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Tennessee sTaTe senaTe educaTion 
commiTTee common core hearings
by J.C. Bowman

The Tennessee State Senate Education Committee will hold hearings on 
Tennessee’s Common Core State Standards on September 19-20, 2013, in 
Nashville. We have put together some talking points for stakeholders and 
policymakers to consider, as the discussion continues. We are aware it is not an 
exhaustive treatment of the subject, but should help frame the issue for better 
understanding for our members, stakeholders and policymakers.  

introduction 
The state of Tennessee has established their commitment to ensuring our 
high school students that graduate are prepared for college or the workforce. 
In order to accomplish this challenging task, the state adopted Common 
Core State Standards to replace the previous vague standards utilized by 
Tennessee educators. Beginning in 2009, Common Core State Standards 
were developed to ensure every student graduates high school prepared 
for college or the workforce. The standards reflect learning benchmarks set 
by countries whose students currently outperform American students on 
international assessments. These standards are only for math and English/
Language Arts. The federal government was not responsible in creating these 
standards. This process was directed by the Council of Chief State School 
Officers and the National Governors Association. It is true that the United 
State Department of Education provided economic enticements to states to 
adopt the Common Core standards, most notably through the Race to the 
Top initiative and No Child Left Behind waivers.

Supporters and critics from every side of the political spectrum have 
emerged to these standards. We have listened very carefully to the debate. 
We understand legitimate pedagogical discussion on the subject of the 
adoption and implementation of Common Core State Standards will be 
ongoing. Supporters believe it will allow teachers to demonstrate more 
creativity and allow them to considerably shift their instructional practice 
making them better able to meet student needs by utilizing more critical 
thinking and problem-solving skills. Critics believe it will create a systemic 
and emotionless mechanical approach to teaching and learning, with more 
standardized testing and greater inflexibility for educators. Time will be the 
final indicator to prove which side is correct.  If the standards outlast the 
ongoing political maneuvering, implementation will continue to provide 
a challenge. Tennessee teachers will need constant training and improved 
instructional materials. We applaud the Tennessee Senate for holding these 
hearings. We believe that by openly discussing any political issue it should 
enlighten our understanding of the topic and not provoke animosity.

SUMMARY

The Tennessee State Senate 
Education Committee will 
hold hearings on Tennessee’s 
Common Core State Standards 
on September 19-20, 2013, in 
Nashville. 

By establishing their 
commitment to ensuring that 
our high school students who 
graduate are prepared for 
college or the workforce, the 
state of Tennessee has adopted 
Common Core State Standards.  
Supporters and critics from 
every side of the political 
spectrum have emerged to 
these standards.   All agree 
that Tennessee students 
should have access to a quality 
education. 

We believe the adoption of 
any state standard should be 
minimal and that local districts 
should also have flexibility to 
increase such standards.  The 
state is justified to emphasize 
desired outcomes. However, 
this should be in broad terms 
and not prescribe specific 
content or procedures in detail 
to maximize independence 
and creativity of educators.  A 
common set of knowledge 
and skills should never stand 
in the way of any school or 
district from developing their 
own distinctive characters or 
pursuing shared educational 
goals with other schools, 
districts or even other states.
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reject the Branding, embrace the raising of standards
We are not a common people and we are not a common 
state. In Tennessee, we do not embrace mediocrity for our 
state, for our nation, for our teachers or for our students. 
It is true that global interests are indeed motivating, and 
that we compete in a global economy. Yet, we want our 
state and nation to lead this effort - to promote our own 
domestic self-sufficiency, national security and ensure 
that our education system is continued to be led by the 
states, not a centralized bureaucracy in Washington DC.  

In fact, the federal government needs to become a 
less intrusive factor in our schools. Senator Lamar 
Alexander, former US Secretary of Education, has it 
right when he said that we need to reject the concept 
of a national school board. He 
knows better than most, that 
there is no future in a one-size-
fits-all approach in education. 
The federal government has the 
ability, both legislatively and 
through executive branch control, 
to tie conditions to the receipt of 
federal funds for education. 

