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Abstract
Objective: This article analyzes the implementation of two state grant programs in 
Tennessee aimed at improving the quality of in-demand postsecondary career and 
technical education (CTE) programming at community and technical colleges. We 
use insights from our findings to propose a conceptual framework for understanding 
how external funding can reduce institutional capacity constraints in similar contexts. 
Method: Building off a previous study, we leverage in-depth interview data with 43 
participants across Tennessee’s workforce development system to better understand 
how administrators perceived state grant goals, what processes they used to address 
institutional capacity constraints, and what challenges they experienced while 
implementing grant-funded programs. Results: We find strong alignment of perceived 
grant goals between the state, which developed the program, and the practitioners 
who implemented it. We find that the implementation strategies employed included 
purchasing new equipment, investing in facilities, developing work-based learning 
opportunities, hiring new faculty and staff, and building collaborations with outside 
stakeholders. Finally, our data suggest that practitioners faced challenges optimizing 
the use of funds to address capacity constraints. Contributions: Developing and 
maintaining high quality CTE credential programs is a challenge for community and 
technical colleges across the United States. We describe how this has been done 
successfully in Tennessee and use insights from this context to propose a general 
framework for building capacity in postsecondary CTE.
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Though community and technical colleges play an important role in expanding access 
to postsecondary education, these institutions often face challenges due to limited 
institutional capacity. Operating with small budgets (Yuen, 2020), community and 
technical colleges are tasked with both supporting students during their time enrolled 
in college and providing them with the skills necessary for either continuing their 
education or joining the workforce. To achieve the latter goal, colleges must provide 
high quality, in-demand programing that is responsive to changes in local, regional, 
and national labor markets and industry demand. Providing highly responsive pro-
gramming, particularly in career and technical fields, requires significant capital 
investment. To respond to evolving workforce needs by opening a new or expanded 
program, for instance, colleges must acquire updated training equipment and the phys-
ical space to facilitate classes. They must also invest in recruiting faculty with industry 
experience and/or provide professional development, revise curriculum, update equip-
ment, and expand recruitment, enrollment, and administrative services. While expen-
sive, developing programs that train students with up-to-date skills and respond to 
local labor market needs is necessary to ensure that students find employment after 
completing their programs (Grosz, 2019; Holzer, 2015).

Some states are making targeted investments in community and technical colleges 
through competitive grants programs, which could counteract these capacity con-
straints. For example, Tennessee authorized the Labor Education Alignment Program 
(LEAP) grant in 2013 and re-authorized it in 2019 as the Governor’s Investment in 
Vocational Education (GIVE) grant, investing a total of $45 million across the two 
programs. Both programs incentivized colleges to increase industry-aligned career and 
technical education (CTE) programming in the state. This context makes Tennessee an 
ideal site for examining how community and technical colleges use external funding to 
expand postsecondary CTE programs. We leverage data from in-depth, hour-long inter-
views with 43 participants who were involved in the implementation of LEAP and 
GIVE grant projects across the state to address these three research questions:

•• How aligned were administrators’ perceptions of the grants’ goals with the 
goals outlined by the state?

•• What processes did administrators use to implement new grant-funded pro-
grams with their partners?

•• What implementation challenges did administrators face as they administered 
these grant programs?

Overall, we find that the implementation of LEAP/GIVE helped build institutional 
capacity for colleges’ postsecondary CTE programming. More specifically, we find 
that administrators’ perceptions of the grants’ goals were well aligned with the state’s 
goals to increase institutional capacity. We also find that grant implementation involved 
concrete actions such as buying equipment and hiring new faculty and staff, as well as 
less tangible actions such as garnering buy-in for project ideas from stakeholders and 
the community. Finally, we find that administrators faced challenges relaying liability 
information to industry partners regarding high school workers under the age of 
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eighteen, collecting data on student participation in grant-funded programs, operating 
grant-funded programs in overlapping postsecondary service areas, and servicing rural 
areas with few employers. Alleviating these challenges in future grant programs could 
help ensure that colleges are able to maximize their use of funds.

We leverage these findings to build a conceptual framework to demonstrate how 
external funding can address institutional capacity constraints. Securing additional 
resources helped these colleges better align their programs with employer needs and 
provide their graduates with in-demand skills necessary to succeed in the workforce. 
These resources took the form of direct funding and were relational, particularly 
through collaboration with local industry. This form of relational, or “partnership” 
capital, has also been explored in previous work (Amey et al., 2007, 2010). External 
funding in this case served to both reduce institutional capacity constraints and to fuel 
partnerships that can indirectly increase college capacity.

