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Dear Colleagues,

National and Tennessee-specific data clearly show that, on average, when students pursue
education after high school — from a workforce-aligned technical credential to a bachelor’s degree
and beyond — the results are higher wages, increased economic independence, and the skills to
weather future economic recessions and changes. College matters, and that includes all kinds of
postsecondary experiences, not just traditional four-year degrees.

We’re fortunate to live in a state that promotes the idea that education past high school leads
to opportunity for a lifetime. At the same time, too few Tennesseans are finding this path to
opportunity and future economic success.

Some students complete postsecondary education and land in jobs that do not require the degree

or credential the student earned. Additionally, some Tennesseans find themselves in jobs that don’t
pay enough to offset the cost of pursuing their education. Others obtain a credential or degree, but it
doesn’t immediately lead to a job that enables economic independence in our ever-changing, dynamic
economy. We likely all know a young person who started college but left before completing a degree or
credential because the need for immediate income outweighed their career plans or personal dreams.

To help address these challenges and move us closer to a world where all students can pursue
educational paths that advance opportunity, SCORE worked with dozens of partners who helped
inform a framework so that Tennesseans can more clearly understand and assess the impact of
specific degrees and credentials. Ultimately, this will help ensure more Tennesseans graduate

with credentials and degrees that align with career opportunities and meet workforce need. The
following pages detail the specifics of the framework as well as our learnings, which were informed
by research and stakeholder engagement.

Our hope is for this framework to inspire discussion, debate, and — ultimately — change.

In the months ahead, we will use this framework like a pair of glasses. We will apply the lens of
the framework to many different aspects of Tennessee’s efforts in high school, postsecondary
education, and workforce preparedness.

Higher education has the power to unlock opportunity. It did for me, and it does for millions of
Tennesseans. Please join us in working to ensure that promise of opportunity is true for every
Tennessee student.

Sincerely,

David Mansouri
President & CEO, SCORE
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Connecting Education & Opportunity:
A FrameworKk for Credential Impact
in Tennessee

For generations of Tennesseans, education has been the
pathway that unlocks opportunity, giving students the tools
they need to thrive in the classroom, career, and life. Stories
from every corner of the state reflect what the data also
show: When young people pursue education beyond high
school — from a workforce-aligned industry credential to a
four-year degree — they open doors to better job prospects,
higher wages, and greater economic independence.!
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ver the past two decades, Tennessee has been a leader in expanding access

to higher education and workforce training. Landmark initiatives — like the

Complete College Tennessee Act, the Tennessee Promise Scholarship, the

Governor’s Investment in Vocational Education (GIVE) Act, ApprenticeshipTN,
and the Tennessee Investment in Student Achievement (TISA) Act — alongside increased
investments in student advising programs, underscore our state’s commitment to supporting
Tennessee students across the education-to-career continuum.? And yet, for all the progress
Tennessee has made, there remains a critical gap: Too many Tennesseans are still not realizing
the full economic benefits of their education.

While more students are completing postsecondary education and training, their earnings
vary widely based on the credential or degree they receive. Additionally, the state’s labor force
participation rate — the number of Tennesseans working or looking for work — continues to
decline despite significant economic growth and workforce opportunity statewide.® These are
clear signals that we must do more to better understand the ways in which education is (or is
not) preparing students for jobs that enable economic independence.

Postsecondary Credentials Open Doors to Opportunity and
Economic Independence

Earn $40K more

with a bachelor’s
$50K - than a high school
diploma at age 44

S40K -
Earn $10K more
with a bachelor’s
$30K - - - than a high school
diploma at age 22
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M Bachelor’s Degree Associate Degree M some College, No Degree

Figure 1. Estimates of additional earnings with a college education in Tennessee, relative to
high school-educated workers, by age (2022).

Note: Author’s calculations using 2011-2021 ACS samples, limited to 18-to-64 year-old high school graduates in the labor
force, not attending school, and excluding workers with graduate degrees. Tennessee statistics additionally exclude
individuals who have lived in the state less than one year.

Source: Carruthers, Celeste K. The Value of a College Education in Tennessee (2023).
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A 2022 SCORE poll found that most Tennesseans believe the primary purpose of
postsecondary education is to prepare students for career opportunities. However, more than
half of young Tennesseans question whether the education system adequately prepares them
with the skills, knowledge, and credentialing to succeed in the job market.*

Tennesseans Believe the Primary Purpose of a Postsecondary
Education Is to Prepare Students for a Career
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Figure 2: Tennessee statewide survey on education topics

Source: SCORE (2022).

Tennesseans Want an Education That Prepares Them for a
Career, but Question Whether It Does
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Figure 3: Tennessee statewide survey on education topics.

Source: SCORE (2022).
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While 63% of Tennessee jobs require some form of training beyond a high school diploma, fewer
than 50% of Tennesseans have earned a postsecondary credential. Beyond this attainment

gap, we have no common framework to help us measure whether the credentials currently
being earned are directly linked to high-wage, high-demand careers that meet Tennessee’s
workforce needs. Too often, students who invest time and money into postsecondary education
find themselves underemployed or burdened by student debt without the economic returns
they expected.® This is especially true for students from historically disadvantaged groups. In
Tennessee, Black and Hispanic students who started high school in 2012 were half as likely as
their White peers to earn degrees by 2022.%

Tennessee's Attainment Rate Continues to Increase, Yet
We Do Not Know Whether Credentials Earned Provide
Workforce Opportunity

Percent of Jobs Requiring a Postsecondary Degree or Credential 63%
60 -
2
&
w50 - 47.9%
c
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g -
Tennessee Attainment Rate
31.8%
30 -
| | | | | | | | | | | | | J

2009 2010 20m 2012 2013 2014* 2015 2016 20177 2018* 2019 2020 2021 2022

*In 2014, workforce-relevant certificates were included in calculations. In 2018,
industry-recognized certifications were included in calculations.

