
 
To: Governor-Elect Bill Lee 
 
From: Gini Pupo-Walker, Senior Director of Education Policy and Programs, Conexión Américas  
           Members of the Tennessee Educational Equity Coalition 
 
Date: December 4, 2018 
 
Re: Governor-elect Lee’s Education Priorities  
________________________________ 
 
On behalf of Tennessee Educational Equity Coalition, a statewide network of partners dedicated to addressing 
chronic gaps in opportunity and achievement for students across Tennessee, we congratulate you on your election as 
Governor, and offer these thoughts for your consideration as you develop your education priorities for our state. 
  
The Tennessee Educational Equity Coalition is a group of diverse civil rights and education advocacy organizations 
with a shared policy agenda to address chronic disparities in achievement and opportunities for students of color, as 
well as those learning English, living with a disability, or living in poverty. We engage educators, parents, 
community leaders and policymakers alike to take collective action to address inequities that have real implications 
for students, and concerning consequences for their ability to thrive in college, careers, and life. 
  
As you know, Tennessee has made great strides in education for over a decade, leading the nation by offering 
innovative programs like Tennessee Promise, crafting our own high standards and aligned assessments, creating a 
new teacher evaluation model, and designing a strong accountability framework under the Every Student Succeeds 
Act. While children in Tennessee have made significant progress in educational achievement in recent years, not all 
students have made the same gains. Year after year far too many students in Tennessee are less likely to reach 
advanced levels of academic performance, even when demonstrating the potential to do so. 
  
This letter outlines four key priorities that we believe will lead to success for low income students and students of 
color in Tennessee. Our Coalition hopes to serve as a resource and partner to your administration as you develop 
your education agenda for Tennessee. For more information, please contact Alexza Barajas Clark, Associate 
Director of Policy and Advocacy at alexza@conexionamericas.org. 
 
Priority I: Excellent Teachers and Leaders for Every Child  

 
We encourage the Governor-elect and staff to consider the following:  
Improving educator quality in Tennessee with a focus on:  

● Recruiting and retaining an educator workforce that reflects the racial and ethnic diversity of 
students in our state;  

● Increasing access to strong teachers and leaders for historically underserved students  
 
We believe that every student deserves a passionate and highly effective teacher and that we must do more to 
develop a pipeline of well-trained, highly compensated and appropriately supported teachers who reflect the 
communities they serve. 
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The research is clear that among school-related factors, teachers matter most.1 When it comes to student 
performance in reading and math, a teacher is estimated to have two to three times the impact of any other school 
factor, including student supports, facilities, or leadership. And an increasing body of scholarship reveals that highly 
effective teachers show impressive academic gains for students, while more ineffective teachers can negatively 
impact student achievement, making our teacher evaluation process a critical component of our education system.  
 
A second in-school factor that has a significant effect on a student’s overall academic success is high-quality school 
leadership. More specifically, strong school leaders have the ability to create a learning environment where all 
components - from teachers to students - can grow.2  
 
Increasing Teacher and Leader Diversity  
Every child deserves to have great teachers or principals that reflect the diversity in our schools today. A large body 
of research points to the tremendous impact teachers of color can have on the likelihood that a child achieves 
academically, graduates high school, and attends college.3 Teachers that share the same race as the students they 
serve are also shown to have positive effects on student achievement. This evidence also points to the importance of 
school leaders of color in promoting school success. Presently, Tennessee faces an alarming shortage of teachers and 
leaders of color across our 95 counties. The Tennessee Department of Education reports that students of color 
comprise 37 percent of the K-12 system, yet only 13 percent of the teacher workforce, and 19 percent of school 
leadership are people of color. By comparison, White students comprise 63 percent of the student population, but 83 
percent of the teacher workforce and 76 percent of school leadership is White.4  
 
What role can policymakers at the state and local level play in promoting increased diversity amongst teachers and 
leaders? Teachers and leaders of color tend to leak in the student-to-educator pipeline along five key points: 
postsecondary enrollment; enrollment in educator preparation programs; postsecondary completion; entering the 
workforce; and teacher retention.5  
 
