteria, it is
a Conditional 1-Star
Credential

* x

$60,474
Minimum earnings
after five years

1.2%

Aligned job demand
grows at least yearly
from 2020-30

*
*4

$77,753
Minimum earnings
after five years

1.6%

Aligned job demand
grows at least the
state average yearly
from 2020-30

Tennes ation Pri ) )
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Career success also requires alignment of K-12 and early postsecondary and career
experiences. Tennessee’s early postsecondary opportunities (EPSOs), career-and-
technical education (CTE), and work-based learning (WBL) — when intentionally
designed and incentivized — have the potential to accelerate a student’s path to a
credential and career that enables economic independence. EPSOs (including dual
enrollment, advanced placement, and industry credentials, to name a few) offer
opportunities to kickstart student progress toward a credential and gain exposure
to advanced coursework. Although research shows these experiences can have

a positive impact on student outcomes, such as graduation and postsecondary
enrollment, Tennessee needs more information about which EPSOs are
effectively preparing students for careers.””

Learn more about the
credential impact framework
through SCORE’s Connecting
Education & Opportunity: A
Framework for Credential
Impact in Tennessee report.

Learn more about
Tennessee EPSO
engagement from SCORE’s
Building a Vision for

Early Postsecondary
Opportunities report.
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Data To Drive Education and Workforce Alignment

To ensure all students are prepared for success in the workforce and to achieve
economic independence, it is essential the state provide timely, relevant data to
inform policy, drive decision-making, and invest strategically in the educational
experiences that will best equip students for the career opportunities that are
essential to the state’s continued economic growth.

Where Is Tennessee Now?

Tennessee has established a robust, secure data system with the capability to
understand how students are progressing from kindergarten through career and
evaluate which policies and practices are working. In 2024, Tennessee’s Office

of Evidence and Impact (OEI) released two online data dashboards from the
state’s longitudinal data system — an education to employment dashboard and a
postsecondary enrollment and completion dashboard. In addition, the Tennessee
Board of Regents (TBR) released an online data dashboard, Careers Start Here,
that provides employment and earnings outcomes for community college and TCAT
graduates over the past decade.

Longitudinal Data Provide Insight Into Students' Paths From
Education to the Labor Market

Demonstrate how data can
inform policy and funding
that drive outcomes, measure
return on investment, and
support more Tennesseans to
economic independence

Determine key readiness
indicators to support
student success

Goal: Support E [ § .:l

students and .
families to make ngh(’:r
informed education Education

and life decisions

Leverage data to create a Demonstrate workforce
feedback loop with education outcomes of graduates
and strengthen the workforce more clearly
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Still, Tennessee needs stronger governance and a coordinated statewide vision
to address the gaps between education programs and workforce needs. From
K-12 through postsecondary education, data can empower stakeholders to make
better decisions for students. K-12 schools and higher education institutions

can use data to prioritize and build more programs that prepare students for a

thriving career. Learn more about
connecting the

vision for data use

What are the priorities moving forward? and education-to-
Lo ) i ) work pathways
o Embed a credential impact framework in Tennessee to drive education- from SCORE’s
to-career alignment. Embed the framework across K-12, postsecondary, Using Data And
T . - . . Driving Innovation
and workforce initiatives toward an al|.gned vision of impact and guide For The Future OF
students toward pathways to credentials and degrees that lead to workforce Work report.

opportunity. Apply the framework to state financial aid programs and
outcomes-based funding for postsecondary institutions to incentivize greater
alignment between higher education and workforce need.

o Support high school, postsecondary, and workforce opportunities that
lead to high-wage, high-demand careers. Incentivize career-connected K-12
learning models in high school so that students have the opportunity to earn
impact credentials alongside a high school diploma. Align high-quality K-12
programs, such as dual enrollment and work-based learning, to workforce
opportunity.

e Enhance Tennessee’s data systems to Data can inform policy and
better understand connections between funding that drive outcomes
education and work. Collect learner-level . ’

measure return on lnvestment,

occupation and job-title information to
ensure Tennessee is developing a strong and empower stakeholders

education-to-work pipeline. Explore how to make better informed

regional relevance and return on investment decisions for students.
can be calculated with earnings data.
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INNOVATIVE SCHOOL MODELS AND APPROACHES:
Advancing innovative school models, approaches, and programs
that have promise to accelerate student success

Innovative school models give Tennessee students the opportunity to access education
that accelerates their path to success. Two key models that support student success are:
» High-quality public charter schools
¢ Career-connected learning models

High-Quality Public Charter Schools

Tennessee’s public charter schools play an important role in advancing student
achievement, particularly for Black, Hispanic, and economically disadvantaged students.

