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THE PROBLEM

Too many students graduate without a clear path forward.

15M
young adults are unemployed,

underemployed, or working
below their education level

85%
of good jobs will require
more than a high school 

diploma by 2031

78%
of Gen Z believe career
planning matters before 

high school graduation but 
only 13% feel ready

High school can no longer function as a finish line. Too many students graduate 
unsure about their futures and lacking clarity on which postsecondary 
credentials and opportunities provide value and open doors.

THE BROKEN MARKETPLACE STUDY, 2025

GEORGETOWN CENTER ON 

EDUCATION AND THE WORKFORCE, 2024 GALLUP WALTON GEN Z PANEL, 2025



HISTORY

We should take the best parts of past efforts and 
combine them into a system that prepares all students 

for both college and careers. 

“Vo-tech”
- legacy of tracking

+ strong career prep

“College for all”
- sidelined career prep
+ access to higher ed



THE COMMISSION



OUR SHARED GOAL

By high school graduation, every student should be able to say, with confidence:

I know who I am.

I know where I'm going.

I know who can help me get there.



All students should 
experience high-
quality advising, 
accelerated 
coursework, and 
career-connected 
learning that cultivate 
belonging, purpose, 
and social capital.

OUR VISION



High-Quality Advising
Builds motivation, self-efficacy, and identity--
advising connects students to the right 
opportunities at the right time.

Accelerated Coursework

Dual enrollment, early college, AP/IB, and CTE help 
students earn valuable credits and momentum 
toward a credential.

Career-Connected Learning
Experiences that bridge the gap between 
classroom instruction and real-world application 
and build practical skills demanded by employers.

CULTIVATION OF AGENCY

The “hidden variables” that shape young people’s
identities and sense of future possible selves:

Purpose
When students can connect learning to their 
interests and values and purpose becomes practice, 
not a one-time declaration.

Belonging
Feeling seen, valued, and supported empowers 
students to try new opportunities and persist 
through challenges.

Social Capital

Students need access to and the ability to mobilize 
relationships that expand their potential: 50% of jobs 
are obtained through personal connections.

PROGRAMMATIC EXPERIENCES

The ”big three” that can deliver even more for students 

when woven together into a coherent pathway:



From disjointed, 
siloed approaches …

… to purposeful pathways 
for all students

College and career readiness 
treated as separate tracks

→ Coherent high school experiences that 
show students a menu of college and 
career opportunities

Fragmented experiences that are 
difficult for students to navigate and 
disconnected from their goals

→ Integrated experiences that help students 
connect learning to purpose, goals, and 
real opportunities

Narrow pathways that focus solely 
on preparing students for specific 
destinations after high school

→ Student-centered approaches that 
empower young people to explore their 
strengths and interests while building 
skills and relationships

THE BIG SHIFTS



FOUR RECOMMENDATIONS

1 Provide all students with 
purposeful pathways

Every student needs high-quality advising, 
accelerated coursework, and career-connected 
learning. Not as programs of privilege, as 
interventions, or as separate programs, but as a 
coherent sequence.

2 Hardwire purpose, belonging, and social 
capital into every pathway

Audit where student mindsets, skills, and networks 
are intentionally built and where they are left to 
chance. Use student voice to identify gaps and 
improve pathway design.

3 Move the goalposts beyond high school 
diplomas, to economic mobility

Agree on shared outcomes that benefit individuals 
and the community: postsecondary persistence, 
credential completion, and access to family-
sustaining wages. Connect coursework to real 
careers and workforce data.

4 Make student transitions a shared 
responsibility

Build cross-sector pathmaking teams that include K-
12, higher ed, workforce leaders, and intermediaries 
to formalize relationships, reduce friction, and ensure 
data, dollars, and design follow students.



COMMISSION ON
PURPOSEFUL PATHWAYS

This vision
is within reach.

Companion Resources:

High-Impact Practices Action Guide

Enabling Conditions Action Guide

Measurement Action Guide

REPORT & 
ACTION GUIDES
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Research Supports Structured Career-
Connected Experiences
• K-12 Work-based learning (WBL) is associated with higher earnings 
for high school graduates compared to non-WBL participants.

• Postsecondary students who participate in a paid internship are less 
likely to be underemployment than those who did not, with 
consistent data showing these opportunities are linked to higher 
earnings for students in the workforce. 

• Much career-connected learning is limited and specific to structured 
experiences, such as apprenticeship or internship.