Since the United States Congress 
has failed in attempts to 
reauthorize the Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act, the federal government is merely attaching more 
strings to NCLB Waiver Renewals which is indeed 
troubling, and some believe may not be constitutional. 
Alexander added in his criticism of US Secretary Arne 
Duncan: “He still has states over a barrel, so he’s claiming 
even more detailed control over everything from when 
and how they evaluate their teachers to which schools 
they identify as low-performing, and he’s forcing them 
to complete what looks like hundreds of extra pages of 
paperwork.” 

There may be a legitimate need for federal involvement 
in regards to protecting individuals from violations of 
their civil rights, particularly in respect to disadvantaged 
and special-needs students, as well as in order to 
conduct research and assessment of state data. But 
federal involvement in education needs to be better 
defined and strictly limited.  

The bottom line is that all agree that Tennessee students 
should have access to a quality education. Young people 
who live in Shelby County or Bradley County should 
have the same chance to succeed in a global economy continued on next page

as those from Williamson County. And we must put 
our own state and national needs first and foremost. 
Improving state standards in education can help 
accomplish this task, if properly implemented. 

success not Process
Our goal must be about success, not process. Jack 
Welch, the former CEO of General Electric, warned his 
colleagues and subordinates to “change before you have 
to” as a corporate strategy. Dr. Jared Bigham touched on 
this issue when he wrote about Common Core as a “shift 
is in large part about changing instruction and raising 
expectations rather than just a change in standards.” He 
added that he has “seen teachers rally around a ‘change’ 
because Tennessee’s Common Core State Standards 

affect teachers’ pedagogy, and this 
is a very personal thing.”  We agree.  

We would suggest that if we want 
a real challenge, we work to sort 
out the proper responsibilities of 
different levels of government in 
our K-12 education system. We 
understand that even our own state 
education department is a slow-
moving and somewhat inflexible 
bureaucracy with inconsistent goals 

and regulations. Local education agencies can attest to 
this fact. The further removed decision making is from 
the students and teachers impacted by the decision-
making the more bureaucratic and inflexible education 
will become. Ideally, there should be a balance of state 
and local controls, a way to foster higher standards 
without discouraging local initiative or squelching 
teacher creativity.

It is evident that there is a lack of agreement about 
Common Core State Standards in Tennessee. We have 
listened carefully as the debate has intensified across the 
state the last year. Are we ever going to find a solution 
that will please everyone? The likelihood is that we will 
not, at least not in a committee hearing, and probably 
no time soon. But the importance of hearings cannot be 
underestimated. It gives policy-makers and opportunity 
to hear from citizens and stakeholders.     

We can and should build consensus around the fact 
that Tennessee students are the number one priority 
in the state. We have to work to ensure student success 
after their K-12 education, whether that means going 
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into college or the workplace. We believe in order 
to attract and retain exceptional teachers that they 
need opportunities to utilize their independence and 
creativity in this endeavor. So, the debate should be 
about how our state policies are designed, subsequently 
implemented and finally lead to student success. This 
argument is about much more than Common Core 
State Standards, yet that is the narrow focus of why 
Senate Education is holding special hearings.   

We believe the adoption of any state standard should 
be minimal and that local districts should also have 
flexibility to increase such standards. The state is 
justified to emphasize desired outcomes. However, 
this should be in broad terms and not prescribe 
specific content or procedures in detail to maximize 
independence and creativity of educators. A common 
set of knowledge and skills should never stand in the 
way of any school or district from developing their own 
distinctive characters or pursuing shared educational 
goals with other schools, districts or even other states. 
However, it is important to acknowledge that standards 
will ultimately require curricular alignment, which will 
be further aligned with statewide testing. We do not 
see how this can be avoided. In the end, this too may 
also conflict with state policies or the responsibilities of 
different levels of government in our K-12 system.  

race to the Top
Kathleen Airhart, the Deputy Commissioner of 
Education of Tennessee, recently reiterated a point that 
I believe resonates with the citizens of this state. She 
said, “I see an education system with lower expectations 
for students of poverty, students of color, and students 
with special needs.” 

