ACCELERATING STUDENT SUCCESS

Pathways Tennessee Balances Bold
State Policy and Regional Flexibility
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In 2008, Lillian Hartgrove began working at the

Highlands Economic Partnership in Cookeville,

Tennessee, charged with leading economic

development in the Upper Cumberland region,

halfway between Nashville and Knoxville.

Hartgrove knew the area well: she
had moved to the region in 2003
and understood its strengths and
weaknesses through her work as
senior vice president of a regional
bank. Experience taught her that the
primary barrier to regional growth
was not the cost of land or buildings,
but rather the challenge of finding
skilled workers for new and
expanding businesses, particularly
in manufacturing and assembly.

The local chamber of commerce
launched the Highlands Economic
Partnership in 2006 and got on
the map with two high-visibility
studies that raised important red
flags about the region’s future. The
first study documented low high
school graduation rates among at-
risk students. The second, a labor
market assessment, underscored
the gap between the skills and
education levels of the region’s
workforce and the expectations
and needs of its growing economy.
In 2010, Hartgrove created a
Highlands Workforce Development
and Educational Development
Committee with an influential vice
president and dean at Tennessee

Technological University as chair.
Together, they tapped their
connections among educators,
employers, and civic leaders to form
the committee, which began trying
out different ways to get parents,
educators, and public officials
working together to build a stronger
pipeline from K-12 schools and local
colleges into the regional economy.
Support was immediate: “If you're in,
we're in, Lillian,” people told her.

Ayear earlier, in November 2010,
Republican Bill Haslam, the very
popular mayor of Knoxville, was
elected governor of Tennessee,
replacing term-limited Democrat
Phil Bredesen. Bredesen threw
himself and his administration into
improving the state's educational
performance—and reputation—
after a 2007 U.S. Chamber of
Commerce report gave Tennessee
K-12 education a failing grade

for “truth in advertising” of state
standards, accountability, and
performance. Bredesen organized
the state agencies to compete for
a federal Race to the Top grant.
Tennessee was awarded one of the
first two grants, bringing the state

a half billion dollars in exchange

for a commitment to raise K-12
standards, strengthen accountability
metrics, and address the problem
of low-performing schools. In his
final year, Bredesen turned to
higher education, helping to secure
passage of the Complete College
Tennessee Act of 2010 that set goals
for improved college completion
and made changes in college
funding, developmental education,
and higher education transfer
policies. In his last State of the State
Address, Bredesen told legislators
that, if he were able to serve a third
term, he would have made higher
education improvement a top
priority.

Governor Haslam took the baton
from Bredesen. Asking employers
what it would take for them to
relocate or expand operations in
Tennessee, Haslam heard that the
state needed a more qualified,
well-trained workforce. In 2013,
he launched Drive to 55, an
initiative to increase the number of
Tennesseans with postsecondary
degrees or certificates to 55
percent by 2025, aligning the
state’s educational system with
the needs of Tennessee's high-
growth industries. Under Haslam’s
leadership, Tennessee has become
a highly regarded model for other
states, implementing creative
strategies to significantly increase
postsecondary access and success
for recent high school graduates
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and working adults. Haslam's legacy
includes the Tennessee Promise
and Tennessee Reconnect. The
Tennessee Promise is a last-dollar
scholarship, launched in 2014, that
guarantees Tennessee high school
graduates two years of technical or
community college without tuition
or fees—the nation'’s first statewide
“free community college” program.
The Tennessee Reconnect initiative,
which in 2014 began offering

adults an opportunity to attend
Tennessee's Colleges of Applied
Technology tuition-free, expanded in
2017 to include community colleges
as well as technical training.

Late in 2011, Danielle Mezera left
her job as the educational advisor
to Nashville Mayor Karl Dean to
see what it would be like to help
drive education reform at the state
level. On New Year's Day 2012,
Mezera began her new position as
Assistant Commissioner for College,
Career and Technical Education

in the Tennessee Department of
Education. Although she didn't
have much experience with the
inner workings of career and
technical education (CTE) policy or
funding, she was certain that CTE in
Tennessee had plenty of potential to
improve. Her Nashville experience
had impressed upon her the need
to better connect high school
students to both postsecondary
learning and employer demand—
and to make it easier to map
efficient routes to decent careers.
Mezera brought in a Nashville
colleague, Casey Wrenn, to be her
chief of staff. They began to plan in
earnest how to use state policy and
resources to drive reform across
the state.

