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MEMO TWO: BARRIERS TO IMPLEMENTING WORK-BASED LEARNING

High-quality work-based learning (WBL) is an important component of Tennessee’s efforts to prepare all high school
students for postsecondary education and quality careers. Work-based learning can provide students with career-
aligned experiences that build confidence, skills, and social capital. Yet, implementing and scaling effective work-based
learning programs requires considerable time, resources, and coordination on the part of districts and their

employer partners.

This memo is one of three exploring the current state of work-based learning in Tennessee high schools and the need

to set a new vision for the next generation of work-based learning. The first memo in this series explores what we know
about the current scale and scope of work-based learning in Tennessee high schools. This memo uses data collected from
interviews with district leaders to better understand the barriers to implementing WBL programs. By understanding the
barriers districts face when implementing these programs, state policymakers and leaders will be better positioned to
provide the right kind of solutions and supports.

MULTIPLE FACTORS MAKE IMPLEMENTING AND EXPANDING WORK-BASED
LEARNING CHALLENGING

Survey responses and district interviews indicate that several factors impact the ability of districts to expand
participation in work-based learning, including staffing, scheduling, transportation, and more.

Staffing impacts work-based learning offerings

Staffing is a key factor that determines a district’s ability to offer different credit-bearing work-based learning
opportunities. Most work-based learning participants are career and technical education (CTE) concentrators who
enroll in a work-based learning career practicum course after having completed their three CTE elective focus
courses. Therefore, a district must ensure it has enough instructors to teach the CTE elective courses for each of their
programs of study, as well as supervise 12th-grade students in the work-based learning practicum course. Depending
on a school’s master schedule and staffing structure, this can be particularly challenging. “We have a seven-period
day,” one CTE director explains. “So if you have a one-teacher program, you basically can offer two sections of year one
[CTE course], two sections of year two [CTE course], two sections of year three [CTE course]. And that teacher’s plate
is full”
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Recruiting and hiring qualified CTE teachers is an ongoing challenge mentioned by multiple district leaders.

“The largest obstacle is staffing,” one leader shared. “Teachers are difficult to find for core subjects let alone a WBL
position.” Often it can be hard for districts to offer a starting salary comparable to what a potential CTE instructor
would make in the private sector. Like the challenge of hiring core content teachers, districts need CTE teachers with
content knowledge and the ability to connect with students. Another leader emphasized this point by saying, “If the
teacher connects with the kids, the kids want to be in the program, and they do the work for the teacher.” To help
mitigate the impact of these hiring challenges, some districts provide stipends for current teachers to teach
an additional section of their in-demand courses.

Student scheduling presents an additional challenge

Designing four-year graduation plans and scheduling students to ensure they are on track to participate in credit-
bearing work-based learning experiences their junior or senior year requires skill and flexibility. School counselors must
fit CTE and work-based learning courses into students’ schedules around the other courses required for graduation.
Depending on the size of a high school, there may be only one section of any given course offered at a particular time
of day.

The fact that a district’s employer partners may only have work-based learning placements available at certain

times during the school day adds to this scheduling challenge. Navigating these challenges requires flexibility from
counselors and other staff working on student schedules. “But you got to [have] a creative schedule maker...somebody
in the building who’s willing to say, ‘Oh, well, we could do this. And we could put this [as an] online course,” one
superintendent notes. “You know all those creative methods to make it line up.”

Even when schools can navigate these scheduling challenges, they may still run into other challenges related to

the length of their individual class periods. Schools with class periods that last under an hour often find it hard to
maximize the value of a work-based learning experience happening during the school day. By the time students arrive
at their placement site, they may only have 30 minutes before they need to return to school for their next class. To
minimize these challenges and allow students to spend more time at their worksite, some districts double block work-
based learning classes or try to schedule them at the end of the school day.

Transportation: A barrier to increasing participation in WBL

Leaders from across rural, suburban, and urban districts consistently noted the lack of transportation as a significant
barrier to increasing participation in work-based learning in an equitable manner. Whether an opportunity occurs
during or after school, some students will only be able to participate if transportation is provided for them. Students in
rural districts may have to travel a considerable distance outside their county to reach their worksite while students in
suburban and urban districts may not have easy access to public transportation. Although there are notable examples
of industry partners providing students with transportation to and from their worksite, most do not do so.