And Tennessee State Representative Joe Pitts countered 
that we have “put undue pressure on teachers and 
principals by adopting an assessment tool that is 
unnecessarily bureaucratic, adopted the Common Core, 
and are preparing to implement a new assessment called 
PARRC. Now, we are attacking our teacher preparation 
programs by looking at putting artificial thresholds 
on ACT and SAT scores for students who wish to go 
through their respective College of Education.”

We agree with both opinions: our system has indeed 
accepted lower expectations from some students and we 
have put undue pressure on educators, rather unfairly 
on both counts.    
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Pitts also suggested that the state offers help instead of 
policies that have little to no basis in fact or success. 
He then asked a key question: “Who can blame more 
seasoned teachers from deciding to retire instead of 
continuing in a system that does not appreciate their 
significant achievement and experience in the classroom 
and will subject them to the latest reform experiment?”

Pitts concluded, “Perhaps the corporate robber barons 
of the reform movement need to be asked to leave the 
room and let the education professionals do their jobs.” 
We couldn’t agree more. And we would add that it’s 
never smart to expect those who cause, or even those 
who tolerate problems to be any good at solving them.

Those who gave our “education system whiplash,” 
“rapid-fire changes” and created “massive confusion” 
(phrases used by Representative Pitts), which subjected 
educators to the latest reform experiment may very well 
be those who embraced the Race to the Top agenda 
in the first place, without reading the fine print. Our 
belief remains that the while Race to the Top provided 
additional revenue to our state and individual school 

systems, the subsequent First to the Top legislation may 
have been rushed prematurely into existence without 
the normal vetting process. We are not impugning 
motives or intent of well-meaning policy-makers, but 
the fact is that ramifications continue.  Educators are 
frustrated. Common Core State Standards have been 
unfairly caught in a political crossfire.    



It is true that Race to the Top repeats many of the 
mistakes that stakeholders and critics pointed out in 
No Child Left Behind. This includes an over-reliance 
on test scores as a measure of student achievement. In 
addition, some critics point out it continues espousal for 
interventions without the prerequisite proof of success. 
For those who champion data-driven decision making, 
especially at the state and local level, federal priorities 
and criteria in Race to the Top seemingly favors explicit 
prior actions by state and local educational agencies, 
and then unfairly holds them captive to these programs 
in the future by the use of federal funds.    

As a recap, Race to the Top has been the driving force 
in education policy in this state since 2010. The First 
to the Top legislation was strongly supported by many 
stakeholders, as well as the teachers’ union.  Professional 
Educators of Tennessee was not invited to participate in 
this process by the Bredesen administration.  

A simple internet search and documentation can 
provide additional history and background, as well as 
who was involved in the process. Also undeniable is 
that the union was instrumental in the development 
and design of the current evaluation system. And the 
union gave their political endorsement and political 
contributions to President Obama, the federal architect 
of the Race to the Top in 2008 and again in 2012, as well 
as many of the supporters of First to the Top legislation 
in 2010 and 2012.    

Based on the Race to the Top Application, supported 
in 2010 by state and local union leaders, they agreed 
that 50 percent of teacher evaluations would include 
35 percent based on student growth on tests. In fact, 
131 of 136 participating districts and 4 state special 
schools submitted all three applicable signatures – 
superintendent, school board president, and union 
leader in the Race to the Top Application.  

Additionally, the state had a 93% success rate in obtaining 
the signature of every applicable local teachers’ union 
leader, and the application confirms 115 out of 124 local 
union leaders signed the Race to the Top Application. In 
hindsight, it would have been a better strategy to have 
ensured a more reflective voice for classroom teachers at 
the time. It could be argued that the evaluation system 
is at least partly responsible for driving quality teachers 
out of the profession.   