These three strands of activity—
local organizing to strengthen the
workforce pipeline, gubernatorial
leadership to better link education
programs and incentives with
economic priorities, and state
education policy reform to
modernize CTE—took root
somewhat independently in
Tennessee. Over the past five to
seven years, though, they have
come together into a multipronged,
synergistic campaign to improve
the educational and economic
prospects of Tennessee residents,
both those coming out of K-12
schools and working adults looking
to complete credentials and
advance their careers.

Pathways Tennessee is a statewide
effort to provide Tennessee
students, starting in high school,
with access to rigorous academic
and career pathways aligned to
local and state economic and labor
market needs. Launched in 2012
by Danielle Mezera and her team
at the Tennessee Department of
Education, Pathways Tennessee'’s
framework and strategy were
greatly influenced by the then-new
Pathways to Prosperity Network
housed at the Harvard Graduate
School of Education and Jobs for
the Future. Lillian Hartgrove's
Highlands Economic Partnership
was one of the first two regional
entities encouraged and supported
by the state to implement Pathways
Tennessee. As the effort has
expanded across Tennessee’s

nine economic development
regions, Pathways Tennessee has
become increasingly integrated
into Governor Haslam'’s Drive to 55
initiative.
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Pathways to Prosperity: A National Network

The national Pathways to Prosperity Network, an initiative of JFF and the Harvard
Graduate School of Education, is a learning community of states and regions
committed to developing college and career pathways, enabling students to
transition smoothly through high school, into higher education, and on to
family-supporting careers—particularly in high-demand sectors like information
technology, health care, and advanced manufacturing.

Participating states and regions engage
employers and educators in building systems
of rigorous academic and career pathways
designed to launch young people into initial
careers, while leaving open the prospect of
further education.

Efforts to build pathways are typically anchored
in programs of study that span secondary and
postsecondary education, with a focus on a
specific high-demand industry and the courses
and experiences needed to be prepared for

employment in that field. Schools offer early
and sustained career information and advising
systems. Employers provide a continuum

of work-based learning opportunities.
Intermediaries recruit business, nonprofit, and
public employers as partners.

Tennessee was among six initial state members
of the Network.

ENGAGED
EMPLOYERS
Work-based

learing
opportunities &
curricula support

INTERMEDIARY

Links between
education &
employers

RIGOROUS
ACADEMIC
& CAREER
PATHWAYS

Early, sustained
career
information,
awareness, &
exposure

Committed
state leaders &
favorable policy

environment
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The evolution

of Pathways
Tennessee
offers lessons
for innovators

in other cities,
regions, and
states who want
to build better
aligned and
more transparent
pathways to
college and
careers for high
school students.

y
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The evolution of Pathways
Tennessee offers lessons for
innovators in other cities, regions,
and states who want to build better
aligned and more transparent
pathways to college and careers
for high school students. As one of
the states that has gone furthest
in implementing this high school-
through-postsecondary career
pathways model, Tennessee has
learned through experience and
trial and error about strategies for

tackling important—and inevitable—

design choices, resource challenges,
and implementation dilemmas.
These include lessons on:

« Balancing bold leadership and
distributed authority

« The importance of both people
and policy in making change

« How top-down and bottom-up
strategies can be linked

« What it takes to break down
policy and practice silos to create
effective, sustainable regional
partnerships

Pathways Tennessee leaders have
also learned a great deal about
how long regional or state-level
change takes, how uneven this
change often is, and the calibration
of expectations for implementing

a model relatively untested in the
United States and built on the fly.

This case study is written to draw
out lessons for Tennesseans
invested in the different
components of the statewide
reform effort of which Pathways
Tennessee is a part. It is also written

for those in other states and regions

working toward similar goals, so
that the accomplishments and
challenges of this state's ambitious
efforts are broadly disseminated
and discussed.

Data on Pathways
Tennessee at State and
Regional Levels

Pathways Tennessee has been
built out at three levels: 1) state
activity guided by the Tennessee
Department of Education and a
cross-agency state planning team;
2) regional infrastructure and
partnerships; and 3) activities and
pathways programs that change
the student experience. Data on
progress is incomplete and difficult
to compile. A grant from JPMorgan
Chase & Co.'s New Skills for Youth
initiative is helping the state and
regions collect more useful and
integrated data on Pathways. For
now, here are some markers that
provide a provisional picture of
state, regional, and student-level
activities related to Pathways
Tennessee.