Despite the important role of external funding in reducing capacity constraints, lit-
tle work has been done to conceptualize institutional capacity in the higher education 
context. Existing research relies on broad definitions of institutional capacity or 
focuses solely on how practitioners can optimize existing resources (Achieving the 
Dream, 2018; Amey et al., 2007, 2010; Bermingham & Ryan, 2013; Community 
College Research Center [CCRC], 2015; Lahr et al., 2014; Pulliam, 2016; Valenzuela 
et al., 2015; Yarrow, 2016). As a result, we use insights from our implementation find-
ings to propose a more comprehensive framework that incorporates multiple stake-
holders involved in local workforce development and uniquely focuses on 
postsecondary CTE programming. The framework outlines how external funding may 
increase the institutional capacity of postsecondary CTE programming at community 
and technical colleges (see Figure 1).

In the sections that follow, we first provide details about Tennessee’s state policy 
context and the LEAP and GIVE grant programs. Then, we describe our research 
methods and findings. Next, we use the insights from our findings to propose a capac-
ity-building framework for community and technical colleges. Finally, we discuss 
policy implications and implementation recommendations for practice. This study’s 
findings are relevant for both policymakers seeking to design effective statewide grant 
programs and practitioners seeking to leverage funding to increase institutional capac-
ity for serving postsecondary CTE students.

State Policy Context

Tennessee’s higher education system comprises 13 community colleges and 24 
Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technology (TCATs). While both institution types 
offer pre-baccalaureate degrees, institutions in these systems differ in both mission 
and capacity. Although Tennessee’s community colleges serve both a vocational and 
college-preparatory mission, credentials offered by TCATs are generally short-term, 
vocational, and designed to meet the workforce needs of local communities. TCATs 
are also significantly smaller than community colleges, enrolling approximately a 
quarter of the average student population enrolled in the state’s community colleges 
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(Tennessee Board of Regents [TBR], 2021). Geographically dispersed, both institution 
types serve a critical role in expanding access to higher education.

In recent years, these institutions received significant investments to develop pro-
grams to address predicted skills shortages in the state’s most rapidly growing indus-
tries. As a part of this legislative agenda, Tennessee launched the “Drive to 55” campaign 
in 2013 to increase the number of students enrolling in college and to align programs 
offered by these institutions with the needs of local employers and industries. While the 
former goal was primarily addressed via student aid programs such as Tennessee 
Promise, a last dollar full-coverage tuition grant program for recent high school gradu-
ates, the latter was chiefly enacted via the LEAP grant program (H.B. 1276, 2013). As 
a competitive grants program, LEAP incentivized increased alignment between local 
employers and education institutions. First, the state required groups submitting pro-
posals to identify the skill needs of industry collaborators and to back up their descrip-
tions of local needs with data. The LEAP collaboration model also required that project 
partnerships include local high schools, postsecondary institutions, and economic 
development agencies such as chambers of commerce. LEAP grants were awarded on 
a competitive basis. In 2013, 10 million dollars were allocated to fund 12 out of a total 
27 submitted proposals (Tennessee Higher Education Commission [THEC], 2019). The 
majority of the projects centered on improving CTE programs in advanced manufactur-
ing and funded a wide variety of improvement strategies.

The Tennessee state legislature invested an additional 10 million dollars to fund 
eleven LEAP 2.0 workforce development projects in 2016. Many of the funded proj-
ects were continuations of collaboratives established in the initial round of LEAP. In 
total, LEAP led to the development or enhancement of over 50 training pathways and, 
as of the most recent state report, funded over 6,500 students to participate in LEAP 
courses (THEC, 2019). When LEAP legislation ended in 2019, the state’s new gover-
nor championed the Governor’s Investment in Vocational Education (GIVE) program, 
which retained LEAP’s original objectives, partnership requirements, and program-
matic structure, while placing slightly greater emphasis on rural county development. 
Like LEAP, GIVE funds were competitively awarded. However, GIVE represented a 
renewed commitment to workforce development and expanded the reach of previous 
LEAP efforts by increasing allocations to 25 million dollars and funding 28 labor force 
initiatives (THEC, n.d.). We utilize this state policy context to investigate how techni-
cal and community colleges in Tennessee understood grant goals, utilized grants to 
improve postsecondary CTE programs, and the challenges these colleges experienced 
executing grant objectives.

Research Methods

Data Collection

The data for this study came from a broader project exploring how community and tech-
nical colleges build collaborative networks (Soliz et al., 2022). We conducted in-depth, 
semi-structured interviews with 49 individuals working in different institutions in 
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Tennessee’s workforce development system including community and technical col-
leges, high schools, and organizations or agencies focused on developing local econo-
mies such as chambers of commerce and state agencies.1 We used public documentation 
to construct an initial sampling frame of LEAP project directors, with the goal of speak-
ing with individuals who were involved in the development and implementation of each 
of the LEAP- or GIVE-funded workforce development programs across the state. In two 
cases we interviewed three participants together and in two additional cases we inter-
viewed a pair together. In total we conducted 43 interviews, and the majority of our data 
were collected over the course of a single summer.