Figure 4: Attainment rate refers to Tennesseans ages 25-64 with a postsecondary degree
or credential.

Source: Lumina Foundation, Stronger Nation Report (2024).

7 Connecting Education & Opportunity



The impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic have further exacerbated our incomplete
understanding of how postsecondary credentials support student success in the job
market. The postpandemic labor market caused employers across all industries to
experience job shortages, resulting in higher nominal wages and job opportunities for
workers at all education levels. While many of these jobs offer short-term benefits

in terms of immediate wages for recent high school graduates, these wages do not
remain high over the long term and career advancement options are limited.”

Through these national and statewide workforce changes, students have been
left to navigate important college and career decisions with limited information
about credentials and degrees that could have a positive economic impact

on their lives in the long run. Nationwide, students face over 1 million unique
credential options from traditional institutions of higher education, nonacademic
providers, massive online open courses (MOOCs), and secondary schools.®

Students Navigate a Complex Maze of Degrees and Credentials

700K
656,505
@ 600K /
2 549,712
< 500K
o
&)
5, 400K 570,020
T »n
[ ? 359,713

g S o —0— @ 350,412
2 s 315,067
28 300K L4
oo
62z
28 200K
S
z O

100K

46,209 48,919 56,179
©-7,132 ®- 9,390 @ 13,014
2019 2021 2022
[ | Postsecondary M Nonacademic Secondary Schools B mooc Providers

Figure 5: Number of degrees and credentials offered by providers (2019-2022).

Data Note: MOOC refers to massive open online courses. Secondary school counts include high school diplomas, alternative
certificates from secondary schools, and high school equivalency credentials.

Source: Credential Engine (2023).

8 Connecting Education & Opportunity



Tennessee now stands at a
crossroads, where the future
prosperity of its students
and its economy depends on
better supporting students
through education toward
workforce opportunities.
We need to better under-
stand which credentials
advance workforce oppor-
tunity and then ensure all
students can access pathways
toward those credentials.
This is where a framework
that analyzes credential
impact becomes essential.

Imagine if every student,
from the moment they
entered middle and high
school, had access to clear,
reliable information about
how different credentials
impact their future earning
potential and career
prospects in Tennessee
and whether they provide
a sufficient return on
investment for their
education and training.

Imagine how this information could
help create more equitable pathways
for historically underserved students,
who are currently significantly less
likely to enroll in and complete
postsecondary education or workforce
training. Students deserve to know
whether the credential or degree they
are interested in pursuing provides
them a return on investment and sets
them up for a successful career.

Picture a system where educators, policymakers, student advisors, and business leaders work

together, using real-time data, to guide students toward educational pathways that truly set

them up for success. Such a framework would benefit thousands of individual students and

transform Tennessee’s entire workforce, making our state more competitive in an increasingly

dynamic economy.

Recognizing this need, SCORE worked for nearly a year with dozens of partners across the state

to build a blueprint for an impact credentials framework that can help Tennesseans understand

the impact of specific degrees and credentials on students’ workforce outcomes. Informed

by data, research, and stakeholder input, this report and the framework it recommends will

place more students on educational pathways that unlock workforce opportunities and lives of

economic independence.

This framework is about more than degrees and credentials — it’s about shaping lives, building

stronger communities, and securing a prosperous future for our state.
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A Credential Impact Framework
Empowers Stakeholders to Take Action

A credential impact framework is a connection point between
what we know today about students’ education-to-career
success and what we could do to map out a more cohesive
journey leading students to impact credentials. 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. Policymakers, K-12 and postsecondary educators,
student support organizations, and industry partners play
critical roles in a student’s journey from K-12 to career.

Each of these stakeholders

is taking important steps to With a credential
improve career readiness for impact framework,
students and strengthen the stakeholders — from

education-to-work pipeline.
With a credential impact
framework, stakeholders —
from K-12, postsecondary,
and the workforce — can

K-12, postsecondary,
and the workforce —
can better leverage
existing data to provide

better leverage existing data students a clearer

to provide students a clearer pathway to success.
pathway to success. Working EEm—
in tandem, these stakeholders
can advance economic

prosperity for all Tennesseans.
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A Framework Is an Alignment Tool for Various Stakeholders
Expanding Student Opportunity

POSTSECONDARY POLICYMAKERS
EDUCATORS can further can use a measure of
design and modify programs education-to-career success
of study to align with career : that applies to cross-sector
opportunities. alignment in support of
education preparation, labor
Policymakers force participation, and

economic development.

K-12

Postsecondary Educat
ucators

Educators

Economic prosperity
and opportunity

for all Tennesseans.

