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Pre-K Funding

K-12 Public Education
Racial Bias in the Classroom 

The Memphis City Council and Shelby County Commission approved legislation that provided a pathway to 

achieve full need-based pre-K in Shelby County over the course of three fiscal years that included commitments 

made by the previous Shelby County Schools’ administration. In the last two fiscal years, the Council and 

Commission have adopted funding measures consistent with the previously adopted funding pathway and 

implementation schedule. However, the last round of funding is needed to fulfill the original commitments made 

for high-quality pre-K. 

In Shelby County, Black and Hispanic students are overrepresented in school discipline rates and grossly 

underrepresented in more advanced coursework in addition to scoring the lowest on standardized tests. 

Through its groundbreaking African American Male Empowerment Initiative, Shelby County Schools (SCS) 

attempts to reverse these outcomes for Black boys through equity, education, and empowerment. In line with 

SCS’s equity approach, this policy analysis explores the impact of institutional level factors, specifically racial 

bias, in perpetuating these racial inequities. The bias behind these inequities ultimately hurts students of color 

because the bias becomes another stressor that students of color will need to navigate socially and emotionally 

at school. Therefore, this policy analysis also examines the impact of racial bias on the social emotional 

development of students of color, especially Black children. 

Request: A first step to confronting racial bias in schools would be for educators, as gatekeepers of educational 

opportunities, to learn more about the ways racial bias permeates schools. Thus, the Public Policy Committee 

recommends that SCS considers implementing an implicit bias training for educators with a focus on the history 

and systems of racism. Promoting a racial bias discourse within schools calls for furthering this discussion 

within classrooms between educators and students. The Public Policy Committee also recommends that SCS 

considers implementing a social justice curriculum to provide students and teachers with the framework and 

language to hold these discussions, starting with a three-year pilot program. To overcome the social emotional 

labor associated with racial bias, the Public Policy Committee recommends that SCS considers allocating 

funding for educational empowerment programs for minority students.  

Request: We respectfully request the City of Memphis, Shelby County Government and Shelby County Schools 

adopt funding measures that provide the last round of funding needed for fully funded high-quality pre-K 

programming in Shelby County.
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Computer Science 

Opportunity Youth

In April of 2020, Public Chapter No. 454 task force dedicated to expanding computer science education 

throughout the state of Tennessee published a statewide plan featuring policy recommendations. Among six 

recommended policies, high school access to computer science education has been identified as the priority 

strategy. The high school computer science education policy recommendations suggest the development of 

a law that requires each public high school to offer one computer science course out of a selection of courses 

already approved by the state. It also calls for the design of an implementation plan for computer science course 

policy so that schools have adequate time to comply with statutory requirements. Since the publication of this 

statewide plan, none of the recommendations have been adopted or codified into state law.

Opportunity Youth in Memphis and Shelby County face a myriad of obstacles ranging from inaccessible 

postsecondary education, failing K-12 schools, and a severe shortage of full-time jobs paying a living wage. 

Though there are several service providers and government offices operating small-scale programs to provide 

career/technical training and job placements, there is very little coordination between government, service 

providers, funders, and the business community in building a long-term strategy to address the root causes of 

disconnection for the approximately 45,000 Opportunity Youth in the Memphis/Shelby County area. 

Request: We are requesting the Tennessee General Assembly to adopt the policy recommendation requiring 

Tennessee public high schools to offer at least one computer science course. The suggested timeline would 

require each school district to ensure that at least one high school in its system shall offer at least one course 

in computer science within the first year of policy adoption. Within three years of policy adoption, each school 

district shall ensure that at least 50% of high schools in the school district shall offer at least one computer 

science course. Within five years of policy adoption, each school district shall ensure that all high schools in 

its school system offer at least one computer science course. Additionally, we expect adequate funding to be 

provided to the public school system in order to accelerate student access to at least one or more computer 

science courses in each public high school.

Request: To address this issue, we request that Memphis and Shelby County provide a total of $120,000 in 

funding to create a joint Office of Opportunity Youth. This modest amount of funding is much less than what 

is needed to solve the problem, but it is a politically reasonable request in the current climate. The initial 

funding will be used to pay the salaries of a coordinator who will act as a liaison between the City and County 

governments, as well as that of an office assistant. This coordinator will be responsible for building a backbone 

coalition consisting of government, service providers, funders, postsecondary institutions, K-12 education 

partners, and business entities in Memphis and Shelby County to advocate for programs and policies that would 

benefit the Opportunity Youth population in the area. In providing this initial funding for three years, City Council 

and County Commission will demonstrate their commitment to establishing a long-term foundational strategy to 

reconnect a majority of Opportunity Youth, as well as stymie the flow of newly disconnected youth every year. 

At the same time, it would be beneficial to explore the possibility of the City and County providing temporary 

funding for additional job training programs to assist the current Opportunity Youth population while building the 

foundational system to stymie the flow of new disconnected youth in the future.
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Postsecondary Education

Despite Tennessee’s ambitious postsecondary completion agenda, statewide attainment rates since 2010 

have grown only modestly. While a national leader in per-capita postsecondary financial aid, Tennessee sits in 

the bottom half of states when it comes to aid based on financial need. The Tennessee Education Lottery, for 

example, disproportionately awards students with household incomes over $96,000. 

In order for Tennessee to make the dramatic progress necessary to achieve its Drive to 55 goal, and for greater 

numbers of historically underrepresented students to enjoy the benefits of higher education, policymakers will 

need to invest in financial aid that supports students to defray the full costs of college attendance–tuitions, 

books, housing, food, and transportation. While middle-class students confront challenges paying for college, 

their economically disadvantaged peers are more likely to face food and housing insecurity, as well as tuition 

costs. To that end, we advocate for policies that will reform financial aid streams to better support students 

from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, which cover the non-tuition as well as tuition costs of college 

attendance. Such policies will increase enrollment, persistence, and credential attainment.

Request: We call on the Tennessee General Assembly to pilot reforms that will provide students from low-

income backgrounds with financial aid awards that will defray non-tuition costs. We recommend modifying 

the Tennessee Promise Scholarship from a “last-dollar” award to a “middle-dollar” award. Under this 

modification, Promise students will first receive any qualifying state aid–e.g., Tennessee HOPE, Tennessee 

Student Assistance Awards–second, they will receive Tennessee Promise, to cover their remaining tuition 

balance. Third, these students will receive any federal Pell Grant funding for which they qualify; Pell-eligible 

Promise students will be able to use their federal award to cover non-tuition costs. This aid structure 

will reduce the number of students struggling with food and housing insecurity and will boost statewide 

postsecondary persistence and attainment rates.
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Executive Summary

Background

In Shelby County, Black and Hispanic students are overrepresented in school discipline rates and 

underrepresented in more advanced coursework in addition to scoring the lowest on standardized tests. 

Through its groundbreaking African American Male Empowerment Initiative, Shelby County Schools (SCS) 

attempt to reverse these outcomes for Black boys through “equity, education, and empowerment.” 1  In line with 

the district’s equity approach, this policy analysis explores the impact of racial bias in perpetuating these racial 

inequities. This policy analysis also examines the impact of racial bias on the social-emotional development of 

minority students especially Black children, who make up 73% of the SCS student population.

A first step to confronting racial bias in schools would be for educators, as the frontline of educational 

opportunities, to learn more about the ways racial bias permeates schools. Thus, the Public Policy Committee 

recommends that SCS considers implementing an implicit bias training for educators with a focus on the history 

and systems of racism. Promoting a racial bias discourse within schools calls for furthering this discussion within 

classrooms between educators (who also include administrators) and students. The Public Policy Committee also 

recommends that SCS considers implementing a social justice curriculum to provide students and educators with 

the framework and language to hold these discussions, starting with a three-year pilot program. To overcome the 

social-emotional labor associated with racial bias, the Public Policy Committee recommends that SCS considers 

allocating funding for educational empowerment programs for minority students.

Racial disparities in student achievement and school discipline have remained more or less the same for the 

past nineteen years since the No Child Left Behind Act was enacted to close these gaps. According to the 

2019 National Assessment for Education Progress Report Card for Reading, almost 50% of White fourth grade 

students were proficient in reading compared to only 15% of Black fourth grade students.2  Last year, the U.S. 

Department of Education found that pre-kindergarten Black students were disproportionately overrepresented 

in suspension rates.3 These data points illustrate the pattern of minority students falling academically behind 

their White counterparts. However, when considering racial disparities outside of test scores and other data cuts 

to include students’ socioeconomic disadvantages and the shortcomings of under-resourced, minority-majority 

schools, a different tableau comes to mind — one of minority students facing the additional disparate treatment 

amidst pervasive structural barriers.4

1  “Our Boys Need Us: Equity Education, Empowerment,” Shelby County Schools, 2020, https://www.scsk12.org/ourboys/.
2  Sevon, Mawule A. and Dowtin, Latrice L, “They Tested with Stress” Solving Racial Injustice in Assessment by  Acknowledging

   Adverse Childhood Experiences,” in Agenda for Social Justice 2020: Solutions for 2020, edited by  Muschert, Glenn W, Kristen M.

   Budd, Michelle Christian, and Robert Perrucci (Bristol: Bristol University Press, 2020), 77. 
3  Ibid. 
4  Stuart Green, “Introduction: Teaching for Social Justice,” Counterpoints 316, (2008): 2.

Racial Bias in the Classroom

Charity Porotesano
P U B L I C  P O L I CY  A D V I S O R

by
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Problem
An “institutionalist” framework argues that “racism can be transmitted into institutional practice and policies that 

(intentionally or unintentionally) produce and reproduce differential outcomes for racial minority groups.”12  In 

keeping with this framework, a study found that disciplinary charges against Black students tend to occur at a 

higher level when a school is mostly Black and that consequently, sanctions “can be attributed to school-level 

factors, rather than individual-level differences.”13  The finding from this study largely mirrors SCS’s student 

disciplinary outcomes. SCS data show that Black students made up the majority of the student population in 

School Year 2018 to 2019 and also had the highest rate of in-school suspensions (ISS) compared to White and 

Hispanic students. 

Between 2015 and 2020, rates for in and out-of-school suspension (ISS & OSS) as well as expulsion/remand 

decreased overall, yet Black students continue to have a higher rate across the three categories of school 

discipline. While Black students had the same number of in-school suspension days (1.4) as White students, 

they had longer out-of-school suspension days (3.6) compared to Hispanic (3.1) and White (3.2) students, which 

means that more Black students are losing out on school days. Likewise, Hispanic students, as the second most 

populated racial group, are also losing out on school days; Hispanic students had a longer expulsion and remand 

period of 204.0 days compared to White students (198.2 days) and African American students (185.1 day). Based 

on the aforementioned study, these outcomes suggest that racial bias with regards to school discipline operates 

at an institutional level within SCS; as such, these outcomes speak to the important role that school factors like 

“racial concentration and racial segregation” play in maintaining disparities.14

5 Gallego de Castillo, Lori, “Unconscious Racial Prejudice as Psychological Resistance: A Limitation of the Implicit Bias Model,”

   Critical Philosophy of Race 6. no. 2 (2018): 264.
6  Ibid, 266.
7  Edwards, Lindsey, “Homogeneity and Inequality: School Discipline Inequality and the Role of Racial Composition,” Social Forces 95. no. 1

    (2016): 59. 
8  Apfelbaum, Evan P., Kristin Pauker, Samuel R. Sommers, and Nalini Ambady, “In Blind Pursuit of Racial Equality?” Psychological Science 21,

   no. 11 (2010): 1588.
9   Ibid, 1587.
10 Ibid. 
11   Ibid, 1589 – 1590.
12  Lindsey Edwards, “Homogeneity and Inequality: School Discipline Inequality and the Role of Racial Composition,” Social Forces 95. no. 1

    (2016): 59. 
13  Ibid, 66. 
14  Ibid, 71.

In the context of schools, the current racial tensions across the country underscore the persistence of racial bias 

and its importance in understanding the complexity behind school disparities. Bias “for one group over another”5  

can be either overt or implicit. Several research revealed “that most people hold some implicit biases that 

track social hierarchies, and that implicit racial bias is one of the most widespread kinds of implicit bias.”6 The 

prevalence of “historically negative stereotypes” fuels racial bias in classrooms,7 while color blindness enhances 

it.8 9  

Minimizing racial differences in the classroom through a colorblind approach was meant to promote equality 

among students, but “desensitization to these differences” may sometimes create the opposite effect.10  

For example, a study found that 43% of student participants placed in a “value-diversity” mindset detected 

discrimination when ambiguous evidence of bias was presented compared to only 10% of students placed in 

a colorblindness mindset.11  This study raises concerns regarding the extent to which education systems at all 

levels likely overlook racial discriminations and reproduce disparities due to decades of colorblind teaching in 

addition to the United States’ entrenched history of racial discrimination.
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Figure 1. Source: Seeding Success using data from Shelby County Schools

Figure 2. Source: Seeding Success using data from Shelby County Schools
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Similar racial disparities are reflected in SCS’s academic outcomes. In SY 2018 – 2019, about 30% of Black and 

Hispanic third grade students in Shelby County scored lower than White third graders in reading proficiency.15 

In the same school year, African American elementary students made up less than half of the gifted program 

(47%) even though about 71% of SCS elementary students were Black; furthermore, White elementary students 

represented only 8% of the elementary school population and made up 37% of the gifted program.16 Between 

2015 and 2018, the percentages of White and Asian high school students enrolled in AP courses were at least 

two times more than the AP enrollment of Black and Hispanic high school students. For example in 2018, only 

13.7% of African Americans and 6.3% of Hispanic high school seniors were enrolled in AP courses compared to 

69.8% of Asian and 42.6% of White high school seniors. 