The challenges along the pipeline are complex and require a variety of solutions. Currently, 86 percent of students in 
educator preparation programs in Tennessee are White, indicating a long-term challenge for recruitment of Black 
and Latino education majors.6 Black and Latino education majors also graduate at lower rates than White 
counterparts - 42 and 49 percent six-year graduation rates respectively, compared to 73 percent for White teacher 
candidates. To add to these concerns, White teachers are more likely to remain in the teaching profession than 
teachers of color, showing need for a wide range of solutions to address this issue. Additionally, Tennessee should 
provide incentives to teacher preparation programs and districts to build supports for teachers of color—including 
mentorship, supportive field experiences, and financial incentives to enter and stay in the profession. 
 
Ensuring Strong Teachers and Leaders for Every Child 
In order for Tennessee’s students to succeed, they must each have access to strong, or highly effective, teachers and 
leaders. According to the Department of Education, a highly effective teacher receives a 4 or 5 on the Tennessee 
Value-Added Assessment System (TVAAS) - a measurement of how much learning a student gained in an academic 
year. Yet far too often, strong teachers are not working with students that need them the most. In the 2014-15 school 
year, only 45 percent of the lowest-performing students in 4-8 grade math had a strong teacher - compared to 55 
percent of advanced students.7 Tennessee education leaders must continue to explore policy priorities to address this 
issue, including improving professional development options for educators, and increasing state support for districts 
that face access challenges.  
 
Many students also face limited access to strong leaders. In Tennessee, principals with three or less years of 
experience are more likely to lead our lowest-performing schools and over a third of these principals were placed in 
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high-poverty schools. In addition, the principals leading low-achieving or high-poverty schools receive evaluation 
scores at about a half rating point lower than principals at more affluent, higher-performing schools.8 Tennessee 
leaders and stakeholders have the opportunity to explore several policy levers to improve school leadership 
performance, including strengthening principal preparation programs and providing meaningful, differentiated 
supports for administrators.  
 
Priority II: Strong Accountability Systems 

 
We encourage the Governor-elect and staff to consider the following:  
Continue Tennessee’s commitment to school and district accountability under the Tennessee Succeeds ESSA 
plan, which includes the following: 

● Maintaining high expectations through rigorous standards and aligned assessments; 
● Develop a comprehensive plan, with educator input, for successfully implementing TNReady; 
● Ensuring there is transparent, accessible and disaggregated reporting on annual student and school 

performance;  
● Providing strong oversight and comprehensive supports for school improvement for the state’s lowest 

performing schools, with expectations for community engagement in the process 
 

In 1983, the U.S. Department of Education commissioned a report entitled A Nation at Risk.9 The central findings of 
the report held that America’s schools were failing in comparison to other countries, with low test scores, poorly 
constructed curricula, and inadequate educator preparation. Since the report’s release, school accountability tools - 
including rigorous academic standards, aligned annual assessments, and educator evaluation systems - emerged to 
increase our collective accountability in offering an excellent education for all students, and not just some.  
 
The most recent federal reauthorization of K-12 school accountability, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), was 
signed into law in December 2015. ESSA provides states with more flexibility in designing their accountability 
systems, while maintaining required student testing, reporting on the progress of specific student groups, and 
identifying and supporting the lowest-performing schools.  
 
Tennessee’s ESSA plan, designed in consultation with the Tennessee Educational Equity Coalition, is nationally 
recognized for its strong K-12 accountability system. Tennessee measures school effectiveness through a 
combination of achievement and growth measures, and a school’s attendance rate and ability to prepare students for 
postsecondary opportunities.  
 
Over the past decade, Tennessee has sent clear signals to districts and schools that they must raise achievement for 
all groups of students, and ensure progress for student groups falling behind. We believe that our accountability 
system is a powerful lever for improving opportunity and achievement for all students. Accountability systems 
communicate expectations for a high-quality school, and can prompt action when necessary. But when it comes to 
accountability, details matter.  
 