Where Is Tennessee Now?

Today, there are 115 nonprofit public charter schools in Tennessee serving

nearly 45,000 students. Importantly, Tennessee’s public charter sector serves

a larger proportion of students from historically underserved groups than
traditional district-run schools, with 88% of public charter school students being
students of color and 40% economically disadvantaged.?® Research suggests
charter schools are an effective strategy to support students from historically
underserved groups — a finding confirmed by evidence from Tennessee.?®

Public Charters Show Promising Results for Historically
Disadvantaged Students, Surpassing District Peers

Black, Hispanic, and Native American Students Economically Disadvantaged Students
B Charters B Noncharters B Charters B Noncharters

18.6% ’ 19.2%
16.6% 15.9%
ELA

Math
TCAP ELA and math proficiency for grades 3-8 by school type for Black, Hispanic, and Native
American students and economically disadvantaged students, 2024

22.9%

20%

Proficiency Rate
Proficiency Rate

ELA Math

Note: Charter data is not inclusive of the Achievement School District; noncharters refers to district-run schools in
districts with public charters.

Source: Tennessee Department of Education, 2024
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Since the first Tennessee public charter school opened in 2003,
the state’s public charter school sector has experienced several
pivotal changes, expanding its impact and opening the doors for
innovation in instruction strategies, staffing models, and more.

» In 2011, the state passed legislation to support charter
expansion by removing the cap on the number of charter
schools in operation and opening charter enrollment to all
Tennessee students.?°

» In 2019, the state established the Tennessee Public Charter
School Commission as an appellate authorizer for charter
schools.®

» In 2017, the Charter School Facilities Fund was established to provide grants
for public charter schools with facilities needs.? This fund received a $15
million nonrecurring investment for fiscal year 2025.

Even with recent investments, high-quality public charter schools still face
obstacles to operation and expansion in Tennessee, particularly limited funding for
facilities.’®* The gap between the funds that public charter schools need to cover
facilities and the support they receive from the state is more than $800 per
student — the equivalent to hiring about six additional teachers per school.’*

Charter schools also encounter a lengthy and complex authorization process
that creates barriers for approval, renewal, and expansion. Tennessee school
districts may authorize public charter schools in alignment with the state’s Quality
Charter Authorizing Standards for approval.?® If a prospective public charter school
application is denied, the school may appeal to the Tennessee Public Charter School
Commission for a final decision.

p

Learn more about
public charter
schools through
SCORE’s

TN Public Charter
Schools 101
resource library.



https://tnscore.org/what-we-do/innovative-school-models-and-approaches/public-charter-schools
https://tnscore.org/what-we-do/innovative-school-models-and-approaches/public-charter-schools

Career-Connected Learning Models

Tennessee is home to several school models that leverage employer partnerships to
connect students with career opportunity. Through strategic state investments and
innovative school leadership, more students can pursue learning experiences that
build workforce skills that enable success after graduation.

Where Is Tennessee Now?

In recent years, Governor Bill Lee’s administration prioritized investment and expansion
of innovative school models. Tennessee awarded $500 million in Innovative School
Model grants for middle and high schools to ensure students have opportunities in
programs aligned with the state’s highest-demand skills and careers.®

Two examples of career-connected learning models that are preparing students for
future careers:

» HTL University: Ford Motor Company and SK On have invested in a venture
called BlueOval City, which will create 5,800 new jobs in West Tennessee. In
response, the school superintendents of Haywood, Tipton, and Lauderdale
(HTL) counties collaborated to deepen K-12, postsecondary, and workforce
partnerships and launch HTL University, which will prepare students and
families to lead the regional workforce pipeline by providing STEM skills and
exceptional educators to guide them along innovative career pathways.

» Ballad Health Academy: Ballad Health, a health-care system with 21 hospitals
serving the Appalachian region, launched a partnership with regional high
schools to create an accelerated high school nursing pathway program,
now known as Ballad Health Academy. Set to launch in 2025, this nursing
preparation program seeks to meet the large-scale nursing shortages by
graduating 100 nurses regionally each year with an LPN credential.

What are the priorities moving forward?