INDUSTRY PARTNERS STUDENT SUPPORT K-12 EDUCATORS can
can play a more active role ORGANIZATIONS can reorient student learning

in the production of impact use the framework as a tool to and pathways around
credentials and degrees by advise students in navigating workforce-aligned programs
partnering even more with over 1 million unique credential of study in high school.
education stakeholders and and degree options nationwide

offering career-connected to select a pathway that aligns

learning partnerships. with their career goals and

Working together, industry sets them on the path to a

and education can support high-wage, high-demand career.

student achievement and
talent development. Industry
partners can also have
greater confidence to invest
in and expand in Tennessee,
furthering the state’s
economic development.
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POLICYMAKERS

[A framework could] be the spearhead of our next 10-year higher
education goal. The Drive to 55 served as a rallying cry to get all of the
higher education enterprise focused on centering student access and
success in the pursuit of attainment. The next goal will focus on ensuring

Tennesseans thrive with their earned credentials.

— Tennessee Higher Education Leader

K-12 EDUCATORS

We look forward to designing our school from the ground up with the
quality framework guiding our work!

— Tennessee K-12 School Leader

STUDENT SUPPORT ORGANIZATIONS

In student advising, our aim is to support students in making important
choices that align to their career interests and goals. A credential impact
framework would serve as a useful yardstick to help students understand
and evaluate the economic outcomes for the credentials and degrees they
are considering as they pursue the lives they hope to build.

— Student Support Organization Leader

INDUSTRY PARTNERS

[A framework is useful for] business attraction. Incoming businesses like
to be assured we have an ecosystem that will provide for talent needs ...

and for workforce projections.

— Chamber of Commerce Leader

POSTSECONDARY EDUCATORS

[A framework could be used] to provide a roadmap to make as many of
our credentials as high quality as possible; to identify and address what
qualities hold current credentials back from being high quality; and to
identify barriers that would prevent students from accessing provided
quality credentials.

— Tennessee Higher Education Leader
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STATE SPOTLIGHTS: HOW OTHER STATES HAVE MEASURED CREDENTIAL
OUTCOMES TO ALIGN EDUCATION AND CAREER

Many other states have also taken steps to understand the impact of the degrees and
credentials students earn in order to strengthen their education-to-career pipelines. While
Tennessee would be the first state to develop a multiple-measure framework that defines
impact for industry credentials and traditional degrees, several states serve as important
models and offer best practices in creating a framework that advances workforce opportunity
for students.

¢ North Carolina: Workforce Credentials

This statewide collaborative initiative is focused on identifying the economic opportunity of
industry-valued, nondegree credentials in the state. Managed by a cross-sector council that
includes the governor’s office, a K-12 state agency, higher education systems, workforce
development boards, and a nonprofit partner, this initiative categorizes nondegree
credentials by their level of alignment to earnings, short-term job availability, and job growth
for aligned occupations. These credentials are grouped into tiers — Foundational, Essential,
Career, and Advanced — that signal how well a credential is aligned to job opportunities in
North Carolina.?

« Texas: Credentials of Value Framework

Developed to advance the state’s higher education strategic plan, Building a Talent Strong
Texas, the Credentials of Value Framework includes a goal of increasing the number

of students earning credentials and degrees that lead to lasting, successful career
opportunities. This definition, implemented by the Texas Higher Education Coordinating
Board, determines credential impact by examining whether a credential-holder earns enough
within 10 years of graduation to pay for the cost of their education and surpass the earnings
of a typical high school graduate. A public dashboard reports whether credentials meet these
criteria, using a “yes or no” approach to designate whether the credential of value threshold
has been met.*®

* Florida: Master Credentials List

In Florida, the Master Credentials List is a comprehensive list of state-approved degree and
nondegree credentials of quality that prepare students in the state for job opportunities.

A cross-sector council of representatives from the governor’s office, public and private
higher education systems, K-12 education, and local workforce development agencies use

a framework of quality to designate whether a credential or degree is placed on the list.
Criteria include earnings, demand, and credential sequencing (stackability)."

15 Connecting Education & Opportunity
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Measure What Matters:
Defining Credential Impact

Developing a framework to understand
credential and degree impact begins with
defining what a successful career looks
like. To establish a strong definition of
impact credentials, SCORE engaged for
nearly ayear in a learning and alignment
journey with K-12, postsecondary, industry,
student support organizations, and
government leaders from across the state.
Together we explored research and
analyzed data to develop a framework.
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As an initial step, SCORE partnered with the University of Tennessee’s Boyd Center for
Business and Economic Research to identify potential Tennessee metrics that could measure
credential impact. Those metrics include:

e Earnings, debt, and return on investment
e Minimum income

¢ Job outlook

¢ Sustainability, or long-term job outlook

¢ Regional relevance

* Workforce turnover

* Portability

e Stackability

One important feature these measures have in common is that available data already exist
and can be universally applied across the credentials and degrees students earn.? With this
data, these measures can provide insights into whether a credential or degree program sets
students on a pathway to success in the workforce. The expected earnings associated with

a credential, for example, ensure that students can reach economic independence and a
return-on-investment for the cost of the credential. Minimum income examines whether jobs
connected to a credential lead to an income sufficient to meet basic standards of living. Job
outlook — both short-term opportunities and long-term job growth — reveal how much a
credential is aligned to job opportunities today and in the future. Workforce turnover signals
the likelihood a student may switch jobs in the workforce, while stackability and portability
reveal how flexible a credential program is to transfer into other credentials or degrees or to
translate across different industries. Finally, job opportunities and wage levels vary across
communities, so regional relevance provides a data perspective into how these measures may
look at a local level compared to the state as a whole.