After each interview, we asked the interviewee to recommend additional potential 
participants (Creswell, 2009). This allowed us to learn from individuals across and 
within LEAP- and GIVE-funded networks. We stopped soliciting additional interviews 
after we felt a clear set of themes had emerged in our data, such that we reached a satura-
tion point. Overall, approximately 63% of the individuals we reached out to interviewed 
with us. Because data were collected during the COVID-19 pandemic, interviews were 
conducted either over the phone or through Zoom, a video conferencing program. Each 
interview lasted approximately 60 minutes and was audio recorded. In all cases but two, 
at least two of the authors were present at each interview. One of us took the lead with 
the interview while the other managed technology and asked follow-up questions.

Each member of the research team has multiple years of experience as higher edu-
cation practitioners and as researchers of higher education policy. While our experi-
ences with workforce development varied, we all used our knowledge and experience 
in higher education to inform our interviews with participants. To solicit open conver-
sation, we began each interview by explaining that our intentions were to learn from 
participants’ expertise rather than evaluate their work or programs. Most interviewees 
were career professionals with years or decades of experience in workforce develop-
ment and education. This enabled us to gather rich and informative interview data 
from expert practitioners in their fields.

While the purpose of our original interviews was to learn how institutions develop 
collaborations across sectors (Soliz et al., 2022), we also asked participants to describe 
in detail the work they put into the design and development of their LEAP- and GIVE-
funded programs and the challenges they faced during this process. As a result, our 
data also allow us to answer our current research questions about grant implementa-
tion. In order to better understand pre-existing conditions and contextual factors 
affecting collaboration, we began by asking the participant to speak generally about 
their role in their institution as well as their role in the LEAP or GIVE project. We went 
on to ask about the goals of the projects and processes they used to plan, develop, and 
maintain new projects. Ultimately, we used 38 interviews with 43 participants from 
our original data to address the research questions in the current study.

Data Analysis

We utilized a flexible coding approach, generating emergent codes throughout the 
analysis (Deterding & Waters, 2018). We started by index coding the interview data. 



6 Community College Review 00(0)

Our index codes stem directly from the questions included in our interview protocol, 
and our goal of understanding the implementation of grant-funded projects. Our index 
codes included “goal alignment,” “grant implementation techniques,” and “grant 
implementation challenges.” These codes served as an organizational tool, which 
allowed us to examine patterns in the data and determine where to dig in more deeply. 
We then re-coded the interviews using more focused codes within each index code. 
Our goal in focus coding was to identify more specific themes or codes emerging 
throughout the coding process (Deterding & Waters, 2018).

We worked as a team to identify and define the index and focused codes. During the 
coding process we each also generated memos identifying key themes which we then 
discussed during team meetings. Through this process of coding, memoing and ana-
lyzing emerging themes as a research team, we identified our key findings.

Document analysis of program and project descriptions in reports put out by the 
THEC (2019, 2020) also helped to identify LEAP/GIVE goals, as expressed by offi-
cial state documentation, and to validate our findings.

Findings

In this section, we first describe the degree of alignment we found between administra-
tors’ perceived goals of the grant program and the goals outlined by the state. Then, we 
describe the processes used by administrators to implement the grant programs. 
Finally, we discuss the challenges that administrators expressed facing while expand-
ing and starting new programs with the funding. Overall, our findings point to the 
ways that grant programs helped practitioners improve programming by addressing 
institutional capacity constraints.

Alignment of Perceived Program Goals

As a competitive grants program, LEAP allowed grantees significant flexibility to 
address local workforce challenges. Given the broad nature of the goals outlined by 
LEAP and the flexibility given to grantees to achieve goals, we examined the extent to 
which grantee perceptions of LEAP grant goals aligned with official LEAP goals.

Through document analysis of official LEAP legislation, press releases, and admin-
istrative reports (THEC, 2019, 2020), we identified three primary LEAP grant objec-
tives, which we believe also carried over into the GIVE program.2 First, as the grant 
program name implies, LEAP chiefly intended to increase technical and community 
colleges’ capacity to align postsecondary educational program offerings with employer 
needs. Second, LEAP sought to identify and meet these needs by fostering collabora-
tion among local communities and industries in order to more broadly address state-
wide workforce development needs. Finally, LEAP encouraged communities to 
develop proposals focused on growing and improving postsecondary CTE programs 
in specific “high-wage, high-growth” industries such as advanced manufacturing, 
information technology, and healthcare (Tennessee Department of Economic and 
Community Development, 2014). Together, these goals suggest that LEAP’s creators 
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adopted a bottom-up approach to address workforce shortages, investing in capacity-
building proposals aimed at meeting these objectives.