State-level snapshot

« 16 employer-led industy
councils established

« New CTE programs established,
including human resource
management and cybersecurity
in 2017

« New occupational certification
approved in animal science;
additional certifications
planned in horticulture science,
dietetics, and nutrition; and
social health services



« Percentage of students who have
access to high-quality learning
pathways in high school (i.e.,
high school offers at least one
of the priority career clusters of
advanced manufacturing, health
care, and information science):

All students 83%
White 91%

Hispanic and Latino 85%

African American 62%

« Percentage of high schools
offering dual enrollment
courses: 77%

« Percentage of students who are
CTE concentrators (take three or
more courses in a career cluster):
Close to 40,000/year—nearly
half the students in the 2016
graduating class

Regional infrastructure
progress

« All nine regions have been
“mapped"” for education and
economic assets and needs

« Intermediaries have been selected
in eight of nine regions and in one
additional county (Rutherford)

 Three industry councils
established in Upper Cumberland;
five in Rutherford County

Pathways-related activities
enrolling students

 Career exploration activities: In
Upper Cumberland, 3,400 seventh
and eighth graders participated
(unfortunately, data is unavailable
on other regions or statewide)

« "Dual enrollment and other early
postsecondary opportunities
(ESPOs): More than 40% of 2015
Tennessee graduates had enrolled
in at least one of eight EPSOs
(including AP and dual enrollment);
19% of these had enrolled in a
dual enrollment course

» Tennessee students enrolled in
work-based learning capstone
course: 7,219 from 2012 freshman
cohort (75% of these were CTE
concentrators)

» Tennessee students participating
in the pilot work-based learning
portal in 2016: 3,480 students,
looking for matches with 1,600
participating employers

PATHWAYS TENNESEE REGIONS

NORTHERN MIDDLE

NORTHWEST

GREATER MEMPHIS

SOUTHWEST

SOUTHERN MIDDLE

PUTNAM

SOUTHEAST

UPPER CUMBERLAND
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« Tennessee students earning an
industry certification in 2015-16,
as reported by CTE teachers:
2,160 (7% of CTE concentrators)

» Tennessee students who
concentrated in a high-priority
career cluster in 2016 (advanced
manufacturing, health care,
information technology) and
completed a work-based learning
capstone:

o Advanced manufacturing: 153
(White: 137;
African American: 16)

0 Health Sciences: 353
(White: 300;
African American: 45)

o Information technology: 285
(White: 218;
African American: 62)

EAST NORTHEAST

=
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ECONOMIC AND EDUCATIONAL
PERFORMANCE

IN TENNESSEE \ A\ \\\\\ VW VWL

Tennessee’s population of 6.6 million places it

17th among U.S. states, even though it is only

36th in size. With a population density twice the

national average, Tennessee is characterized by

great regional and metropolitan diversity.

Four cities anchor large metro
regions: Knoxville, Chattanooga,
Nashville, and Memphis. Much

of the state, though, is rural, with
some of it quite mountainous and
isolated. Settled by English and
Scotch-Irish pioneers, Tennessee is
75 percent white, but Memphis, the
state's largest city, is majority African
American. The Hispanic population,
though small, is the state’s fastest-
growing demographic group.

After the Second World War,
Tennessee made huge strides

in shifting from an agrarian and
natural resource-based economy

to one based on high value-added
manufacturing. Pursuing a New
South strategy of low taxes, wages,
and cost of living, accompanied

by active recruitment of large

firms, by 1975 Tennessee boasted

a manufacturing industry that
employed a higher proportion of the
state workforce than the national
average. In the 1980s, Tennessee
attracted huge new Nissan and
Saturn car assembly plants. Related
parts and equipment manufacturers
followed. Transportation equipment
and industrial and commercial

machinery became the state’s
second- and third-largest industries,
respectively.

In the 1990s, Tennessee enjoyed
stronger economic growth than the
rest of the United States, building
from its position as the third-largest
manufacturing state. However, the
momentum of the postwar period
began to stall. Firms relying on
low-skilled labor started to move
overseas while more profitable
firms invested in productivity-
enhancing automation, raising the
demand for higher-skilled workers
in the modernizing manufacturing
sector. Between 2000 and 2010,
these broad trends combined with
the Great Recession to reduce
manufacturing employment by

36 percent.