18 Connecting Education & Opportunity



While these measures have existing data availability, limitations prevent their use in defining the
impact of a credential:

« Existing data sources are most available for earnings and job outlook measures, while less
available for others. Earnings and job outlook provide important perspective into credential
quality, and Tennessee has existing data measures to understand a student’s earnings in the
workforce, as well as job openings and job growth associated with credentials and degrees
in Tennessee. However, other measures — such as stackability or workforce turnover — have
little to no existing data available to use right away in measuring quality.

* There are limited data available on short-term education opportunities, whether those
are offered by academic institutions or nonacademic providers. These include short-
term nondegree credentials, apprenticeships, and occupational licensing, among others.
Considering the huge uptick in the number of students earning short-term credentials, it is
important to assess the career outcomes of these credentials.

+ Tennessee’s statewide longitudinal data system links earnings to credentials and degrees
when students enter the workforce but does not link these earnings to the specific jobs
students obtain. As a result, we have limited knowledge of how well credentials prepare
students for employment prospects and success in the workforce. Information about
credentials and education and workforce outcomes are most impactful at the student-level,
so this data should be leveraged in a framework as much as possible.

SCORE and stakeholders also discussed other measures that may shed light on a credential’s
impact potential:

« Income mobility was raised as a way to understand not only the earnings associated with a
credential but how much the credential propels a student up the income ladder.

* Graduate degree pathways may provide additional insight into the quality of bachelor’s
degree programs, as many students take graduate coursework after earning a bachelor’s
that leads to high-wage, high-demand job opportunities.

* Acredential or degree also can be measured by societal value, recognizing that many careers
are foundational for society — such as teaching or child care workers — yet may not have the
highest wages or job demand opportunities.

« Additionally, the skills and competencies that students earn within programs are important
for the employers hiring them.

necting Education & Opportunit
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Three Key Impact Measures:
Earnings, Job Outlook, and Stackability

* «

Through an analysis of existing data availability across
these measures and a consideration for which measures
provide the most comprehensive understanding of
credential quality for students entering the workforce,
SCORE recommends three key impact measures to help
orient education pathways around student success:
Earnings, job outlook, and stackability.
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on their investment in the credential.

How much a student earns upon entering the
workforce is an important indicator to include in
this framework. Significant research and data show
that individuals who earn a credential beyond a high
school diploma earn more in the workforce and that
the specific field of study impacts the credential’s
economic returns as well. Using earnings as a
measure of success can put students on career
pathways that lead to higher wages and ensure a
return on investment for the time and cost of

the credential.®

far into the future.

The job outlook associated with a particular
credential or degree is also an important measure
to include in a framework that defines impact.
Students should be equipped with the skills and
knowledge needed for job opportunities today and
far into the future as an individual’s career lasts

an average of 40 years. Additionally, Tennessee has
strong data available to measure job availability and
growth. Impact credentials and degrees should be
aligned to jobs with future job growth and short-
term job availability.

_‘ Earnings as a quality measure ensures a student’s training equips them to
potentially earn higher wages that meet costs of living while receiving a return

Earnings are an essential measure to
include to understand the impact of
credentials and degrees. We need to
ensure that we set students on a path to
career opportunities with thriving wages
that enable them to reach financial

stability and economic independence.

— Student Support Organization Leader

Job outlook is an impact measure that ensures a credential or degree is
aligned to the skills and knowledge required for job opportunities today and

For businesses, [impact credentials]

are key to addressing skills gaps and
creating opportunities for individuals. In
a rapidly changing economy, credentials
that are responsive to long-term job
growth ensure both short-term and
sustainable economic prosperity.
Focusing on earnings, job outlook,

and credential stackability makes the
credential impact framework a dynamic,
future-focused tool.

— Chamber of Commerce Leader
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Stackability highlights impact by ensuring that any nondegree credential
or two-year degree is stackable, or transferable, into an adjacent or higher
credential or degree that yields greater economic returns for students.

Credential stackability refers to a credential’s

potential to stack with additional, adjacent or higher Credential stackability is a crucial

credentials or degrees that further a student’s . .
component within a framework, as it
skills and knowledge and offer greater career
o o ) ensures that students can accumulate
opportunities. Stackability is an important measure L
. . and transfer qualifications seamlessly
of the framework because it provides individuals | Foir od ) land
with a pathway to step in and out of education to along their educational and career

receive skills and training to meet workforce needs pathways. By enabling the stacking of

and contribute to the labor force. Specifically, this credentials, robust opportunities are

measure captures the extent to which short-term created for students to build on their
credentials or sub-baccalaureate degrees can existing knowledge and skills, and
seamlessly transfer to shorter-term options or into ultimately lead to higher credentials that
higher degree programs on career pathways that unlock high-wage, high-demand, and
lead to economic independence. high-skill opportunities.

Today, Tennessee does not have a standard data- — State K-12 Leader

supported definition of credential stackability. A
more rigorous measure would enable Tennessee

to understand which stackable pathways and
credential combinations can lead students to high-
wage, high-demand career opportunities that enable

economic mobility.
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WHAT ABOUT A CREDENTIAL'S RETURN ON INVESTMENT (ROI)?