These disparities in academic achievement hold problematic implications for the future prospects of Black 

and Hispanic students. Students who graduate from high school and higher education are more likely to be 

employed since those with a high school degree or less made up 53% of unemployment in 2019.17  However, 

analyzing these data through the lens of racial bias illuminates the school factors that likely contribute to 

maintaining these disparities and thus the status quo. For example, research shows that across the country, 

students’ standardized assessments are “racially and culturally biased against students of color.”18 On account 

of high stakes testing’s pervasiveness, schools are more likely to refer struggling students to testing and to 

assign them an Individualized Education Plan (IEP), firmly placing them into a special education track, rather than 

changing their instruction and curriculum to meet students’ academic needs.19

Rates of Shelby County Schools’ Students Who Took AP Classes
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15  Seeding Success, 3rd Grade Reading Proficiency on TN Ready by Race and Ethnicity. 
16  Kody Leibowitz, “Fox13 Investigates: “Gifted gap’ between ethnicities at Mid-South elementary,” Fox 13, August 14, 2019, https://www

    fox13memphis.com/news/fox13-investigates/fox13-investigates-gifted-gap-between-ethnicities-at-mid-south-elementary-

schools/976140265/.
17  U.S. Department of Education, Relationship between Educational Attainment and Labor Utilization, 2019, https://nces.ed.gov

    pubs2019/2019039.pdf.
18  Mawule A. Sevon and Latrice L. Dowtin, “They Tested with Stress” Solving Racial Injustice in Assessment by Acknowledging Adverse

     Childhood Experiences,” in Agenda for Social Justice 2020: Solutions for 2020, edited by  Muschert, Glenn W, Kristen

    M. Budd, Michelle Christian, and Robert Perrucci, 75 – 85,  Bristol: Bristol University Press, 2020.
19  Ibid, 77.

Table 1. Source: Seeding Success using data from Shelby County Schools.
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Furthermore, Black students “are over two times more likely to be assigned” an IEP plan “for emotional or 

intellectual disability compared to all the other racial and ethnic groups taken together.”20 Children with higher 

scores for adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) are more likely to have learning and behavioral problems, 

but “when these behaviors are displayed by Black children, they are more likely to be charged as behavioral 

problems than they are to be perceived as displaying trauma symptoms.”21  Taking into account referral biases 

provides a nuanced perspective to examine the prevailing narrative of failing Black and Hispanic students in 

Shelby County. One main takeaway from this point of view may be that students of color are being excluded 

from receiving support. In Shelby County, this type of discrimination harkens back to the County’s long history of 

racial exclusion like the removal of Black public officials from holding office in the mid-1890s.22

Racial bias likely holds real ramifications for minority students’ social-emotional growth. A longitudinal study 

of Black adolescents finds that overtime adolescents’ encounters with racial discrimination reinforced their 

perception of the public’s negative regard for Black people and racial discrimination against their racial group.23  

This added perspective creates “another chronic stressor for African American youth” given that their “emerging 

identities are formed in the process of coping with this stressor.”24  The way students view their treatment by 

others such as whether or not they feel welcomed or excluded or whether they are respected or not profoundly 

influences their “academic self-concept” with regards to their “intellectual competence” and “motivation.”25  

Additionally, the worry that minority students may conform to stereotypes likely creates another pressure for 

them to excel and avoid failure.26

Studies in the last twenty years found that a significant correlation exists between depression and race 

discrimination and that “depression is common among adolescents, ranging from 20 percent to 40 percent of 

all adolescents.”27 Implicit racial associations are correlated “with problematic feelings and behaviors” resulting 

from “interracial interaction,” and thus likely to impact student outcomes.28  Any persistence of racial bias and 

negative stereotypes in schools may place an unnecessary social emotional burden on minority children and 

parents to prepare for the potential of racial bias in school.29  Since students of color are the majority of the SCS 

population, this observation likely holds true for many SCS students.

20   Ibid.
21    Ibid, 78.
22  Wanda Rushing, “Neither Old South nor New South Memphis and the Paradoxes of Identity,” in Memphis and the Paradox of Place:

     Globalization in the American South (University of North Carolina, 2009), 45.
23  Eleanor K. Seaton, Tiffany Yip, and Robert M. Sellers, “A Longitudinal Examination of Racial Identity and Racial Discrimination among

     African American Adolescent,” Child Development 80, no. 2 (2009): 413 - 414.
24  Ibid.
25  Nancy E Dowd, “School, Cognitive Bias, and Stereotypes,” in Reimagining Equality: A new Deal for Children of Color, (New York: New York

     University Press, 2018), 22.
26  Ibid.
27  Ibid, 27.
28  Natasha Warikoo, Stacy Sinclair, Jessica Fei, and Drew Jacoby-Senghor, “Examining Racial Bias in Education: A New Approach,”

     Educational Researcher 45. no. 9 (2016): 509.
29  Christian A. Friend, Andrea G. Hunger, and Anne C. Fletcher, “Parental Racial Socialization an the Academic Achievement of African

     American Children: A Cultural-Ecological Approach,” Journal of African American Studies 15, no 1 (2011): 51.
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Solutions

In classrooms, educators may sometimes act too quickly on their negative implicit biases towards students 

from stigmatized groups even though they “express egalitarian and justice-oriented views.”30 Educators work 

under stressful conditions “that heighten the negative impact of implicit associations,” likely leading to negative 

decisions and implications for students such as prematurely initiating special education referral.31 In recent years, 

implicit bias training has become a leading solution to combating racial biases in workplaces and organizations. 

Since implicit bias likely plays out under stressful working conditions, implicit bias training holds the potential for 

providing educators with strategies to minimize acting on their implicit bias when making snap judgments. 

Racial disparities in student achievement and discipline maintain a narrative of deficit-thinking towards minority 

students. Shifting the way educators and students think about disparities calls for providing them with an 

open-minded framework to critique structural inequities and confront deficit-ideologies towards minorities. 

Implementing a social justice curriculum in schools that draws on students’ funds of knowledge from their 

respective cultures could be one way to engage educators and students in confronting deficit ideologies. 

Racial bias both implicit and explicit has shown to have a profound impact on students social emotional 

development. With today’s racial tensions and stress from the COVID-19 pandemic, empowerment programs 

could provide minority students’ the social emotional support that they need during these difficult times.

30   Natasha Warikoo, Stacy Sinclair, Jessica Fei, and Drew Jacoby-Senghor, “Examining Racial Bias in Education: A New Approach,”

     Educational Researcher 45. no. 9 (2016): 509.
31   Natasha Warikoo, Stacy Sinclair, Jessica Fei, and Drew Jacoby-Senghor, “Examining Racial Bias in Education: A New Approach,”

    Educational Researcher 45, no. 9 (2016): 509.
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Solutions Analysis

While implicit bias training has become the foremost solution to addressing racial bias,  it is not without 

controversy. A study found that these trainings may not eliminate the “deleterious effects of stereotypes” 

but actually may contribute to normalizing them.32 Implicit bias training, however, has shown to illuminate for 

participants for the first time the ways in which racism is systemic and to assist them in navigating sensitive 

topics like identity and bias.33 For these latter reasons, implicit bias training is likely a good starting point to help 

people address their own implicit bias.

A comparison of New York City Public Schools’ implicit bias training with Boston Public Schools training reveals 

that a main challenge to rolling out an effective program is building trust among participants when engaging 

in sensitive topics. New York City  implemented its day-long implicit bias training, and critiques of the training 

emphasized participants’ disagreement about the roles that sensitive concepts like White patriarchy and White 

fragility play in their interactions with students. In addition, conversations around implicit bias tend to be very 

personal and introducing sensitive topics like White fragility could be interpreted as blaming educators for 

school inequities. New York City historians and educators recommended connecting the training to the systems 

and history of racism in the country and city to engage educators in further exploration of racial bias.34  This 

approach would not only acknowledge the individual acts and consequences of implicit bias but would also give 

educators a broader understanding of this issue beyond themselves and their “individual attitudes.”35  

Another method to build trust and avoid resentment could be to have peers guide 45-minute discussions every 

week like the Boston Public Schools did. The interpersonal connection between peers lowers inhibitions since 

peers are on equal footing with each other, and consistent meetings provide more time to strengthen trust. 

Boston’s and New York’s trainings were created in-house whereas Indianapolis’ training was contracted out to 

the Racial Equity Institute, a top implicit bias training organization. The Racial Equity Institute offers a program 

that breaks down the history and statistics around racism in addition to connecting implicit bias to systemic 

factors.36 Sourcing out training to a quality firm like the Racial Equity Institute will be a good investment given the 

breadth of discussion topics this organization is able to facilitate. 

Participants in the New York City training also had mixed reactions with some participants finding the training to 

be thorough while others left with the impression that the training did not dig deeper into the issues. Offering 

practical strategies for preventing stereotyping could be one way to strengthen the training’s content. Another 

critique of implicit bias training is that they are too short.

Implicit Bias Training

32   Michelle M. Duguid and Melissa C. Thomas-Hunt, “Condoning stereotyping? How awareness of stereotyping prevalence impacts

     expression of stereotypes,” Journal of Applied Psychology 100, no. 2 (2015): 343-359.
33   Amadou Diallo, “Teachers go to school on racial bias,” 2019, https://hechingerreport.org/teachers-go-to-school-on-racial-bias/.
34   Ansley Erikson, Brian Jones, and Adam Sanchez, “As historians and New York City educators, here’s what we hope teachers hear in the

     city’s new anti-bias training,” Chalkbeat, (2018), https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2018/5/17/21106976/as-historians-and-new-york-city-educators

     here-s-what-we-hope-teachers-hear-in-the-city-s-new-anti-b. 
35  Ibid.
36  Shaina Cavazos, “In a district with segregated schools, program prompts ‘eye opening’ conversations about race,” Chalkbeat (2016),

    https://in.chalkbeat.org/2016/7/1.9/21098894/in-a-district-with-segregated-schools-program-prompts-eye-opening-conversations-about-race
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The mission of a social justice curriculum to “fight against oppression in the long term”37  aligns with the goal of 

this policy analysis to confront racial bias in schools. A social justice curriculum instills in students the leadership 

skills to carry out this mission and provides them with “tools of analysis and resistance.”38  Educators provide 

support through their efforts “to create a learning environment that promotes critical thinking and agency for 

social change.”39  Engaging in this type of high level critical thinking provides students and teachers with the 

space and language to discuss sensitive, complex issues regarding racial bias that they may not have felt 

comfortable to discuss together before.   

As previously suggested by New York City historians and educators, confronting racial bias involves not only 

evaluating the ways that it manifests at the individual level but also making those connections to real world 

systems and institutions. A social justice curriculum provides a platform to guide teachers and students in 

distinguishing “between a view of social justice limited to relational equity . . . and social justice as an ongoing 

struggle directly related to inequitable power.”40  Social justice’s “reconstructionist pedagogy” and its emphasis 

on developing students’ democratic values of advocacy and engagement41 prepares students and teachers 

to make further real world connections such as advocating against racial bias outside the classroom. The 

requirement within a social justice curriculum for “marginalized students” to take the lead provides additional 

empowerment to minority students.42 Outside the classroom, students could continue to empower one another 

by organizing their own student-led conferences or advocacy workshops to share new insight and lessons 

learned from their social justice class.  

A challenge to implementing a social justice curriculum for teachers is navigating different “dilemmas,” or 

“contradictions in practice with which teachers must continually struggle with.”43  One poignant dilemma is 

identifying when and how much of a teacher’s perspective should be shared with students so as not to bias 

students’ opinions. Another dilemma is selecting the issues that the class should tackle based on resources 

available. Providing teachers with quality professional development to teach a social justice curriculum 

effectively is a challenge as well.44  A case study showed a successful social justice curriculum coming into 

fruition after many hours spent between educators to develop a common vision for their social justice curriculum 

and provide feedback on lesson plans.45  Teachers are already stretched thin with their many responsibilities, 

and thus, finding volunteers or interested teachers to organize a social justice curriculum will not be easy.