Overall, grantees’ descriptions of LEAP and GIVE objectives suggested high 
fidelity between goals expressed by grantees and those dictated by the state. Grant 
administrators most often identified LEAP as intending to help local communities 
address labor shortages, improve in-demand CTE programs, and improve work-
force development pipelines. Grantees also expressed strong awareness of LEAP’s 
localized mission. For example, a TCAT administrator explained that the intent of 
LEAP was to strengthen “the relationships between secondary education, us [the 
TCATs], postsecondary, and regional manufacturing partners.” He went on to 
explain that these relationships would help make “folks understand the regionalism 
of workforce development. That it’s not isolated to one school, or to one business 
or one community.”

In addition to these broader goals, grantees often identified community education 
as a key component of LEAP’s workforce pipeline initiatives. More specifically, as 
this administrator describes below, grantees often identified a need to dispel myths 
regarding CTE among students and parents:

I saw the LEAP grant as a mechanism to be able to increase enrollment in the community 
colleges. . .with that in mind, we developed a program that we thought had those kind of 
longer term and short term goals of being able to go out into the community and increase 
awareness of Tennessee Promise and what the community colleges had to offer, and, at 
the same time, say to students, “Okay, so take advantage of Tennessee Promise, and when 
you do, choose a tech pathway.”

For these administrators, LEAP funds were therefore not only intended to address 
industrial needs but to create greater community awareness of the alternative career 
paths available to students via Tennessee’s technical college system and bolster enroll-
ment in those programs.

Alignment between state official workforce development goals and grantee visions 
of workforce development efforts were evidenced by grantees expressing support for 
the direction of state workforce development policies via LEAP. One TCAT adminis-
trator expressed this gratitude by explaining that “this experience has been the most 
rewarding experience because it’s going to have an impact on our kids, our communi-
ties, our parents. . . So, I’m really grateful for the governor, Haslam, and for Governor 
Lee, for continuing to fund this project.” That local community members were advo-
cates of LEAP is also not surprising given that in many circumstances, LEAP allowed 
postsecondary institutions to build capacity through the expansion of underfunded or 
nascent initiatives and programs. For these communities, LEAP funding represented 
an endorsement of local goals and was seen as capacity-enhancing. Like local grant-
ees, state officials expressed mutual satisfaction with local workforce development 
efforts funded by LEAP. LEAP reporting overwhelmingly heralded the program as a 
success and positive political beliefs about LEAP’s objectives led to funding of addi-
tional grant programs with similar goals (LEAP 2.0/GIVE).
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Formal state signals, LEAP grant design features, and informal institutional knowl-
edge among key long-time workforce development actors likely helped ensure close 
grant goal alignment between state and grant administrators. Formal state signals 
included grant application requirements, state legislation, and yearly required agency 
reporting on LEAP progress. For example, to apply for LEAP, grantees were required 
to form collaboratives demonstrating meaningful engagement between key workforce 
development partners on all proposed projects. In addition, grantees were required to 
demonstrate data-informed approaches to needs identification and proposed solutions. 
Both requirements served to clearly communicate state priorities from the outset, 
while reporting requirements re-emphasized goals and expectations yearly. The align-
ment between grantees’ objectives for the LEAP and GIVE funding and state officials’ 
goals in administering the grant programs is important context for understanding the 
processes used by colleges to implement the funding. The high fidelity of grantees’ 
perceptions of the state’s goals in offering the funding suggests that colleges used the 
funding to build capacity in ways that aligned with the state’s overall intentions.

Implementation Processes

Participants described concrete actions they took in the process of implementing 
grant-funded projects. Several project teams used funding to purchase new training 
equipment. This is clear from both our interviews and annual reports released by the 
state (THEC, 2019, 2020). Preparing students to work in fields such as manufacturing 
requires expensive equipment that can be subject to rapid technological change. As a 
result, the use of funding to purchase training equipment is an important part of 
expanding the capacity and improving the labor market alignment of these programs.

In addition to purchasing new equipment, some groups invested in new facilities. 
One project team described purchasing a mobile classroom, which both expands the 
number of seats available in their program but also allows them to overcome the chal-
lenge of serving students without access to transportation and/or in rural areas. Finally, 
as part of implementing new projects, participants described hiring new faculty, hiring 
instructors to supervise self-paced learning programs, and bringing on new adminis-
trators to manage the development of collaborations with local employers. Though 
grantees did not describe using funds for professional development, they consistently 
stated that faculty with industry experience and expertise were essential in building 
and maintaining relationships with employers. Establishing and strengthening educa-
tion-industry collaborations and partnerships were key goals of the LEAP grants.

Collaborative meetings, including stakeholders from across sectors, served as a 
place to share information, plan, and build trust. Participants described meetings as 
important to the success of projects and partnerships. In Tennessee, meetings to bring 
different stakeholders together are required as part of the governing structure of the 
TCATs as well as by several accreditors. Because, for many participants, these meet-
ings already existed, discussing LEAP and/or GIVE became a part of existing meet-
ings. Importantly, coordinating and collaborating with outside partners was described 
by participants as a continuous task. It takes a lot of constant communication and 
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coordination of meetings and events to get project buy-in from different groups. For 
example, participants described recruiting businesses to come to job fairs to get stu-
dents’ buy-in, organizing tours of industries for teachers to get teacher buy-in, and 
convincing businesses that it is possible and worthwhile to have student workers to get 
business and industry buy-in.

