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Tennessee

Adopted 
Common 
Core State 
Standards  
in 2010

Adopted updated Tennessee 
Academic Standards in April 2016

Tennessee School Demographics

Total #Schools 1863

Total #Students 993,556

Total #Black Students 227,513 23%

Total #Hispanic Students 77,748 8%

Total #Amer Ind/AK Native 15,040 2%

Total #White Students 651,812 66%

Total #Free and Reduced Lunch 578,414 58%

Total #ELL 34,397 3%

Total #Students with Disabilities 129,902 13%

The Tennessee Department of Education (the 

Department) is leading the state through a 

staggered transition to college- and career-

ready standards. The state adopted the 

Common Core State Standards in 2010, 

branding them the Tennessee Academic 

Standards, and has recently concluded a  

review process that has resulted in the  

recent adoption of new state standards in 

English language arts (ELA) and mathematics. 

The staggered transition began in the lower 

grades in 2011 with full implementation in  

2012 and continues through this year with the 

state’s first assessment fully aligned to college- 

and career-ready standards.

Tennessee Teacher 
Training

 
2012—11,000 Teachers trained

2013—28,613 Teachers trained

2014—12,716 Teachers trained

2015—11,621 Teachers trained

Large-scale Professional Development  

for Teachers

As planning was underway for implementation of 

new standards in 2010, the Department decided 

to bring together a team of school and district 

leaders from across the state to help them 

develop a vision. That group agreed that they 

needed quality training for teachers and strong 

aligned curricular resources and assessments. 

Fueled by $44 million in Race to the Top 

funds set aside for professional learning, the 

Department started developing a massive 

professional development program that 

would train tens of thousands of teachers and 

impact the lives of hundreds of thousands of 

students. The optional training was carried out 

in cooperation with the Centers for Regional 

Excellence (CORE), the state’s eight regional 

education offices. The series of two to four day 

trainings, provided regionally and at various 

dates throughout the summer, were aimed at 

providing strategies and resources to teachers to 

enable them to help all Tennessee students meet 

the new expectations set out in the standards.

Peer-led teacher trainings formed the backbone 

of the implementation plan. Through a 

rigorous application process, the Department 

identified up to 700 teachers each summer 

from across the state to lead the training. After 
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the completion of the summer trainings, both 

facilitators and participants would go back to 

their districts to implement the new strategies 

they learned. The free training was open to all 

districts and demand was often greater than 

availability. Department officials say it was a 

huge undertaking, but an even bigger success, 

providing training to nearly 70,000 teachers over 

four years, with more than 28-thousand teachers 

trained in just two months in 2013.  

Peer-led Professional Development for Principals

Department officials also felt that if they were 

going to truly leverage the standards transition, 

they needed to focus on the leadership at the 

building level. This focus on developing strong 

school leadership resulted in the creation of a 

statewide leadership course for principals. The 

Department says their focus was on instruction, 

shifting principals from building managers to 

instructional leaders. State education officials 

felt they needed to focus on strengthening 

school leaders’ understanding of instructional 

practices and also providing them with a solid 

foundation in the understanding of the new 

Tennessee Academic Standards. The Department 

launched an optional, free training program 

in the 2013-14 school year for principals 

through the CORE offices. Just like the teacher 

training, the principal training was peer-led. The 

professional development was aimed at providing 

a deeper knowledge of the learning standards 

and understanding of what teaching to those 

standards should look like in the classroom. The 

Department felt that the building leaders had to 

have a better understanding of quality instruction 

in order to lead the transformation from the old 

Tennessee learning standards to new, college- 

and career-ready standards.

Both the teacher and principal professional 

development programs were funded through 

the Tennessee Race to the Top grant, more than 

$500 million awarded to the state in 2010. The 

last year of Race to the Top was 2015, and now 

state education officials are working to keep 

the professional development in place but on a 

much smaller scale using a variety of strategies, 

including better leveraging of the CORE offices. 

Department officials say it was a 
huge undertaking, but an even bigger 
success, providing training to nearly 
70,000 teachers over four years, with 

more than 28-thousand teachers 
trained in just two months in 2013. 

common core council 

Department officials believe their work to involve 

teachers throughout the state early on helped 

pave the way for successful implementation. 

They developed a plan early on to involve local 

educators and created a Common Core Council 

that advised the Department as a working group 

as they collectively figured out their approaches 

to bringing college- and career-ready standards 

to the classrooms. The Department started by 

selecting an effective cohort of practicing local 

teachers that believed in the power of standards 

and high expectations for all students. The group 

was a collection of educators of various levels 

from local districts throughout the state and the 

Department engaged this council at every step of 

the process. They believe this group really helped 

communicate the benefits of higher standards to 

their colleagues throughout Tennessee.  

Department officials say the Common Core 

Council, while no longer active, did an excellent 

job of building acceptance and understanding 

around the standards. This cohort became a 

powerful voice to help the Department move 

www.CCSSO.org/CCReady


A
 Path of Prog

ress: State and
 D

istrict Stories of H
ig

h Stand
ard

s Im
p

lem
entation

Council of Chief State School Officers 
For more information, visit: www.CCSSO.org/CCReady

forward with implementing college- and 

career-ready standards. Members of the cohort 

spoke with legislators, stakeholders, and other 

educators to explain what the standards were and 

to provide clarity and transparency throughout 

the implementation process. They were able to 

bring teachers to the table who could say, “I’ve 

done this in my classroom and our kids can do 

the work and be successful.” 