Social Justice Curriculum & Student Empowerment 

37   Susan A. Gregson, “Negotiating Social Justice Teaching: One Full-Time Teacher’s Practice Viewed from the Trenches,” Journal for

     Research in Mathematics Education 44, no. 1 (2013): 176 – 177.
38   Ibid, 167.
39   Stuart Green, “Introduction: Teaching for Social Justice,” Counterpoints 316, (2008): 4 – 5.
40   Susan A. Gregson, “Negotiating Social Justice Teaching: One Full-Time Teacher’s Practice Viewed from the Trenches,” Journal for

     Research in Mathematics Education 44, no. 1 (2013): 184.
41   Brad W. Kose, “Chapter 3: One Principal’s Influence on Sustained, Systematic, and Differentiated Professional Development for Social

     Justice,” Counterpoints 466. (2016): 34.
42   Susan A. Gregson, “Negotiating Social Justice Teaching: One Full-Time Teacher’s Practice Viewed from the Trenches,” Journal for

      Research in Mathematics Education 44, no. 1 (2013): 177.
43   Ibid, 169.
44   Brad W. Kose, “Chapter 3: One Principal’s Influence on Sustained, Systematic, and Differentiated Professional Development for Social

     Justice,” Counterpoints 466. (2016): 33.
45   Ibid, 193.
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Recommendations

A study found that “simply encouraging teachers to be empathetic in disciplining Black students steeply reduced 

suspension rates.”46 This finding hints at the possibility that educators could be trained to “effectively manage 

the negative outcomes linked with their racial associations.”47  Research also shows that conducting training 

with “bias reduction strategies” such as stereotype replacement, increased contact with racialized others, 

individuation, and perspective taking could assist with reducing bias in the long run.48  

Under the African American Male Empowerment Initiative, Shelby County Schools has made it a goal to establish 

an equity institute to train all educators to “interrupt patterns of implicit bias, social inequality, and internalized 

oppression.”49  The Public Policy Committee recommends that the Shelby County Schools district consider 

recruiting mostly educators for the equity institute in order to gain support and insight from educators 

and adopting an implicit bias training that ties implicit bias to the systems and history of racism. A well-

researched implicit bias training will have an easier implementation, since it will have minimized areas open to 

critique that will undoubtedly come with a new professional development launch. Suggested implicit bias models 

to examine would be the Boston Public Schools and Indianapolis Public Schools trainings because they have a 

track record for building buy-in from educators.

Students and educators have an opportunity to address racial bias within classrooms, and a social justice 

curriculum would provide the framework for them to hold these discussions. The Public Policy Committee 

recommends that Shelby County Schools consider establishing a three-year pilot program to research 

and implement a social justice curriculum and framework for social studies at a pilot school. The social 

justice principle of connecting the fight against oppression to real world circumstances make the International 

Baccalaureate (IB) framework ideal for this pilot program. The International Baccalaureate is an internationally 

recognized program that teaches critical pedagogy, and studies found that IB provides students a common 

language to neutrally explore and discuss complex ideas like racism –an approach that is arguably much 

needed in today’s divisive political climate.50 51  A suggested social justice curriculum to adopt would be the Zinn 

Education Project, which is a free resource that “emphasizes the role of working people, women, people of color, 

and organized social movements in shaping history.”52

Recommendation 1

Recommendation 2

46   Natasha Warikoo, Stacy Sinclair, Jessica Fei, and Drew Jacoby-Senghor, “Examining Racial

     Bias in Education: A New Approach,” Educational Researcher 45. no. 9 (2016): 512.
47   Ibid.
48   Lori Gallego de Castillo, “Unconscious Racial Prejudice as Psychological Resistance: A Limitation of the Implicit Bias Model,” Critical

     Philosophy of Race 6. no. 2 (2018): 276.
49   Shelby County Schools, “Our Boys Need Us: Education Equity and Empowerment,” 2020, http://www.scsk12.org/ourboys/.
50   Kristin Sovis and Sarah Pancost, “The International Baccalaureate Learner Profile: A Social Justice Framework in the English Language

     Arts Classroom,” Language Arts Journal Of Michigan 32, no 2 (2017): 46 – 51.
51   Brad W. Kose, “Chapter 3: One Principal’s Influence on Sustained, Systematic, and Differentiated Professional Development for Social

     Justice,” Counterpoints 466, (2016): pp. 33-42.
52   Teaching for Change, “Zinn Education Project Teaching for Change and Rethinking Schools collaborate to bring a people’s history to the

      classroom,” 2020, https://www.teachingforchange.org/zinnedproject.
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Recommendations

Empowerment programs like student unions or student-led conferences in companionship with a social justice 

curriculum will provide students with an additional support system and the resources to address racial bias. 

The Public Policy Committee recommends that Shelby County Schools allocates money specifically for 

educational empowerment programs for minority students, particularly Black and Hispanic students.    

Recommendation 3

Conclusion

Obstacles
Funding for New York City Public Schools’ implicit bias training will amount to $23,000,000 over the course of 

four years, while California’s funding for implicit bias training comes to $500,000. An obstacle to funding an 

implicit bias training is first determining how much SCS will be able to spend. The IB program has candidacy 

fees that run in the thousands in addition to annual fees, and thus funding for an IB program may not be feasible 

especially if the school district’s budget continues to remain tight. 

Educators’ buy-in for both the implicit bias and the IB program is key to a successful launch because they will 

have to attend the trainings and teach the social justice curriculum. With COVID-19 exacerbating work fatigue, 

it will not be easy to find educators who are willing to spearhead these two recommendations. Additionally, it 

will be even harder to find qualified, experienced educators to lead these projects because they may already 

have other commitments. Likewise, SCS may not have the administrative staff and resources to oversee the 

implementation of these two recommended programs. 

An implicit bias training would benefit many educators in getting them thinking about racism in the United States 

and the ways that they may unconsciously or consciously contribute to perpetuating inequities. An educator 

who takes implicit bias training and at the same time teaches a social justice curriculum, learning alongside their 

student, could come away with an even greater understanding to deal with racial bias in their own lives and at 

school. As the country seeks to heal from recent racial tragedies, schools are at a unique position to lead efforts 

to reduce racial bias and discrimination.
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Opportunity Youth Analysis

Anthony Hanna
D I R E C TO R  O F  P U B L I C  P O L I CY

by

Opportunity Youth in Memphis and Shelby County face a myriad of obstacles ranging from inaccessible 

postsecondary education, failing K-12 schools, and a severe shortage of full-time jobs paying a living wage. 

Though there are several service providers and government offices operating small-scale programs to provide 

career/technical training and job placements, there is very little coordination between government, service 

providers, funders, educational institutions, and the business community in building a long-term strategy to 

address the root causes of disconnection for the approximately 45,000 Opportunity Youth in the Greater 

Memphis area. 

To address this issue, we request that Memphis and Shelby County provide a total of $120,000 in funding to 

create a joint Office of Opportunity Youth. This modest amount of funding is much less than what is needed to 

solve the problem, but it is a politically reasonable request in the current climate. The initial funding will be used 

to pay the salaries of a coordinator who will act as a liaison between the City and County governments, as well 

as that of an office assistant. This coordinator will be responsible for building a backbone coalition consisting 

of government, service providers, funders, postsecondary institutions, K-12 education partners, and business 

entities in Memphis and Shelby County to advocate for programs and policies that would benefit the Opportunity 

Youth population in the area. In providing this initial funding for three years, City Council and County Commission 

will demonstrate their commitment to establishing a long-term foundational strategy to reconnect a majority of 

Opportunity Youth, as well as stymie the flow of newly disconnected youth every year. 

At the same time, it would be beneficial to explore the possibility of the City and County providing temporary 

funding for additional job training programs to assist the current Opportunity Youth population while building the 

foundational system to stymie the flow of new disconnected youth in the future. 

Executive Summary
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Opportunity Youth, defined as youth aged 16-24 who are out of school and out of work, number nearly 5 million, 

or 11% of the national age group.53  Opportunity Youth also tend to be disproportionately youth of color, with 78% 

of these youth in Memphis identifying as African-American.54  The City of Memphis ranks number one nationally 

for the highest percentage of Opportunity Youth, with approximately 27,000 such youth – or 17%.55 This does 

not take into account the greater Memphis area, including Shelby County and parts of Mississippi and Arkansas, 

taking the estimation as high as 45,000 youth.56 The percentage of Opportunity Youth in Memphis has remained 

largely consistent over the last ten years, indicating a steady influx of new Opportunity Youth, even as already 

disengaged youth either age out of the group or are reconnected with education or employment opportunities. 

In terms of educational background, more than half of Opportunity Youth in Memphis have a high school diploma 

or high school equivalence,57  and only about 12% of those who hold an associate degree are Opportunity 

Youth.58  

Across Shelby County, most Opportunity Youth live in households whose family income does not exceed 

$50,000.59  Additionally, fewer than half of Opportunity Youth nationwide live with their parents, and many lack 

stable housing.60  This likely contributes to the fact that many of these youth begin a postsecondary degree or 

credentialing program but often drop out due to external factors.61

More than 4,000 youth between the ages of 18 and 24 in Shelby County have felony records, while nearly 1,400 

live under supervision.62  This points to a foundational lack of economic opportunity, and may be indicative 

of punitive correctional laws and regulations that severely penalize compounded minor infractions and levy 

significant fines against youth from low-income households.

In addition to the financial constraints felt by Opportunity Youth in Memphis and Shelby County, it is estimated 

that each Opportunity Youth costs the County an estimated $13,600 annually in direct social costs, totaling 

$346.2 million annually.63  When considering the socioeconomic constraints that Opportunity Youth face and 

their potential involvement in the criminal justice system, we can also take into account the cost of correctional 

facilities (more than $40 million of the County budget)64  and potential increased policing in the City ($268.6 

million)65  and County ($180 million).66

Background

53   “City of Memphis Opportunity Youth Strategic Plan Update.” Memphis, TN, 2018.
54   Lockridge-Steckel, Sarah. “The Opportunity Project,” 2016.
55   “City of Memphis Opportunity Youth Strategic Plan Update”
56   Lockridge-Steckel
57   Lockridge-Steckel
58   “City of Memphis Opportunity Youth Strategic Plan Update”
59   “City of Memphis Opportunity Youth Strategic Plan Update”
60   Bridgeland, John M., and Jessica A. Milano. Rep. Opportunity Road: The Promise and Challenge of America’s Forgotten Youth, 2012.
61   “City of Memphis Opportunity Youth Strategic Plan Update”
62   Lockridge-Steckel
63   “City of Memphis Opportunity Youth Strategic Plan Update”
64   Fiscal Year 2021 Adopted Budget § (2020).
65   City of Memphis FY2020 Operating Budget § (2019).
66   Fiscal Year 2021 Adopted Budget § (2020).



Seeding Success Public Policy Agenda PAGE 19

Nationally, it is estimated that each Opportunity Youth, when not reconnected with educational and economic 

opportunities to advance their socioeconomic status, can cost upwards of $755,000 over their lifetime.67 

There are several nonprofit and governmental organizations across Memphis and Shelby County engaged in 

work to reconnect youth with economic and educational opportunities, as well as working with youth who are 

living under supervision or with criminal records to ease the burden of their involvement in the criminal justice 

system on their trajectories. The Collective Blueprint68 provides career coaching and technical training to 

disconnected youth through a 6-12 month program. The goal is to not only provide credentialing, but to help 

youth retain and build their career. The Workforce Investment Network69  also provides tutoring, alternative 

secondary school services, work experience, and career and skills training to youth aged 14-24. Many other 

organizations work tangentially on the issue by pushing for reform of failing schools, providing training in areas 

such as coding, and providing youth counseling services.

On the city government side, the Memphis Office of Youth Services (MOYS)70 runs three programs to assist youth 

in building their employment connections and providing them with summer employment opportunities with 

businesses across the city. There is also a MOYS program specifically geared toward re-engaging with youth 

who have been involved in the juvenile justice system. The programming conducted at MOYS is primarily aimed 

at youth aged 14-18 and does not have a specific focus on disconnected youth. 

Within the Shelby County government, the Office of Reentry71 aims to help returning citizens connect with 

employment by providing reentry resources such as technical training. The Shelby County Community Services 

Agency72  provides rent and utility assistance, among other services, to low-income residents – likely including 

many Opportunity Youth. The Shelby County government, under the Director of Education, provides pre-

apprenticeship programs that help facilitate workforce connections for students.

