
info@tnscore.org   |   615.727.1545   |   1801 West End Ave, Suite 300, Nashville, TN 37203 1tnscore.org

Informing the Conversation:                              
T he Tennessee Approach: Let’s Ask How 
Changes Can Benefit Students 

Tennessee has a record of success in education. In the last 10 years alone, our state has led the nation in improvement 

on national measures of student learning, providing postsecondary access to all students, recovering from pandemic 

learning disruptions, establishing evidence-based literacy practices, developing an exemplar educator evaluation system, 

and creating a student-focused K-12 funding formula. Leaders have been strategic in prioritizing wise fiscal stewardship 

while also improving outcomes for students, making Tennessee education a model for the nation.  

At the same time, significant changes are underway around the role of the federal government in education. If the U.S. 

Department of Education is set to potentially close its doors entirely and shift its current responsibilities to other     

agencies and to the states, Tennessee can and must meet this moment as an opportunity to continue leading with a 

commitment to clear student-focused guiding principles.  

We must remain committed, as a state, to building an education system that reflects the educational principles that 

we value: accountability for results, innovation, and a deep commitment to ensuring every student — regardless of 

background — has the opportunity to succeed in the classroom and in life. As SCORE partners with Tennessee education 

stakeholders to navigate changes, we commit to keeping these foundational principles at the forefront.  

ACCOUNTABILITY FOR RESULTS
Tennessee taxpayers deserve to know that investments made in education — whether taxpayer dollars or hours spent 

in classrooms — are producing real results. We can’t manage or improve what we don’t measure, so regardless of 

federal requirements, Tennessee should recommit to measuring what matters: student learning, career readiness, 

and obtaining a credential or degree that leads to economic independence. We should maintain a rigorous system of 

accountability that acknowledges and rewards excellence. Our state should also continue to innovate in how we measure 

and ensure results are shared in a timely and actionable way with families, educators, and other decision-makers. When 

outcomes are known, leaders at all levels can use data to drive action. Through policy and practice, Tennessee can build 

upon what is working and address gaps where additional support is needed.  
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EMPOWERED LOCAL INNOVATION
Tennessee’s three grand divisions are represented on our state flag, and our strength depends on every community being 

empowered to thrive. The seeds of innovation and excellence are most likely to take root when solutions are designed and 

nurtured by those closest to the challenge and when the needs of students are put first. For example, workforce-aligned 

high school models in Tennessee are multiplying where local leaders in industry and education are partnering to design 

something new that meets student and workforce needs. School and district leaders need sufficient resources, as well as 

autonomy, in order to design and deliver an excellent educational experience for students.  

The state can accelerate outcomes by setting clear, consistent expectations for results. The COVID-19 pandemic had 

an adverse impact on student learning, but Tennessee’s strong academic recovery from that can be attributed, in part, 

to the state’s strategy for spending federal relief dollars. Progress accelerated because the state established clear 

priorities and districts were incentivized to implement research-backed practices. The state can structure grant 

opportunities and policy guidance to advance statewide priorities and do so with sufficient flexibility to empower 

innovation, piloting, and replication of promising models that can meet student needs locally.  

Finally, new approaches continue to be needed to ensure all students are prepared for success, and these recent 

flexibilities at the federal level should inspire Tennessee stakeholders to pursue innovative models rooted in what is best 

for students.  

A MORAL OBLIGATION TO THE VULNERABLE
The most important measure of Tennessee’s success in this transition will be whether the opportunity for an excellent 

education is expanded for more students — and ultimately for all students. Tennessee’s constitution recognizes the 

inherent value of education, so the state must prepare for an increased responsibility to monitor and safeguard the 

educational rights of every student in every classroom. Particular attention should be given to students with the 

greatest needs — students who have historically been supported with additional federal resources (like Title I for 

students experiencing poverty and IDEA for students with disabilities). With changes to federal oversight and staffing 

structures, state and local education agencies should intentionally invest in supports and provide for the protection of 

vulnerable student populations. 

With every proposed change related to the federal government’s role in education, Tennessee must step forward with 

a clear perspective and approach that is relentlessly focused on student outcomes, is empowering to local leaders, and 

provides reliable support and protection for high-need students. As we navigate these conversations, stakeholders can 

respond with a sense of possibility and urgency to ask how changes might benefit students, including asking: 

•	 With this change, how will Tennesseans measure the impact on student outcomes? 

	 ‣ Will we be able to compare the impact of this change in policy or funding across schools and districts or  	    	

 	   results from prior years? 

	 ‣ Are there opportunities to enhance accountability and provide support for improvement efforts under this 	   	

                   new structure? 
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•	 With this change, how will local leaders be equipped to respond?

	 ‣ What aspects of any new flexibilities in policy requirements for states, or in allowable uses for funding, will be  	

	    passed forward to empower innovation in communities across Tennessee?

	 ‣ If federal targets or directives are lifted, do local leaders have clarity about statewide goals and priorities? 

	 ‣ Do schools and districts have the needed resources (staff, funding, guidance, training, autonomy, etc.) to 	  	

           	    design their educational offerings to contribute to statewide progress? 

•	 With this change, what structures will facilitate specific attention on achievement gaps for underserved         

students?

	 ‣ Through targeted investment and consistent monitoring, how can Tennessee continue to ensure that all  	  	

 	    students get the best chance at success? 

As Tennessee enters a new era in education, leaders can navigate toward a stronger, more student-centered education 

system by considering these guiding principles: accountability for results, empowered local innovation, and a moral 

obligation to the vulnerable. 

SCORE’s Informing the Conversation series seeks to describe what is changing, and these guiding principles should 

inform how we ensure these changes lead to a positive impact for Tennessee students.
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