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Abstract 

Dual enrollment programs have expanded rapidly in the United States as a mechanism to 

improve college readiness, accelerate time to credential, and support postsecondary transitions. 

Yet empirical research on dual enrollment has largely centered on academic coursework offered 

through community colleges or four-year institutions. Considerably less is known about career-

oriented dual enrollment offered through technical colleges, particularly from the perspectives of 

students and the school counselors responsible for implementing these opportunities. Drawing on 

Pressman and Wildavsky’s (1973) theory of policy implementation and Lipsky’s (1980) theory of 

street-level bureaucracy, this study examines how state efforts to expand access to technical 

college dual enrollment are enacted in local educational contexts. We analyze survey data from 

1,382 students enrolled in Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technology (TCATs) and 510 high 

school counselors who responded to the Tennessee Educator Survey, as well as focus group data 

from 44 high school counselors across Tennessee. Tennessee provides a unique policy context in 

which recent state investments have substantially expanded dual enrollment opportunities at 

technical colleges. Findings illustrate four major themes: (1) high schools vary widely in 

recruitment models and partnership structures with TCATs, shaping who enrolls in CTE-focused 

dual enrollment and when; (2) while counselors value TCAT dual enrollment as a viable 

pathway, access is unevenly distributed due to assumptions about student fit, structural barriers, 

and program capacity; (3) counselors serve as key frontline implementers, providing intensive 

advising and administrative support that often exceeds that required for academic dual 

enrollment; and (4) students and counselors report positive effects on student self-efficacy, 

postsecondary identity, and college-going behaviors. Findings suggest that access to and success 

in TCAT dual enrollment are shaped not only by state policy design but also by local 

implementation conditions, organizational capacity, and counselor discretion. Implications 

address how policymakers and institutions can strengthen partnerships, reduce administrative 

burden, and support equitable pathway-oriented advising so that students of all backgrounds can 

benefit from CTE-focused dual enrollment. 
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Introduction 

Dual enrollment has emerged as one of the most prominent strategies for strengthening 

postsecondary readiness and expanding college participation among high school students in the 

United States. By allowing students to earn college credit while still enrolled in high school, dual 

enrollment offers accelerated coursework, exposure to college expectations, and potential time- 

and cost-savings toward postsecondary credentials. Over the past two decades, participation has 

increased nationally and across demographic subgroups, driven by state-level investments, policy 

incentives, and growing research evidence linking dual enrollment participation to improved 

college outcomes. 

  

However, the dual enrollment landscape is not monolithic. Most empirical research examines 

dual enrollment as it is commonly implemented through community colleges and four-year 

institutions, focusing on academic general education courses such as English Composition or 

College Algebra. Considerably less attention has been paid to dual enrollment offered through 

technical colleges, which often emphasize competency-based programs aligned to high-wage, 

high-demand occupations. These forms of dual enrollment often operate with different curricular 

structures, calendar systems, advising requirements, credit-transfer rules, and financial aid 

pathways—and may attract students with different interests, identities, and postsecondary goals. 

  

Tennessee presents a salient policy context for examining CTE-focused dual enrollment. Over 

the last decade, the state has invested heavily in Early Postsecondary Opportunities (EPSOs), 

including dual enrollment. State initiatives such as the Dual Enrollment Grant and Tennessee 

Promise have expanded access to college coursework, while targeted investments in career and 

technical education (CTE) have increased capacity within Tennessee Colleges of Applied 

Technology (TCATs). As a result, dual enrollment participation at TCATs has grown 

substantially, creating a need to understand how students learn about these opportunities, how 



counselors advise them, which barriers may limit equitable participation, and what, if any, effects 

TCAT dual enrollment has on students’ self-efficacy and postsecondary identities. 

  

High school counselors play a critical role in this system as gatekeepers, interpreters, and 

navigators of dual enrollment opportunities. Yet little research explores counseling practices in 

the context of CTE-focused dual enrollment, particularly how counselors conceptualize suitable 

students, identify barriers, and support marginalized groups. The expansion of CTE-focused dual 

enrollment at TCATs presents an important but understudied opportunity to examine how 

workforce-aligned postsecondary pathways are introduced and accessed by high school students.  

This paper is guided by an overarching research question: How do students’ identities and 

backgrounds interface with access, outcomes, and student experiences in TCAT dual enrollment 

courses and programs? Specifically, we address the following sub-questions and organize our 

findings section to answer each one in turn: 

1. What practices are programs using to recruit, enroll, and support students in dual 

enrollment? What strategies are being used to encourage equitable student 

participation in dual enrollment for all students, particularly marginalized students? 

2. What challenges do students, particularly marginalized students, face in enrolling and 

completing these courses? 

3. What advising models work best for TCAT dual enrollment students and specifically 

for underrepresented students (e.g., students with IEPs, economically disadvantaged 

students, 9th grade students), and how can they be scaled? Is TCAT dual enrollment 

changing how high school counselors advise students for participation in dual 

enrollment? 

4. What is the relationship between enrollment and intensity of TCAT dual enrollment 

and student experience, including curriculum engagement and belief in the ability to 

succeed in postsecondary education? 

Literature Review 

Career and Technical Education (CTE) dual enrollment is a relatively recent policy innovation 

through which high school students can earn postsecondary credits for courses related to career 

pathways. These credits can then be applied to career certifications, two-year associate’s degrees, 

or, in some cases, four-year bachelor’s degrees. CTE-focused dual enrollment programs differ 

from past programs in that, historically, CTE programs or “vocational” education did not lead to 

students gaining transferable postsecondary credits, while traditional dual enrollment programs 

focused on providing early credit-earning opportunities to high-performing students in core 

academic subjects such as mathematics or English language arts.   

This literature review begins with research evidence about traditional CTE and dual enrollment 

programs, focusing on documented outcomes for participants in recent years. Then we explore 



the emerging literature around CTE-focused dual enrollment programs, which are relatively 

understudied but show promise as a mechanism for providing early postsecondary opportunities 

to a new population of students. We conclude with evidence about the role high school 

counselors play in helping students navigate their dual enrollment experiences. 

Career and Technical Education  

CTE programs have a long history in the US, with federal policy concerning “vocational 

education” dating back over a century and formal incorporation into the broader education 

system occurring more than 50 years ago (Dougherty, 2016). By 2013, 88% of public high 

school graduates had earned some CTE credits (Liu & Burns, 2020), and sectors like public 

services and healthcare were seeing an increase in the average number of credits earned. In the 

2016-17 school year, 98 percent of districts had CTE offerings, but funding, staffing, and 

facilities limitations have resulted in a wide range in the quality of programming and the breadth 

of course offerings (Gray & Lewis, 2018). 

Although CTE programs are widely available, participation varies across several student factors 

including sex, race and ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and urbanicity, with male students, white 

students, and students attending urban schools all more likely to participate in CTE programming 

than their counterparts (U.S. Department of Education, 2017). These patterns are likely related to 

the historic practice of tracking less academically oriented students into vocational education 

programs (Hodge et al., 2020); however, recent research suggests that modern CTE programs 

may be making progress on this front (Giani, 2019).  