» Address funding disparities for charter schools. Create a permanent solution
for charter facilities needs. This will remove a frequent barrier preventing new
public charter schools from opening and eliminate having to divert existing
public charter school resources from student instruction.

» Advance a high-quality charter authorizing landscape. Ensure authorizer
pathways support high-quality public charter schools to serve students and
meet local needs.

» Encourage partnerships across K-12, higher education, and the workforce
to better prepare students for success. Innovate to serve students through
industry-led partnerships like apprenticeship and early college high school
programs where students can simultaneously earn their high school diploma
while also earning credits toward a certificate or degree.
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SUPPORTIVE ECOSYSTEM:
Supporting the broader educational ecosystem to reach its
potential and ensure educational excellence

Tennessee has an impressive track record of educational improvement,
made possible by an ecosystem built around improving student outcomes
and maintaining high expectations. To support great teaching and leadership,
aligned education-to-career pathways, and innovative school models, Tennessee
must foster and maintain an ecosystem of rigorous academic standards, aligned
assessments, professional feedback for educators, and student-centered
funding. Together, these components serve as the policy foundation to advance
student outcomes. Key components of this ecosystem include:

» High expectations and progress monitoring

o Student-centered funding

High Expectations and Progress Monitoring

Student progress must remain grounded in the belief that all Tennessee students
can reach high expectations with the support of ambitious and measurable goals
for student achievement and strong accountability systems.

Where Is Tennessee Now?

Tennessee has foundational policies that set high expectations, strong data
collection practices, and ongoing improvement efforts to advance student
achievement.

» To establish ambitious student academic goals, Tennessee educators
developed Tennessee-specific academic standards that detail the
knowledge and skills required for each subject and grade level. The
standards set expectations for each year to ensure students graduate from
high school ready to succeed in postsecondary education and careers.?’

» Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment Program (TCAP) assessments are
aligned to the Tennessee academic standards and administered annually,
beginning in third grade, to monitor student progress. Administering and
reporting results from this suite of assessments provides information for
state and local leaders to guide policy and investments and to equip parents
and educators with information to improve instruction and better meet
student needs.*

» School and district accountability systems measure student achievement
and growth, as well as college and career readiness. These indicators are
used to designate high-performing schools and districts in addition to
those in need of support for improvement.
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Assessment and accountability provide the state with the tools necessary to identify
needs, target supports, and accelerate student achievement.

Tennessee Has Seen Large Gains Across Subjects Since 2021
and Record Highs in ELA

ELA Math

+11.3 pts j

39.7%

Proficiency Rate

2018 2019 2021 2022 2023 2024 2018 2019 2021 2022 2023 2024

- = = Previous record-high proficiency rate

Grades 3-8 TCAP proficiency for ELA and math, 2018-2024
Data Note: Due to school closures and assessment waivers, data are not available for 2020.

Source: Tennessee Department of Education state-level assessment data downloads, 2024

Learn more
about Tennessee
standards and
assessments in
SCORE’s memo,
Standards and
Assessment:
Setting High
Expectations
and Progress
Monitoring,

part of the
Policy Pillars:
Supporting What
Works series.
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https://tnscore.org/resources/standards-and-assessment-setting-high-expectations-and-monitoring-progress

Student-Centered Funding

Education finance is an important mechanism to propel students toward academic
success, creating the foundation that provides schools with the resources needed
to meet high expectations and advance student success.

Where Is Tennessee Now?

The Tennessee Investment in Student Achievement (TISA) is the state’s student-
centered, K-12 funding formula. The historic enactment of TISA in 2022 included a
recurring $1 billion investment in Tennessee’s K-12 public education system. Under
TISA, each student generates funding based on their unique characteristics across
four categories: base, weights, direct funding, and outcome bonuses. The base
and weights are funded by state and local shares based on calculations of local fiscal
capacity, while direct funding and outcome bonuses are funded entirely by the state.

» TISA’s funding calculation begins with base funding, generated by all students.
For the 2024-25 school year, base funding equals $7,075 per student.

» In addition to the base amount, the formula generates more funding to
address individual student needs by applying weights for students who are
economically disadvantaged, attend a school with concentrated poverty,
attend school in a rural district, and/or have unique learning needs (such as
students with disabilities and English learners).

» The formula also includes direct funding for students who are in grades K-3
to support early literacy instruction, rising fourth graders who need additional
support to read on grade level, students who attend public charter schools
to account for facility needs, students in career and technical education (CTE)
programs, and students taking the ACT.