According to the former union president Earl Wiman, 
he acknowledged meeting with former Governor 
Phil Bredesen about Race to the Top and the union 
had “considerable input into the process.” State 
Representative Mike Turner said the TEA’s support was 
“critical to passage of the legislation.” He added, the 
“TEA could have vetoed this at any time and they chose 
not to do that.”  

Furthermore, six of the fifteen member advisory panel 
who designed the evaluation process were union 
representatives, according to Mr. Wiman. He seemed 
pleased by the fact the first meeting was also to be held 
in the state union’s office. Union buy-in and support of 
the new Tennessee teacher evaluation system occurred 
from the very onset in 2010, and now they seemingly 
have buyer’s remorse. The comments made on the 
World Socialist Web Site by the union lobbyist also 
confirm the union effort in Race to the Top in 2010.  

Professional Educators of Tennessee outlined to their 
members three significant events Race to the Top 
caused and/or will cause: 1) changes to how evaluations 
were conducted; 2) tenure reform; and, 3) merit pay.  
Regardless of their position, they understood that these 
elements were introduced in this state by Race to the 
Top, and the subsequent First to the Top legislation.  
And while these elements have nothing to do with the 
issue of raising standards in Tennessee classrooms via 
Common Core State Standards - it is these peripheral 
issues that are the most concern to Tennessee educators, 
along with overhaul of teacher licensure. While the 
media or policy-makers can blame the Tennessee State 
Board of Education, they themselves need to review 
the Race to the 
Top application, 
as well as the 
No Child Left 
Behind waiver 
more closely.        

P r o f e s s i o n a l 
Educators of 
Tennessee made 
clear that while 
they did not sign 
onto the legislation in 2010, they recognize it is now the 
law in Tennessee. Therefore they continued to work to 
make changes as palatable as possible for its members. 
The reality is that nobody, Republican or Democrat, will 
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hand back over $500 million that our state was awarded 
in federal funds. Whether you like the law, agree with 
the law or oppose the law, it is still the law. Therefore, 
it is in the best interest of everyone that we all work 
collaboratively to make First to the Top work for all 
educators and students alike, until the law changes or a 
new law takes its place.

James Madison recognized a problem over 200 years ago 
in regards to interest groups. Likewise, we are cognizant 
that in a free society that all groups be represented.  
The Tennessee Department of Education should be 
commended for reaching out to all groups, even those 
they may not agree with on key issues.  

All policy-makers recognize that some advocacy groups 
are frequently more concerned with their own self-
interest than with the needs of society as a whole. For 
example, some groups with a national agenda should 
not be afforded more credence than organizations that 
make Tennessee their home - especially in the education 
reform debate. This was echoed in a statewide video 
released by Tennessee Representative Craig Fitzhugh, 
who said: “Unfortunately, outside so-called ‘reform’ 
groups have used their mounds of out-of-state cash to 
lobby the General Assembly.” He added, “These groups 
are more concerned with standardized testing and fund-
raising for their PACs than they are about the future of 
our children.”

action items 
Policy-makers will continue to have a challenging job 
trying to balance the debate between non-traditional 

education reformers who are accused of trying to 
upset the public education system and traditional 
educators who are opposed to changing the status 
quo. It creates a chance for those who are pragmatic, 
or as Dr. Airhart calls the “voice of the education 
insider” or the education professionals who sees the 
need for change and works to make it happen. Here 
are some additional points: 