District investment in transportation often alleviates rather than fully solves transportation challenges related to
work-based learning. One leader noted that even after purchasing two vans to support their work-based learning
programs, students who drive their own cars are still more likely to participate in the programs. The logistics of
dropping off and picking up students from multiple worksites is time consuming. “We have 52-minute class periods. We
try to double block those work-based learning experiences. But we only have two people, and they can only drive so
far,” the leader explains. “They deliver everybody, turn around, pick everybody up. [Students’ time at their worksite] is
just not maximized, and it’s not efficient.”
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Availability of placements can present challenges

Every district leader interviewed cited hesitance to hire students under age 18 as a significant barrier to expanding
student participation in work-based learning opportunities. Even though regulations from the Tennessee Department
of Labor and Workforce Development (TDLWD) clearly state that employers may hire students as young as 16, leaders
noted that many employers are still hesitant to do so. “Regardless of what we tell [employers] ... whatever we show
them, they’ll say, ‘No, [we] can’t have them till they’re 18, explained one leader.

Concerns about hiring students under age 18 can be particularly acute with industries like construction and
manufacturing, where safety is a top concern. As a result, district leaders often feel stymied when it comes to
developing more high-quality work-based learning opportunities for their high school students. “So, it’s just a lot of
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conversations,” shared one leader. “A lot of asks, a lot of being told, ‘no.

The lack of paid work-based learning opportunities can also be a barrier to increasing student participation. Many
students need to work after school to support themselves or their families. “We are in a very poor area,” one leader
explains. “A lot of our students work because they have to support family. They come to us, I would say, 90% of the
time with [a] job already.” As a result, a student is not likely to participate in an unpaid work-based learning experience
if it conflicts with their current job. Another leader explains, “You have students who say, ‘Well, why do I want to go
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work for a Realtor? I can go work at Walmart and make $15 an hour.

Limited availability of placements can make it particularly difficult for districts to provide experiences aligned to a
student’s program of study or future career interests. “One of our challenges, I think, is just the opportunity for the
aligned experience,” explains one CTE director, who estimates that just over half of his district’s work-based learning
students are participating in an experience that aligns with their program of study.

Rural districts may find it particularly difficult to provide aligned work-based learning experiences to their students.
One CTE director in a rural district without many industries in their area noted, “Where we struggle is industry.”

As a result, many students are not able to participate in experiences aligned to their program of study or future
career interests:

"What we have currently is our kids will leave and go to Sonic. And I'm not, you know, downing
that because it teaches work ethic. It teaches time management. It teaches all those soft skills
that students don’t a lot of times get. But to me, a quality placement would be something that
aligns with the program of study, that teaches not only those soft skills but it teaches them
that area of interest."

STRONG INDUSTRY PARTNERSHIPS LEAD TO MEANINGFUL EXPERIENCES
FOR STUDENTS

Strong K-12 and industry partnerships provide students with rigorous work-based learning experiences that help
prepare them for postsecondary education and quality jobs. Findings from districts indicate they have made significant
progress in launching and sustaining strong industry partnerships.

During interviews, many district leaders spoke proudly of the strong partnerships they have built with local industry.
Though the focus of these partnerships varies by district, they tend to share certain key characteristics.

e Many of these partnerships include a formal memorandum of understanding (MOU) between the district and
industry partner that identifies common goals and expectations. Of the 33 districts that responded to the
survey, 10 indicated they had established one to three partnerships with a formal MOU, five had four to six
partnerships, and 10 had more than six. Moving forward, it will be critical for the state to collect information
about each district’s industry partnerships to enable best practices to be shared with district and industry
leaders across the state.
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¢ Leaders mentioned the strong communication and collaboration that At their best, strong
exists with their strongest partnerships. This collaboration often . .
results from having dedicated points of contact with both the district lnduStry partnerShlps
and employer. When each partner knows who to call when a need or that provide students
challenge arises, then issues can be proactively addressed. “That’s . .
9 . Pro y _— with meaningful work
the biggest thing,” says one WBL coordinator. “Just communication
and getting to the right person.” In addition to providing the district experiences can be trans-
with regular updates about job 9penings jch.eir current students or formative, particularly
graduates can fill, leaders mentioned their industry partners also send
representatives to schools to speak with students and provide teachers for economically disad-

with feedback. vantaged students and

e Inaddition to providing students with paid opportunities and the . vre
. i their families.

chance for full-time employment after graduation, many of the

strongest industry partners also provide students with flexible work

hours. By providing various options during the day and after school, these employers help ease some of the

scheduling challenges schools face and ensure that students interested in work-based learning can participate.