Today, Tennessee's economy
presents a mixed picture. The
state is home to 23 of the Fortune
1000 firms, including FedEx, Dollar
General, Eastman Chemical, and
AutoZone.! The state’s population
and economy have both been
growing faster than the national
average. Labor force participation

is up; unemployment dropped

to a record low of 3.4 percent
inJuly 2017. In one study of the
fastest-growing cities in 2016,

five Tennessee cities landed in

the top 25. In the past two years,
Tennessee was recognized as

first in the nation for advanced-
industry job growth, first in direct
foreign investment, and second in
the growth of household median
income.? Employment in education
and health services and leisure and
hospitality has jumped since 2000,
though wages in these sectors

are significantly below those in
manufacturing.

Despite the state's growth, personal
and family income levels are still
relatively low: the 2015 median
household income of $47,275 was
$8,500 lower than the national
average and put Tennessee in

the bottom quintile of states.® In
2014, Tennessee was 45" in the
nation in terms of the percentage
of residents living below the

federal poverty level (18 percent).
Wealth and poverty are unevenly
distributed. While some regions

are booming, many Appalachian
counties are depopulating and
exhibit little economic vitality. Other
communities, like Shelby County,
which includes Memphis, are
characterized by stark extremes of
poverty and affluence.

While some sources argue
Tennessee is one of the healthiest
state economies, others argue
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it is one of the weakest. The
conservative American Legislative
Exchange Council rated Tennessee
the fifth-strongest in the nation in
2017, up from seventh the prior
year, based on its assessment of 15
policy variables emphasizing low tax
burdens, competitive wages, and a
pro-business regulatory climate.*
The State New Economy Index of
the Information Technology and
Innovation Foundation—based on
25 indicators of the extent to which
state economies are "knowledge-
based, globalized, entrepreneurial,
IT-driven, and innovation oriented”—
ranked Tennessee 32" in the nation
in 2017.5 The difference between
these two positions hinges on

what the source argues makes a
state competitive in today's global
environment.

In anticipation of a more skill-driven
economic environment, Tennessee
has worked to improve educational
outcomes significantly and leapfrog
other states that tend to accompany
it near the bottom of state
performance rankings. Progress has
been impressive.

Tennessee's high school cohort
graduation rate was 89 percent

in 2017, placing it 11™ highest in
the nation and second among

the Southern Regional Education
Board's (SREB) 16 member states.®
The graduation rate has risen

3.6 percentage points since the
2010-11 school year.” Since 2011,
Tennessee's fourth- and eighth-
grade National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP) scores
in math and reading have risen
faster than those of any other state.®
Eighth-grade reading scores have
climbed above the national average;
math scores are only three points
below the national average.

There is still a long way to go. Scores
on the ACT exam—which is taken

by all Tennessee juniors—are

lower than the national average,
and Tennesseans score lower on

all ACT subject exams than test
takers from other SREB states.’

And while enrollments in public
higher education rose during the
recession and again in the first year
of implementation of the Tennessee
Promise, graduation rates have

been flat in community colleges and
have edged up only slightly in four-
year institutions during the past
decade.”

According to the U.S. Census,
Tennessee has not yet turned

the corner in addressing a very
significant skills gap: in 2015, only 25
percent of Tennessee residents age
25 or older held a bachelor's degree,
well short of the 58 percent of jobs
projected to require a bachelor's
degree in the next few years." As
the table below indicates, associate’s
and bachelor's degree attainment
rates vary greatly by race and
ethnicity, perpetuating the economic
and racial disparities that already
exist within the state. The supply

of educated and skilled workers is
not sufficient to meet the needs of
the evolving state economy, which
could constrain growth in industries
and occupations projected to grow
across Tennessee in the years
ahead.

BACHELOR’S AND ASSOCIATE’'S DEGREE ATTAINMENT RATES
AMONG TENNESEE RESIDENTS (AGES 25-64), BY POPULATION

WHITE 35.2%

BLACK 25.6%

HISPANIC 16.7%

ASIAN 56.4%

NATIVE AMERICAN 29.7%

Source: Lumina Foundation, https://www.luminafoundation.org/files/publications/stronger_nation/2015/tenessee-brief-2015.pdf
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MODERNIZING CTE: PATHWAYS
TENNESSEE AS A STATEWIDE

STRATEGY \ \ L v v v vvvnvwy

When Danielle Mezera took over the CTE division

of the Tennessee Department of Education, she

set out to end the marginalization of CTE and

“to enable it to be what it should always have

been: vertically aligned with and reflective of the

expectations of both postsecondary institutions

and of employers and the labor market.”