Participation in CTE programming has been shown to improve both academic and career 

outcomes for students. Several studies have shown that CTE increases the likelihood of high 

school graduation, particularly for male students, and that this effect is likely mediated by 

increased attendance and improved academic performance (Brunner et al., 2023; Dougherty, 

2018; Gottfried & Plasman, 2018; Hemelt et al., 2019). Longer-term positive outcomes attributed 

to CTE include increased college-going (Hemelt et al., 2019) and earnings (Brunner et al., 2023). 

However, the magnitude of the impact and whether academic or career outcomes are affected 

appears to be at least partially dependent on program structure (Passarella, 2018) and alignment 

with local labor markets (Carruthers et al., 2024). 

Research that incorporates student perspectives to understand the mechanisms by which CTE 

programs produce these positive outcomes is less robust. In one of the few studies that 

interviewed CTE students, Gentry et al. (2007) identified four positive themes in students’ 

descriptions of their CTE experience: increased student autonomy, effective/caring teachers, 

students with similar interests, and learning relevant content. Regarding postsecondary 

outcomes, Castellano et al. (2014) found that graduating students who participated in CTE 

programs of study had clearer plans for approaching the transition to postsecondary studies than 

non-participating students.  



Dual Enrollment  

Boswell (2001) describes several motivations for the growing interest among policymakers in 

dual enrollment (sometimes referred to as dual credit or concurrent enrollment) programs in the 

late 1990s and early 2000s. Among these motivations are reducing the cost of college, 

accelerating the time to completion, providing more challenging courses to advanced students, 

providing more opportunities to disadvantaged students, and promoting collaboration between 

high schools, local colleges, and their broader communities. Recent decades have seen an 

expansion of dual enrollment offerings with 82 percent of public high schools offering dual 

enrollment opportunities in 2017-18 (Taie & Lewis, 2020), though schools with more 

economically disadvantaged students are less likely to report offering dual enrollment than 

schools with more affluent student bodies (Taie & Lewis, 2020).  

Shivji and Wilson (2019), using data from the High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 

(HSLS:09), found that roughly a third of students took dual enrollment courses for postsecondary 

credit while in high school. They also found that 80 percent of those students took their dual 

enrollment classes on high school campuses and were taught by high school faculty (some of 

whom may have also been employed by the partner college, depending on state policy contexts), 

and only 17 percent of students took their dual enrollment courses on a college campus.   

As with CTE, variation in dual enrollment participation is associated with several student 

characteristics. Higher levels of parental education and being White or Asian were associated 

with more dual enrollment course-taking than being Black, Hispanic, or another race or ethnicity 

(Shivji and Wilson, 2019). Rivera and colleagues (2019), also analyzing the HSLS:09 data, find 

that individual academic achievement and geographic factors are also significant predictors of 

dual enrollment course-taking.  

Dual enrollment participation has been linked to a variety of positive student outcomes including 

increased postsecondary enrollment (Kim et al., 2025; Moreno et al., 2021; Schaller et al., 2025), 

increased application and admission to more selective postsecondary institutions (Liu et al., 

2025), and better experiences transitioning to and persisting in college (Liu et al., 2020; Schaller 

et al. 2025). Many of these same studies also examine whether dual enrollment participation has 

different impacts on students who come from traditionally disadvantaged groups and generally 

find that dual enrollment participation is beneficial across demographic and socioeconomic 

groups but that disadvantaged groups may be particularly likely to benefit from dual enrollment 

programs. Qualitative evidence suggests that many of these positive outcomes are the result of 

improved understanding of postsecondary systems, better academic preparation, and changes in 

students’ perceptions regarding the postsecondary options available to them (Johnson et al., 

2024; Lile et al., 2018). 

CTE-Focused Dual Enrollment  

CTE-focused dual enrollment programs build on the success of both CTE and dual enrollment 

programs of recent decades while acknowledging and addressing concerns that such programs 



were further advantaging students who were already academically successful and tracking other 

students into pathways with few postsecondary options (Fink & Jenkins, 2023; Karp et al., 2007; 

Zinth, 2014). By providing high school students the opportunity to earn postsecondary credit 

through programs in traditional CTE subject areas, CTE-focused dual enrollment programs 

increase accessibility for students who may have lower initial levels of academic preparation or 

who may come from historically disadvantaged backgrounds. Additionally, such programs are 

believed to raise the rigor of the high school experience for participating students and to foster 

collaboration and communication between local high schools, postsecondary institutions, and 

industry stakeholders (Brand et al., 2013).  

Research on participation in and outcomes of CTE dual enrollment programs is limited but 

growing. Ryu and colleagues (2024) directly compare participation rates and outcomes for 

students who participated in academic vs. CTE-focused dual enrollment in Texas. They find 

large differences in participation rates across the two dual enrollment types along lines of race, 

gender, and SES with White, female, and relatively affluent students more likely to take 

academic dual enrollment courses, while CTE-focused dual enrollment students were primarily 

Hispanic, low-income, and male. They also find that students who take CTE-focused dual 

enrollment courses often take them earlier in high school than students who take academic dual 

enrollment courses, suggesting early sorting of students into academic vs. CTE pathways. While 

this demographic sorting is on its face concerning, historically, these CTE students would not 

have received any postsecondary credit for these courses. Thus, by transforming these CTE 

courses into dual enrollment courses, students have increased opportunities to earn more rigorous 

credits. In other studies, students who participate in CTE-focused dual enrollment programs have 

been shown to graduate high school at higher rates (Edmunds et al., 2024; Rodriguez et al., 

2012) and be more likely to enroll and persist in postsecondary institutions (Edmunds et al., 

2024; Rodriguez et al., 2012; Ross & Hemelt, 2023).  

The Role of High School Counselors 

School counselors are central to understanding both participation in and outcomes of CTE and 

dual enrollment programs. The counseling literature highlights the role of counselors as brokers 

of information, influencers of student expectations, and contributors to student attainment (Luby, 

2026; Mulhern, 2023; Sciarra & Ambrosino, 2011). As interpreters of policy, gatekeepers of 

information, and advisors who help students navigate academic, social, and financial choices, 

counselors play a pivotal role in the processes around enrolling in CTE and dual enrollment 

programs during high school as well as students’ transition from these programs to 

postsecondary education and careers. While the counseling literature documents the influence of 

school counselors on college access broadly (Bryan et al., 2015), little research examines 

advising within CTE-focused dual enrollment contexts. 

Prior research suggests multiple mechanisms by which counselors may affect the implementation 

of CTE-focused dual enrollment programs. Counselors often manage large caseloads and 



competing demands, which can constrain their ability to adequately advise their students about 

available postsecondary pathways (Brookover, 2021; Woods & Domina, 2014). Additionally, 

scholars have documented how advising can reproduce educational stratification when 

counselors make assumptions about student ‘fit’ for particular pathways (Francis et al., 2019; 

Linnehan, et al., 2011; Vannest et al., 2023). Applying these insights to CTE-focused dual 

enrollment is essential for understanding how access to career-oriented early postsecondary 

opportunities is distributed. Understanding how counselors perceive and facilitate CTE-focused 

dual enrollment is essential to understanding how students access these pathways and which 

students may be systematically left out. 