67   Belfield, Clive R., Henry M. Levin, and Rachel Rosen. “The Economic Value of Opportunity Youth.” Civic Enterprises, 2012.
68   The Collective Blueprint. Accessed September 22, 2020. https://changeiscollective.org/program.
69   Workforce Investment Network. Accessed September 22, 2020. http://workforceinvestmentnetwork.com/youth-services/introduction.
70   “Enrichment Programs.” Memphis Office of Youth Services. Accessed September 22, 2020. https://www.cityofmemphisyouth.org/.
71   “About Us.” Shelby County Office of ReEntry. Accessed September 22, 2020. https://reentry.shelbycountytn.gov/content/about-us.
72   Shelby County Community Services Agency. Accessed September 22, 2020. https://shelbycountycsa.org/.
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It is impossible to separate the history of racism and poverty from the problems that Opportunity Youth face 

in Memphis and Shelby County. The systemic roadblocks to upward mobility for Black and economically 

disadvantaged youth such as chronically underfunded and failing public schools, the city’s reliance on cheap 

labor, and a disproportionately levied criminal justice system result in unnecessarily high numbers of these youth 

disconnected from school and work. Due to the cyclical and generational nature of poverty, coupled with the 

general shortage of economic and employment opportunity in Memphis and Shelby County, there is no singular, 

overarching problem to solve to alleviate all of the burdens that our Opportunity Youth face. With this in mind, 

there are several problems that must be understood as a combination to begin to move forward on a solution for 

Opportunity Youth locally. 

One of the primary drivers of the Opportunity Youth population is a lack of investment in high-quality 

employment opportunities. Memphis is known for its enormous logistics and transportation industry,73  in large 

part due to companies such as FedEx. These types of industries utilize huge workforces of part-time and temp 

jobs, usually filled by young, low-income workers. These jobs often lead to personnel cycling in and out of the 

organization, leaving those holding the position with “perma-temp” jobs offering no benefits or with short-term, 

insufficient income. Because this is a cost-effective and profitable structure for large companies, there is little 

incentive for business leaders to make any changes. This, coupled with the city’s adherence to a $7.25 minimum 

wage (well below any estimation of a livable wage), helps drive and sustain the large number of Memphians 

living in poverty. 

This leads to a second problem: The organizations doing work to support Opportunity Youth in Memphis and 

Shelby County are only able to provide services reaching as far as helping youth find already existing jobs in 

a labor market that is not prepared to take in 45,000 young people. These organizations often do it in silos, 

leading to confusion for young people and often duplicative work.74  Organizations providing services for 

Opportunity Youth do so within the scope of their mission, which often does not span the entirety of the problem 

the youth face. Additional sub-problems resulting from little public/private coordination to address the issue 

include a lack of informational hubs for youth, insufficient data gathering and sharing, and a short reach. 

Neither of the problems mentioned above even touch on the other side of the Opportunity Youth dilemma: 

disconnection from education. This is where the Opportunity Youth work intersects with both the K-12 Public 

Education and Postsecondary proposals. Students who do not receive the proper supports in K-12 classrooms or 

are subject to disproportionately funded failing schools often drop out, resulting in a graduation rate at Shelby 

County Schools that is nearly 10% lower than the state average.75  Despite this, as stated above, a majority of 

Opportunity Youth in Shelby County hold high school diplomas. Many even have some level of postsecondary 

education, but do not continue due to external factors. These factors can include small financial emergencies 

such as a broken-down car or unexpected bill. Once youth are disconnected from education, it becomes 

exponentially harder to reconnect as time goes on, leading to chronically disengaged youth.76

Problem

73   Lockridge-Steckel
74   Lockridge-Steckel
75   Pignolet, Jennifer. “Graduation Rates up across Suburban Shelby Districts, down Slightly in SCS.” Commercial Appeal, 2018.
76   Belfield, Clive R., Henry M. Levin, and Rachel Rosen. “The Economic Value of Opportunity Youth.” Civic Enterprises, 2012.



Seeding Success Public Policy Agenda PAGE 21

Solutions

One potential avenue to alleviate some of the burdens that Opportunity Youth face would be to increase the 

minimum wage in Memphis/Shelby County. The current minimum wage is the same as the federal minimum 

wage – $7.25/hour. The minimum wage has remained the same since July of 2009, despite inflation and 

increases in the cost of living nationwide.77  According to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, however, 

a living wage for one adult with no children in Shelby County would be around $11/hour, rising incrementally 

with the addition of each child.78 This means that the minimum wage in Shelby County would need to increase 

by nearly 55% to meet the basic needs of just a single adult with no children. Though the need is immediate, 

this could be done incrementally, as was the case in Seattle,79  to reach a minimum wage that does not keep 

residents of Memphis and Shelby County in poverty. This would apply to all minimum wage jobs in the city/

county, including temp and part-time jobs. Additionally, the minimum wage would be tied to inflation to offset the 

increase in yearly costs of living. 

Increase the minimum wage. 

Using cities such as Chicago80  as a model, Memphis and Shelby County could provide funding to establish 

neighborhood hubs to provide information and assistance to Opportunity Youth, as well as gather the necessary 

data to better serve the population. Among other services, these hubs would provide information on enrolling in 

postsecondary education, GED services, career and technical training, and job boards. Most Opportunity Youth in 

the area reside in the same zip code and attended the same failing schools,81  providing insight into where these 

hub locations would be most vital. These Opportunity Hubs could be located in local public neighborhoods or 

community centers. 

Establish neighborhood information hubs.

One major issue outlined by organizations servicing Opportunity Youth in Memphis is a lack of sufficient funding 

to run job training programs. Though there are some high-quality job openings available in Memphis, many 

Opportunity Youth lack the training required to fill these roles. As such, sources of revenue for job training 

programs should be explored, including leveraging public and private funding, using dedicated fees to fund the 

trainings, and partnering with existing agencies such as service providers and businesses to deliver the services.82

Increase funding for job training. 

77   Wage and Hour Division, History of Federal Minimum Wage Rates Under the Fair Labor Standards Act, 1938 - 2009 § (n.d.).
78   “Living Wage Calculator.” Living Wage Calculation for Shelby County, Tennessee. Accessed September 22, 2020. https://livingwage.mit.

edu/counties/47157.
79   “$15 Minimum Wage.” Office of the Mayor - Mayor Edward B. Murray, 2014. http://murray.seattle.gov/minimumwage/.
80   “Chicago, Illinois.” The Aspen Institute Forum for Community Solutions, 2019. https://aspencommunitysolutions.org/chicago-illinois/.
81    Lockridge-Steckel
82   Mikelson, Kelly S., and Ian Hecker. Rep. Public Funding for Job Training at the State and Local Level.

      Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2018.
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To combat the issue of a lack of coordination between government, businesses, and service organizations, 

Memphis and Shelby County could establish a joint Office of Opportunity Youth to coordinate any efforts to 

reduce the number of disconnected youth in the county. Through an interoperability agreement, the City and 

County would each fund half of one salary for a coordinator to act as a liaison between the two governments, as 

well as the salary of an office assistant. This coordinator would solely focus on the issue of Opportunity Youth, 

rather than the patchwork group of current government employees and services assisting disconnected youth. 

In year one, this coordinator would build relationships with the business community, determine the backbone 

service entities assisting Opportunity Youth in finding employment/education, and determine funding streams 

from grants and foundations. The coordinator would then convene this coalition, by mandate, periodically to 

solicit recommendations and determine the best possible community solutions for Opportunity Youth. This 

could include a county-wide survey of youth, establishing and maintaining neighborhood hubs, and creating 

new technical training/apprenticeship programs. The budget for the office will grow to $500,000 and $1 million, 

respectively over years 2 and 3. In addition, the coordinator would be responsible for determining necessary 

budgetary items (such as establishment of neighborhood hubs) for each of the next 5 years and communicating 

this to the City and County governments during their budget processes. The coordinator, in conjunction with the 

coalition, will also be responsible for determining the best possible policy solutions to promote to the local (and 

potentially state) governments to support Opportunity Youth. This may include criminal justice solutions, more 

need-based financial aid in postsecondary education, tax incentives for job creation, career training alignment in 

K-12 schools, etc.

Establish a joint City/County Office of Opportunity Youth.
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Neighborhood hubs would be a beneficial resource for Opportunity Youth in the area, but simply establishing 

the hubs would be an insufficient solution. Without oversight, coordination, and sustained resources, these hubs 

would be unsustainable and counterproductive to their mission by causing more confusion and frustration for the 

youth. While it would be a relatively inexpensive solution (approximately $60,000 for the first two hubs),87  it is 

not a viable long-term solution on its own.

Establish neighborhood information hubs.

Solution Analysis

Increasing the minimum wage is a crucial policy solution required all across the country. Some cities and states 

have taken up the call, but the minimum wage in all of Tennessee remains $7.25. Though the City83 and County84  

have both raised the minimum wage for public employees to meet the cost of living standard in the area, private 

employees have still seen no respite. This is likely due to a 2013 Tennessee state law that preempts local 

governments from requiring a minimum wage from private employers above that of the federal minimum wage 

as a condition of operating the business within the locality.85  There is some debate, however, over whether this 

law prohibits localities from raising the minimum wage entirely or if the only restriction is that localities cannot 

make compliance with an increased minimum wage a condition of operating within the bounds of the locality.86 

If the latter is the case, then Memphis/Shelby County could increase the minimum wage for private employees 

while levying a fine against employers who do not comply that is equivalent to a large percentage of each 

employee’s annual wages. These fines could then be used to fund more robust social services. 

Unfortunately, simply raising the minimum wage does little to alleviate the burdens felt by most Opportunity 

Youth, as it would only affect those who are employed. It does not increase the number of employment 

opportunities available to disconnected youth, nor does it help connect them with educational opportunities. 

As such, it is an insufficient solution for the purposes of this scope of work. It should, however, be considered 

in conjunction with other solutions, as it would help keep youth connected and out of poverty once they find 

employment.

Increase the minimum wage. 

83   Watts, Micaela A. “Here’s Who Is Paying at Least $15 an Hour in the Memphis Area.” The Commercial Appeal, July 10, 2019. https://www

     commercialappeal.com/story/news/breaking/2019/07/09/who-pays-least-15-hour-memphis-and-shelby-county/1655590001/.
84   “Shelby County Commission Finalizes Minimum Wage for County Employees.” WMC Action News 5, August 27, 2019.

      https://www.wmcactionnews5.com/2019/08/27/shelby-county-commission-finalizes-minimum-wage-county-employees/.
85   “2016 Tennessee Code: Title 50 - Employer and Employee: Chapter 2 - Wage Regulations: Part 1 - General Provisions: § 50-2-112.

      Restrictions on Local Government Authority Regarding Requiring Private Employers to Pay Wages in Excess of Federal and State Minimum

      Hourly Wage Laws.” Justia Law. Accessed September 23, 2020. https://law.justia.com/codes/tennessee/2016/title-50/chapter-2/part-1

      section-50-2-112/.
86   Horwitz, Daniel. “You Know That State Law That Prohibits Cities in Tennessee from Raising the Minimum Wage? It Doesn’t.” Web log.

     Supreme Court of Tennessee Blog (blog), February 20, 2016. https://scotblog.org/2016/02/you-know-that-state-law-that-prohibits-cities-in

     tennessee-from-raising-the-minimum-wage-it-doesnt/.
87   “City of Memphis Opportunity Youth Strategic Plan Update”
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Additional funding for job training is a necessary step to closing the gap between available high-quality jobs 

and many current Opportunity Youth in the Memphis area. This solution, however, does not address the overall 

shortage of jobs that pay a living wage as compared to the tens of thousands of disconnected youth in the area. 

As such, it should be considered in conjunction with other solutions that would each address a different aspect 

of the many barriers to re-entry and upward mobility that Opportunity Youth in Memphis face.

Creating a joint Office of Opportunity Youth between the City and County governments would provide a 

significant step in the process of reducing the number of Opportunity Youth in the area. While there are currently 

several different governmental, charitable, and nonprofit entities providing a variety of services that benefit 

disconnected youth in one way or another, there is no overarching collaborative structure to coordinate all of 

this work. Because of this, the Opportunity Youth work in the City/County is characterized by siloed trainings, 

independently funded projects, and small increases in employer capacity for new hires. Similarly, there seems 

to be a much greater emphasis on providing employment and technical training options to disconnected youth 

than on finding solutions to aid a student who may have dropped out of school due to financial strain or any 

other burden. An office focused solely on the needs of Opportunity Youth would represent an important avenue 

for rectifying many of the different nuanced and unique challenges that Opportunity Youth in Memphis and 

Shelby County face, while also building the foundation for continued services and a strategy to prevent the influx 

of disconnected youth before they become disconnected from school or employment. 

Increase funding for job training.

Establish a joint City/County Office of Opportunity Youth.

In early 2018, Seeding Success helped to convene a group of over 40 organizations and individuals across 

Memphis in a planning effort to help reconnect 20,000 Opportunity Youth by 2025.88  This working group 

established a plan with several concurring solutions to address the problem, beginning with the establishment of 

a joint Office of Opportunity Youth between Memphis and Shelby County. 