» Lastly, TISA allows districts to earn outcome bonuses when students achieve
certain key metrics of success.
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TISA advances school finance in Tennessee in two key ways: increasing the
overall amount of funding and making funding more driven by student need.
After the adoption of TISA, districts receive nearly $900 more per student, on
average, with districts with larger numbers of economically disadvantaged students
experiencing the largest gains in funding.

TISA Increased Overall Funding and Made Dollars More Driven by
Student Need
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Tennessee per student annual district funding under BEP 2022-2023 and
TISA 2023-2024 (projected) by 2022-2023 enrollment of economically
disadvantaged students

Source: Tennessee Department of Education district-level profile data downloads, 2023;
Sycamore Institute, 2022
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For postsecondary education, Tennessee primarily funds colleges and
universities based on student performance.3® In 2010, the state adopted an
outcomes-based funding formula to reward public colleges and universities for
supporting students to graduation, making the formula one of the most significant
policy levers to ensure resources reflect state priorities for student outcomes.*
The current funding formula awards over 80% of state appropriations for higher
education via outcomes funding.*

Tennessee-specific research suggests the state’s outcomes-based funding
formula is associated with positive impacts on specific credit accumulation

and credential attainment measures. While this is promising, impacts were

not consistently positive across all outcomes or for all student groups.* There
remains significant room for improvement in student outcomes, with only a quarter
of first-time full-time freshmen graduating from community college in three years
and less than two-thirds graduating from university in six years.*

Graduation Rates Have Improved Since the Implementation of the
Outcomes-Based Funding Formula, but Community Colleges Still
Only Graduate a Quarter of Students Within Three Years
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Source: Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS)
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The state has a foundation in place to advance an updated

formula that more effectively and comprehensively drives what

we want to be true for all Tennesseans: being prepared for a

career that enables economic independence.

Learn more about
education finance from
SCORE’s Funding for

Learning: An Analysis of
K-12 Education Finance in
Tennessee report.

Learn more about the K-12
education funding formula
from SCORE’s memo titled
Tennessee Investment

in Student Achievement:
Prioritizing Student-
Centered Funding.

What are the priorities moving forward?

Learn more about

the higher education
funding formula from
SCORE’s Funding Student
Opportunity Through
Tennessee’s Outcomes-
Based Formula.

* Recommit to Tennessee’s foundational policies that have advanced student
achievement. Transparently measure and report progress toward standards
mastery, target supports for students and educators, and continue the
trajectory of improvement. Enable strong implementation of education funding
as a foundational policy for supporting improved student success.

 Align incentive and accountability measures. Evaluate the differences among
Tennessee’s systems for accountability, such as TISA outcomes and CTE
tiers, the career and college readiness metric in school letter grades, and the
Ready Graduate metric used in federal designations. Adopt a clear, aligned
expectation for student success.

* Reimagine postsecondary outcomes-based funding to drive preparation
for career success beyond graduation. Ensure Tennessee’s outcomes-based
funding formula prioritizes student success in postsecondary education and
careers that enable economic independence.
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The State Collaborative on Reforming Education (SCORE) is an independent, nonprofit,
and nonpartisan education policy and advocacy organization founded in 2009 by Sen.
Bill Frist, M.D., former U.S. Senate Majority Leader. SCORE’s mission is to catalyze
transformative change in Tennessee education so that all students can achieve success.

SCORE has three goals for Tennessee focused on
preparing students for success:

1. All students receive an excellent public K-12 education.

2. All students earn a credential or postsecondary degree of value that
prepares them for a career enabling economic independence.

3. Economically disadvantaged students, students of color, and rural
students see improved success across all goals relative to their peers.

To advance these goals, SCORE works directly with partners to innovate and generate
proof points, advocates for student-focused policy to scale promising solutions, and
uses data and research to monitor progress, measure impact, and identify additional
areas of need for students.

Since 2009, SCORE has annually released the State of Education
in Tennessee report, which monitors the state’s progress in improving
student outcomes, spotlights work that has contributed to achievement gains

and provides recommendations for how Tennessee can continue to prepare all
students for success. Learn more about SCORE’s priorities — informed by research
and input from Tennessee’s K-12 and postsecondary leaders and partners — in the
2025 State of Education in Tennessee: Casting a Vision for Student Success report.
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