CTE-Focused Dual Enrollment in Tennessee 

High school students represent the fastest growing group of students at community and technical 

colleges in Tennessee. Dual enrollment at Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technology (TCATs) 

alone tripled from 2,554 in 2015 to 9,298 in 2022, comprising more than half of all enrollments 

at TCATs (Locker, 2023). This expansion stems from several state-level policies and investments 

that have helped to integrate the K-12, higher education, industry, and workforce development 

sectors around a broader vision of postsecondary readiness.  

Eligible high school students in Tennessee can cover the cost of dual enrollment tuition through 

the lottery-funded Dual Enrollment Grant administered by the Tennessee Student Assistance 

Corporation (TSAC). Beginning in fall 2022, students in all high school grades can qualify for 

the grant at a TCAT (in contrast to 2-year and 4-year institutions, where students must be at least 

a high school junior to dual enroll), and may receive the grant for up to 1,296 clock hours in any 

TCAT program of study. Many TCAT diploma programs such as practical nursing, welding, and 

administrative office technology are designed to be exactly 1,296 clock hours (typically three 

trimesters of 432 hours each), which means the grant is designed to potentially cover the entire 

tuition for a full TCAT diploma program before high school graduation.  

In addition, the Governor's Investment in Vocational Education (GIVE) Grants have invested $50 

million in state grants since 2019 to communities to expand high school and TCAT partnerships 

for CTE-focused dual enrollment (Office of the Governor, 2024). Many of these partnerships 

have expanded TCAT faculty rosters and learning spaces at high schools, thereby greatly 

expanding the number of TCAT seats available to high school students. 

In the K-12 policy area, the Tennessee Department of Education (TDOE) has long emphasized 

the value of Early Postsecondary Opportunities (EPSOs), including Advanced Placement (AP), 

International Baccalaureate (IB), and dual enrollment, through its ReadyGrad accountability 

metrics. More recently, TDOE has expanded this framework to emphasize workforce readiness 

by increasing student access to and awareness of industry-recognized credentials of value, work-

based learning, and individualized advising as part of their FutureReadyTN Four Pillars Strategy. 

TCAT dual enrollment is a key part of this initiative, and TDOE is working to collaborate with 



local industry to better align high school CTE coursework with TCAT dual enrollment programs 

to allow for seamless transitions into high-demand, high-wage careers. 

 

Theoretical Framework and Methods 

This study draws on theories of policy implementation to examine how school counselors and 

local conditions mediate students’ TCAT dual enrollment opportunities and experiences. 

Specifically, we employ Lipsky’s (1980) theory of street-level bureaucracy and Pressman and 

Wildavsky’s (1973) implementation framework to understand how state-level policy goals are 

translated into local practice. Pressman and Wildavsky argue that policy outcomes are shaped not 

only by policy design but also by a complex chain of actors, decisions, and conditions. Building 

on this perspective, Lipsky argues that frontline practitioners exercise discretion when 

interpreting and enacting policy in the context of limited resources, competing priorities, and 

organizational constraints.  

Together these frameworks help us view students’ access to, enrollment in, and experiences with 

TCAT dual enrollment as not simply a function of state policy, but as the product of 

implementation processes through which their educational opportunities are interpreted, 

mediated, and enacted. To better understand these implementation processes, we conducted 

statewide surveys of both TCAT students and high school counselors. We leveraged the 

counselor branch of the Tennessee Educator Survey (TES), a confidential (but not anonymous) 

survey administered to all educators across the state each year. In 2025, 510 respondents 

identified themselves as high school counselors and responded to a series of questions on TCAT 

dual enrollment. We analyzed these responses based on school locale, self-reported caseload, and 

school size. 

To incorporate students’ perspectives, we developed a student survey in collaboration with an 

advisory board of TCAT presidents who volunteered to support survey design and recruitment. 

Respondents were required to be at least 18 years old and were recruited by TCAT staff or 

faculty using a variety of methods, including emails, flyers, and announcements during class or 

schoolwide events. Age requirements for survey eligibility limited our ability to gain the 

perspectives of any younger students currently dual-enrolled at TCATs, though 25% of 

respondents said they had taken TCAT dual enrollment during their freshmen or sophomore 

years of high school. 

Anonymous survey responses were collected and managed using REDCap electronic data 

capture tools hosted at Vanderbilt University.i We received 1,382 responses from December 2025 

through February 2026 that met our inclusion criteria of completing the initial screening 

questions. Because recruitment sites were based at TCATs, not high schools, 64% of these 

respondents had never taken TCAT dual enrollment; these students were asked a brief set of 

questions about why they had not participated. The remaining respondents were given the full 5-



minute survey that asked about their motivation, barriers, experiences, and outcomes related to 

their TCAT dual enrollment experiences. Responses were analyzed in the aggregate and by sub-

groups like program of study. 

We also conducted in-depth focus groups of high school counselors to understand how they serve 

as key street-level actors whose advising practices, perceptions of student fit, and responses to 

local logistical challenges shape how students learn about, access, and participate in CTE-

focused dual enrollment pathways. We recruited focus group participants by directly emailing all 

high school counselors in the state using email addresses provided by THEC as well as posting 

on a statewide counselor newsletter. Forty-four high school counselors, many of whom also 

served as CTE coordinators or career coaches, participated in eight virtual focus groups in the 

spring of 2025. Participants represented urban, rural, and suburban settings, and all advised 

students participating in TCAT dual enrollment. While our sample may have overrepresented 

schools with more established TCAT partnerships or experience working with dual enrollment 

due to the focus of recruitment, there were several participants from schools with new and 

growing TCAT dual enrollment programs. Table 1 below demonstrates counselor and school 

characteristics for our focus group participants.ii  

Table 1: Experience and School Characteristics of Counselor Focus Group Participants 

 n % 

Counselor Characteristics     

Years of Experience     

   First Year 4 9% 

   1-3 Years 9 20% 

   3 or More Years 31 70% 

      

School Characteristics     

Locale     

   Rural 18 43% 

   Town 8 19% 

   Suburban 3 7% 

   Urban 13 31% 

      

School Size      

   Small (<500 students) 9 22% 

   Medium (500-749 students) 6 15% 

   Large (750-1,249 students) 14 34% 

   Very Large (1,250+ students) 12 29% 

      

Economically Disadvantaged Makeup     

   Less than 15% 6 15% 

   15-40% 30 75% 



   More than 40% 4 10% 

 

Focus groups lasted 60-90 minutes and followed a semi-structured protocol designed to elicit 

narratives about recruitment, advising, equity, barriers, and student experiences. Discussions 

were recorded and transcribed verbatim, and analytic memos supported theme development. 

Transcripts were analyzed through multi-cycle coding: first-cycle descriptive coding mapped 

responses to research questions and organized data into broad categories based on the protocol, 

and second-cycle pattern coding identified emergent themes within and across focus group 

discussions (Miles et al., 2018; Saldaña, 2021). Two researchers independently coded each 

transcript, resolving discrepancies through discussion.  

 

Findings 

This section organizes findings by research question and integrates findings from the focus 

groups and both the high school counselor and TCAT student surveys. 