Though the recommendation provided within the supporting document called for an initial investment of $1 

million with exponentially larger investments in subsequent years to sustain the work, the current financial 

situation resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic requires a more incremental approach. As such, the 

recommendation is for an investment of $120,000 – split evenly between the Memphis and Shelby County 

governments in an interoperability agreement – for the establishment of a joint office to serve Opportunity Youth. 

This investment will pay the salary and benefits of the liaison as well as that of an office assistant, and will have 

an initial 3-year, expanding funding commitment. Funding for year 2 will be set at $500,000, with an investment 

of $1 million during year 3. A sample budget for years 2 and 3 is provided in the appendix of this memo.

Recommendation

88   “City of Memphis Opportunity Youth Strategic Plan Update”
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There are a couple of different options available regarding the structure and placement of this office. If the Office 

of Opportunity Youth were to be folded into the governments of the City/County, it would specifically fall within 

the Executive budget in the City of Memphis, and the Administration budget within Shelby County. The benefit 

of this option lies in its proximity to local government, making it easier to advocate for programs and policies 

that benefit disconnected youth. Another option is for the City and County to send out a Request For Proposals 

(RFP) for a fiscal agent to fill the role of liaison in coordinating the City’s and County’s Opportunity Youth work. 

The benefit of this option is the security of having a dedicated staff member who will solely focus on Opportunity 

Youth work for the duration of the grant, rather than a couple of repurposed City employees assigned to address 

the issue (as has been the case in years past). An example of this type of structure can be found in the First 8 

Memphis model of early childhood services.89 This recommendation in this memo will not specify which is the 

better structure, as it will largely be determined by the political feasibility and cost of each option in the eyes of 

City Council and County Commission. 

Regarding the source of funding, it remains to be determined what the most palatable area of each budget from 

which to reallocate funding would be. One solution involves soliciting the opinions of City Council Members and 

County Commissioners, while advocating for a reallocation in funding from areas that would see a reduction in 

necessity if the Opportunity Youth population is reduced. 

As stated above, the office will spend the first year building a coalition of funders, businesses, government 

officials, and service providers to advise the direction of the office’s work and policy advocacy. This coalition 

should have a backbone consisting of a top business partner (such as the Chamber), a top service organization 

(such as Collective Blueprint), and top funder contacts. The coalition will meet periodically to provide updates 

on funding streams, services, and the status of projects and policy advocacy in the works. Every other meeting 

should include a roundtable of youth voices for community oversight. 

Following the establishment of a backbone coalition, the office will move toward executing the recommendations 

of the coalition members, which may include allocating City/County funding or philanthropic grants to establish 

neighborhood Opportunity Youth hubs or advocating for a realignment in business hiring practices to better suit 

the availability of labor. The coordinator will also act as a liaison between the City and County governments to 

advocate for policies that the coalition agree would be beneficial to the Opportunity Youth population, such as 

enacting Ban the Box policies, changes to K-12 curricula to align better with the state of the local economy, and 

incentives for businesses to hire disconnected youth. The coordinator will also be required to report quarterly 

progress on the office’s work before City Council and County Commission. 

At the same time, the City and County should explore injecting additional funds into job training programs to 

sustain the reconnection of current Opportunity Youth. 

89   First 8 Memphis. Accessed September 22, 2020. https://first8memphis.org/. 
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Obstacles

Perhaps the most obvious obstacle to implementing this solution is the availability of funding. It is no secret that 

the budgets of Memphis and Shelby County are strained,90  which has only been exacerbated by the COVID-19 

pandemic. The solution outlined by the coalition convened by Seeding Success in 2018 requests a hefty, albeit 

necessary, sum to build a sustainable foundation for reconnecting the 45,000 Opportunity Youth in the Memphis 

area. While the recommendation outlined above would request a more modest allocation of $120,000 from 

Memphis and Shelby County, there is always a potential for resistance to new budgetary requests. Furthermore, 

any additional recommendations from the office and backbone coalition such as neighborhood information 

hubs would require additional funding. As such, the framework for advocating for this solution should focus 

on the economic deficit that would lift with the reconnection of Opportunity Youth. Though we understand 

that reconnecting these youth is, above all, a moral obligation, we must adjust our strategy to best utilize the 

available economic data to our benefit when speaking with elected officials. As the office is established, the 

coordinator must also keep in mind the necessity of external funding to the solutions they will pursue. 

Funding

Though local businesses have been involved in several initiatives to improve access to employment for 

disconnected youth through programs such as those run by the Memphis Office of Youth Services and Shelby 

County Government, there is currently little incentive to prioritize adding higher-paying full time jobs to their 

workforce. Therefore, it is critical that voices from the business community are involved in the backbone coalition 

and planning processes, to maximize the potential for solutions and policies that would facilitate the expansion 

of quality employment opportunities for Opportunity Youth.

Business Buy-In 

Another potential obstacle comes in the form of the ability to balance long-term goals with the short-term 

needs of Opportunity Youth. Those youth who are currently disconnected from school and employment need 

immediate assistance in the form of opportunities to pursue. That is why the work of organizations like Collective 

Blueprint is key to the success of the foundation building process outlined above. They and their funders will 

continue to provide assistance to youth, while also playing a leading role in the backbone coalition that will build 

the foundation for the City/County work to reconnect 45,000 youth long-term. This is the framework we should 

use when any question arises regarding the use of funding for long-term planning purposes when immediate 

assistance is needed. 

Immediate Needs 

90   Burgess, Katherine. “Shelby County Officials Trade Barbs during Heated Meeting over Strained Budget.” The Commercial Appeal, April 29,

     2020. https://www.commercialappeal.com/story/news/local/2020/04/29/shelby-county-officials-trade-barbs-during-meeting-over-strained

      budget-proposed-mayor-lee-harris/3052383001/.
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Clearly, there are no easy solutions to the multitude of problems that disconnected youth in Memphis and 

Shelby County face. It is difficult to address barriers such as access to education and employment when they are 

inherently intertwined with systemic issues of racism and poverty. The current formula, however effective it is 

to youth who receive services on an individual basis, is not a long-term solution. That is why it is imperative that 

Memphis and Shelby County begin to build the foundation for an intentional, cross-sector collaborative effort 

to address the tens of thousands of Opportunity Youth in the area. Though obstacles such as funding debates 

and business buy-in will inevitably stand in the way, there is no long-term solution to this problem that exists in 

continued organizational silos. As such, Memphis City Council and Shelby County Commission must provide 

funding to create a joint Office of Opportunity Youth to address the problem.

Conclusion
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Appendix

*Budgets are samples based on the City of Memphis Opportunity Youth Strategic Plan Update. 

Additional funding will be required from external funders to meet all program goals and budget 

items listed in the strategic plan.

Item

Total: $500,000

Budget Notes

O�ce Sta�

Neighborhood Hubs (2)

Neighborhood Hub Sta� (2)

Marketing and Outreach

Administrative Costs

$140,000

$60,000

$90,000

$200,000

$10,000

Liaison, o�ce assistant, potential part-time sta�

Locations in two libraries

One sta�er in each location

Advertisements, events, outreach to youth

Costs a�liated with convening the backbone
coalition, membership in national OY network

*Year 2 Sample Budget:

Item

Total: $1 million

Budget Notes

O�ce Sta�

Neighborhood Hubs (5)

Neighborhood Hub Sta� (5)

Marketing and Outreach

Administrative Costs

Data System & Continuous
Improvement

Program Evaluation & Monitoring

Programming & Trainings

$140,000

$100,000

$250,000

$200,000

$10,000

$100,000

$100,000

$100,000

Liaison, o�ce assistant, potential part-time sta�

Expand locations to community centers, Parks & Rec

One sta� in each location, $40K + benefits

Advertisements, events, outreach to youth

Costs a�liated with convening the backbone
coalition, membership in national OY network

Data sharing, software

In-depth oversight

Job interviews, soft skills, resume building

*Year 3 Sample Budget:
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Statewide Computer
Science Strategy

Bailey Myers
P U B L I C  P O L I CY  S P E C I A L  A S S I S TA N T

by

In April of 2020, Public Chapter No. 454 task force dedicated to expanding computer science education 

throughout the state of Tennessee published a statewide plan featuring policy recommendations. Among six 

recommended policies, high school access to computer science education has been identified as the priority 

strategy. The high school computer science education policy recommendations suggest the development of a 

law that requires each public high school to offer one computer science course out of a variety already approved 

by the state. It also calls for the design of an implementation plan for computer science course policy so that 

schools have adequate time to comply with statutory requirements. Since the publication of this statewide plan, 

none of the recommendations have been adopted or codified into state law.

To address this issue, we are requesting the Tennessee General Assembly to adopt the policy recommendation 

requiring Tennessee public high schools to offer at least one computer science course. The suggested timeline 

would require each school district to ensure that at least one high school in its system shall offer at least one 

course in computer science within the first year of policy adoption. Within three years of policy adoption, 

each school district shall ensure that at least 50% of high schools in the school district shall offer at least one 

computer science course. Within five years of policy adoption, each school district shall ensure that all high 

schools in its school system offer at least one computer science course. Additionally, we expect adequate 

funding to be provided to the public school system in order to accelerate student access to at least one or more 

computer science courses in each public high school.

Executive Summary
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In May of 2019, Governor Bill Lee signed Public Chapter No. 454 into law to address the importance of computer 

science education for the students of Tennessee. This legislation charged the Department of Education with the 

development of a strategic plan for computer science in grades K-12 throughout the state. In April of 2020, Public 

Chapter No. 454 strategic plan was published. 

The Strategic Plan identifies places for growth within the current K-12 system and outlines policy recommendations to 

address identified needs. The recommendations cover high school access to computer science, elementary school 

integration, core admissions requirements for post-secondary education, educator preparation, underrepresented 

students earning college credit, and teacher support. These policy recommendations serve as strategies to increase 

access to computer science education in grades K-12, as well as increase employment within the computer science 

industry across Tennessee.

Among the 6 recommended policies, high school access to computer science education has been identified as the 

priority strategy. This recommendation is outlined in detail below.

 

The high school computer science education policy recommendations suggested aim to provide all students within 

Tennessee the opportunity to choose from a variety of computer science courses at any point within their high school 

career. Early exposure to computer science would help Tennessee students to be better prepared for the “needs of 

job creators of today and tomorrow.”

The high school computer science education policy recommendations are as follows:

1.  Develop a law that requires each public high school to select one computer science course from a wide array

    of computer science courses to offer within two years. 

2. Design an implementation plan for computer science course policy so that schools have adequate time to

     comply with statutory requirements:

 a. Within one year of policy adoption, each school district shall ensure that at least one high school in its

     system shall offer at least one course in computer science.

 b. Within three years of policy adoption, each school district shall ensure that at least 50% of high

     schools in the school district shall offer at least one computer science course.

 c. Within five years of policy adoption, each school district shall ensure that all high schools in its school

     system offer at least one computer science course.

2. Create a policy requiring the department to collect and include computer science data in the district and

     school dashboard including:

 a. The implementation of computer science related policies, including the course offering mandate;

 b. The number and name(s) of computer science courses offered in each public secondary school; and

 c. Student participation in rigorous computer science courses broken down by course (eg. Virtual, AP,

     IB, dual enrollment, etc.) and disaggregated by demographics including but not limited to: gender,

     diverse races/ethnicities, rural students, low-income students, students taking exams for college

     credit, and students earning college credit while in high school for computer science.

2. Formulate targets within one year of policy adoption to increase the number of all students, especially

     underrepresented groups, participating in computer science, particularly those opportunities that lead to

     college credit while in high school. The targets shall be achieved within 5 years of policy adoption. 

3. Provide adequate funding to accelerate student access to at least one or more computer science courses

    in each public high school.

These recommendations have been approved for adoption with a suggested implementation date of 2025.

Background
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In July of 2020, a recommended timeline for implementation of these policy recommendations was published, 

though there have been no further updates on the implementation of this statewide plan. No timeline nor laws 

have been codified nor adopted by the state regarding computer science education. We are requesting the 

Tennessee General Assembly to adopt the policy recommendation requiring Tennessee public high schools 

to offer at least one computer science course. The suggested timeline would require each school district to 

ensure that at least one high school in its system shall offer at least one course in computer science within the 

first year of policy adoption. Within 3 years of policy adoption, each school district shall ensure that at least 50% 

of high schools in the school district shall offer at least one computer science course. Within 5 years of policy 

adoption, each school district shall ensure that all high schools in its school system offer at least one computer 

science course. Additionally, we expect adequate funding to be provided to the public-school system in order to 

accelerate student access to at least one or more computer science courses in each public high school.