Program implementation for some groups involved introducing the community and 
students to new technical programs and educating them about the types of jobs stu-
dents could get after completing credentials. Some participants described filling seats 
in grant-funded programs as soon as they had their new equipment. Others described 
needing to educate students and parents about the types of jobs the new programs 
would prepare them for in order to recruit students into the program:

If it gets crushed at home, then we’re fighting a losing battle. A lot of the communication 
with the community, and a lot of the recruitment that we had to do there, [was] breaking 
down the barriers, [explaining] that CTE is not just for students that want to go straight 
to the workforce. . . The first year that we came in, [program name] was almost a dying 
program. We had 12 kids in the program. Then this last year we had 56. There was a huge 
jump, and it was just the communication. . . [and] then giving them the opportunity to see 
[the program] in action.

Because of the historical stigma associated with CTE, carefully describing new pro-
grams to parents and students was an important piece of program implementation for 
some grantees.

Work-based learning was another key component of the new types of programs, or 
program enhancements, envisioned under LEAP and GIVE. Getting work-based 
learning up and running involved overcoming a number of challenges including legal 
restrictions on having students under the age of 18 on factory floors and safety con-
cerns. One participant described needing to persuade industries to overcome their 
hesitancy around hiring high school age youth, even though these students had gone 
through OSHA training:

The school, the kids, of course, is getting their safety hours with the OSHA training, 
making sure that they’re able to go into the workforce, into the companies and work and 
not be a hazard. They are teenagers, that’s for sure, and there are hiccups. But we’re 
working through those hiccups. . . to deter the companies from . . .saying, ‘Hey, we 
don’t want to work with this particular school, or these students because of their age.’

Implementing work-based learning into programs in the high schools and TCATs 
where students may be young or may have little or no previous work experience also 
led some administrators to identify a need for soft skills training:

The current technical education provided. . . training for students. . . in the high school 
already. . . but there’s these other things like attendance, absence, tardiness, those things 
are some of the soft skills that there was a whole lot of interest in. . . from the industry 
leaders; but that never [have] been quite successfully addressed.
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For this participant, including a work-based learning component in their program 
meant also creating a soft-skills certificate so that students were ready to enter the 
culture of the workplace and meet their employers’ expectations for basic responsibili-
ties as well as technical skills.

Implementation Challenges

To better understand the intricacies of allocating and implementing the external grant 
funding, we asked interviewees to describe any challenges they encountered while 
using the money to improve programming. Many GIVE-grantees explained that their 
grant implementation processes stalled as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Nevertheless, because GIVE was authorized in 2019, most projects began prior to the 
onset of the pandemic which enabled us to talk with interviewees about both long-term 
and initial challenges. Primarily, interviewees cited difficulties relaying to industry 
partners the legalities of hiring student workers under the age of 18 (as mentioned 
earlier), collecting data on student participation in grant-funded programs, opening or 
expanding programs in areas served by multiple postsecondary institutions, and ser-
vicing rural areas with fewer industry partnership opportunities. Although less fre-
quently cited, several interviewees also explained that working with state contacts 
who had a strong working knowledge of the relevant programs helped streamline the 
implementation process.

The most cited implementation challenge was convincing businesses to work with 
and hire student workers under the age of 18. While the state can mitigate liability 
concerns for work-based learning experiences sponsored by industry, interviewees fre-
quently expressed that businesses were skeptical of allowing underaged students to 
work in their facilities. To mitigate this, administrators often explained that they had 
to educate businesses about work-based learning opportunities provided through the 
state. For example, one TCAT administrator explained that work-based learning is “a 
little bit more tedious because most industries have stipulations that say you have to be 
at least 18 years of age to work in a facility.” He went on to explain:

Through [state agency] and the state, there are some ways around that whereby the 
Workman’s Comp insurance is provided and things of that nature. So, a lot of our initial 
meetings with potential partners for work-based learning is to get them to understand that 
there are ways to incorporate those students. . . into your facility so that it’s not a liability 
to you. . . So, a lot of the initial recruiting is spent around educating them on what goes 
into establishing a good work-based learning relationship.

Overcoming initial industry skepticism to partner with colleges to provide students 
with these opportunities proved difficult in the beginning stages of putting together 
grant applications and establishing collaborative partnerships. The additional time 
investment of educating potential industry partners about the ways of navigating lia-
bility concerns could be mitigated by more readily available information and market-
ing from the state regarding opportunities for work-based learning.
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Although less frequently cited, several interviewees also expressed difficulty col-
lecting student-level information. One workforce development professional explained 
the following:

We have run into a snag. Before we were collecting student-level data and it just included 
like the student ID and then it just told like the programs they were enrolled in and how 
many contact or credit hours they received. I know that [state agency] is now requesting 
to get more detailed student information. They want like the actual student name, versus 
the student ID. And the school systems are hesitant to provide that information.