RQ 1: What practices are programs using to recruit, enroll, and support students in TCAT dual 

enrollment? What strategies are being used to encourage equitable student participation in 

TCAT dual enrollment for all students, particularly marginalized students? 

 

TCAT dual enrollment recruitment, enrollment, and support practices varied based on each 

school’s geography and strength of partnership with their local TCAT. Counselor survey 

respondents working in rural and town schools were far more likely to report that their school 

offered TCAT dual enrollment (91%) than schools in urban areas (66%). This may be influenced 

by proximity to TCAT campuses as well as the perception that technical trades are more highly 

valued in rural communities. As one counselor focus group participant put it, “I think we're really 

at an advantage that we have it so close here in town, and we do have those instructors here on 

campus. I think that's phenomenal” (Focus group A, Participant 2). About 90% of counselor 

survey respondents in rural areas agreed or strongly agreed that their students were aware of both 

TCAT dual enrollment programs of study and grant funding, compared to only around 70% of 

respondents in urban areas. 

Because we limited student survey recruitment to students in current TCAT courses who were 

age 18 or older, the majority of survey respondents (64%) reported that they had never taken 

TCAT dual enrollment. Of these, 35% responded that TCAT dual enrollment was not available at 

their high school and an additional 34% responded that they did not know whether it was offered 

or not, indicating that students are less aware of TCAT dual enrollment offerings than counselors 

believe they are or awareness has increased in just the last couple of years since current TCAT 

students graduated from high school. The remaining 29% were asked a short series of questions 

about why they did not take TCAT dual enrollment even though it was offered at their high 



school. Figure 1 shows that the most frequently reported reason was that they did not know how 

it would benefit their future plans, followed by other practical barriers we address in the next 

section. 

Figure 1: Reported Barriers to Taking TCAT Dual Enrollment 

Counselors at schools with less TCAT familiarity described needing to “sell” the program to 

students through career fairs, parent nights, classroom visits, or middle school outreach because 

"they've not been exposed. They don't see the value" (Focus group A, Participant 1). Inviting 

TCAT staff representatives to speak to the high school students or scheduling visits for high 

school students to tour the TCAT campus was a powerful recruitment technique for these 

schools. “If I can get you in here [on a TCAT campus],” one counselor at a very small school 

described, “I can lure you in... because you get to talk to the professors. They tell you what the 

job is. They tell you what you're going to be doing. They tell you about students that have just 

graduated and how much money they're making, and that's a really big buy for them” (Focus 

group C, Participant 12).   

Some schools automatically enroll students who are in CTE pathways into TCAT dual 

enrollment programs during their junior or senior years. At these schools, counselors will give 

priority to seniors to ensure they’ve completed the full pathway requirements necessary to 

graduate, and TCAT recruitment is often built into the registration process for the following 

academic year. At other schools, student interest is the primary driver for enrolling a student in 

TCAT courses or even adding a new program of study. One rural counselor explained that at his 

school, “no one is specifically targeted. They'll express an interest and we'll like kind of nudge 

them in that direction and say, this would be a great opportunity for you” (Focus group A, 

Participant 1). This approach builds in flexibility for students who may want to explore multiple 

pathways; however, it also risks limiting access to students without familial exposure to trades or 

those who may not know to express their interest. 



A common sentiment among focus group participants was that counselors know which students 

will be interested in and benefit from TCAT dual enrollment prior to engaging them with the 

program. Several counselors described TCAT participation as concentrated among students 

deemed “not academic,” or “from working-class families.” For these students, counselors “try to 

dangle the carrot of” TCAT dual enrollment programs for students who “hate school” or want to 

pursue their own interests (Focus group B, Participant 5). Student survey respondents confirmed 

that their most influential motivations for taking TCAT dual enrollment were the subject matter 

and the “hands-on” teaching style, followed closely by the skills they would learn and the chance 

to earn a good salary in that career path. 

Counselors often spoke of the benefits of TCAT dual enrollment for academically 

underperforming and/or economically disadvantaged students, while also expressing awareness 

that this focus potentially reinforced tracking dynamics documented in CTE research. One 

counselor in a very small school admitted, “I can let you know which middle schools we don't 

need to go talk to, because that population of students are not looking for what we have here. 

Now there may be 3 or 4 or 5 [interested students], and they're certainly worth the effort. Don't 

get me wrong. But in your more affluent areas it is not," implying clear patterns of stratified 

participation by class and geography that some counselors felt powerless to overcome (Focus 

group C, Participant 12).  

Counselors who sought to avoid such tracking based on academic ability, geography, or 

socioeconomic status expressed the importance of individualized advising to get to know their 

students’ interests and goals rather than make assumptions about best fit. They also emphasized 

the importance of exposure to CTE and TCAT dual enrollment for all students, including 

students who are planning on pursuing 4-year college degrees. Because freshmen and 

sophomores are only eligible to use the Dual Enrollment Grant for TCAT courses and not other 

forms of postsecondary education, some schools see TCATs as an opportunity to get a head start 

on EPSO credits that qualify students for the ReadyGraduate accountability indicator. As one 

rural counselor explained, “Our 9th and 10th graders are highly encouraged to choose a TCAT 

path and take at least one high school course in that area” (Focus group C, Participant 10).  

 

RQ2: What challenges do students, particularly marginalized students, face in enrolling and 

completing these courses? 

Counselors identified several challenges that limited participation, including high demand for 

limited seats; costs for items such as transportation, tools, and equipment; and the administrative 

burden of complex application processes. Consistent with Lipsky’s (1980) theory of street-level 

bureaucracy, these barriers were rarely experienced as isolated obstacles. Rather, counselors 

described continually interpreting, adapting, and mediating policy requirements on behalf of 

students, particularly those from students previously underrepresented in dual enrollment, 

including younger students and academically underprepared students. Students themselves were 



less likely to report significant barriers during their dual enrollment experiences on our student 

survey, indicating the counselors may be succeeding in mitigating such barriers on their behalf.  

Challenges to Enrollment 

Competition for a limited number of TCAT dual enrollment seats was a predominant theme in all 

our counselor focus groups. From a street-level bureaucracy perspective, scarcity creates 

conditions under which frontline actors must make decisions about who receives access to 

opportunities and how those opportunities are allocated. Although counselors rarely described 

explicitly selecting which students should participate, they frequently found themselves 

navigating capacity constraints that limited access regardless of student interest.  

As policy shifts have emphasized the importance of industry credentials and extended eligibility 

to 9th and 10th grade students, counselors reflected that demand for TCAT dual enrollment has 

surged in their schools. As one counselor noted, “they have not caught up with this explosion of 

the need that’s out there. They’re not prepared. And I know they’re working. They’re building 

new facilities. I know it’s happening. But it’s just not happening quick enough” (Focus group F, 

Participant 36). To meet this demand, many high schools are relying on their CTE faculty to 

become certified to teach a TCAT program on the high school campus. Fifty-five percent of 

students surveyed reported that they took their TCAT dual enrollment class(es) on their high 

school campus. While this arrangement can quickly scale the number of seats available to high 

school students, it is limited by the availability of qualified teachers working at the high school. 