At their best, strong industry partnerships that provide students with meaningful work experiences can be
transformative, particularly for economically disadvantaged students and their families. “[It’s] not just changing their
lives,” one district leader explained. “It’s changing their families’ lives and breaking that circle of poverty that’s existed.”

STRONG INDUSTRY PARTNERSHIPS REQUIRE TIME AND COORDINATION

District leaders also shared some of the barriers that can make starting industry partnerships more difficult. Depending
on a district’s location, it may be difficult to find new industry partners. Rural districts may not be near potential
partners. In some cases, several school districts in the same region may be trying to partner with the same industry.

In other cases, identifying and “meeting the right people” at a prospective industry partner can be a challenge. After
connecting with the right point of contact, it can be a slow process to develop a relationship and establish a formal
partnership.

Once a district starts a new partnership, it can require a great deal of time and coordination to manage. While some
districts have a designated staff member who manages all partnerships, many do not. Generally, individual work-based
learning coordinators or teachers within a program of study may manage one or more partnerships. The amount of
time these staff members can devote to a partnership varies depending on their other roles and responsibilities. When
a staff member leaves, there is also a risk of the school or district losing the partnership if there is not another staff
member to take over. In districts with multiple high schools, partnerships are often managed at the school level. As a
result, an employer may be coordinating with several points of contact within a district to arrange work-based learning
experiences for students.

Employers’ understanding of work-based learning is another challenge cited by district leaders. One district leader noted
the challenge of ensuring employers understand the varied experiences included in the work-based learning continuum.
“But what we realize is employers are confused about what work-based learning is,” said this leader. “Even though we've
done a lot."

District leaders also described the need to help employers understand all the different ways they can collaborate with
their district and schools to provide work-based learning experiences. Some employers are not aware of the relatively
low-lift ways they can partner with a district to provide these opportunities to students. Providing speakers, hosting
workplace visits, and offering job shadow days and teacher externships are just a few ways — aside from paid job
opportunities — that employers can partner with districts. "You know, they may not be ready to hire kids right away,”
one leader noted, “but [there’s] a chance for them to start small, to be involved in what the future of their local
workforce could look like.”
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INCONSISTENT DATA COLLECTION PRACTICES LIMIT OPPORTUNITIES FOR ANALYSIS
AND LEARNING

Systems for collecting and analyzing data are essential to help districts effectively evaluate and improve their work-
based learning programs. According to survey and interview responses, there is a consistent set of work-based learning
data that districts are collecting as part of state and federal compliance requirements. Beyond this information, districts
vary in terms of what information they track about their programs and how.

Student demographic data and details related to a student’s work-based learning placement are the most common data
districts are tracking. Employer information, number of hours worked, and the type of work-based learning experience
must be entered into the state’s Work-Based Learning Student Placement Portal at the end of each semester. As part
of requirements to receive federal Perkins V funding to support their CTE programming, districts also must report on

a common set of data in the grant’s Comprehensive Local Needs Assessment (CLNA), which must be updated every

two years. Among other data, districts must include information about special student populations and students’
postsecondary placements in the CLNA.

Beyond reporting on this information as part of their compliance requirements, districts vary in terms of the data they
are collecting and tracking. Some districts are tracking industry credentials earned by program of study while others are
beginning to track student participation in job shadows and other activities along the work-based learning continuum.
Overall, staff capacity likely plays a big role in the ability of districts to track data beyond what is required by the
Tennessee Department of Education or Perkins V. One-third of districts that responded to the survey indicated they do
not have a district-level work-based coordinator. In these districts, the staff member responsible for tracking data is
likely a CTE director or another school-based staff member who has many other responsibilities.