Mezera felt repositioning CTE would
enable students pursuing a career-
related concentration to meet the
same rigorous standards as other
Tennessee high school graduates
and give them a leg up on their
peers in terms of college and career
preparation and trajectory. But for
this to happen, new relationships
would need to be developed at the
local level among K-12 systems, local
technical schools and community
colleges, and key employers and
their industry-based organizations.

Mezera and her division would

also have to design and implement
the appropriate state roles to
encourage and support this
repositioning. Mezera requested
that the CTE division be allowed

to add an Office of Postsecondary
Readiness and Early Postsecondary.
State Education Commissioner Kevin
Huffman approved the change,

giving Mezera oversight of the only
office in the Tennessee Department
of Education explicitly linked to
postsecondary partners.

A few months later, Mezera and
Huffman hosted a meeting at
Volkswagen'’s plant in Chattanooga
to discuss the role of industry in
education. The meeting featured
Bob Schwartz, co-founder of JFF and
the Harvard Graduate School of
Education’s Pathways to Prosperity
Network, who introduced a new
national effort to encourage states
to improve pathways into high-
demand industries. “I left that
meeting thinking: This makes sense
for Tennessee.’ This is what | wanted
to create,” explained Mezera. She
had been sharpening her ideas for
a statewide CTE reform campaign:
rigorous coursework; industry
certifications with value in the labor
market; early and effective career

exposure; and guidance to help
students understand their options
and choose among clear pathways
into postsecondary programs and,
ultimately, careers.

“There was nothing in the DNA of
our division that was not in the
DNA of the Pathways model—and
vice versa,” explained Mezera.
Commissioner Huffman and
Mezera pled Tennessee’s case

to join the fledgling Pathways

to Prosperity Network. In their
justification for Tennessee'’s
inclusion, they laid out a vision of

a statewide system of rigorous

CTE integrated with core academic
standards and learning, aligned with
postsecondary credentials and with
robust supports for work-based
learning experiences. Tennessee’s
application was accepted; Mezera
had the framework she was

looking for.

Her first step was hiring a full-

time staffer to build out Pathways
Tennessee. Without a dedicated
staffer working to make it happen,
Mezera believed, the effort would
not develop sufficient momentum
and notice within state government.
Nor would practitioners feel that the
state was serious about doing things
differently.
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Nick Hansen was working for a
startup distillery in Nashville when
he heard about the new position.
He thought his business-oriented
background and startup experience
would be a good fit. He liked the
emphasis on counseling, employer
outreach, and figuring out how to
leverage state policy to support
local change. Mezera hired Hansen
in 2012. According to Hansen, “We
had an idea more than we had a
strategy. But we knew we wanted to
move beyond a standalone project,
beyond the stigma of CTE and even
of K-12 education, to something
that made sense to other agencies,
to employers, and to community
leaders focusing on economic
growth.”

Mezera and her team launched an
ambitious three-phase campaign
to modernize CTE in Tennessee
and integrate it with general and
academic education. In Phase |,
they reorganized the state's CTE
“program areas” to align with 16
nationally recognized CTE career
clusters and related labor market
data so that the new program areas
responded to the state's economic
needs rather than the legacy

and interests of CTE faculty and
administrators. Phase Il involved

a painstaking, detailed revision of
standards for each program of
study, ensuring that each prepared
graduates for both college and
careers. Phase lll, involving the
development of course exams

for CTE programs, is currently in
development. In addition, the team
dramatically redesigned the state’s
work-based learning policies so
that student experiences in the
workplace would add value and
reinforce in-demand technical and
professional skills.

/10

When Mezera's tenure began,
Tennessee’s CTE programs were
organized into seven overly broad
program areas, such as trade and
industry, agriculture, and health
sciences. Program areas didn't line
up well with regional postsecondary
programs of study nor employment
opportunities. Over the years,

high school programs multiplied
rapidly, numbering over 200.
Courses were duplicated in
inefficient ways: welding might be
offered in architecture, but also in
trade and industry. According to
Heather Justice, former executive
director of the Office of Career

and Technical Education, “We did

a full scrubbing of all the courses
to identify duplications and gaps.”
They retired programs (such as
two- and four-cycle engines) that
had no postsecondary program to
link to and no demand from the
field. Realizing that Tennessee had
no program of study in government
and public administration, they
undertook a statewide analysis

of need and opportunity, and

then designed and created a new
program. They collapsed programs
that differed by one or two courses
and ultimately reduced the 212
approved programs of study to
fewer than 70. Most importantly,
they decided to group programs
under the 16 nationally recognized
career clusters, a tested framework
that aligns more easily with
postsecondary technical programs.