Some counselors noted that even when qualified teachers are available, it is hard to pay them 

enough to take on the extra work of logging attendance, grades, and competency assessments 

through the TCAT system. As one counselor in an urban high school explained, “I’ve just heard 

that the compensation for doing that is sometimes not worth it” (Focus group A, Participant 2). 

Lack of space or proper facilities is another constraint that high schools face in offering TCAT 

dual enrollment on their campuses. “So far our biggest hurdle has been access to equipment and 

space and instructors that meet the criteria just at this time,” another counselor in an urban area 

noted, “so that’s kind of guided our choice to have programs that don’t require a lot of equipment 

at this time definitely, something we’re looking to change” (Focus group D, Participant 17). 

TCAT campuses are equipped with more space, equipment, and faculty to offer a wider range of 

programs, but dual enrollment students there are often competing for seats with adult learners as 

well as high school students from multiple schools. This can vary by program and the strength of 

the partnership between the high school and TCAT. As one counselor in a rural area noted, 

“There’s a big interest in welding with our students, but also in our community, so that there 

continues to be a wait list for that program....And we’ve talked to leadership at TCAT, and going 

forward, they’re going to try to guarantee a certain number of seats for high school students. So 

that will be beneficial, for sure” (Focus group F, Participant 34). Another counselor said she 

faced reluctance to admit any dual enrollment student at her local TCAT, saying “they’re really 

hesitant or just flat out tell us, ‘No’, for sending kids there for almost any program” (Focus group 

H, Participant 44). Counselors noted that the scarcity of seats is not typically the case with 



academic dual enrollment: “If you want to do a dual enrollment with a community college, you 

can do it. Whereas with TCAT, you know, you can spend all this time applying, and then they 

don’t have a seat and then you can’t do it. So sometimes it is disheartening for the students" 

(Focus group F, Participant 34).  

Another enrollment challenge counselors emphasized were the costs above and beyond the 

tuition covered by the Dual Enrollment Grant. Transportation was one barrier that counselors 

commonly cited if the classes were held on a TCAT campus, and 19.2% of student survey 

respondents marked transportation as somewhat or very difficult. Schools with several students 

making the same commute may provide buses, but counselors noted that this still required a lot 

of travel and waiting time for these students. At schools that could not provide busing, dual 

enrollment on TCAT campuses was limited to students who were old enough to drive and could 

afford the vehicle and the extra gas to travel there. Several counselors expressed a sentiment that 

this was a reasonable expectation to make of students preparing to enter the workforce. As one 

put it, “Transportation is definitely an issue. You know, we have addressed that to some degree. 

But there comes a point where that student’s going to have to have transportation for a job, or to 

do some type of work experience, internship, or something like that” (Focus group C, Participant 

8). Others recognized that such an expectation made TCAT dual enrollment less feasible for the 

economically disadvantaged students that they perceived were the most interested and most 

likely to benefit from the opportunity. 

Similarly, counselors reported that certain TCAT programs require a significant investment in 

equipment (e.g., steel-toed boots), textbooks, or tools that can be an insurmountable barrier for 

some students. Thirty-one percent of student survey respondents reported that “getting the 

necessary tools and equipment” was a somewhat or very difficult aspect of their TCAT dual 

enrollment experience. The same percentage of students indicated this challenge was a 

contributing factor to why they never took TCAT dual enrollment even though it was offered at 

their school. One counselor in a very large high school reflected that “for some families, $500 for 

a kit to get started, like, ‘Oh, sure.’ But for 90% of the kids in that program, that is a lot of 

money. And so we’re constantly like looking for donations, trying to connect with our CTE 

department to see if they can cover the cost of any of the tools and equipment. So that 

consistently has been a really big obstacle for our kids” (Focus group G, Participant 40). This 

was reported as a larger barrier for counselors at schools that are growing their TCAT dual 

enrollment offerings and have had less time to collect shared resources or develop a protocol to 

support students in this way. At schools with long-standing partnerships with TCATs, counselors 

were more likely to place the onus of obtaining equipment on the school than the individual 

student: “If our seniors are going to TCAT, they have everything that they need. If they don’t, 

they can come and tell us, and we will find it for them, we will figure out a way to get it for 

them,” one counselor explained (Focus group B, Participant 3). Consequently, access to TCAT 

dual enrollment depended in part on the resources available within local implementation contexts 

rather than solely on student interest or eligibility.  



There is also a significant administrative burden to completing the Dual Enrollment Grant 

application and TCAT admission application. Counselors described the process as labor-

intensive, requiring each student to submit applications on two different online portals, including 

a parent signature and the student’s social security number. Although only about one-third of 

student survey respondents said that the Dual Enrollment Grant application (38%) or the TCAT 

admissions application (34%) were “very” or “somewhat” difficult, 63% reported that their high 

school counselor or CTE coordinator helped them enroll, indicating that these school support 

staff are taking up a large share of the administrative burden. Lipsky (1980) contends that 

frontline workers often absorb the practical burdens associated with implementing public policy. 

In this case, counselors functioned as intermediaries between students, families, high schools, 

TCATs, and state systems, assuming responsibility for navigating application procedures that 

many students would struggle to complete independently. 

Counselors reported that the complexity of this process especially felt “daunting” to students 

with limited digital literacy, English learners, and students with IEPs. These issues have 

compounded as more 9th and 10th grade students sign up for TCAT dual enrollment. As one 

counselor put it, “They’re little. They don’t know their social security numbers. They don’t know 

their parents’ emails” (Focus group B, Participant 3). In addition, undocumented students, who 

typically do not have a social security number, are ineligible for the Dual Enrollment Grant. 

While we did not ask for immigration status explicitly in our survey, 24% of respondents said 

being ineligible for the Dual Enrollment Grant factored a “little bit” (16%) or “a lot” (8%) into 

their decision not to take TCAT dual enrollment even though it was offered in their high school 

(Figure 1), and immigration status may have been a reason for ineligibility.  

Further, completing the applications is only the first step: “We do a lot of clean-up throughout 

the semester to make sure these kids are able to officially get the credit,” according to one 

counselor (Focus group D, Participant 19). For many counselors in the focus groups, this burden 

felt almost untenable: “The paperwork is, like everyone is saying, it’s ridiculous. Like, there’s so 

much paperwork, and it has to be perfect or else people get bills and people get upset. And then 

well, I don’t even want to do this anymore, because it’s just too much” (Focus group D, 

Participant 18). Several counselors reported that this administrative work to support TCAT dual 

enrollment often supplants the other counseling tasks they are expected to do throughout the 

year. These accounts illustrate a central insight of street-level bureaucracy theory: frontline 

workers frequently face competing demands that exceed available time and resources. As 

counselors assumed responsibility for complex enrollment procedures, they described making 

difficult decisions about how to allocate their limited attention across competing student needs. 