For more on the state’s computer science plan, read the plan here:

https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/ccte/cte/FINAL_ComputerSciencePC454.pdf. 

Recommendation
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Matthew McCaffrey
S E N I O R  P U B L I C  P O L I CY  A D V I S O R

by

Over the past decade postsecondary policymakers in Tennessee have emphasized degree completion. But, 

while the state has made strides toward greater postsecondary access, persistence, and attainment, the Drive to 

55 goal remains elusive. In order to achieve that goal, additional policies should specifically address the needs 

of historically underrepresented students–Black and Latinx students, students from low-income backgrounds, 

and first-generation college students.  Unmanageable costs of housing, food, transportation, and books, as 

well as cost of tuition, especially impede these students’ progress to and through college. Financial aid policy 

that increases affordability for historically underrepresented students–that helps them afford basic needs–will 

facilitate higher levels of postsecondary completion. Modifying Tennessee Promise from a last-dollar to a middle 

dollar scholarship is one policy that could make a significant impact.

The Tennessee Promise Scholarship is open to all recent high school graduates who enroll full-time at a 

Tennessee community college, a Tennessee College of Applied Technology, or other select institutions across 

the state. As currently structured, the scholarship covers “last dollar” tuition and fees. This means that Promise 

participants first receive any state awards (e.g., HOPE Scholarship, Tennessee Student Assistance Award, etc.) 

or federal aid (e.g., Pell Grant) for which they qualify. After those funds have been applied to a student’s term bill, 

Tennessee Promise will cover any remaining balance. 

We recommend reforms that will make Tennessee Promise more supportive and more accessible. We advocate 

modifying Promise funding to a middle-dollar scholarship. Under a middle-dollar plan, a Promise participant 

would receive state aid first. Second, a participant would receive Promise funding to cover their tuition balance. 

Third, they would receive any federal Pell grant funding for which they qualify. This would allow students to use 

Pell funds to defray non-tuition costs, which could otherwise derail progress to degree or credential completion. 

We additionally recommend making the Tennessee Promise program more accessible by expanding eligibility 

from immediate high school graduates, to ages 18 to 24. The foregoing memo makes the case for these policies 

by providing background on Tennessee’s postsecondary landscape, considering factors associated with student 

success, analyzing obstacles affecting students from Shelby County and Tennessee, offering potential policy 

solutions, and, ultimately, recommending a Promise modification as the path forward.

Executive Summary

Postsecondary Analysis
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A college completion agenda has driven postsecondary education policy in Tennessee for the past decade. 

The slogan Drive to 55 heralds a policy framework that aims to raise the state’s postsecondary attainment to 55 

percent by 2025. Dating back to Governor Phil Bredesen’s 2010 Complete College Tennessee Act and further 

advanced through Governor Bill Haslam’s signature initiatives, Tennessee Promise and Tennessee Reconnect, 

political leaders on both sides of the aisle have taken seriously the demand for a better educated, more skilled 

workforce.

Leaders often cite economic and labor market trends as justification for state promotion of higher education. 

Nationally, jobs requiring a postsecondary education have grown substantially: in 1973, 28 percent of jobs 

demanded a college credential, by 2020 that number was projected to reach 65 percent.91 Postsecondary 

education increasingly stands as a precondition to earning a living wage and middle-class stability. The table on 

the following page, containing nationwide figures from the Bureau of Labor statistics, illustrates the association 

of education level, rates of employment, and wages; it bears out the fundamental intuition that more education 

leads to more stable and more gainful employment:92

Background

91   Carnevale, Anthony, Nicole Smith, and Jeff Strohl. 2013. Recovery: Job Growth and Education Requirements through 2020. Georgetown

     Public Policy Institute: Center on Education and the Workforce.
92   Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2019. “Unemployment Rates and Earnings by Educational Attainment : U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.” 2019.

     https://www.bls.gov/emp/chart-unemployment-earnings-education.htm.
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Potential economic benefits notwithstanding, boosting Tennessee’s educational attainment is no small task. 

Understanding current statewide college credential rates reveals the ambition baked into Drive to 55. Drawing 

from the most recent 2018 data, 7.5 percent of Tennesseans ages 25 to 64 have an associate’s degree, and 

27.5 percent have a bachelor’s degree or higher.94  While these figures do not include certificate completions, 

they place Tennessee’s higher education attainment at about 35 percent–well below the 55 percent target. 

Attainment figures have changed over the past decade–coinciding with statewide reforms and increased 

investment in financial aid–but only modestly. In 2010, 23.1 percent of adults held a bachelor’s degree or higher, 

6.2 percent held an Associate’s degree.95  The 2010 combined total (29.3 percent) compared to the 2018 

attainment figure (35 percent) reveals 5.7 percentage point growth over eight years. Continuing apace, the state 

will not reach the 55 percent goal on time.96

Unemployment rates and earnings by educational attainment, 2019

Doctoral degree

Professional degree

Master’s degree

Bachelor’s degree

Associate’s degree

Some college, no degree

High school diploma

Less than a high school diploma

1.1

   1.6

     2.0

      2.2

          2.7

               3.3

                  3.7

                              5.4

         1,883

         1,861

                             1,487

                    1,248

           887

         833

       746

592

Total: 3.0% All workers: $969

Unemployment rate (%) Median usual weekly earnings ($)

93   Ibid.
94   U.S. Census Bureau; 2018 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates, Table S1501; Accessed September 9, 2020.

 https://data.census.gov/
95   U.S. Census Bureau. n.d. “2010 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates, Table S1501.” Accessed September 9, 2020.

 https://data.census.gov
96   A separate analysis that combines associate degree and certificate attainment also suggests no growth in certificate attainment rates:

     Finney, Joni E., Elaine W. Leigh, Roman Ruiz, Wendy Castillo, Edward Smith, and Daniel C. Kent. 2017. “Driven to Perform: Tennessee’s

     Higher Education Policies and Outcomes.” Philadelphia, PA: Institute for Research on Higher Education, Graduate School of Education,

     University of Pennsylvania.

Note: Data are for persons age 25 and over. Earnings are for full-time wage and salary workers. 

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Population Survey.

Figure 193
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Despite the challenges, Drive to 55 presents an opportunity for Shelby County, as well as regions with large 

groups of historically underrepresented college students. Attainment growth among these student populations, 

which currently sits well below 55 percent, is the key to reaching the statewide target. More importantly, this 

growth could be a stepping stone into the middle class for tens of thousands.

Recent studies suggest that Memphis has demand for attainment growth. In 2016, the Greater Memphis Alliance 

for a Competitive Workforce conducted a regional labor market analysis. In a survey of 86 area employers 

from an array of sectors, 81.2 percent cited applicants with insufficient skills as one of their greatest workforce 

challenges.97  Urban areas, meanwhile, tend to have higher concentrations of well-educated workers. But, 

national comparative studies place Memphis in the bottom echelon of cities in terms of workforce education 

level–one analysis rates Memphis as the ninth-least educated large city in the nation.98  Raising absolute 

attainment rates could close the gap between Memphis and its peers and boost the local and state economy, 

while supporting more dramatic progress toward Drive to 55.

Racial inequity and poverty stand as two imposing barriers to increased educational attainment. A strong, 

mutually reinforcing relationship between socioeconomic status and degree attainment means that students 

from lower income backgrounds are less likely to enroll and persist in higher education. Today, for example, 30 

percent of students born into families in the lowest income quartile are expected to enroll in college–compared 

to 80 percent of children from the top income quartile. Students from high-income families are six times more 

likely to earn a bachelor’s degree by the age of 25, compared to their peers from the lowest income group.99 

These statistics track with local data, where disparities in attainment persist along income lines and among racial 

and ethnic groups. If Tennessee hopes to achieve its Drive to 55 goal, local and state leaders will have to craft 

policies that reduce barriers for students in historically underserved groups–Black and Latinx students, students 

from low-income backgrounds, and students who are the first generation in their families to attend college. 

97   hro Partners and Younger Associates. 2016. “2016 Strategic Sector Workforce Analysis.” Greater Memphis Alliance for a Competitive

     Workforce.
98   “The Most and Least Educated Cities in America – AdvisorSmith.” n.d. Accessed September 9, 2020. https://advisorsmith.com/data/the

     most-and-least-educated-cities-in-america/.
99   Goldrick-Rab, Sara, Robert Kelchen, Douglas N. Harris, and James Benson. 2020. “Reducing Income Inequality in Educational Attainment:

      Experimental Evidence on the Impact of Financial Aid on College Completion.” American Journal of Sociology 121 (6): 1762–1817.
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In order to earn a postsecondary credential, students must 1) be able to access higher education, 2) possess not 

just internal motivation, but also external support to persist and overcome challenges, and 3) complete a program 

of study that ends in credential attainment. If the goal is to grow the number of adults with higher education 

credentials, then these three interrelated steps–access, persistence, and attainment–must be addressed. While 

increased degree attainment is the ultimate outcome, it rests on interventions that expand access and facilitate 

persistence. The following statements describe solvable policy problems in these three areas:

Problem

Shelby County students from historically underrepresented backgrounds–Black and Brown students, 

economically disadvantaged students, prospective first-generation college students–enroll in postsecondary 

education at lower rates than their more privileged peers. In the class of 2017, for example, 70 percent of White 

students from Shelby County Schools matriculated to a postsecondary institution–compared to just 56 percent 

of Black students and 44 percent of Hispanic students. National data additionally demonstrate enrollment 

disparities in terms of family income. In 2016, for example, 65 percent of students from low-income families 

matriculated to postsecondary education immediately after high school–82.5 percent of their high-income peers 

did the same. 

Access

From 2015 through 2019, the Hope Center for College, Community, and Justice surveyed nearly 86,000 

students from over 123 two- and four-year institutions. The study found that 39 percent of respondents were 

food insecure in the prior 30 days, 46 percent of respondents were housing insecure in the previous year, and 

17 percent of respondents were homeless in the previous year.  Memphis students, coming from a city with the 

nation’s second highest poverty level, likely face even higher rates of basic needs insecurity. The Hope Center 

finds basic needs security to correlate with student success metrics, such as GPA and credit completion–in other 

words, students lacking food or housing face steeper odds of degree completion.

Persistence and Basic Needs Security

Among SCS graduates immediately enrolling in higher education in 2017, 83 percent of White students persisted 

to their Sophomore year–compared to 72 percent of Black students and 77 percent of Hispanic students. 

While local data disaggregated by race are not yet available, students from Shelby County Schools complete 

their degrees within 6 years of enrollment at much lower rates than students nationwide. For the class of 

2013, 21 percent completed a degree at a postsecondary institution within 6 years–nationally, 40 percent of 

students earned a credential. Family income, in addition to race, correlates with completion rates. Nationally 

representative data from 2018 show that 39 percent of first-time, full-time Pell Grant recipients (i.e., students from 

families with annual incomes under $60,000) completed a four-year degree program within 8 years–compared 

to 54.5 percent for non-Pell students.103

Degree Attainment

100   National Center for Education Statistics. n.d. “Digest of Education Statistics, 2017.” Accessed August 21, 2020. https://nces.ed.gov

      programs/digest/d17/tables/dt17_302.30.asp.
101   Baker-Smith, Christine, Vanessa Coca, Sara Goldrick-Rab, Elizabeth Looker, Brianna Richardson, and Tiffani Williams. 2020. “#RealCollege

      2020: Five Years of Evidence on Campus Basic Needs Insecurity.” The Hope Center for College, Community, and Justice.
102   El Zein, Aseel, Karla P. Shelnutt, Sarah Colby, Melissa J. Vilaro, Wenjun Zhou, Geoffrey Greene, Melissa D. Olfert, Kristin Riggsbee, Jesse

      Stabile Morrell, and Anne E. Mathews. 2019. “Prevalence and Correlates of Food Insecurity among U.S. College Students: A Multi

      Institutional Study.” BMC Public Health 19 (1): 660. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-019-6943-6.
103   Yuen, Victoria. n.d. “New Insights Into Attainment for Low-Income Students.” Center for American Progress. Accessed August 21, 2020.

      https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-postsecondary/reports/2019/02/21/466229/new-insights-attainment-low-income-students/.
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Postsecondary researchers, foundations, and state and federal agencies have contributed to an extensive 

literature on the policy-relevant factors that influence postsecondary student success. Much of this literature 

focuses on students from the least-represented groups on campus–including Black and Brown students, 

students from low-income backgrounds, and first-generation college students. The research has identified 

several public policy areas that can affect access, persistence, and attainment104 –such as cost and financial aid, 

academic preparation, and pre-college access programs. 