« Students deserve to know whether the credential they pursue will provide them a

return on investment. Challenges to clearly defining ROI and using data to model how
a definition would impact Tennessee’s credential and degree outcomes are future
opportunities to explore.

A return on investment for a postsecondary credential measures the extent to which

a student earns sufficient wages in the workforce that exceed the cost of receiving

the credential. This measure could also evaluate whether state investments — such as
financial aid and outcomes-based funding — yield a return in equipping Tennesseans for
workforce opportunities.

Other states have explored ROI in measuring credential impact. Texas evaluates
whether students earn wages up to 10 years after graduation that surpass the cost
of receiving a credential or earn more than a worker with just a high school diploma.*
North Carolina’s state legislature commissioned a study on the ROI for nearly every
program offered by the University of North Carolina System.*®

WHAT ABOUT A CREDENTIAL'S REGIONAL AND LOCAL RELEVANCE?

« In addition to statewide job outlook, a credential’s regional and local demand is also a

measure to consider for credential impact. This measure explores whether a credential
is in higher or lower demand by the local workforce compared to the state.

Florida has explored a local demand measure in its Framework of Quality, requiring
documentation from local employers that a specific credential is needed and that
available data support the credential’s connection to local job postings.

Similar to ROI, data definition and quality challenges prevent this measure from being
used today to model impact credentials and degrees. However, this measure should
be explored in the future to strengthen job outlook to be inclusive of state and
regional needs.

WHAT WE MEASURE MATTERS

To ensure we advance a strong vision to drive alignment between education and career, we must
identify the most concrete measures that signal what we hope to be true for all students after
postsecondary education and career training. By applying earnings, job outlook, and stackability
to credentials and degrees in a framework, Tennessee can prepare students for greater career
success, increase labor force participation, and foster continued economic prosperity across
the state. With better alignment among K-12, postsecondary, and employers, we can create an
education-to-career system that is informed and works for our students and for our state.
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Envisioning a Credential
Impact Framework

SCORE recommends Tennessee adopt a
framework for measuring the impact of
credentials and degrees on earnings and
job outlook. Additionally, a framework
would consider degrees and credentials
that alone do not result in high earnings
and job outlook but can be stacked toward
a credential that does.
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SCORE led a working group of stakeholders who aligned on the following framework to

understand the impact of credentials:

Credential Impact Framework

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
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This framework upholds a clear understanding of alignment between education and career using
the multiple measures of earnings, job outlook, and credential stackability. These measures
capture important aspects of the economic impact that credential and degree programs
provide, signaling the following outcomes that we hope to be true for all Tennesseans:

* Astudent’s earnings after completing a credential are sufficient to meet the costs of
living and earn a return on their investment. To be included in this framework, a credential’s
median earnings measured five years after completion must be at least at or above the
living wage for a single adult in Tennessee. Using data on common living expenses, the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology places the cost of living in Tennessee at $43,196
in 2024.1 For a credential to be designated as 2-Star or 3-Star, the earnings must meet,
respectively, 140% and 180% of the cost of living.

« Acredentialis aligned to future job opportunities. In addition to a credential’s associated
earnings, alignment to current and future job opportunities in Tennessee is a critical measure
to assess impact. This framework measures long-term job outlook using Tennessee’s average
projected long-term job growth. Applied to a credential or degree, this measure evaluates
how well a credential is aligned to jobs that are growing at a steady rate over at least the
next 10 years. Between 2020 and 2030, the projected annual job growth rate is 1.6%. This
threshold sets the framework’s highest tier of job outlook in Tennessee, with 1-Star and
2-Star designations representing credential alignment to job opportunities with 50% (1-Star)
or 75% (2-Star) of the average job growth rate. Importantly, this framework’s job outlook
measure does not take into consideration the regional and local nature of job demand or
shorter-term job availability. Job needs vary across the state’s diverse communities, and
it will be important for a framework to include regional relevance of credential and degree
programs in Tennessee. Alignment to short-term job availability should be explored as well.

o Ifacredential doesn’t immediately align with a high-wage, high-demand job, it provides
a pathway toward a credential that does. The impact of industry, shorter-term, and sub-
baccalaureate credentials and degrees is not fully captured by looking just at immediate
career outcomes. Stackability measures how impactful a credential is as a pathway into
a higher credential. If a credential does not meet at least the 1-Star threshold but stacks
into a credential that does, the credential is a 1-Star Conditional credential. This framework
recommends including a stackability definition to capture the ways that students can
transfer and stack credentials along a career pathway — both horizontally and progressively
— to receive postsecondary and workforce training needed to succeed in the workforce.
Importantly, Tennessee lacks a rigorous data definition to use in measuring and evaluating
credential impact based on stackability. SCORE recommends identifying stackable pathways
as higher credentials and degrees in the same instructional program as a foundational
definition with the hope of a stronger, more accurate definition being developed among
stakeholders in the future.
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How Does This Framework Impact Tennessee Credentials?

D Not Meet *
c‘)I'(;S;'esc;wldese * * * **

CERTIFICATE/ 15 23 3 o
DIPLOMA

ASSOCIATE 9 15 4 o
BACHELOR'S 36 43 42 53
TOTAL 60 81 49 53

Impact Credential Distribution

33.2%

24.6%
20.1% 211%
170
¥~ 2272 Conditional
©82%
77
Does Not Meet ) ¢
Thresholds * *" **

This credential impact framework will uphold many of the state’s credential and degree
programs as supporting students to succeed from education to career. Additionally, the
framework’s clear data definitions will serve as a compass for institutions and education
providers to guide education programming, advising practices, and resources toward
credentials and pathways that lead to high-wage, high-demand career opportunities

for students.