During the 2014 legislative session, legislation 

passed to remove Tennessee from the PARCC 

consortium and create a Tennessee-specific 

assessment aligned with college- and career-

ready standards. While the assessment 

changed, the focus on high standards for all 

students remained.

Classroom instruction has changed as standards 

implementation has moved forward. Tennessee 

switched to a text-based assessment in 2012. 

Now students as early as third grade review 

text and write an answer based on what they’ve 

read. Reading and writing are being used in 

more subject areas, creating cross subject 

collaborations. In math, it’s more pronounced 

with more discussion and exploratory instruction. 

Instead of 15 problems on a multiplication table, 

students are focused on one complex task with 

multiple parts. The more rigorous college- and 

career-ready standards are leading to richer 

dialogue and more exploration in the classroom.

www.CCSSO.org/CCReady
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Tennessee - DisTricT

Trousdale 
County 
Schools

Trousdale County is often called the Rhode Island 

of Tennessee, the smallest county in the state in 

terms of land area. It’s a small rural district where 

60 percent of the students are economically 

disadvantaged, 80 percent are white, and 16 

percent are students with disabilities. 

Clint Satterfield is the superintendent in 

Trousdale County. He says one of the first 

questions he asked when his district began 

implementing new college- and career-ready 

standards was, “How can we improve teacher 

quality?” He says over the past five years the 

answer has become obvious. In his opinion, it 

has to be done through high quality professional 

development, which must be initiated at the state 

level. He says because Trousdale is so small and 

rural, they just don’t have the local resources 

needed to do effective professional development 

or provide teachers technical assistance or 

resources, unless development opportunities are 

initiated by the state.

In Trousdale County, they began implementing 

the new college- and career-ready standards in the 

2011-12 school year. Initially, district administrators 

and staff didn’t really know anything about the 

standards. The district’s first foray into the new 

standards was limited to off the shelf training in 

English language arts and math developed and 

provided by a textbook supplier. Building on that 

training was difficult at best, with district staff 

struggling to gain traction with the new standards. 

Then in 2012, the Tennessee Department of 

Education began rolling out a massive professional 

development campaign. This professional 

development campaign was critically important 

for Trousdale County. The train-the-trainer model 

has paid off for the district, providing learning 

leaders in the district that are helping to expand 

knowledge and understanding of the standards.

“What it did was give us an opportunity,” said 

Satterfield. “We were able to start building our 

own capacity.”

“What it did was give us an 
opportunity,” said satterfield.  

“We were able to start building 
 our own capacity.”

Trousdale administrators began sending teachers 

to the training from the various content areas. 

The participating teachers would, in turn, come 

back to the district and redeliver that content 

to their colleagues. Teachers in the district were 

energized by this new professional development 

that was being delivered by their peers. Initially, 

a small group of teachers willing to experiment 

volunteered for the training. As staff became 

more familiar with the trainings and felt more 

comfortable with how it was being delivered, 

other teachers requested to be a part of that 

teacher leader corps and to receive the training 

in person to share with their colleagues. Districts 

were allowed a limited number of spots for the 

professional development, and as other districts 

didn’t use their slots, Trousdale began to flood 

Trousdale county schools
K-12 District

Rural 

3 Schools

1,300 Students

55% Free and Reduced Lunch
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the training with their teachers. As the state’s 

professional development continued, more 

Trousdale teachers have sought access to it.  

Satterfield said the only obstacle with the state 

professional development was trying to figure out 

how to pay teachers for their time and efforts. In 

Trousdale County most of this was accomplished 

by using their in-service time so that the district 

didn’t have to assume any additional costs. 

However, because Trousdale County is a strategic 

compensation district, they did have some 

flexibility to build the in-house capacity for teacher 

leaders. They had been paying teachers stipends 

for hard-to-staff positions, one of the strategies 

they used was to compensate the learning leaders 

to do professional development in the summer 

and redeliver to their colleagues. “We had our 

teachers become experts and they taught others, 

building capacity within our resources and within 

ourselves,” said Satterfield.

They’re asking students to read  
and ask the right questions, and 
students are asking questions of 

each other, taking more ownership 
of their own education with the 

teachers acting more as facilitators. 

One of the challenges Trousdale county faced 

initially was trying to implement new standards 

while being tested on the old ones. Officials say it 

was a slippery slope they had to navigate, likening 

it to sleeping with one eye open. The district did 

build curriculum guides and cross referenced the 

standards, putting the old standards in one column 

and the college- and career-ready Tennessee 

Academic Standards in another. They tried to 

implement the new standards where they could 

teach the two standards at the same time. They also 

tried to teach the old standards in a “new way” — 

having students write to text more, writing across 

the curriculum, and increasing the level of text 

complexity and enhancing rigor where possible. 

Satterfield says the classrooms have seen a 

180-degree turnaround. Trousdale county teachers 

are no longer teaching as they did 20 years ago. 

They’re asking students to read and ask the right 

questions, and students are asking questions 

of each other, taking more ownership of their 

own education with the teachers acting more as 

facilitators. 

“We’re teaching them to think like little lawyers. 

It’s unbelievable the shifts of where our classrooms 

are now and where they were four years ago. 

We’ve got a long way to go, but the quality of 

instruction has flipped with what we’re doing in 

our community.” 

That flip is credited to the Tennessee Department 

of Education’s emphasis on train-the-trainer 

model and their investment in teacher 

professional development — a strategy started 

at the state level of high quality professional 

development, delivered to local teacher leaders 

who can then successfully redeliver to their 

colleagues back at school. 
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