Districts use a variety of methods to track data, with the most popular being the student information system,
spreadsheets, and Google Docs. With few exceptions, surveyed districts did not indicate they are using a dedicated
platform for tracking work-based learning data. Therefore, it is unclear to what extent districts can effectively store,
track, and analyze historical work-based learning data.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Implementing effective work-based learning programs takes considerable time, resources, and coordination. Several
factors, including staffing, student scheduling, transportation, and availability of placements make it challenging to
implement and expand participation in work-based learning. While strong industry partnerships can provide students
with meaningful experiences, they also require significant time and coordination to sustain. Strong data collection
practices are essential for districts to be able to evaluate the impact of their work-based learning programming.
However, limited time and capacity often make it difficult for districts to establish these practices.

To help districts address these challenges, the state should take the following actions:

e Create a centralized hub of resources to support district leaders and practitioners in implementing high-
quality work-based learning programs. In addition to highlighting promising practices from across the state, this
hub can provide planning tools and resources to help districts address barriers related to scheduling, staffing,
and data collection.

¢ Provide training, resources, and financial incentives to promote the establishment of strong partnerships
between K-12 and industry. As part of this effort, the state should consider creating a model partnership
agreement that can be used to launch all K-12 and industry partnerships. It will also be critical to provide districts
with additional funds to eliminate lack of transportation as a barrier to participation. Additional tax incentives
could be offered to employers to encourage them to make more placements available to high school students.

¢ Support the establishment of regional intermediaries that can build collaboration and coordination between
districts and employers. These intermediaries will be particularly important to supporting rural districts to
establish and sustain robust work-based learning programs.
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APPENDIX

CHALLENGE CONTEXT DISTRICT STRATEGIES
Class Size Maximums Ateacher with WBL certification may only Leverage retired teachers to
supervise up to 25 students — 10 fewer than serve as WBL coordinators.

the limit for most other courses — which
makes it difficult to expand the number of
students participating in WBL. Since students
in these courses are mostly working at their
off-campus placement, these teachers could
supervise more students. But there is a trade-
off between expanding the number of students
being supervised and keeping the supervision
requirements at a manageable level.

Recruiting High- It can be hard for districts to offer a starting Provide stipends for current

Quality CTE Teachers salary comparable to what a potential CTE teachers to teach an additional
instructor would make in the private sector. section of their in-demand
Similar to core content teachers, CTE teachers courses.

need both content knowledge and an ability to

connect with students. Consider financial incentives and

flexible work schedules to attract
and retain CTE instructors.

Student Scheduling Designing four-year graduation plans and Get creative by offering courses
scheduling students to ensure they are on online to provide greater
track to participate in credit-bearing WBL scheduling flexibility.

experiences their junior or senior year requires
skill and flexibility. Depending on the size of a
high school, there may only be one section of a
given course offered at a particular time of the
day, and employer partners may only have WBL
placements available at certain times as well.

Class Time Schools with class periods that last under an Allow students to spend more
hour often find it hard to maximize the value of time at their worksite by
a WBL experience during the school day. By the double blocking WBL classes or
time students arrive at their placement site, scheduling them at the end of
they may only have 30 minutes before they the school day.

need to return to school for their next class.
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CHALLENGE

Transportation

Placement
Availability

Paid Opportunities
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CONTEXT

Many students are only able to participate

in WBL if transportation is provided, and
students in rural districts may have to travel
considerable distances outside their county
to reach a worksite. The logistics of dropping
off and picking students up from multiple
worksites is time consuming.

Industry partners are often hesitant to hire
students under age 18, despite regulations
from the TDLWD clearly stating that employers
can hire students as young as 16. This concern
is especially acute from industries where
safety is a top concern, such as construction
and manufacturing.

The lack of paid WBL opportunities can also be
a barrier. Many students need to work after
school to support themselves or their families.
These students are unlikely to participate in an
unpaid WBL experience if it conflicts with their
current job.

DISTRICT STRATEGIES

Ask industry partners to provide
transportation to and from the
worksite.

Purchase vans or buses to
transport students to and from
WBL opportunities.

Provide WBL opportunities that
take place within one of the school
buildings, such as working with the
district IT team or EL translators.

Invite employers to create a
worksite on the high school
campus.

Allow students to spend a full day
at the worksite with half the day
reserved for completing online
coursework at the worksite.

Keep having conversations and
making asks even if you are told
“no” a lot.

Leverage Workforce Innovation
and Opportunity Act (WIOA) funds
and donations from community
partners to increase the number
of paid WBL experiences.

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

7