See Technical Appendices on Modeling on page 36 28 Connecting EdUCOtion & Opportunity
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Next Steps to Advance a Framework
in Tennessee

SCORE believes that a credential impact framework is key
to supporting students and state economic development.
Through this framework, students will be set on education
pathways that culminate in an impact credential or degree,
paving the way for higher wages and career opportunities
today and in the future. This common definition of student
success should be applied across Tennessee’s existing state ‘
policies, resources, and initiatives so that more students
can earn impact credentials and degrees to contribute to
the state’s economic development.
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SCORE has identified several next steps to align education and workforce systems — including
the adoption of state policy and enhancements to key data systems — to advance a credential
impact framework statewide:

1. Embed the credential impact framework in Tennessee education and workforce efforts.
2. Enhance Tennessee’s data system and processes.

3. Set a new, statewide goal to increase the number of Tennesseans earning impact credentials
and degrees.

. Leverage state resources to incentivize impact credential completion.
. Align existing statewide impact measures for credentials to the framework.

. Build high school pathways that prepare students to earn impact credentials.

N oo o N

. Ensure postsecondary and workforce training programs are preparing students for
careers that enable economic independence.

8. Apply the framework in advising practices in k-12, postsecondary, and student
support organizations.

9. Incentivize industry partners to leverage the framework as a talent development tool.

30 Connecting Education & Opportunity



EMBED THE CREDENTIAL IMPACT FRAMEWORK IN TENNESSEE EDUCATION AND
1 WORKFORCE EFFORTS

The framework sets a strong standard for what we hope to be true for students from education to career.
At a minimum, the framework should include:

» Three primary measures of earnings, job outlook, and credential stackability
o Aclear owner, or owners, who will collaborate to implement the framework by:

o Conducting important data analysis to determine credential alignment to the framework’s three primary
measures

o Updating data on a regular basis to keep pace with changes in inflation, job prospects, and emerging
pathways

o Publishing framework designation regularly

o Convening stakeholders across K-12, postsecondary, and the workforce to provide feedback and input on
the framework measures, designation process, and implementation

o Revising policies and initiatives to align and incentivize impact credential completion

A credential impact framework can serve as an “evergreen” tool to advance student opportunity for students
in Tennessee in the years to come.

ENHANCE TENNESSEE'S DATA SYSTEM AND PROCESSES TO IMPROVE
THE FRAMEWORK

The framework will require critical data enhancements in the state’s administrative data system to allow for
future improvements that better measure and understand credential and degree outcomes. They include:
* Collect learner-level occupation and job title information from employers to include in the state’s

longitudinal data system. This information, linked to earnings, will provide a clearer picture of students’
post-graduate success by providing information on the jobs they obtain.

« Develop a rigorous definition of credential stackability that measures pathways to credentials that yield
higher earnings and job opportunities for students.

* Require collection of nondegree industry credential information to better understand the economic
impact of credentials offered by third-party nonacademic providers, as well as noncredit programs at the
state’s public institutions of higher education.

Additionally, this framework should be flexible over time as data enhancements strengthen and improve
how we define and measure earnings, job outlook, and stackability. Future revisions could include exploring
how a return on investment can be further calculated with an earnings measure, as well as how job outlook
incorporates short-term job availability and regional and local job needs.

SET A NEW, STATEWIDE GOAL TO INCREASE THE NUMBER OF TENNESSEANS
EARNING IMPACT CREDENTIALS AND DEGREES

Tennessee previously set a goal to increase the number of Tennesseans with a postsecondary credential to
55% by 2025 to meet the state’s projected needs for a skilled workforce.”” The state’s attainment rate has
increased significantly from 33% in 2013 to 47.9% in 2022. With 2025 approaching, the state can develop and
recenter on a new statewide vision for K-12, postsecondary, and workforce success.
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LEVERAGE STATE RESOURCES TO INCENTIVIZE COMPLETION OF
IMPACT CREDENTIALS

Tennessee was the first state to fund colleges and universities based on student outcomes. Created through
landmark legislation in 2010, the state’s outcomes-based funding formula rewards community colleges and
universities based on how these institutions grow on key metrics year to year. This funding formula will be
reviewed in 2025, providing a window to align it with the measures in the credential impact framework.

o Tennessee should revise the state’s outcomes-based funding formula with an increased focus on
rewarding institutions of higher education for students earning credentials and degrees that enable
economic independence.

Tennessee has a robust financial aid system that supports students to access postsecondary education
statewide. These scholarships support students by making postsecondary education more affordable,
yet more can be done to leverage scholarships to ensure that students persist and complete an impact
credential.

¢ Moving forward, Tennessee should explore how to apply a credential impact framework across new or
existing financial aid opportunities.

ALIGN EXISTING STATEWIDE CREDENTIAL IMPACT MEASURES TO THE FRAMEWORK

Across K-12, postsecondary education, and workforce sectors in Tennessee, many existing measures
evaluate the economic impact of certain credentials, degrees, and education providers statewide. The
Tennessee Department of Education’s Promoted Industry Credentials list, the Tennessee Investment in
Student Achievement (TISA)’s tiered CTE Direct Allocation Funding, and Tennessee’s Quality Nondegree
Credentials definition all evaluate quality using related but slightly different measures. Moving forward:

» The framework’s definition of impact for credentials and degrees should be applied across all of
Tennessee’s credential and degree opportunities to ensure a consistent, aligned measure for quality
and impact.