1. Keep common core state standards in Language 
arts and math in place. Tennessee teachers in large 
measure believe that Common Core State Standards 
in Language Arts and Math are the right thing for 
Tennessee students. Until this can be fully evaluated, 
we do not support adding any additional areas of 
Common Core.  There is still a tremendous amount 
of confusion and misinformation about what is, and 
is not, included within the Common Core Standards. 
The related issues of testing, curriculum and cost 
have not been fully addressed at this point in time nor 
is there a consensus of support behind the federally-
directed requirements and regulations that are being 
imposed on our school systems. Determining what 
should be kept, what should be eliminated, and what 
should be improved as part of the overall Common 
Core implementation will take more time. However, 
repealing the standards completely is not the answer; 
but ignoring the problems is also unacceptable.  We 
concede that doing things quickly is often good, but 
doing them RIGHT is always better, particularly 
when we are dealing with something as important as 
Tennessee’s schools.

2. common core is a starting point. Those standards 
that are currently adopted are the minimal baseline 
and we must keep moving forward to increase these 
standards, regardless of whatever any other state does.   
Tennessee should already be in process to evaluate 
whether to adopt higher standards than those imposed 
by the national agenda and develop a detailed strategy 
to help school systems, teachers, parents and students 
to become fully informed as to the expectations and 
how to achieve them. The “recommended” reading 
lists for example should be modified to reflect 
Tennessee history and authors when possible, rather 
than simply being instituted because “it is already 
done.” Alternatives to the math process promoted 
by Common Core should also be evaluated from 
the standpoint of what will best advance learning 
in Tennessee, not what system has been embraced 
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in Washington, DC. Tennessee should take the lead 
in developing a process of testing and curriculum that 
advances the quality of education in Tennessee (without 
sacrificing our own independent review and judgment) 
and reject a “one size fits all” approach to education that 
is too often promoted by the federal government. Also 
borrowing a page from Arizona’s superintendent of 
public instruction,  John Huppenthal, believes the term 
“Common Core” has become so politically charged it 
has become nearly impossible to explain the state’s new 
academic standards to parents and voters.  He is asking 
his State Board of Education to approve a name change, 
replacing Common Core with Arizona “College and 
Career Ready Standards.” Tennessee should consider 
this idea as well.

3. evaluate Tennessee’s role in Parcc. The 
Partnership for the Assessment of Readiness for College 
and Careers (PARCC) is one of the two national testing 
consortia aligned to the Common Core national 
standards. Tennessee is a Governing State in the PARCC 
Consortium. PARCC is developing a common set of 
K-12 assessments in English and math anchored in 
what it takes to be ready for college and careers. Critics 
argue it is too expensive, with no 
track record of success and some 
states have abandoned pursuit 
of PARCC assessments. The 
PARCC exam is scheduled to 
replace the TCAP in Tennessee 
beginning in spring of 2015. The 
tests are intended to be taken on 
a computer. We are concerned 
that many schools and districts 
still lack the technology and 
bandwidth to maximize the 
use in the classroom. Currently, 
Tennessee spends an estimated 
$40 to $50 million a year to test 
students for the purposes of monitoring improvement. 
The average cost of a test will increase, and be around 
$29 per student, based on the estimate used in Georgia. 
Cost increases should be expected as the state moves 
away from multiple choice paper and pencil exams.  As 
states pull out costs may further increase with fewer 
states to share the expense burden. Tennessee should 
evaluate their role with the organization and ensure it 
is a good investment of Tennessee taxpayer dollars. Any 
contracts or agreements with PARCC or by PARCC 
should be made public to stakeholders and policy-
makers in order to better foster transparency. For 
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example, PARCC awarded Pearson and Educational 
Testing Service (ETS) the contract to develop test items 
that will be part of the new English and mathematics 
assessments. That too should be made public, as well as 
any lobbyist expenditures by the PARCC Consortium, 
Pearson, ETS or any group involved in this process. 
We are concerned about the involvement of lobbyists, 
who will or may profit indirectly from Common Core 
in the promotion or implementation of the standards, 
adoption of curriculum and finally the testing. We are 
aware that some lobbyists hold prominent positions 
with education advocacy organizations in Tennessee, 
and deserve careful scrutiny from the media and 
legislature, especially if Tennessee does not develop its 
own curriculum and testing plans. We argue for greater 
transparency.  