Making data requirements clearer to grantees and providing resources necessary for 
tracking students enrolled in grant-funded programs could help ensure that appropriate 
data for program evaluation is efficiently gathered.

Though participants varied in whether or not they felt postsecondary institutions 
competed with each other for student enrollment, several interviewees explained how 
sharing counties and high schools with other postsecondary institutions sometimes 
made program implementation more difficult. One community college administrator 
stated that competition for dual enrollment programs resulted in having to switch gears 
from how they originally intended to use the grant money:

[State agency] awarded the same opportunity to another institution to serve a county that 
we both shared. . . So, we had three counties, all provided letters of support for us to 
pursue the grant for which we were very grateful. But then by the time it was awarded, 
we discovered [that] another higher education institution [which] was sharing the same 
county with us actually had a presence in that county. And so, they took on the [dual 
enrollment program]. The second county had just created [name of technical high school] 
and asked us not to duplicate in effort. And the third county realized they didn’t have 
sufficient alignment with secondary level courses and the college courses. So, the struggle 
was, how do we meet the objectives of the grant?

This apparent conflict between new program offerings intended to address industry 
demand and overlapping service regions points to the importance of both targeted 
funding and collaboration between educational institutions. In cases where postsec-
ondary institutions share overlapping service areas, it is essential for geographically 
proximate postsecondary institutions to work together to address regional labor mar-
ket needs.

Administrators also cited difficulty including or servicing areas where few industry 
partnership opportunities existed. In general, administrators in rural counties with few 
employers explained that they faced additional barriers to expanding CTE program-
ming. Issues such as limited broadband access and lack of accessible public transpor-
tation made both recruiting new industry and collaborating with existing industry 
more difficult. One community college administrator in an urban area noted that even 
though their grant included high schools in a proximate rural county, students there 
may not have benefited as much as students in other areas served by the same grant:
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[Rural county name] is part of. . .the current GIVE grant installment that’s going on with 
[community college name]. . . They are just so isolated geographically that it is really 
hard for them to collaborate with an industry partner on a high level because there just 
isn’t one there. They, you know, it’s farming, the school system, the correctional facility, 
I mean. . . I think that’s about it, and. . . little small businesses like fast food and stuff. 
They don’t really have anything there for us to latch on to and develop a pipeline. [Other 
county name] on the other hand, there’s a welding facility like 10 minutes away from all 
the high schools. . . and they have a phenomenal relationship with them and the HR 
representatives there. . . So, it’s really hard to say, you know, like [rural county name] did 
benefit from this but not near in the same way as the other counties.

Aligning program offerings and training with employer needs is a much more difficult 
task in rural areas where few employers exist or are not proximately located. While 
this is a structural issue that grants such as LEAP and GIVE may not be intended to 
address directly, it is important for those designing grants to keep geographic access to 
employers in mind when developing these types of programs.

Several interviewees expressed the importance of working with state grant contacts 
who had on-the-ground experience and knowledge of the types of programs funded 
under LEAP and GIVE. While working with contacts with little experience or voca-
tional knowledge proved difficult, one community college administrator expressed 
gratitude that “the person with whom I am working has had boots on the ground. He 
gets it. He understands it. . . I’m thrilled that they found somebody who gets it on both 
the secondary and the higher education level.” These state partners with practical 
experience were able to help administrators navigate hurdles in the implementation 
process, pointing to the importance of valuing practical experience when appointing 
state-level grant implementation leaders.

While interviewees identified challenges associated with grant implementation, 
they also overwhelmingly praised and expressed appreciation for LEAP/GIVE, as 
described previously. Designing future grant programs in a way that alleviates these 
challenges could better situate colleges to maximize the use of funds to effectively 
address institutional capacity constraints.

A Framework for Increasing Capacity in  
Postsecondary CTE

The Tennessee context suggests a more general framework for thinking about increas-
ing capacity in postsecondary CTE.3 We define institutional capacity as the availabil-
ity of resources that colleges use to recruit, enroll, and retain students, recruit faculty 
with industry expertise and/or provide professional development, and produce gradu-
ates with in-demand skillsets.

Funding is an important component of college capacity, and a handful of quantita-
tive studies have explored the relationship between monetary resources and student 
outcomes (Bound et al., 2010, 2012; Bound & Turner, 2007; Deming & Walters, 
2018). Researchers have found that declining subsidies for public higher education 
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explain declining college completion rates (Bound et al., 2010, 2012; Bound & Turner, 
2007). Meanwhile, Deming and Walters (2018) find evidence that increases in state 
support for higher education increase college enrollment and degree completion. Other 
studies show consistent results (Tandberg & Laderman, 2018; Zhang, 2009). In short, 
the research suggests that institutional resources matter for student success, and 
Deming and Walters (2018) find that how that funding is used is key.