An Umbrella Term, Career-Connected 
Learning Includes Other Best Practices
• Short-term credentials can provide students with career-

focused, skill-specific credentials along a career pathway

• Other course strategies, such as Dual Enrollment, have potential 
to connect students to career if sequenced in an intentional 
pathway

• Educator externships, a strategy to equip teachers with 
industry-focused skills to teacher students, are a promising 
strategy for career connections



Career-Connected Learning Opportunities

Employer-connected experiences

Structured work-based learning, job shadows, and other career engagement activities

Educator externships

Dual enrollment, as a part of student pathways

Short-term and stackable credentials

Individualized advising and career navigation



Pathways Design Framework

Pathways to 
Economic

Opportunity

01 Find the Right 
Partner(s)

04
Ensure Job 
Opportunities

02 Design 
Innovative, Career-
Connected Experiences

03
Embed Student 
Supports
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Pathways in Practice: 

Lessons from the Future 

Forward Innovation Grant

Year 1



Grant Overview

Purpose

• Designed to catalyze innovative education-to-work pathways in 
Tennessee

Why It Matters

• Tennessee needs stronger, faster pathways from education to 
career

• Innovation and cross-sector partnerships are key to preparing 
students for economic independence



FFIG Structure & Eligibility

What Grantees Receive

Up to $75,000 for program 
design and implementation

1 year of strategic advising
from SCORE + expert mentor

Participation in cohort-style 
fellowship with convenings, 

panels, and peer learning

Pathway Features

Earn impact credential or 
stackable credential

Education and employer 
partnership

Aligned students to local 
workforce need

Ability to teach the field

Applicant Pool

Education, nonprofit, 
government, and industry 

partners

Individuals or organizations at 
idea stage 

Teams with cross-sector 
collaboration strongly 

encouraged



Comprehensive Supports Vision

Grant funding

Cohort-based learning 
fellowship

SCORE capacity 
support to fellows

Expert mentorship from 
leaders and partners



Apply for the Future Forward Innovation Grant

Round 2

Application is live and closes on May 15, 2026

Scan this code to learn more:



Future Forward Innovation 

Grant Recipients



Niswonger Foundation
Speaker: Dr. Katie Cahill, UT-Knoxville

Pathway: Embracing the Future: The 
Tennessee AI & Data Science Pathway

Students will earn an AI & Data Science Credential by 

leveraging the high school computer science course 
requirement as a gateway to advanced studies in 

emerging technologies such as AI, data analytics, and 
computer science

Partners

Niswonger Foundation

UT-Knoxville College of Emerging and Collaborative 
Studies

Kingsport City & Sullivan County Schools

Ballad Health



Chattanooga 2.0
Speaker: Jessica Friedman, Chattanooga 2.0

Pathway: Tutor-to-Teacher

High school students earn 30 college credits 
while serving as tutors in elementary 

classrooms, are hired as classified school 
personnel upon graduating, and complete a 
bachelor’s degree in teaching within three 

years of high school graduation.

Partners

Chattanooga 2.0

Hamilton County Schools

Chattanooga State Community College

University of Tennessee-Chattanooga



Nurses Middle College - Nashville
Speaker: Dr. Andrea Poynter, Nurses Middle College- Nashville

Pathway: Explore Nursing Intensive

Students will earn a Licensed Practical Nurse 
(LPN) license by high school graduation 
through a youth apprenticeship model

Partners

Nurses Middle College-Nashville

Vanderbilt University Medical Center

TCAT Nashville

Tennessee Hospital Association

Nashville State Community College



BlueCross BlueShield Tennessee
Speaker: Brad Leon, Blue Horizon

Pathway: Blue Horizon

Students work as customer service 
representatives at BlueCross BlueShield 
Tennessee while simultaneously earning 

their Associate in Health Science 
degree, with a guaranteed job offer from 
BlueCross BlueShield Tennessee upon 

degree completion

Partners

BlueCross BlueShield Tennessee

Chattanooga State Community College



St. Jude Children's Research Hospital
Speaker: Dr. Kate Ayers, St. Jude Children's Research Hospital

Pathway: Pathways in Data Science 
Careers Initiative

Students will earn a Python and data 
processing and analysis credential by 

leveraging the high school computer science 
course requirement as a launching point for 
advanced studies in data analytics and data 

science, with a focus on applying these skills in 
healthcare settings

Partners

St. Jude Children's Research Hospital

Memphis-Shelby County Schools



The Polytechnic @ University of Memphis
Speaker: Dr. Russell Deaton, University of Memphis

Pathway: Bachelor of Applied Science

Students will earn multiple in-demand, nondegree 
credentials that are embedded within their path to 
a bachelor's degree—equipping them with valuable 

industry-recognized skills along the way

Partners

University of Memphis

Southwest Tennessee Community College 

TCAT Jackson 

University High School 

UpSkill MidSouth

Center for Regional Economic Development 

Greater Memphis Chamber of Commerce



Ballad Health Academy
Speaker: Dr. Jeff Moorhouse, Ballad Health

Pathway: Accelerated Surgical 
Technologist 

Students will earn their accelerated surgical 
technologist credential in high school, making 
them eligible for employment at Ballad Health 

upon graduation

Partners

Ballad Health 

Kingsport City Schools

Sullivan County Schools

Northeast State Community College

TCAT Elizabethton
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