The team then proceeded to
establish content standards for over
300 individual CTE courses taught
across Tennessee. To accomplish
this, they used a backward mapping
process, beginning with the skills
and knowledge students were
expected to learn in a four-course
sequence, and then deriving

standards for each course as

it aligned with the rest of the
sequence. Literacy, numeracy,
critical thinking, and other core
academic skills were embedded

in the CTE courses. The process
took three years. It is now repeated
annually to ensure that standards
stay rigorous and relevant.

Mezera and her team saw in this
painstaking process an opportunity
to change the relationship
between core academics and CTE.
Traditionally, for example, CTE
science courses did not qualify as
general education science courses
in Tennessee high schools: schools
might offer both a CTE version of
anatomy and physiology and a
general education version. Heather
Justice and Casey Wrenn began
meeting regularly with their peers
focused on general education at
the Tennessee Department of
Education, committed to raising
CTE course rigor and eliminating
disparities across courses. Today,
statewide, 17 CTE courses also
qualify as general education
courses, meeting graduation
requirements for science, social
studies, and fine arts.

Not surprisingly, a number of
long-time employees within the
CTE division were uncomfortable
with the new direction. Some were
wary of any change. Others did not
believe that CTE students could
succeed in an environment of
higher standards and argued for
“protecting their students” through
lower expectations. Mezera made
a number of personnel decisions
designed to bring new energy and
flexibility to the division: “It wasn't
pleasant, but the changes had to
be made. We ripped the band-

aid off as quickly as we could.”



Mezera had full support from
Commissioner Huffman; when the
current commissioner of education,
Candice McQueen, took over in
2015, Mezera made sure she was
comfortable with their direction and
approach. One reflection of that
support was the decision to change
the Division of Career and Technical
Education to the Division of College,
Career and Technical Education.

At the school and district levels,
some faculty were afraid they would
lose courses they enjoyed teaching
or lose their jobs altogether. Family
and consumer science instructors
were particularly concerned that the
changes would “take fundamental
life skills away” from those who
were not college bound. Mezera
and her staff stood firm. According
to Casey Wrenn, “We told them

that all graduates will need these
skills, even stay-at-home moms. Our
public responsibility was not just

to get students to walk across the
stage but to prepare them for the
postsecondary learning they would

need to have more choices and be
successful.”

Another piece of the reform agenda
was to redesign the delivery of
work-based learning for Tennessee
high school students: creating
learning experiences at workplaces
or using work situations to advance
students’ development and

mastery of in-demand workplace
skills. The statewide policy in place
when Danielle Mezera joined the
Tennessee Department of Education
was too much about the logistics of
“checking students out of school for
the afternoon,” according to Chelsea
Parker, whom Mezera hired to be
the executive director of work-based
learning.

By statute, the Tennessee
Department of Education oversaw
the provision of work-based learning
and the training of work-based
learning coordinators. Mezera and
Parker appreciated the challenges
of scheduling work-based learning
opportunities and training

coordinators, but they saw a deeper
problem. No one was asking what
students who engage in work-based
learning should actually be expected
to learn as part of their CTE
programs—and how anyone would
know whether they were learning or
not. “We decided to flip the script,”
says Parker.

They defined the transferable skills
they thought should be learned
through work experiences and

the kinds of connections to adults
that students should develop.
They promoted policy changes
that would encourage early
industry engagement with districts
in planning work-based learning
activities, from industry tours to job
shadows to capstone experiences
such as internships, clinicals, and
practicum experiences for credit.

The state Board of Education
adopted a Work-Based Learning
Framework in 2015 to govern all
work-based learning experiences;
the Tennessee Department of
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Education revised its policy guide

to align with the new framework,
setting clear expectations for district
efforts, student experiences, and
learning outcomes. The framework
specified state support for regional
Pathways Tennessee efforts and
industry engagement. It emphasized
the alignment of student work-
based learning experiences with
programs of study so that technical
and employability skills could be
learned in context. Districts are

free to meet the new standards

as they see fit. The Tennessee
Department of Education has
beefed up its data collection system
for tracking work-based learning
availability and access across the
state so that it can make good

on its goal of “developing 21+
century skills through work-based
learning experiences.” Enrollment

in capstone courses has increased
steadily since the revitalization of
the state policy, climbing from under
6,000 in 2003-14 to over 8,000 two
years later.