Though the LEAP and GIVE programs in Tennessee have not been causally evalu-
ated, so we do not know how these programs have affected credential completion or 
other student outcomes, our data suggest a framework for thinking of ways that exter-
nal funding can be used to increase institutional capacity and contribute to student 
success.4

As Figure 1 demonstrates, our findings indicate that external funding focused on 
postsecondary CTE programming builds colleges’ institutional capacity both through 
internal and relational mechanisms. Additional funding from federal, state, and local 
governments can directly build capacity through increasing colleges’ budgets and 
spending, improving their networks, revising their funding and hiring models, 
increasing college staff and faculty, investing in faculty with industry expertise and/
or professional development, revising and updating their teaching strategies, peda-
gogy, and equipment/technology, and allowing colleges to more quickly respond to 
local labor market needs through the creation of new, expanded, or updated pro-
grams. These internal mechanisms are listed inside the “community and technical 
colleges” bubble in the figure.

Our findings also demonstrate how external funding builds relational capacity by 
allowing colleges to more effectively participate in reciprocal relationships with out-
side stakeholders. Oftentimes for CTE programs, these stakeholders include local eco-
nomic development agencies, industry, secondary schools, and other community 
actors, such as local nonprofits or social service agencies. When colleges are given 
additional resources to respond to community and student needs and to labor market 
demands, the networks between these stakeholders are strengthened, which also builds 
college capacity.

We conceptualize that outside stakeholders increase college capacity through three 
primary avenues: expanding “seats,” or the availability of programming to serve addi-
tional students; expanding colleges’ capacity for data collection; and expanding the 
pool of students that colleges serve. For example, collaboration with secondary schools 
can expand “seats” and the pool of students colleges serve through adequately prepar-
ing students for college and developing strong student pipelines. Collaboration with 
industry can increase colleges’ “seats” and capacity for data collection through work-
based learning opportunities and program resources. Engagement with non-profits and 
social service agencies can expand colleges’ pool of students through providing stu-
dents with basic needs and financial support and facilitating positive community atti-
tudes toward enrolling in postsecondary education. Local economic development 
agencies, existing in both the policy and local contexts, help recruit industry to the 
region and connect industry with educational institutions. Overall, these stakeholders 
indirectly increase college capacity and complement the support provided by external 
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funding. Finally, federal, state, and local governments can increase college capacity 
more directly through providing allocations, advocating for postsecondary institutions 
through community messaging, and providing incentives.

Sources of external funding, like the institutions they benefit, exist and are formed 
within specific national, state, regional, or local policy contexts, but enter more localized 
community contexts by providing resources to particular colleges. In return, the broader 
policy context (whether national, state, or local) benefits from the local community, eco-
nomic, and workforce developments incurred by the influx of funding. These overlap-
ping spaces (the policy context and the local context) are represented through the two 
encompassing ovals, while the funding and economic development arrows demonstrate 
how external funding invests locally and incurs broader benefits. Through these mecha-
nisms that occur within colleges and via colleges’ collaboration with key stakeholders, 
external funding enables colleges to build institutional capacity for better serving stu-
dents, addressing community needs, and responding to local workforce demands.

Discussion and Conclusion

Tennessee provides a rich case for considering how community and technical colleges 
can build capacity for postsecondary CTE. Many participants described a great deal of 
success in designing and implementing new or enhanced CTE programs. Some fea-
tures of the design of the LEAP and GIVE programs appear to have promoted this 
success. For example, the goals of LEAP and GIVE were clearly defined by the state 
government, the methods for achieving the goals were laid out and the goals were 
fairly easy to buy into for the educators and ground-level administrators who would 
implement the grants. Moreover, the state put a large amount of money behind this 
policy goal. Expanding CTE training in Tennessee was made possible by a large influx 
of flexible funding in the form of the LEAP and GIVE grants. Many CTE programs 
require specialized training equipment, which make them expensive to start, expand, 
and keep up to date. Federal programs such as Workforce Innovation and Opportunity 
Act (WIOA) provide funding for postsecondary CTE training programs, but regula-
tions governing who can be served with that funding limit their uses.

Clear messaging around the aims and purpose of the state grants program helped to 
increase alignment of goals across stakeholders and alignment of program implemen-
tation with goals. In Tennessee, the fact that the will to expand and improve CTE train-
ing came from the state may have helped produce clear goals and fidelity of 
implementation, but this could still be possible within a different organizational struc-
ture. Another lesson from this case is that expanding the capacity of high-quality pro-
grams requires collaborating across stakeholders likely representing different sectors.