BUILD HIGH SCHOOL PATHWAYS THAT PREPARE STUDENTS TO EARN
IMPACT CREDENTIALS

In K-12 education, students can participate in various early college and career experiences prior to high
school graduation, including dual enrollment, career and technical education (CTE), and many other early
postsecondary opportunities (EPS0Os).%

« Early college and career experiences in high school should support students in earning impact
credentials. Building pathways that allow students to earn impact credentials requires strong
partnerships, trained staff, intentional schedules, and access to high-quality learning experiences.
Tennessee should assess alignment of all early college and career experiences and offerings, across dual
enrollment, work-based learning, and CTE. Prioritizing opportunities aligned to the framework will ensure
the state keeps a laser focus on quality and that students have access to successful career pathways.
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ENSURE POSTSECONDARY AND WORKFORCE TRAINING PROGRAMS PREPARE
STUDENTS FOR CAREERS THAT ENABLE ECONOMIC INDEPENDENCE

Tennessee has several mechanisms in place to ensure the quality of academic offerings. The Tennessee Higher
Education Commission (THEC) considers occupational demand in both academic program approval processes
through the letter of notification, external reviewer site visit, and community letters of support.*

¢ The credentials framework should be considered for the development, approval, and modification of
postsecondary academic programs.

APPLY THE FRAMEWORK TO ADVISING PRACTICES ACROSS K-12,
POSTSECONDARY, AND STUDENT SUPPORT ORGANIZATIONS

Important support organizations in Tennessee advise students as they consider college and career pathways.
Families, teachers, and high school and postsecondary counselors play an integral role in helping students
make decisions about their future.

» College and career advising practices should be informed by the framework to ensure students receive
the best guidance when considering pathways to pursue. The state — or the state’s advising support
organizations — should develop materials specifically for families and training for advisors about which
credential and degree opportunities lead to careers that enable economic independence.

INCENTIVIZE INDUSTRY PARTNERS TO LEVERAGE THE FRAMEWORK AS A TALENT
DEVELOPMENT TOOL

Many industry leaders in Tennessee are proactively partnering with K-12 and postsecondary education to
develop a strong talent pipeline to meet employment needs.?® Additionally, the state’s economy continues
to grow as businesses flock to or expand in Tennessee. A credential impact framework is a useful tool for
ensuring that existing and new employer-education partnerships are centered on supporting students to
earn credentials that align with employer demand and set students up for success. To develop a talent
pipeline and meet individual and workforce needs:

o The state should develop a grant fund and incentives to spark more education-employer partnerships
that lead to a quality credential or degree for students.
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Conclusion

Tennessee has long recognized education as the foundation

for creating new possibilities and driving statewide
progress. To sustain this momentum, we must create a
future where educators, advisors, and policymakers have
the tools to guide students toward pathways that allow
them to succeed in the state’s ever-evolving economy.

In that future, every student will more clearly see how
their education leads to a successful career and economic
independence, while employers will have the skilled
workforce they need.

By advancing a credential impact framework in Tennessee,
we can ensure more students are able to pursue an
education that unlocks opportunities and paves the way
to success and prosperity. This effort is about more than
degrees and credentials — it’s about opening doors for
students and securing a brighter future for our state.
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Technical Appendices on Modeling

Appendix A: Methodology

The credential impact framework model uses earnings, outlook, and stackability measures to estimate how
different credentials and degrees equip students for success from education to career.

The current model assigns one of the following designations to 244 different postsecondary credentials (for-credit
nondegree and degree awards):

Does Not Meet Thresholds
1-Star

1-Star Conditional (if stackable into 1-Star or above)
2-Star
e 3-Star

FRAMEWORK MODEL LOGIC

Credentials

Credentials in this model are defined as a credential level (certificate/diploma, associate degree, or bachelor’s
degree) in a certain four-digit Classification of Instructional Programs (CIP) code. CIP codes are a federal data
scheme used for organizing programs of instruction for statistical and reporting purposes.

A credential is only given an overall designation if it has been recently awarded in Tennessee, thus excluding
“hypothetical” programs not available in Tennessee (and potentially not available anywhere), such as a bachelor’s in
dispute resolution (CIP code 30.28).

Examples of credentials included in the model:

e Bachelor’s in nutrition sciences (CIP code 19.05)

o Certificate/diploma in fire protection (CIP code 43.02)

Overall Designation and Measures

Credential impact is determined using three measures: earnings, outlook, and stackability. A credential is 1-Star,
2-Star, or 3-Star Credential if it meets corresponding thresholds for both earnings and outlook. If a credential
does not meet the 1-Star threshold, it may be 1-Star Conditional if it is stackable into a higher credential that
meets the 1-Star minimum threshold requirements. Otherwise, this credential Does Not Meet Thresholds.

Aligned Occupations

For each credential, earnings and outlook measures are calculated first by determining a corresponding list of
aligned occupations as identified by Standard Occupational Classification (SOC) codes. SOC codes are a federal
schema for organizing types of occupation for statistical purposes.