Danielle Mezera wanted to position
Pathways Tennessee as a cross-
sector initiative: “We never wanted
Pathways to be an appendage

to one agency. That is how these
things go away. It had to be more
central.” Early on, she advocated
for a state planning team outside
the Tennessee Department

of Education to engage other
relevant state agencies. By winter
2012, that group was in place

and meeting regularly. It included
high-level decision makers from
the Tennessee Departments

of Economic and Community
Development (TNECD), Labor and
Workforce Development, and
Education, as well as the Tennessee
Higher Education Commission, the

Tennessee Independent Colleges
and Universities Association, the
Tennessee Board of Regents, the
State Board of Education, the
Governor's Office, the Tennessee
Business Roundtable, and an
influential statewide education
advocacy group called SCORE
(State Collaborative on Reforming
Education).

The planning group focused first

on information sharing and on
common definitions and language
that would be used by all partners.
They did not go immediately to
questions of resources. According
to Mezera, “From the beginning, we
wanted to secure agreement from
stakeholders that they would work
together, not just get together and
ask things of each other. We wanted
to weave Pathways Tennessee

into the day-to-day workings of

the education department and its
sister agencies.” The strategy was to
make it hard for future policymakers
to unwind Pathways because its
definitions, standards, and priorities
would be cooked into many
agencies' plans.

Local planning and execution was
organized according to TNECD's
nine economic development
regions. The Tennessee Department
of Labor inserted the Pathways
definition into its state plan for

use of federal workforce dollars.
Department leaders instructed local
workforce boards to participate in
regional Pathways conversations
and, where possible, to align funding
to their efforts. The Tennessee
Board of Regents moved to require
that proposals for new technical
associate's degree programs
demonstrate the proposed
program'’s workforce relevance and
map out how employers would be



engaged in program planning and
delivery. Although the planning
team met quarterly, informal
conversations across agencies
became routine. According to Ann
Thompson, director of workforce
development for TNECD, “We
broke down the divides and built a
team mentality. We drove toward
a culture change within state
government. Everyone at the table
signed on.”

While CTE reform was in motion

and the Pathways approach to
engaging employers in high-demand
industries was developed at the
state and regional levels, Governor
Haslam used his 2013 State of the
State address and budget to launch
the Drive to 55, designed to increase
college credential completion so
that Tennessee’s economy could

continue to grow and attract good
employers. His leadership—and
specific policy actions by the
governor and the legislature—
improved the environment for
Pathways implementation. “The
governor moved the goalposts

for us by focusing so intently on
postsecondary success,” explains
Casey Wrenn. “But since CTE was
the only division of the Department
of Education that was connected

to and focused on postsecondary
success, we were well positioned to
take advantage.”

Commissioner McQueen recently
appointed Lyle Ailshie, a long-time
school superintendent in Kingsport
and Greeneville in Northeast
Tennessee, deputy commissioner.
Ailshie is responsible for both the
Division of College, Career, and

Technical Education (including
Pathways) and the Teachers and
Leaders Division, responsible for
improving teacher preparation

in the state. This position is an
opportunity Ailshie is excited about.
"We know that our state will succeed
by getting more young people into
and through pathways to good

jobs in high demand in our state,”
says Alilshie. “Pathways Tennessee
has mobilized some of the most
talented Tennessee employers,
educators, and civic leaders into
partnerships that can make a
difference for our students and
communities. We are committed to
figuring out how we can continue to
support this work, align it with other
important initiatives, and increase
access to good pathways across the
state, in cities and towns, large

and small.”
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ALIGNING PATHWAYS

TENNESSEE WITH THE
GOVERNOR’S DRIVE TO 55 \ \ \ \

When Governor Haslam launched the Drive

to 55 to increase college degree or certificate

attainment to 55 percent of Tennesseans by

the year 2025, he emphasized the link between

postsecondary credentials and current and

future workforce and economic needs: “We want

Tennesseans working in Tennessee jobs. We

want Tennesseans to have an opportunity to get

a good job and for those in the workplace to be

able to advance and get an even better job.”

Haslam pointed to several areas

of weak performance: the more
than 20,000 high school graduates
each year who chose not to
continue on to college; the nearly
70 percent of new community
college students who entered
college not ready for college-level
work; and the almost one million
residents of the state who had some
college credits, but no credential. To
get from 32 percent to 55 percent
of state residents having a college
credential, significant progress
would be needed for both recent
high school graduates and working
adults.