4. delay using student test results for Teacher 
evaluations, at least until 2016-2017 at the earliest.  
Requiring school districts to simultaneously implement 
new standards, new testing demands, new teacher 
evaluations and perhaps a new curriculum will create 
enormous pressure at the local level. The use and/
or overuse of testing remains a conversation worthy 

of discussion. Educators 
themselves understand 
they are accountable for the 
instruction of their students 
and need to produce valid 
evidence regarding their 
effectiveness. We agree that 
the education of children is 
far too important a task to 
not be evaluated. However, by 
using the wrong assessment 
instruments to evaluate 
educational quality we may 
actually do more harm 
than good. Developing 

and implementing the testing phase of the Common 
Core process will provide an important baseline for 
assessment of what progress is being made and what 
adjustments may be necessary from an academic 
standpoint. Teachers, however, should NOT be 
punished by a testing system that remains a work in 
progress, particularly when so many communities in 
Tennessee do not yet have the resources for the teaching 
and testing elements to function properly. We should 
make certain that all students and teachers - regardless 
of geography or income - can access the numerous 
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children is far too important 
a task to not be evaluated. 
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assessment instruments to 
evaluate educational quality 
we may actually do more 
harm than good.



opportunities offered digitally. Ensuring connectivity 
in the hands of students and teachers is a catalyst for 
re-imagining the learning experience itself by enabling 
personalized learning, and advances in testing will 
follow suit. While the testing should proceed, it should 
NOT be used to evaluate the effectiveness of teachers, 
impact their licensure and impact local school systems 
until the process is further refined and developed.

5. make individual student data-mining in Tennessee 
illegal.  While the federal government and others claim 
this is currently illegal to conduct student data-mining, 
we must augment this to safeguard Tennessee students 
and educators. Making individually identifiably 
information about Tennessee’s children and/or teachers 
available to groups, agencies, companies or any other 
organization without specific parental approval in 
advance should be illegal, and violating the protections 
of privacy rights for families in Tennessee and our 
children should be punishable as a felony. In addition, 
Tennessee teachers should also have their identifiable 
information protected to prevent possible misuse of 
such data to adversely harm them. Schools and school 
systems need better policies in regard to school personnel 
having access to an educator’s personal summative and 
evaluation scores. Individual teacher scores should 
remain confidential and must not be arbitrarily shared 
among non-supervising administrators and/or staff.   

6. Textbook selection and Purchasing must be 
completely transparent. State law must empower local 
authorities for each school district to set their own 
policy for selecting the most appropriate instructional 
materials for their students within certain guidelines. 
Any individual involved in the approval or selection 
of textbooks for the state, local school systems or 
individual schools should be making their decisions 
based solely on the materials presented and the best 
interests of promoting the advancement of education 
in Tennessee. Any compensation, bonus, reward, or any 
material benefit paid to or received by an individual 
involved in the process of approving and/or selecting 
textbooks should be deemed illegal; and the payment of 
or acceptance of such benefit should be punished as a 
felony under Tennessee law. Tennessee should provide 
an increased opportunity for school systems to embrace 
open source textbooks and alternative technology as 
a way to reduce the costs, limit the burdens of heavy 
school books in backpacks, and to insure that more 
timely information is included in the education process. 
In addition, any inappropriate influence by textbook 

publishers or sellers should be punished.