Building collaborations with outside stakeholders may have been the most difficult 
of the LEAP and GIVE programs’ directives to implement. Some researchers have 
found that community colleges have difficulty collaborating with outside stakehold-
ers, business and industry in particular, because of conflicting missions, power dynam-
ics, and lack of human resources to build and nurture relationships (Deil-Amen & 
Rosenbaum, 2004; Lanford & Maruco, 2018). However, reports describing the 
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implementation of the federal Trade Adjustment and Assistance Community College 
and Career Training Program,5 part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act 
of 2009 and very similar to LEAP and GIVE, suggest that a majority of colleges were 
able to develop some kind of relationship with local business and industry (Scott et al., 
2018). At the same time, “collaboration” had different meanings for different schools. 
Some colleges reported significant engagement with outside partners, including meet-
ing with them regularly, involving them in curriculum development, and having them 
provide training through internships or work-based learning opportunities. For other 
colleges, partners were less involved and may have only contributed minimally to new 
program development (Scott et al., 2018). Given that current federal policy governing 
funding for workforce training, including the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity 
Act and Perkins V, call for cross-sector collaboration (Dortch, 2012; Heinrich, 2015), 
more research is needed to understand how stakeholders build successful partnerships, 
how partnership building affects the availability of internships and other work-based 
learning opportunities, and, finally, how these types of program enhancements impact 
student outcomes. We examine partnership development in the LEAP and GIVE pro-
grams in more detail in another paper (Soliz et al., 2022).

Finally, policymakers and practitioners in other states can also learn from the chal-
lenges faced by participants in Tennessee. Collaboration, particularly between busi-
ness/industry and education, may improve the labor market alignment of programs and 
provides essential opportunities for students to participate in work-based learning. 
However, successful collaboration is extremely time-consuming and may require stake-
holders to negotiate cultural differences and power dynamics. Second, though dual 
enrollment can provide a pipeline of new enrollments to 2-year colleges, working with 
younger students comes with its own challenges. For example, many participants 
described initial difficulties having younger students participate in work-based learning 
because of safety concerns. Finally, many states, like Tennessee, are comprised of very 
distinct geographic regions. Administrators trying to develop programs in rural areas 
may encounter a unique set of challenges including students’ lack of access to transpor-
tation, lack of broadband access and few local industries with which to collaborate.

In addition to describing the case of Tennessee, we have leveraged our findings to 
propose a more general framework for thinking about capacity building in the context 
of postsecondary CTE. Federal, state, and local governments should provide funding 
and leadership in order to build the capacity of community and technical colleges to 
provide high quality credentials. Colleges, in turn, can use funding both for concrete 
actions necessary to start a new program such as hiring new faculty and buying new 
equipment, but also to increase their capacity to collaborate with outside stakeholders, 
who can increase the numbers of seats available, recruit students, and help support 
student success.
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Notes

1. The goal of our study was to take an in-depth look at efforts to improve and expand work-
force education and training in Tennessee. However, because we rely mainly on interview 
data rather than a combination of multiple types of data, we do not consider this to be a 
formal case study.

2. At the time of this writing, there was very little publicly available information or documen-
tation describing the GIVE program. The majority of interviewees similarly interpreted 
LEAP and GIVE as very similar, viewing GIVE’s objectives as an extension of goals out-
lined by LEAP.

3. Ishitani and McKitrick (2016) cite Powell and Rey (2015) and Jokelainen et al. (2011) 
when they define institutional capacity as “an institution’s ability to leverage resources, 
achieve student success, and adopt strategies to achieve elements of institutional mission 
specific to an institution’s student population and unique characteristics” (p. 18).

4. Achieving the Dream’s capacity building framework is also tailored to community and 
technical colleges, but not to postsecondary CTE programming. The framework’s com-
ponents include the extent to which institutions support strong, visionary college leaders, 
offer high-quality instruction and student learning supports, maintain equitable campus 
climates, utilize data to inform decision-making and technology to support student suc-
cess, engage with outside stakeholders to improve student outcomes, develop and progress 
toward institutional goals, and align policies and practices with those goals (Achieving the 
Dream, 2018).

5. The goal of the TAACCCT program was to prepare adults for high-wage, high-skill employ-
ment in growth industries by increasing credential attainment in fields that match employer 
needs. Colleges could apply for grants, which were awarded in four, annual waves starting 
in 2011. Applications were assessed based on their statement of need, detailed work plan, 
and proposal for evaluating program outcomes. The primary purpose of TAACCCT funding 
was to build infrastructure, and grantees used the funds to purchase equipment, hire instruc-
tors, and develop new curricula. In order to ensure that the programs developed as part of 
the grants were aligned with local employer needs, grantees were required to engage with 
stakeholders in the local workforce development system and use labor market data from 
workforce investment boards, local or state government agencies, employers and industry 
associations, labor organizations, or other local education agencies (Mikelson et al., 2017).
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