/14

According to Richard Rhoda, then-
executive director of the Tennessee
Higher Education Commission,
“[Governor Haslam] got buy-in early
on. He named a special advisor for
higher education [businessman
Randy Boyd, who later became
commissioner of TNECD and is

now running for governor]. Boyd
served for a year, crossing the state
meeting with not only educators,
but the business community, the
nonprofit sector, to talk about

the need to increase educational
attainment.”

The centerpiece of the new
initiative is the Tennessee Promise,
the scholarship and mentoring

program created to provide all
Tennessee high school graduates
with a guarantee of free tuition and
no mandatory fees at any of the
state’s 13 community colleges or
27 Tennessee colleges of applied
technology (TCATs). The Promise

is a last-dollar scholarship that
kicks in after Pell Grants, state
HOPE Scholarships, and any other
government aid. To be eligible,
high school students need to meet
a series of milestones in their
senior year, including completing
the Free Application for Federal
Student Aid (FAFSA) and attending
several college-going mentoring
sessions. To remain eligible,
students must maintain satisfactory
academic progress once enrolled
in a postsecondary program and
perform at least eight hours of
community service each term.

Tennessee’s Community
Colleges and Colleges of
Applied Technology

Tennessee's public postsecondary
institutions include a flagship
research institution (the University
of Tennessee), a number of regional
four-year state universities, two-year
community colleges, and Tennessee
Colleges of Applied Technology
(TCAT) that specialize in technical
certificates and diplomas. The



community colleges and TCATs are
critically important to the Pathways
effort. Pathways Tennessee was
not created as a high school reform
effort but as a system-bridging
initiative.

Tennessee's state government is
intent on improving the alignment of
high school, TCATs and community
colleges, and four-year public
institutions. Beginning in 2010,
there have been significant changes
in Tennessee's education policies.
The Complete College Tennessee
Act of 2010 called for the transition
of 13 locally governed community
colleges into a statewide system of
coordinated programs and services.
The Act also called for mutually
beneficial relations between the
community colleges and TCATSs so
that community college courses
could be offered at TCATs and
TCAT certificates could be offered
at the community colleges. Across
the state, improved relationships
between these two systems are
proceeding at different paces, with
cooperation and competition both
in play as TCATS and community
colleges reposition themselves in a
changing educational market.

In general, TCATs have traditionally
served adult workers looking to
upgrade skills or change careers.
Their credentials and credits do

not transfer to four-year college
programs. Community colleges
have been geared more toward
transfer than technical programs
and partnerships with employers.
Pathways Tennessee found it easier
to partner with TCATs initially, given
the potential for alignment between
high school CTE and TCAT technical
offerings. However, the new
Tennessee Promise and Tennessee
Reconnect programs are changing
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Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technology, Community Colleges,

and Pathways

TCAT: There are 27 TCATs across the state that
offer certificate and diploma programs in over 60
distinct occupational fields. The open entry/open
exit programs typically require 2,100 hours of
classes, offered in a five-day-a-week, 8:00 a.m. to
3:00 p.m., full-time program. TCATs tend to serve
working adults; the average student is about 27.
High-enrollment programs include: Administrative
Office Technology, Machine Tool Technology,
Practical Nursing, Welding, and Automotive. Because
of the program length, occupational focus, and bias
toward full-time enrollment, TCATs have a very high
success rate: about 80 percent complete and about
86 percent of those find employment in their field of
study.

However, TCAT capacity is small: only about 20,000
students enroll annually, about 5 percent of
postsecondary enrollment in the state. More than

50 percent of TCAT costs are subsidized by the state.
The state wants to expand TCAT enrollment and has
launched new initiatives to encourage increased
enrollment. Tennessee Reconnect is a last-dollar
scholarship for adults over 25 with some college who

collaborations with high school CTE programs in
high-demand fields. And Pathways Tennessee has
boosted enrollment of recent high school graduates
in several TCATSs.

Community College: Tennessee’s 13 community
colleges serve 87,000 students annually, about one
out of four postsecondary students in the state’s
public and private institutions. The most common
majors are liberal arts, the health professions,
business, and engineering. Because the state has
invested less per student in these institutions than in
the TCATs, tuition and fees are a comparatively high
$3,800 a year. First-time, full-time students have a
six-year graduation rate from their original institution
of 28 percent. However, 89 percent of students who
do graduate are employed wit