7. Public review of all race to the Top expenditures.  
Policy-makers must safeguard taxpayers by making 
sure funds expended through Race to the Top produce 
the best results for stakeholders and Tennessee students. 
Many of the “Race to the Top” grants have had good 
intentions. However, critics accurately point out they 
are not always the best use of limited tax dollars. For 
example, we were disappointed to learn that the state 
is spending $700,000 to study Chinese principals. The 
Chinese have a homogeneous system that removes 
“inferior” students from their education process and 
teaches memorization at the expense of creativity and 
innovation, which is absolutely inconsistent with one of 
the goals of Common Core – teaching children to think 
critically. Every dollar should be spent after a rigorous 
examination of the costs and benefits to Tennessee 
school children, and any spending that cannot be shown 
to produce real, tangible results should not be initiated 
or completed. We should make certain that we are 
pursuing good projects and initiatives that will increase 
test scores, establish innovative teaching methods that 
work, and inspire more interest in learning rather than 
simply chasing money.

8. evaluate Tennessee’s no child Left Behind Waiver.  
Starting in September 2011, the Federal government 
began allowing states to request waivers on behalf of 
itself, its local educational agencies (LEAs), and its 
schools, regarding specific requirements of the No 
Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB). Tennessee, 
as well as other states, at both the state and local level 
needed flexibility, as well as a reprieve from onerous 
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federal education mandates. A better policy should have empowered states to completely opt-out of NCLB without 
the stipulations attached to the waivers. The strings attached to the waivers are themselves significant.  This include 
states agreeing to adopt “standards that are common to a significant number of states” in order to be competitive 
for a waiver. These waivers, known as ESEA Flexibility, have only further fueled critics of Common Core State 
Standards. Any future federal policy should steer clear of any mention of adoption of standards, and instead 
provide state and local leaders the freedom to focus dollars and decision making on their most pressing education 
priorities.  
 
9. clarify the role of the state Board of education.  The State Department of Education is the Executive Branch 
agency responsible for implementing education policy in Tennessee. Many conservatives and liberals have suggested 
that the state board of education has usurped legislative authority and questioned the role of the State Board of 
Education. They believe this imposition of another level of bureaucracy, in the form of the unelected state school 
board. The counter argument is that state board members represent all regions of the state.  The term of office is 
currently set at five years, which allows board members to possibly encompass multiple administrations. This 
assists to create an institutional memory on strategic education initiatives. Detractors counter that it is the same 
procedural operation that produced a much touted “F” from the National Chamber of Commerce for Tennessee’s 
education performance and have now embraced Common Core Standards that are being imposed upon the state 
without any significant involvement from the legislature, parents or teachers, is a process desperately in need 
of reform. It has been suggested that the Board be changed to an elected body, with one member elected from 
each of the state’s nine congressional districts, to provide direct accountability and responsibility to the people of 
Tennessee. Others have suggested that the Tennessee General Assembly appoint members to the state board. It is 
clear that more transparency and accountability by those making the decisions about our schools is a critical battle 
that is worth the fight.  

10. Keep all stakeholders at the table. We must learn to listen carefully, communicate transparently and operate 
from our “common” Tennessee values and goals. This means ensuring that the federal government does not usurp 
state and local responsibilities or increase control over our public education system. All interested Tennessee 
stakeholders must work in collaboration to provide leadership that is focused on improved school and student 
outcomes. This includes business and community leaders, parents and educators, all committed to improving 
our Tennessee public schools on behalf of students. The continued involvement of stakeholders should strive 
to promote the priorities, criteria and requirements that will benefit the students across Tennessee. There is a 
vast difference between collaboration and coercion.  Educators know a great deal about “what works,” but they 
alone cannot institute or sustain improvement without stakeholder involvement and policy-maker advocacy. It is 
imperative that parents and community members have a strong vested interest in the success of the schools and 
they must co-own the outcomes produced. Parents have the right to know how well their children are performing 
compared to their peers across the state. In addition, taxpayers that support our public school system have the right 
to know that the system they fund is producing the promised results. Schools should identify and actively engage 
all stakeholders in fulfilling the mission and enacting the vision of all students succeeding in school in order to be 
college or career ready. When personalities and control issues can be kept in check—significant progress can be 
achieved in Tennessee classrooms.   
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