The timing of these activities varied by school: some counselors reported being able to enroll 

students in TCAT dual enrollment the semester prior, others were told by their TCAT partners 

that they had to wait until the TCAT trimester began. This left a hole in students’ schedules that 

had to be filled with a placeholder course and a teacher of record while students and counselors 

waited for each step in the registration process to “roll over.” One participant in our focus group 



detailed the process extensively, from entering students into the roster, putting them into the 

system, completing the applications, confirming and attributing the application, and finally 

registering them for the class. She explained, “So if your students are not doing their ticket 

application until the beginning of the semester, then it’s going to take at least 3 days to get them 

in the system, and that’s if you don’t have a hundred other fires to put out at the same time” 

(Focus group E, Participant 25). Such comments underscore how policy implementation depends 

not only on formal procedures but also on the organizational capacity of those charged with 

carrying them out. Counselors consistently described balancing TCAT dual enrollment 

responsibilities alongside numerous other obligations, suggesting that students' access to 

opportunities may be influenced by implementation capacity as much as by policy intent. 

Challenges to Program Completion 

While enrollment barriers limited students' initial access to TCAT dual enrollment, counselors 

emphasized that implementation challenges did not end once students entered a program. 

Instead, many of the same factors identified by Lipsky (1980)—resource constraints, competing 

demands, and the need for ongoing mediation by frontline staff—continued to shape students' 

ability to persist and complete their programs of study. Counselors highlighted a tension between 

the perception that TCAT dual enrollment is a good EPSO option for less academically prepared 

students—students with IEPs, English learners, students who are falling behind, or younger 

students—and the actual rigor of the coursework, attendance and exam requirements, and 

sustained effort needed to complete a program of study. 

Attendance requirements are stricter at TCATs than at the high school level. Due to the hands-on 

nature of instruction, TCAT policy allows very few absences per trimester, and missing more 

than a specific, low number of days or hours (which varies by program) can lead to failing grades 

or automatic termination from the program. For many high school students, especially students 

who struggle in traditional academic settings or students providing their own transportation to 

class, the expectation for near-perfect attendance is hard to meet. Eighteen percent of student 

survey respondents said “attending class enough to meet TCAT requirements” was somewhat or 

very difficult. Counselors reported seeing students “kicked out because of attendance without 

even realizing the policy or that they were close to the allowed limit” (Focus group C, Participant 

8). Several expressed frustration with a lack of communication about attendance when their 

students were enrolled on a TCAT campus, saying they did not learn about the issue until it was 

too late. 

Some students are also challenged by the early academic benchmarks that many TCAT programs 

of study require, such as OSHA safety certification. Getting through that certification point 

requires more traditional instruction and assessment, which some students did not expect from a 

TCAT course and struggled to overcome. One counselor explained, “Now I’ve seen this a lot 

with our automotive class that they think they can just jump in and start working. But you have 

to do like safety test, and then some of them don’t want to do that. And if you don’t pass the 

safety test, or they refuse to take the safety test, they have to come out of that class because they 



won’t be able to go in the shop and do the work. A lot of them don’t understand that they have to 

get these certifications first before they can start doing it” (Focus group D, Participant 15). Forty 

percent of student survey respondents said passing required exams was “somewhat” difficult and 

3% said it was “very difficult,” far higher than any other potential barrier to completion we asked 

about. 

Even for students who are able to pass these benchmarks and maintain good attendance, many 

find it difficult to complete the number of clock hours toward a TCAT certificate or diploma 

before high school graduation. Despite a recent change that made 9th and 10th grade students 

eligible for the Dual Enrollment Grant at TCATs, limited course capacity and prerequisites often 

prevent student from starting early enough to maximize the grant offering or finish a program. In 

contrast to dual enrollment at 2- or 4-year colleges, TCAT dual enrollment is less commonly 

used as a substitution for high school graduation requirements such as English or math.iii Several 

counselors reported, therefore, that students at their schools are expected to complete other 

graduation requirements before they can build room in their schedule for the longer course 

blocks or travel time required by TCAT dual enrollment. 

Counselors noted that for students who do not complete a full program, their dual enrollment 

clock hours do not always transition seamlessly to a TCAT after high school. One counselor 

explained, “Our TCAT has said that it doesn’t align enough for them to warrant us giving hours, 

even though our kids are getting certifications here and all kinds of stuff. So there’s just certain 

programs where it doesn’t seem to align as well...They still get dual enrollment, of course, for the 

year, but if they wanted to go to TCAT they’ve barely knocked anything off the hours of the 

program for TCAT” (Focus group H, Participant 43). Other counselors expressed this more in 

terms of the need for students to demonstrate basic competency in the skills they learned while in 

high school: “So even if that [clock hours] crosswalk isn’t exact, if they can still show 

proficiency, they can basically test out....And if when they get there they’re not proficient, 

they’re still having to backtrack....So we’re just real clear with our students up front that when 

you go to that program you do have to show proficiency, even if you have X number of hours” 

(Focus group H, Participant 42). These variations suggest that policy implementation is shaped 

not only by formal rules but also by the discretion of local actors and institutions responsible for 

interpreting and applying them. As a result, students’ ability to translate dual enrollment 

coursework into progress toward a TCAT credential may depend as much on local 

implementation practices or TCAT-high school relationships as on statewide policy design. 

 

RQ3: What advising models work best for TCAT dual enrollment students and specifically for 

underrepresented students (e.g., students with IEPs, economically disadvantaged students, 9th 

grade students), and how can they be scaled? Is TCAT dual enrollment changing how high 

school counselors advise students for participation in dual enrollment?  

 



As policymakers in Tennessee have increasingly emphasized the importance of EPSOs and 

seamless postsecondary transitions for all high school students, counselors have responded by 

adopting more individualized, pathway-oriented advising models. To counselors in our focus 

groups, this shift felt especially salient for TCAT dual enrollment students, who need to start 

early if they want a chance to earn an industry certificate or credential before graduating high 

school. This requires more intentional planning, according to counselors, rather than selecting 

courses at random with no clear connection to career.  

Almost all the counselors in the focus groups reported that they rely on career and aptitude 

testing from 8th grade, as well as tools like each student’s High School and Beyond Plan.iv As 

one explained, “we're trying to get them to look at what their aptitudes are and use their aptitudes 

to steer them toward career clusters that they would be interested in” (Focus group B, Participant 

7). Counselors and career coaches will use this early information to map out a structured 

pathway for each student, including any required prerequisites for advanced courses, in 

alignment with their long-term goals. Often, the counselors repeat this process multiple times 

with each student: “So I’ll sit down with each one of my individual students from 9th through 

12th grade. We look at their graduation checklist and we talk about, ‘What are you wanting to do 

in your future? What are your goals?’” (Focus group B, Participant 7).  

Periodic check-ins with students over time allowed counselors to balance intentional pathway-

mapping with some flexibility around changing student preferences. Several had stories about 

the importance of trying out a career in a low-stakes way, like one counselor who said, “I’ve had 

several students come back to me and say, I’m so glad I did dual enrollment in welding, because 

I realize that’s not what I want to do for the rest of my life. But I want to do computers, or I want 

to do nursing or something else” (Focus group C, Participant 8). 