An occupation is an aligned occupation of a credential if both:

» The four-digit CIP code of the credential is within the same Tennessee career cluster as the SOC code.

» The typical education requirement of the occupation matches, or is one level below, the level of the credential.
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Earnings
Based on data availability, the earnings measure for a credential varies depending on the credential level.

« For certificates/diplomas and associate degrees, the earnings measure is the median wages of
completers five years after receiving their credential, adjusted for inflation into 2023 dollars.

* For bachelor’s degrees, the earnings measure for a credential is the average median wage of aligned
occupations. Median wages are aggregated across aligned occupations using a weighted average,
weighing each occupation according to their total employment in Tennessee.

The 1-Star, 2-Star, and 3-Star thresholds for earnings are $43,196, $60,474, and $77,753, respectively. These
values are derived from 100%, 140%, and 180% of the 2023 living wage for a single adult in Tennessee, as
estimated by the MIT Living Wage Calculator.

Outlook

The job outlook measure for a credential is the annualized, projected long-term employment growth (as a
percent) over 10 years for aligned occupations. Job outlook is aggregated across aligned occupations by
calculating the projected annualized growth of all aligned occupations as a group.

The 1-Star, 2-Star, and 3-Star thresholds for earnings are 0.8%, 1.2%, and 1.6%, respectively. These values
are derived from 50%, 75%, and 100% of the Tennessee annual projected long-term employment growth of all
occupations (2020-2030).

Stackability

A credential is stackable if it is a certificate/diploma or an associate degree, and there is a higher credential
with at least a 1-Star impact rating. Otherwise, it is not stackable.

A higher credential is a credential of a higher level within the same four-digit CIP code.

Example:

Calculating the impact of a bachelor’s degree in nutrition sciences:

e Abachelor’s in nutrition sciences (CIP code 19.05) has two aligned occupations: 29-2051 dietetic
technicians and 29-1031 dietitians and nutritionists.

» Aggregating across these occupations, the average median wage is $57,181, and the average projected
annual long-term employment growth is 1%.

o $57,181is greater than the 1-Star threshold of $43,196 but short of the 2-Star threshold of $60,474, so
a bachelor’s in nutrition sciences is 1-Star in wage.

o 1% is greater than the 1-Star threshold of 0.8%, but less than the 2-Star threshold of 1.2%, so, the
credential is likewise 1-Starin outlook.

* The overall rating is calculated as the minimum of wage and outlook ratings, which is 1-Star.

« Stackability is not considered in the calculation because stackability is only used for certificates/
diplomas and associate degrees in this model.
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Appendix B: Data Sources

This framework model is built primarily using data from the federal Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), the
federal National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), the Tennessee Department of Labor and Workforce
Development (TDLWD), and The College System of Tennessee (TBR).

Bureau of Labor Statistics

The BLS is a federal statistical agency under the U.S. Department of Labor. While the model does not use
BLS data in measuring the wage and outlook of Tennessee jobs, BLS data do play a role in the organization
of the model.

The BLS manages the Standard Occupational Classification (SOC) system, which groups occupations into
categories such as “statistician,” or “medical equipment preparer” for the purpose of collecting statistical
information. This schema for organizing jobs is used throughout the model for organizing occupational data.

The Bureau of Labor Statistics also publishes Typical Education Requirements for each occupation as part
of their Employment Projections program. The model uses these typical education requirements to match the
appropriate levels of credential with each occupation.

‘ National Center for Education Statistics

The NCES is the federal statistical agency under the U.S. Department of Education. NCES data are used in the
model to organize instructional programs and determine which credentials are being earned in Tennessee by
completers/graduates.

NCES manages the Classification of Instructional Programs (CIP) codes, which group programs of study into
categories such as “American Sign Language” and “Liberal Arts and Sciences.” The model uses CIP codes to
define distinct credential programs and connect them to existing occupational data.

The Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) is a data collection program run by NCES that
publishes Completions data for all FAFSA-eligible schools in the United States, enumerating how many awards
are granted at each credential level and CIP code. The model uses data to determine which credentials are
granted in Tennessee to include these credentials in the model.
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Tennessee Department of Labor and Workforce Development

Outlook, earnings, and credential alignment data in the model come from TDLWD. Particularly, much of the
data we use are from the Workforce Insights, Research, and Reporting Engine Division (WIRED), a division of
TDLWD that collects and reports Tennessee labor market information.

The Tennessee Occupational Employment and Wage Survey (OEWS) is a state companion to the national
OEWS program. OEWS data are used in the model to measure the earnings of occupations and their
employment numbers in Tennessee.

Tennessee Long-Term Outlook Projections are a 10-year projection that forecasts how employment numbers
in Tennessee will change over time, alongside how many openings are expected in each occupation annually.
Long-term outlook projections are used in the model to measure the outlook of occupations and their
associated credentials in Tennessee.

Tennessee’s Career Clusters are an extension of national career clusters developed by TDLWD for better
measurement of supply and demand. The model uses the Tennessee Career Clusters alongside BLS’s Typical
Education Requirements to link credentials with occupations.

The College System of Tennessee

TBR governs and manages Tennessee’s community college system and colleges of applied technology. TBR’s
Career Start Here dashboard publishes post-completion earnings that the model uses to benchmark earnings
for certificates/diplomas and associate degrees.
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change in Tennessee education so that all students can
achieve success. Striving to be a durable partner and
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