We recognize that the challenges associated with the administration of TNReady have created issues of trust 
between the state’s Department of Education and districts and communities. Tennessee has done the hard work to 
ensure that our standards, instructional practices, and assessments are aligned for student success. We must continue 
to press forward with TNReady, tackling our testing challenges head-on, seeking input from educators, and 
rebuilding trust by getting it right for every student in Tennessee. 
 
In addition to continuing with TNReady, we must provide the public comprehensive, transparent and accessible 
information about achievement - disaggregated by specific student group - for every public school in our state, and 
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in schools that receive public dollars. This information can be used to better align resources and interventions, and 
the state’s leadership will be critical in this task.  
 
Tennessee must also continue to celebrate schools that are meeting or exceeding expectations, and prompt action in 
those that are not. The state has a key role of oversight in the school improvement process, including setting 
reasonable timelines, streamlining planning requirements, deploying improvement dollars fairly and effectively, and 
providing clear and consistent guidance or intervention. Our Equity Coalition knows firsthand from our work in the 
field that our lowest-performing schools educate students who are disproportionately low-income and of color. We 
believe that families and community stakeholders play a role in school improvement efforts, and that their voices 
must be included in the improvement process.  
 
Priority III: Appropriate and Equitable Resources  
 
We encourage the Governor-elect and staff to consider the following:  
Ensure there is an equitable and appropriate distribution of resources to districts and schools, with a focus on:  

● Increasing access to rigorous, grade-level instruction and materials across all schools in 
Tennessee, with corresponding teacher training and support; 

● Providing resources, training and expectations to reduce the rates of chronic absenteeism and 
school discipline disparities; 

● Addressing unique education challenges in rural communities, including: lack of adequate 
broadband connectivity, limited access to advanced or early postsecondary courses, and low 
college enrollment and completion  

 
Although Tennessee has made important progress in recent years, many students are still behind because of the 
inadequate and inequitable allocation of resources to their schools. While increased funding for education in 
Tennessee is urgent and necessary, it is the deployment of those dollars that matters most. It means greater access to 
specific schools for important resources such as strong teachers, rigorous coursework, instructional technology, or 
school counselors and nurses. Tennessee must ensure that districts evaluate inequities not only between schools, but 
also within schools, and between groups of students within those schools. 
 
Increase access to rigorous, grade-level instruction and materials 
In addition to the importance of strong teachers and leaders, access to grade-level materials and instruction are 
another key in-school factor for student achievement. In fact, a lack of access to appropriate instructional materials 
is a key predictor for academic achievement gaps between student groups. Students in higher income communities 
experience up to five times more class time with strong grade-level instruction and materials, compared to students 
from lower-income backgrounds. Students of color, those from low-income backgrounds, English learners, and 
students with disabilities face the most significant barriers in access to grade-level materials.10  
  
To place this policy issue into a Tennessee context, consider barriers to early literacy achievement in Tennessee. 
Currently, many students lack access to appropriate texts. The Tennessee Department of Education observed that 
students might read the same text in class from kindergarten through third grade. In fact, only half of these 
observations found students reading grade-level texts.11 Without rigorous and appropriate curriculum for all, 
students with high aspirations will face roadblocks to high achievement. 
 
Reducing Chronic Absenteeism and School Discipline Disparities 
There is strong evidence that student absenteeism and exclusionary discipline practices have a profound influence on 
student academic outcomes. We believe reducing chronic absenteeism - when a student misses more than 10 
percent of an academic year - will help improve life outcomes for students in Tennessee. Such missed class time 
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often results in student difficulty with achieving at a high rate, leading to academic challenges in middle school and 
increasing the likelihood of dropping out in high school.12  
 
In the 2016-17 school year, more than half of the students in Tennessee missed over one week of classroom 
instruction. An average 13.1 percent of students were chronically absent - but Black students, low-income students, 
and students with disabilities were much more likely to be absent. Chronic absenteeism begins early in the school 
year -  on average, a student missing more than two school days in August are five times more likely to be 
chronically absent later in the year.13 Prompt interventions and strong school supports are proven to reduce chronic 
absenteeism rates in many school districts nationwide.  
 