State leaders can marshal public policy in each of the above-mentioned areas to mitigate obstacles to college 

completion. Cost and financial aid policy can increase college affordability, which especially impacts students 

from historically underrepresented backgrounds. Grants and scholarships not only facilitate initial enrollment, but 

also a student’s ability to persist and complete, despite financial bumps in the road.105  Strong preparation in K-12 

education affects a student’s ability to take on the academic challenges of college.106  Students who come from 

under-resourced school districts–disproportionately, Black and Latinx and low-income students–often receive 

less academic preparation than their more advantaged peers.107  Pre-college programs provide information, 

encouragement, mentorship, and assistance to navigate college application, enrollment, and transition. These 

programs help students, particularly first-generation college students, build social capital, strategies, and habits 

of mind to enroll and persist in higher education. 

While various policies can mitigate obstacles to college completion, the forgoing analysis and proposal will 

primarily focus on costs and financial aid. Cost and financial aid represents a well-established policy area for the 

state of Tennessee. Cost and financial aid is also an area in which a malleable funding stream exists, through the 

Tennessee Education Lottery. Enhancing academic preparation or building extensive pre-college programming, 

on the other hand, might prove more complicated; such efforts might require new funding streams and/or 

modification of K-12 level policies.

Overcoming Obstacles

104   Page, Lindsay C., and Judith Scott-Clayton. 2016. “Improving College Access in the United States: Barriers and Policy Responses.”

       Economics of Education Review, Access to Higher Education, 51 (April): 4–22. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2016.02.009.
105  Goldrick-Rab, Sara, Christine Baker-Smith, Vanessa Coca, Elizabeth Looker, and Tiffani Williams. n.d. “College and Univeristy Basic Needs

       Insecurity: A National #RealCollege Survey Report.” Hope Center for College, Community, and Justice.
106   St. John, Edward P., Nathan Daun-Barnett, and Karen M. Moronski-Chapman. 2018. Public Policy and Higher Education. 2 edition.

      New York: Routledge.
107   García, Emma, and Elaine Weiss. n.d. “Education Inequalities at the School Starting Gate: Gaps, Trends, and Strategies to Address Them.”

      Economic Policy Institute (blog). Accessed September 23, 2020. https://www.epi.org/publication/education-inequalities-at-the-school

      starting-gate/.
108   Harvill, Eleanor L., Rebecca A. Maynard, Hoa T. H. Nguyen, Claire Robertson-Kraft, and Namrata Tognatta. 2012. Effects of College

      Access Programs on College Readiness and Enrollment: A Meta-Analysis. Society for Research on Educational Effectiveness.

      https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED530404.



Seeding Success Public Policy Agenda PAGE 40

Several factors can impact a student’s decision to take on the financial costs of college attendance. For 

prospective students and their families financial considerations involve three primary variables: the overall costs 

of college, the student’s (and their family’s) ability to afford that cost, and the amount of financial aid available. 

Among those who can afford to pay nothing or very little, the question turns on costs and aid. Historically, 

the Federal Government has occupied a central role in subsidizing college attendance for economically 

disadvantaged students. The Pell Grant, perhaps the most well-known tool, is awarded to students who display 

“exceptional financial need.” Pell, a need-based form of aid, operates under the hypothesis that a primary 

obstacle for low- and middle-income students to attend college is cost. Research supports this hypothesis; one 

review of decades of experimental and quasi-experimental studies suggests that an additional $1,000 in grant 

aid can increase college enrollment by four percentage points.109  Over time however, the level of Pell Grant 

support has not kept pace with rising tuition costs. Where the maximum award once covered approximately 80% 

of average college costs, today it covers just 30%:

Cost, Financial Aid, and Affordability

109   Dynarski, Susan, and Judith Scott-Clayton. 2013. “Financial Aid Policy: Lessons from Research.” Working Paper 18710. National Bureau of

      Economic Research. https://doi.org/10.3386/w18710.
110  “Pell Grants Cover Shrinking Share of College Costs.” 2017. Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. 2017.

     https://www.cbpp.org/pell-grants-cover-shrinking-share-of-college-costs. 

Figure 2110

Pell Grants Cover Shrinking Share of College Costs

Share of attendance costs covered by maximum Pell Grant, by academic year
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111   Data Obtained through: National Association of State Grant & Aid Programs. 2018. “NASSGAP Annual Survey.” 2018.

     https://www.nassgapsurvey.com/.
112  Tennessee Education Lottery Scholarship Program: Annual Report, Recipient Outcomes through Fall 2018.” 2019. Tennessee Higher

     Education Commission - Tennessee Student Assistance Corporation.

State governments such as Tennessee have attempted to fill gaps left by the erosion of federal aid. Tennessee 

offers need-based grants (ex., Student Assistance Awards), merit-based scholarships (ex., Tennessee HOPE), 

and last-dollar awards (ex., Tennessee Promise). These different forms of aid can serve different purposes. 

Need-based aid seeks to support low-income populations. Merit-based aid, available to students from all income 

brackets, seeks to stem brain drain–the phenomenon of high-achieving students leaving their home state. 

Last-dollar aid–especially for community college–typically supports middle class students; low-income students 

tend to receive need-based aid that covers most or all of tuition, whereas middle income students have a larger 

expected family contribution, which last-dollar awards address.

On a per-capita basis, Tennessee nearly leads the nation–trailing only Georgia and South Carolina–in terms of 

aid funding per full-time enrolled student. But this raises an important question: Despite allocating vast resources 

toward financial aid, why have college enrollment and completion rates only shown modest growth? First, while 

generous aid investment helps, its effectiveness in boosting college success depends on the structure of that 

investment. Just 18 percent of Tennessee’s total financial aid allocation goes to need-based funding–which 

ranks 38th nationally.111 Students who have financial need can qualify for merit aid, however merit awards 

disproportionately go to more well-off students. Higher income students tend to attend private high schools or 

better-resourced public schools. These students often receive more academic and extracurricular support, more 

guidance from counselors, and access to strong social capital from mentors and parents who are themselves, 

more likely to have experience navigating the college system. While merit-aid programs celebrate equal and 

open qualification standards, the playing field is tilted in favor of students from more advantaged backgrounds. 

The graph below, on Tennessee Education Lottery Scholarship Recipients, demonstrates the income-based 

disparities:

Figure 3112

Note: Percentages may not sum to 100% due to rounding.

Lottery Scholarship Receipt by Family
Adjusted Gross Income (AGI) Fall 2018
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Second, a growing body of literature notes that the total cost of attending college amounts to far more than 

conventional aid programs typically consider. Although a last-dollar scholarship (e.g., Tennessee Promise) can 

ensure that a student does not have a tuition balance, such funding does nothing to help that student afford 

books, transportation, housing, or food. The USDA estimates that 33% of university students experience food 

insecurity–defined as a lack of consistent access to food for an active, healthy life.113  Likewise, 18-24 year olds 

are particularly susceptible to housing insecurity–which includes a broad set of challenges such as the inability 

to pay rent or utilities, the need to move frequently, or outright homelessness. A recent survey of 86,000 

students from 90 two-year and 33 four-year colleges and universities reveals that 45 percent of students were 

food insecure within the past 30 days, 56 percent were housing insecure in the past year, and 17 percent 

reported periods of homelessness.114 

The financial aid system, by disproportionately awarding students who have the means to support non-tuition 

fees and costs, further disadvantages those most likely to encounter unmanageable cost-of-living obstacles. 

Some would respond by saying that students should work while enrolled, to defray these expenses. This view 

however–the image of a college student going to class in the day, working a full-time job in the evening, and 

trading sleep hours for study hours–bespeaks a celebration of bootstrapping diametrically opposed to research 

on how students actually succeed. Yes, some students do manage to make it through college under such 

circumstances. And, yes, part-time employment, in which students work fewer than 15 hours per week, especially 

in a job related to their career goals, can be beneficial.115  But, studies have shown that students who work over 

15 hours per week have lower grades116  and lower odds of degree attainment.117

113   Woerden, Irene van, Daniel Hruschka, and Meg Bruening. 2019. “Food Insecurity Negatively Impacts Academic Performance.” Journal of

      Public Affairs 19 (3): e1864. https://doi.org/10.1002/pa.1864.
114   Goldrick-Rab, Sara, Christine Baker-Smith, Vanessa Coca, Elizabeth Looker, and Tiffani Williams. n.d. “College and University Basic

      Needs Insecurity: A National #RealCollege Survey Report.” Hope Center for College, Community, and Justice.
115   Carnevale, Anthony P, and Nicole Smith. 2018. “Balancing Work and Learning.” Georgetown University Center on Education and the

      Workforce.
116    Ibid.
117   Perna, Laura. 2010 “Understanding the Working College Student.” American Association of University Professors.

     Accessed September 18, 2020. https://www.aaup.org/article/understanding-working-college-student#.X2Ta25NKiqA.
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Ultimately, the Seeding Success Public Policy Committee advocates policy innovation that will boost the 

postsecondary attainment of students in Shelby County and statewide. The Committee prioritizes interventions 

that especially support historically underrepresented students–Black and Latinx students, students from low-

income backgrounds, and prospective first generation college students. The path to degree or credential 

attainment involves several interconnected steps–among them, academic preparation, college access, 

and persistence. Public policy interventions should be evaluated by their ability to support historically 

underrepresented student progress through one or more of these steps. The Public Policy Committee 

recognizes that no single policy will be sufficient to realize local or statewide goals of increasing credential 

attainment to 55 percent; rather, achieving that goal will necessitate a number of policy interventions. 

This current memo specifically addresses issues related to postsecondary financial aid and costs. Financial aid 

policy can impact both access to college and persistence to degree for historically underrepresented students. 

The policy proposal emerging from this memo aims for changes that will increase postsecondary enrollment 

rates, minimize basic needs insecurity, and boost postsecondary attainment rates for Shelby County and 

Tennessee students. This intervention aims to boost attainment rates for Shelby County students to 55 percent–

to meet the Tennessee goal–and to close income- and race-associated gaps in statewide six-year attainment 

rates. 

Success

Potential Solutions

Tennessee Promise was launched in 2015 committing to cover tuition and fees for recent high school graduates. 

The Scholarship covers associate degree or certificate programs at public community colleges, Tennessee 

Colleges of Applied Technology (TCAT), and select public or private universities with eligible associate degree 

programs. Tennessee Promise operates as a “last-dollar” scholarship. This means that Tennessee Promise will 

cover a student’s remaining tuition and fee balance after that student’s other forms of federal and state aid have 

been applied. The state’s most recent report on Tennessee Promise illustrates different funding scenarios:

Tennessee Promise Reforms

TN Promise Funding Scenarios
Example A
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$0

$0

$0
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Grant aid (HOPE, Pell, TSAA)

Gap between grant aid and tuition/mandatory fees

Tennessee Promise award amount

Tuition/Mandatory Fees Balance

Example B
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$2,250
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$0

118   “Tennessee Promise Annual Report.” 2020. Tennessee Higher Education Commission - Tennessee Student Assistance Corporation.

Figure 4118
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For scholarship recipients, Federal Pell Grants and state gift aid (e.g., Tennessee Education Lottery Scholarships 

and the Tennessee Student Assistance Award) are applied first; afterward Tennessee Promise covers remaining 

costs. Prior to receiving Promise funds, one student might have a balance of $0; another student might have 

a balance of the full amount of tuition and fees. The latter student will receive Promise funds equaling the cost 

of attendance; the former student will receive $0 in Promise funds. Regardless whether a student receives no 

funding or enough to cover their full tuition, both are considered Tennessee Promise students.

While last-dollar scholarships ensure that students do not have a tuition bill, they entail inequitable investment 

of state funds. In the table above, example student “B” receives less state funding than example student “C”– 

assuming grant aid to student “B” includes a Pell Grant. Student “C”–a student of greater financial means–would 

disproportionately benefit from Tennessee Promise.

Last-dollar scholarships also do nothing to support students who struggle to afford costs of living while in 

college. As mentioned above, basic needs insecurity correlates with lower grades and higher rates of attrition. 

While many students can and do work while attending college, working full-time can have deleterious effects on 

academic performance and progress to degree. Finally, Tennessee Promise requires students to be enrolled in 

school full-time–students enrolled for fewer than 12 credits per semester do not qualify for Promise. This makes 

it nearly impossible for a student to work a full-time job that covers costs of living, maintain good grades, and get 

the most out of their college education.

Among members of the most recent cohort for which data is available (the class entering college in Fall 2016), 

35 percent earned a credential within three years. Another 16.2 percent are still enrolled, but have not earned 

a degree. That leaves 48.8 percent of Tennessee Promise students who have dropped.119  Changes to the 

structure of Tennessee Promise awards could better support students to persist to degree attainment. At least 

two possibilities exist for reorienting Tennessee Promise to more equitably distribute state funds and ensure that 

students in the greatest financial need have resources to persist.