Other advising models that came up, though less frequently, in our focus groups were near-peer 

mentoring and team-based approaches. Near-peer models rely on upperclassmen or alumni to 

mentor or assist younger participants through application processes, academic expectations, and 

time management strategies. Counselors in our focus groups were most likely to report using 

near-peers for recruitment into TCAT dual enrollment, such as during events like CTE fairs: 

“When we have that CTE fair, we take our upper-level juniors and seniors and set up tables and 

displays. And then our 8th graders get to walk through. So you’ve got students talking to students 

about programs. That’s a huge selling point, I think, for a lot of students. It gains a lot of interest 

that way” (Focus group B, Participant 7).  

Team-based advising models employ specialized career coaches, CTE coordinators, and college 

liaisons to help counselors with dual enrollment eligibility and logistics, tracking credit and 

credential outcomes, and postsecondary transitions. Only some counselors we spoke to had 

access to such teams and often shared them with other schools in their district. One particular 

moment during a focus group highlighted the value such team members can play: when a 

participant who was serving as the career coach for her district mentioned that she has helped 



TCAT dual enrollment students articulatev their clock hours into community college credits after 

high school graduation, no other participants in the group had heard that was possible. We 

continued to ask all the remaining focus groups about this new, but publicly available, 

information, but no other participants were familiar with it, highlighting the importance of the 

specialized knowledge that additional team members such as career coaches can bring to the 

table. 

Counselors with strong TCAT partnerships or TCAT liaisons as part of their team spoke highly of 

the role that TCAT staff played in facilitating enrollment logistics. One counselor, comparing 

herself to other participants in the focus group, said, “I guess we are lucky. Our TCAT has 

someone who comes to the school and guides the students in completing the grant and 

paperwork. But we are a small school” (Focus group C, Participant 10). Among the TCAT 

students we surveyed, 36% percent reported that a TCAT staff member helped them complete the 

necessary applications, which indicates that investing in additional TCAT supports could reduce 

the administrative burden for both counselors and students.    

Effective advising models for TCAT dual enrollment therefore go beyond course placement and 

instead emphasize intentional alignment with career pathways, proactive planning, near-peer 

relationships, and cross-institutional coordination. These techniques are especially important for 

underrepresented students, who face additional barriers enrolling in and completing a program of 

study.  

RQ4: What is the relationship between enrollment and intensity of TCAT dual enrollment and 

student experience, including curriculum engagement and belief in the ability to succeed in 

postsecondary education? 

 

Counselor focus groups and student survey responses illuminated several benefits of TCAT dual 

enrollment in terms of student motivation, identity, and postsecondary self-efficacy. These 

benefits accrue to high school students while they are dual enrolled as well as after they have 

graduated from high school and transitioned to their chosen postsecondary path.  

 

A common theme among the counselor focus groups was the benefit of the hands-on learning 

style inherent to TCAT dual enrollment coursework. Several counselors expressed the sentiment 

that this served as a "carrot" that helped students stay engaged in their required high school 

classes. As one counselor in a rural area expressed, “I think it saves some of those kids. I mean, 

it’s a deal breaker for some of them to actually make it through high school, just knowing that 

they have these fun classes. You know things that they’re actually interested in, and to occupy 

their hands, not just their mind” (Focus group B, Participant 5).  

 

Many counselors observed that hands-on instruction was not just valuable to struggling students 

but students of all academic abilities as a different way to develop skills and build rigor. One 

participant described a recent graduate who credited his machinist TCAT dual enrollment 



coursework as a reason he got accepted into an elite university’s engineering program. Another 

counselor observed that TCAT dual enrollment students at her school were more likely to 

subsequently enroll in academic dual enrollment and pursue college-bound pathways. Nine 

percent of student survey respondents said they were planning to enroll in a 4-year college or 

university after completing their current TCAT course. For students like this, TCAT clock hours 

may not transfer to their chosen institutions, but the skills and exposure are invaluable. As one 

focus group participant put it, “Now, credits are great, and if you decide to go down that path, 

then that can certainly help and be beneficial. And if it transfers somewhere, then that’s 

awesome. But really, it’s exposure” (Focus group F, Participant 34). 

 

More than 85% of student survey respondents agreed or strongly agreed that TCAT dual 

enrollment helped them learn what they are good at or how they learn best, realize what they 

want to do, and gain confidence they can do hard things (see Figure 2). In responding to the 

open-ended question, “How has your TCAT Dual Enrollment experience changed your college 

and/or career goals?” about 70% responded positively and another 20% indicated it did not 

significantly change their goals, often because they had already decided on a career pathway 

prior to enrollment. For example, as one student articulated, “My TCAT dual enrollment 

experience has helped me see a clear path toward a hands-on career instead of just guessing what 

I want to do after high school. It showed me that I learn best by doing, and it gave me real skills 

that apply directly to the workforce. Because of this experience, my college and career goals are 

more focused on gaining practical training and certifications that lead to a stable, long-term 

career.” 

 

Figure 2. 

 
Counselors in focus groups echoed this finding that TCAT dual enrollment boosted students' self-

efficacy and sense of accomplishment. This confidence often builds over time: “They’re a little 

intimidated at first, but then once they get going, they start thriving, and then they gain so much 

confidence from it, because they finally kind of realized, ‘Oh, I am smart! I am capable of doing 

this!’” (Focus group E, Participant 25). One counselor described how TCAT dual enrollment 



often became students’ “thing” like sports, but instead of varsity jackets, students will proudly 

wear their scrubs or welding jackets to school.  

 

This sense of accomplishment and belonging extends to their postsecondary ambitions as well. 

As one counselor pointed out, “I think the confidence they gain from taking college-level courses 

in high school is really beneficial for them to say, ‘I’m gonna graduate from TCAT, you know, 

probably pretty quickly...and I’m going to go straight into the workforce with a credential and a 

certificate that is going to make me capable of supporting a family someday’” (Focus group C, 

Participant 11). Further, the exposure to the enrollment and financial aid applications required for 

TCAT dual enrollment, as well as the exposure to a TCAT campus for those who take dual 

enrollment off-campus, can make that transition less intimidating during and after their senior 

year. 

 

Although most counselors acknowledged that their school did not systematically track students’ 

progress after graduation, they perceived smoother transitions into TCATs after graduation for 

students who began through dual enrollment. As one counselor put it, “in my experience, I feel 

like the ones who start as dual enrollment students have a 99.9% chance of completion, because 

TCAT knows them. They know how to contact them. The wheels have been greased” (Focus 

group F, Participant 29).  

 

For these students, TCAT dual enrollment saves time and money they would otherwise need to 

invest in their chosen career path. Even for students who do not finish a program of study, many 

have earned clock hours and basic certifications like OSHA 10, which can boost a resume and 

show employers that the student is “acclimated to go straight to work” (Focus group C, 

Participant 13). Additionally, many TCAT dual enrollment students become connected to high-

demand, high-wage employers in their communities through their TCAT professors, internships, 

and industry partnerships. At one very large high school, a counselor explained: “A number of 

our advanced kids here at [our school], we line them up for work-based learning programs their 

senior year with local employers. So those local employers may get them and give them a job 

and train them, and they may never go to a TCAT school because of that, but because they took 

the dual enrollment through TCAT that enabled them to get into the workforce faster” (Focus 

group D, Participant 19).  