Additionally, current exclusionary discipline practices remove students from the classroom or school, resulting in 
a loss of instructional time. On an average school day in Tennessee, 5,000 students miss classroom time due to 
disciplinary action. In 2013, students of color, English learners, and students with disabilities are all more likely to 
receive at least one disciplinary action compared to White peers. Implementation of disciplinary action is often 
assigned unfairly. Black females, for example, receive one additional day of out-of-school suspension for fighting 
compared to White males.14  
 
School discipline disparities also contribute to chronic student absences  - and negatively affect a student’s future. 
Some districts in Tennessee are now exploring restorative, not punitive,  discipline practices and have seen positive 
reductions in suspensions and expulsions.15  
 
Exploring Policy Options for Rural Schools  
High-quality education also looks different across Tennessee’s urban, suburban, and rural school districts, and 
geography is a critical predictor of student success in our state. Nearly half of all schools are located in rural areas, 
where students are more likely to experience poverty, and face unique difficulties in school achievement.16 

 
First, students that attend rural schools are more likely to have limited access to broadband internet service, with 
13 percent of Tennessee’s rural population lacking access compared to 2 percent of the urban population.17 The issue 
of digital equity is a crucial one for rural students, predicting postsecondary access and success. Without adequate 
broadband services it becomes impossible to conduct research, complete online assignments, or apply for college 
and scholarships. Families have limited access to student or parent portals that contain vital daily information. Rural 
districts also have challenges staffing schools with IT personnel, a role that is critical if schools are to adequately 
deploy technology to support learning.  
 
Additionally, rural districts have difficulty recruiting teachers in hard to fill subject areas, often resulting in limited 
access to courses that propel students to higher achievement and postsecondary success. These courses include 
Career and Technical Education (CTE), Dual Credit, Advanced Placement (AP) and STEM courses.18 
Approximately 10 percent of rural students take at least one AP course, and many rural schools offer fewer CTE 
options than their urban and suburban counterparts.19 Required courses such as Chemistry or Physics may not be 
offered as a consequence, and existing teachers may have to teach courses outside of their specialty.20 As a result, 
many rural students are less likely to pursue postsecondary education. 
 
Priority IV: Successful Outcomes in Postsecondary Access and Completion 
 
We encourage the Governor-elect and staff to consider the following:  
Promote postsecondary success for all Tennesseans, with a focus on:  

● Considering policies that improve the academic preparation of all students before entering 
postsecondary education;  
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● Leverage funding and technical assistance to tackle remaining college affordability challenges 
in Tennessee;  

● Expanding access to postsecondary education for incarcerated persons by lifting ineligibility 
statutes regarding state financial aid, and for undocumented high school graduates by creating 
access to in-state tuition rates.  

 
For the average Tennessean, a postsecondary education is a stepping stone to increased social mobility and financial 
security.21 Tennessee estimates that 55 percent of its jobs will require a postsecondary credential by 2025. The 
imperative is clear, yet our current postsecondary system has fallen short for specific populations in our state. In 
2017, students of color made up 32 percent of Tennessee high school graduates - but 29 percent of our state’s 
postsecondary enrollment. These populations are also less likely to obtain a degree when compared to their White 
peers.22 To ensure an increase in postsecondary attainment for all, a deliberate focus on the part of every stakeholder 
is required. 
 
Promoting postsecondary preparation, access, and success for all students 
In higher education, Tennessee has been praised as a national leader. From introducing an outcomes-based funding 
formula for higher education institutions, to providing tuition-free community college, the state has set a positive 
culture for college-going. However, these higher education successes have not been shared by all. More specifically, 
low completion rates remain a hurdle in continuing Tennessee’s momentum for every student.  
 
