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Tennessee: Working with Local Education Agencies on Competency-Based 
Education 

 
According to the Tennessee Department of Education (TDOE), competency-based 
education is defined as “individualized pathways for students [created] by focusing 
on demonstrating mastery through application and allowing students to advance 
through curricula and grades as mastery is achieved.” In the 2018-2019 school year, 
TDOE selected 17 schools from 13 districts across the state to participate in a 
competency-based education pilot program. Unlike common pilot programs, TDOE 
is putting the decision-making power into the hands of local education agencies 
(LEAs)—that is schools and/or districts. Traditionally, pilot programs have a list of 
prescriptive guidelines that participants must follow. However, in this case, LEAs 
are helping to shape what competency-based education looks like in Tennessee.  
 
Spearheaded by Adriana Harrington, Director of Project Management, Consolidated 
Planning, and Monitoring at the Tennessee Department of Education, this 
exploratory pilot has three simple goals: planning, implementing, and learning. At 
the outset, LEAs developed implementation plans in collaboration with TDOE. All 
pilot participants are now in the implementation phase of the pilot. Throughout the 
pilot, lessons learned will be shared amongst participating LEAs and TDOE project 
staff.  
 
ARCC has provided support along the way to TDOE, but more recently that support 
has shifted directly to the LEAs. In early August, ARCC staff met with participating 
schools in Eastern and Western Tennessee. During these meetings, the ARCC 
provided research-based information and resources. Additionally, ARCC served as 
an impartial sounding board and facilitated a safe space for teachers and 
administrators to discuss potential challenges they might face in the upcoming pilot 
year. Participants found this support to be tremendously helpful. As one participant 
said, “I am so glad we got a chance to talk through this. It seems do-able now.”  
 
ARCC will continue to support LEAs along this journey through regular check-in 
calls, and face-to-face follow up meetings. LEAs have developed some ambitious 
competency-based education plans, and ARCC staff members are optimistic about 
the current status and potential outcomes of the competency-based education pilot 
program in Tennessee.  