Tennessee could reform the Promise Scholarship from last-dollar to middle-dollar funding. States currently 

employing such aid policies include Oregon and New Mexico. Under a middle-dollar plan, Promise students 

could receive funding to cover tuition, as well as a remaining amount that would support them to afford non-

tuition costs. Policymakers could direct funding toward those who stand to benefit from it most–economically 

disadvantaged students. A middle-dollar Tennessee Promise Scholarship might function as follows: 1) Forms of 

state aid, other than Tennessee Promise (e.g., HOPE Scholarships, Tennessee Student Assistance Awards) would 

first go toward a student’s tuition bill, 2) Tennessee Promise would cover the remaining balance, 3) If eligible, 

the student then receives any federal aid, such as a Pell Grant. Saving the federal aid for the final position 

guarantees that students in greatest financial need would have some support to manage costs for books, 

transportation, food, and housing. Because federal aid is determined by the US Department of Education’s 

FAFSA formula, middle-dollar Promise funds would efficiently support students identified as having need.

Alternative 1: Tennessee Promise Middle-Dollar Scholarship

119   Ibid.
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Tennessee could reform the Promise Scholarship to cover the first-dollar costs of college attendance. This 

would mean guaranteeing funding to students that equals tuition and fees prior to the application of any other 

financial aid award. Currently, tuition and fees at Tennessee’s community colleges total $4,588; tuition and fees 

cost $3,937 at TCAT institutions. All Promise participants would receive this scholarship. Students could then 

use remaining aid, received through Tennessee’s Student Assistance Awards, HOPE Scholarships, or federal 

Pell grants to cover costs of living, books, and other expenses that accompany college attendance. This funding 

would pave the way for many more low-income students to enroll in postsecondary education, and to do so 

full-time. Providing this additional funding will also drive down basic needs insecurity, especially for the most 

vulnerable students, and drive up persistence and attainment rates. Based on rough estimates this could more 

than double the $28 million dollar expenses for Tennessee Promise.

Alternative 2: Tennessee Promise First-Dollar Scholarship

An additional area of consideration for Tennessee Promise reform concerns age of eligibility. While the 

Promise Scholarship has no academic achievement requirements, it restricts access to funding in other ways. 

Currently, the scholarship is only open to immediate high school completers. Tennessee Reconnect–a form of 

postsecondary funding that can help students who do not immediately transition from high school to college–is 

generally only open to students at least 24 years old. This leaves a policy hole, through which students ages 

18-24 fall without tuition support. Either of the above-described Promise reform alternatives should also focus on 

expanding access to Promise funds. Opening eligibility to students 18-24 years old will facilitate greater college 

enrollment and, ultimately, credential attainment.

Additional Consideration:
Expanding Access to the Promise Scholarship

The Tennessee Education Lottery Scholarship (TELS) program is a second area of potential financial aid reform. 

TELS funds a suite of predominantly merit-based scholarships, which among others, includes the Traditional 

HOPE Award, HOPE Aspire, HOPE Access, and the General Assembly Merit Scholarship. Eligibility criteria for 

the Traditional HOPE–by far the state’s most common scholarship–require recent high school graduates to 

have achieved either a 3.0 cumulative GPA or scored at least a composite of 21 on the ACT. While the state 

intends for all to have an equal opportunity at merit awards, these criteria favor students with access to greater 

curricular and extracurricular high school support. Recent statewide ACT data demonstrates the inequity. 

Among all Tennessee public school students in 2018-19, about 42 percent scored a 21 or higher on the ACT in 

2019; just 22 percent of Black and Hispanic students and 22 percent of economically disadvantaged students 

reached that mark. These disparities speak to persistent inequities among school district and community 

resources statewide.120 Current financial aid policies do not mitigate, but exacerbate these inequities.

Tennessee Education Lottery Scholarship Reform
Alternative 3: Expand TSAA, Cap HOPE

120   Data accessed online via the Tennessee Department of Education: “Data Downloads & Requests.” n.d. Accessed September 23, 2020.

       https://www.tn.gov/education/data/data-downloads.html.
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Across the country, many legislatures enact merit-based scholarships in an effort to prevent high-achieving 

students from looking out of state to pursue higher education. Research by Zhang and Ness demonstrates 

the effectiveness of merit aid strategies to prevent outmigration. In some states, they find merit aid retains as 

many as 25 percent of students who would otherwise have left. But, these results do not hold across all states 

in their sample–including Tennessee. “Despite similar aims of merit aid programs in Kentucky and Tennessee, 

our findings do not indicate that these programs alleviate the brain drain regardless of institution type.”121  In 

other words, HOPE scholarships make no discernible difference as to whether students decide to pursue higher 

education in Tennessee or beyond.

HOPE Scholarships undoubtedly support many students from diverse backgrounds to participate in 

postsecondary education. But they benefit relatively fewer historically underrepresented students. This reality 

underscores the importance of reorganizing HOPE Scholarship standards. And, because HOPE does not impact 

whether students remain in state, such reorganization will come with little impact in terms of brain drain. 

Reform of the TELS-funded HOPE scholarships could include the following two changes. First, the eligibility for 

the Tennessee Student Assistance Award (TSAA) could be expanded. The TSAA is the state’s only exclusively-

need-based postsecondary funding stream. Currently, it operates as a first-come, first-serve fund. TSAA awards 

students who have an expected family contribution (EFC), as determined by their FAFSA, of $3,500 or less–

roughly a household income of $45,000 for a family of four. TSAA should be funded to meet all demand, at least 

up to the EFC levels of Pell. That would qualify a family of four earning roughly $65,000 for partial TSAA funding. 

Second, to finance expansion of TSAA, HOPE Scholarships could impose a maximum family income cap. As 

noted above, because a significant amount of TELS funding goes toward students who have relatively higher 

family incomes, the base HOPE award could focus on those students for whom affordability is a much more 

significant obstacle to college enrollment and attainment.

121   Zhang, Liang, and Erik C. Ness. 2010. “Does State Merit-Based Aid Stem Brain Drain?” Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis 32

      (2): 143–65.
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As articulated above, financial obstacles to attainment loom large for historically underrepresented 

students. Students from these backgrounds also hold great potential for Tennessee to achieve the Drive to 

55 goal. Therefore, proposals most likely to be effective in boosting attainment–especially for historically 

underrepresented students–and enacted by policymakers should be prioritized. Potential policies should 

then be compared based on at least these two questions: 1) How likely is the policy to contribute to increased 

postsecondary attainment? 2) How likely is the policy to pass through the state legislature, especially given fiscal 

implications and political orientations?

Solution Analysis

The three potential policies proposed above–1) Middle Dollar Tennessee Promise; 2) First Dollar Tennessee 

Promise; 3) Expanding TSAA by capping HOPE–all would support postsecondary attainment. All three expand 

financial aid. And, as research demonstrates, financial aid, especially for low-income students affects not only 

access, but also persistence.122  Expanded TSAA funding would support students in greatest financial need 

regardless of what type of postsecondary institution they attend–it would do so at the expense of students with 

high household incomes. However, expanding TSAA funding would not guarantee that recipients receive aid 

that they could apply to non-tuition costs–the costs that drive basic needs insecurity and impede progress to 

degree. 

First-dollar TN Promise funding would indiscriminately expand aid for those attending community colleges, 

TCATs, and the select Promise-participating four-year institutions. First-dollar TN Promise would also ensure that 

the maximum aid a student can receive would be much higher; certain Promise students would receive other 

state and federal aid as high as $8,000-$10,000 per year for non-tuition expenses. Middle-dollar TN Promise 

funding would also support students’ non-tuition costs, if more modestly. First, middle-dollar Promise would be 

reserved for students in greatest financial need–those who do not qualify for a Pell grant would ultimately realize 

no change in their financial aid award. But, those who qualify for Pell Grants would receive an amount calibrated 

to their FAFSA-determined Pell Award. Pell eligible students would end up receiving additional funding anywhere 

from $639 to the Pell maximum, which currently sits at $6,345. In the end, the policy that gets most funding in 

the hands of students would probably be most likely to increase attainment. Even students who do not qualify for 

Pell Grants can struggle to make ends meet during college. To that end, a first-dollar Tennessee Promise would 

probably make the most comprehensive impact. On the other hand, funding calibrated toward students with 

the greatest need will likely be most efficient in boosting completion rates. TSAA expansion and middle-dollar 

Tennessee Promise would be better targeted. Between those two, only a middle-dollar Tennessee Promise will 

guarantee that recipients have funding to cover non-tuition expenses.

Increasing Postsecondary Attainment

122  Long, Bridget Terry. 2008. “What Is Known About the Impact of Financial Aid? Implications for Policy,” April.

      https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/impact-of-financial-aid.html.
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No change, especially to statewide financial aid, provision will be easy. Among the policy alternatives however, 

relative fiscal and political feasibility bears consideration. Fiscally, each of the three policy solutions will require 

higher expenditures in certain areas. TSAA expansion neutralizes higher need-based aid expenditures with 

an accompanying income cap on HOPE scholarship receipt. Calibrating the exact costs will require more 

information. Publicly available documents from the Tennessee Student Assistance Corporation, Tennessee 

Higher Education Commission, and the State of Tennessee provide broad budgets and expenditures. But, a 

more precise income-based breakdown of HOPE and TSAA recipients would be necessary to understand the 

overall feasibility of an income cap and accompanying need-based expansion.

Modifications to Tennessee Promise could be supported by surplus Tennessee Education Lottery funds. Under 

Tennessee Code, remaining TELS funds–those not spent on the various other state scholarships–transfer to 

Tennessee Promise. For example, in FY 2018-19, TELS had a surplus of $59 million. Those funds we transferred 

to Tennessee Promise for FY 2019-20. The transferred funds would first cover any shortfalls in the Promise 

scholarships, which are primarily funded through the Promise Endowment. After covering shortfalls, remaining 

funds move into a Special Reserve Account that can be carried over to subsequent years. In 2018-19 Promise 

carried over $82 million, in 2019-20 the carryover was projected to be $55 million. This surplus could be 

leveraged to afford a more generation Tennessee Promise program. 

First-dollar Tennessee Promise would more than double the price tag of the program. Committing that 

level of investment to Tennessee Promise seems affordable based on recent years. Legislators however, 

might feel uneasy about sustainability. Future lottery revenues might not keep pace with rising tuition costs, 

ultimately reducing funds available. Likewise, first-dollar scholarships might induce much greater demand for 

postsecondary education, depleting available revenue.123  Middle-dollar scholarship funding would constitute a 

more incremental change. It would only involve additional scholarship investment in students of greatest need. 

Like expansion of TSAA, estimates to modifications of Promise require additional data. Household income 

breakdowns and Pell receipt for current Promise recipients would shed light on the exact costs of middle-dollar 

funding, though they would come in significantly lower than a first-dollar Tennessee Promise model.

Politically, each potential policy could confront opposition. Fiscally conservative legislators might bristle at 

any additional financial aid expenditures. The high cost of a first-dollar Tennessee Promise might make it an 

especially controversial policy. Additionally, debate over directing aid toward certain groups–Black and Latinx 

students, students from low-income backgrounds, and first-generation college students–could meet opposition 

from Assembly members insisting state support should focus predominantly on merit, regardless of race or 

social position. TSAA expansion–financed by adding an income cap to HOPE eligibility–might strike certain 

representatives as a type of redistributive policy that they philosophically oppose. Given potential ideological 

opposition, a middle-dollar scholarship, constituting a relatively incremental change, might have the most 

potential to advance through the General Assembly.

Fiscal and Political Feasibility

123  Inducing greater demand for higher education in Tennessee would be a positive development, although legislators might worry about

      fiscal sustainability.
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This memo has demonstrated the need for Tennessee’s postsecondary policy to continue to emphasize degree 

completion. Targeting interventions to boost completion rates of students from historically underrepresented 

backgrounds, could dramatically advance the state’s progress toward Drive to 55. Financial aid interventions 

could have especially widespread impact. Research reveals that non-tuition costs of college attendance, such 

as housing, food, books, and transportation, impede many students’ progress toward completion. Modifying 

Tennessee’s current financial aid to support students to handle these costs, could dramatically increase student 

persistence and degree completion.

The Seeding Success Public Policy Committee recommends converting Tennessee Promise from a last-dollar 

to a middle-dollar scholarship. Under a middle-dollar model, forms of Tennessee state aid–including Promise 

funds–will combine to cover a student’s tuition and fees. Qualifying students will then have the ability to apply 

their federal Pell Grant award to non-tuition costs. The Policy Committee further recommends modifications to 

Tennessee Promise that will increase access to the scholarship. Opening age eligibility to students ages 18 to 

24 will cover a gap in existing state aid policy and connect far more students to Promise funding. Overall, these 

policy changes will support economically disadvantaged students to manage all of the costs associated with 

postsecondary attendance. The additional support will be instrumental for Tennessee to realize its Drive to 55 

goal, and for students across the state to realize their goals of higher education access and success.

Final Recommendation