Between 2011 and 2017, only about 4 out of 10 individuals attending any public college or university graduated 
in six years. These rates are even more concerning when we disaggregate them by student group - for instance, 49 
percent of White students graduated over these six years, compared to 28 percent of Black students, 44 percent of 
Latino students, and 37 percent of Pell-eligible students.23 We have made great strides in higher education 
innovation - but these challenges to completion must be addressed early by policymakers and practitioners.  
 
For our Equity Coalition, we believe that postsecondary policy levers should be centered on ensuring student 
access and success. First, we must tie academic preparation to postsecondary success. Preliminary data from the 
Tennessee Promise program show that academically underprepared individuals - measured by average ACT score - 
are most likely to drop out of college even with the tuition waiver.24 While many innovative programs in Tennessee 
are looking to address these issues, we must explore practices in other states that tie P-12 preparation to 
postsecondary education. 
 
Another key policy focus of our Coalition is providing and utilizing accessible, actionable, and year-to-year data 
across student groups. Such data transparency is essential to ensuring that students, families, postsecondary 
institutions, and advocates have the knowledge to propel students along the pathway to a college degree. For 
instance, non-tuition costs are an estimated 80 percent of the community college student’s expenses.25 Yet 
stakeholders need clear data to see how all student groups are faring - in this case, those accessing our free college 
programs - to adequately address any persisting cost barriers to a degree.  
 
Expanding postsecondary education for specific populations in Tennessee  
A final and critical focus pertains to the remaining barriers to quality, postsecondary options for specific groups in 
Tennessee. Here, we highlight two Tennessee populations without access to quality higher education - 
undocumented and incarcerated persons.  
 
23,000 Tennessee Dreamers are either college-going age or will graduate from high school in the next four years.26 
These graduates are a vital part of our economy and communities, and despite a demonstrated commitment and 
aspiration to attend college, are unable to attend because they lack access to in-state tuition. Out-of-state tuition for 
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community colleges is nearly four times the cost of in-state tuition, and almost two times the cost to attend four-year 
public institutions.27  
 
In November 2018, we released a report entitled Increasing Postsecondary Opportunity for Incarcerated 
Tennesseans.28 In our research, we highlight the concerning realities of postsecondary access for people 
incarcerated in our state facilities and jails. We estimate that just 2 percent of the prison population enrolled in 
some sort of postsecondary programming in 2017.29 Behind these low enrollment numbers, incarcerated individuals 
are banned from receiving Pell Grants from the federal government, and state financial aid in Tennessee. 
Additionally, our budget analyses reveal that the average taxpayer cost for a person incarcerated in Tennessee for 
their average sentence is more than $400,000 per person.  
 
We encourage your administration to take the lead on extending postsecondary education options to all Tennessee 
graduates, and hasten our progress towards the state’s Drive to 55 goals while upholding the right for all to learn and 
succeed in our state.  
 
In conclusion, our Coalition members from Memphis to Morristown are committed to partnering with your office to 
see achievement advanced for every Tennessean. We look forward to meeting soon to further discuss our 
recommendations outlined above. 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
We believe Tennessee’s next Commissioner of Education, who will set and guide the direction for education in 
Tennessee, must have a unique set of characteristics and experience, including: 
  

● An innovative mindset and significant track record of leadership and success in education at the highest 
levels 

● The ability to communicate a clear vision of success for education in Tennessee 
● A bias toward action and creative problem-solving, and a demonstrated commitment to results and 

educational opportunity for all children 
● A priority on equity, including setting and communicating a vision and measurable goals to achieve equity 
● A commitment to high standards, strong accountability, continuous improvement and the use of evidence 

and data in making decisions 
● A commitment to diversity and inclusion, with a focus on strong and positive culture and climate at the 

state, district and local level 
● Experience weathering challenges, and a demonstrated tenacity, perseverance, and maturity 
● Political acumen and the ability to work across and beyond traditional boundaries or sectors for student 

success 
● A demonstrated understanding of current education research and its connection to practice 
● The ability to advocate at the state and national level for funding, resources and programs for all students in 

Tennessee 
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