 

Fifty-one percent of student survey respondents said they will pursue full-time employment after 

completing the TCAT course they are currently enrolled in, while 24% said they would continue 

to finish the program of study at the TCAT. These findings indicate that regardless of a student’s 

chosen postsecondary pathway—continuing at a TCAT, transferring to a 2- or 4-year institution, 

or directly entering the workforce—TCAT dual enrollment provides clear benefits for students’ 

self-efficacy, readiness, and exposure to the next phase of their life. As one counselor 

summarized, “I mean, it changes lives. Especially if you can graduate at the same time with that 

certificate or diploma, and not have any debt to pay back, and you’ve made them instantly 

employable out in the job market....I mean, it’s unmatched what can be offered” (Focus group C, 

Participant 12). 



 

Discussion 

These findings, elicited from 48 counselor focus group participants, 510 counselor survey 

respondents, and 1,382 student survey respondents, reveal both the promise of TCAT dual 

enrollment and opportunities for improvement. The clear findings of improved self-efficacy and 

postsecondary identity development seen from both counselors’ and students' perspectives 

contributes new evidence about the non-academic benefits of CTE-focused dual enrollment, 

including forms of rigor, skills development, and engagement that are not captured in traditional 

college readiness metrics. 

We also clarified the many ways TCAT dual enrollment operates differently from academic dual 

enrollment, and thus requires strategic, intentional advising models to ensure equitable access. 

For example, TCAT dual enrollment students face more limited seat capacity, stricter attendance 

requirements, and higher non-tuition expenses than academic dual enrollment. To overcome 

these structural barriers, all students, but especially those in marginalized groups, need advising 

teams of counselors, CTE coordinators, and career coaches that can help them start early to 

explore and define their postsecondary pathway, navigate admissions and credit transfer 

processes, and meet any additional needs such as equipment or transportation.  

Applying street-level bureaucracy theory, our findings suggest that these advisors function as 

critical intermediaries in the implementation of TCAT dual enrollment policy. Their work 

extends far beyond providing information about available programs. Counselors actively 

interpret eligibility requirements, help students navigate administrative systems, identify 

resources to offset financial barriers, coordinate with TCAT partners, and monitor student 

progress. Consequently, access to and success in TCAT dual enrollment are shaped not only by 

state policy but also by local implementation capacity and the discretionary actions of frontline 

educators. 

High school staff need not stand as the only frontline workers in this advising framework: they 

must have a strong partnership with their TCAT for their dual enrollment students to be properly 

supported. This includes making accommodations for the different schedules, constraints, and 

needs of dual enrollment students that may run counter to typical TCAT policies for adult 

learners. For example, some strong high school-TCAT partnerships reserve seats for dual 

enrollment students and register them far in advance, so high school schedules can be set the 

semester prior. Another example is when TCAT staff come to high school campuses for 

recruitment and application support, so the administrative burden is not borne entirely by the 

high school counselor or the students themselves. Lastly, better communication from TCAT 

faculty or staff about student progress and attendance throughout the trimester can help high 

school staff scaffold supports for TCAT dual enrollment students, especially students who are 

younger or less academically prepared.  



Policymakers and practitioners can also help reduce structural barriers for TCAT dual enrollment 

students. At the local level, policymakers should consider allowing students to begin on a TCAT 

dual enrollment pathway as early as 9th grade, as long as they are concurrently making adequate 

progress on core graduation requirements. Districts should also continue to fund dedicated career 

advising positions that can help liaise with TCATs, other postsecondary institutions, and local 

industry. State policymakers can help to simplify the Dual Enrollment Grant application and 

continue to expand the number of seats for high school students in high-demand TCAT 

programs.  

In conclusion, CTE-focused dual enrollment represents a promising but understudied pathway 

that expands postsecondary options beyond traditional academic routes. In Tennessee, TCAT 

dual enrollment offers opportunities for credential attainment, workforce preparation, and 

increased postsecondary self-efficacy. Ensuring equitable access will require addressing 

structural barriers, strengthening advising infrastructure, and integrating CTE-focused dual 

enrollment into broader higher education research and policy. 

 

 

Endnotes 

i. REDCap (Research Electronic Data Capture) is a secure, web-based software platform designed to support data 

capture for research studies, providing 1) an intuitive interface for validated data capture; 2) audit trails for 

tracking data manipulation and export procedures; 3) automated export procedures for seamless data downloads 

to common statistical packages; and 4) procedures for data integration and interoperability with external sources 

(Harris, P.A., et al., 2009; 2019). 

 

ii. School size categories were created based on classifications by the Tennessee Secondary School Athletic 

Association. Small schools enroll less than 500 students. Medium schools have between 500 and 749 students. 

Large schools have between 750 and 1,249 students. Very large schools enroll 1,250 or more students. 

 

iii. State Board of Education (SBE) Graduation Substitutions Policy (3.103) allows Local Education Agencies 
(LEAs) and postsecondary institutions to determine if postsecondary standards are appropriate to award high 

school general education credit. In most instances, high schools have awarded high school credit for TCAT dual 

enrollment as fulfillment of an elective credit or credit issued as part of a CTE pathway. For state guidance on 

course substitutions for TCAT dual enrollment, click here. 

 

iv. Tennessee State Board of Education rules began requiring all students to complete a High School and Beyond 

Plan in the 2023-24 school year. More information on HSBPs can be found here. 

 

v. Articulation refers to the process of converting TCAT clock hours into college credit in an aligned program at a 

community college upon successfully completing a qualified program at a TCAT and/or earning recognized 

industry certification(s). For more guidance from TBR, click here. 

 

 

 

https://www.tn.gov/sbe/rules--policies-and-guidance/policies.html
https://www.collegefortn.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/TCAT-DE-for-HS-Grad-Requirements-FAQ_Feb-2024.pdf
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Electronic Data Capture) is a secure, web-based software platform designed to support data capture for research studies, providing 1) an intuitive interface for validated data capture; 2) audit trails for tracking data manipulation and 
export procedures; 3) automated export procedures for seamless data downloads to common statistical packages; and 4) procedures for data integration and interoperability with external sources (Harris, P.A., et al., 2009; 2019). 
ii School size categories were created based on classifications by the Tennessee Secondary School Athletic Association. Small schools enroll less than 500 students. Medium schools have between 500 and 749 students. 
Large schools have between 750 and 1249 students. Very large schools enroll more than 1250 students. 
iii State Board of Education (SBE) Graduation Substitutions Policy (3.103) allows Local Education Agencies (LEAs) and postsecondary institutions to determine if postsecondary standards are appropriate to award high school general 
education credit. In most instances, high schools have awarded high school credit for TCAT dual enrollment as fulfillment of an elective credit or credit issued as part of a CTE pathway. For state guidance on course substitutions for 
TCAT dual enrollment, click here. 
iv Tennessee State Board of Education rules began requiring all students to complete a High School and Beyond Plan in the 2023-24 school year. More information on HSBPs can be found here. 
v Articulation refers to the process of converting TCAT clock hours into college credit in an aligned program at a community college upon successfully completing a qualified program at a TCAT and/or earning recognized 
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