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Policy and Leadership for the Future: 
Toward Improved Transitions



Leadership and Policy

Misaligned policies, incentives, and funding structures across institutions and 
systems have greater negative impact on those students without resources and mentors to 

guide them thus contributing to the perpetuation of inequities.

When there is strong coordination, alignment, and collaboration across all stakeholder 
institutions in a pathways system, and effective legislation and policies in 

place, students encounter fewer barriers to postsecondary credential completion 
and ultimately have greater access to and are better prepared for the labor market.

Strong leadership in pathways effectively engages cross-sector stakeholders at multiple 
levels of commitment.

WHY IT MATTERS



Leadership and Policy

Pathways leaders work collectively to remove policy 
barriers across systems and institutions and develop 

and implement new policies that support the 
implementation of high-quality pathways at scale.

WHAT IT LOOKS L IKE

Cross-sector leaders braid existing funding and 
collaboratively seek new funding to support 

pathways systems.

Leaders communicate a clear vision that is 
collectively developed by a committee of executive-

level decision makers.

To sustain and scale pathways, leaders commit to 
focusing on equity, building trusting relationships 

across stakeholders, using data-informed 
decision making, and engaging community 

members.



WE’VE BEEN TRYING TO IMPROVE
TRANSITIONS FOR A LONG TIME

HIGH 
SCHOOL

JOBS AND 
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SECONDARY 
EDUCATION

Early college and dual 
enrollment
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Career pathways

Career and technical education
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Career navigation and services

Work-based learning | Industry-aligned credentials
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WRAPAROUND 
SUPPORTS

4THE BIG BLUR

The Problem
The biggest structural barrier to increasing 
college completion rates and career 
success is the enduring and seemingly 
intractable disconnect between high 
school, higher education, and our 
workforce systems. They are misaligned, 
with incompatible curricula, instruction, 
expectations, and support services, and 
di!cult to navigate. They work better for 
those who are financially secure and well 
connected, but not well enough for the 
vast majority of young people across the 
country. It’s time to give up tinkering and 
instead take on a radical rethinking and 
restructuring of grades 11 through 14—the 
last two years of high school and the first 
two years of college—in order to increase 
success for all.

The Solution
Our solution—which we call “The Big 
Blur”—erases the arbitrary dividing line 
between high school and college and 
opens the opportunity for all 16-year-olds 
to start on a path toward a postsecondary 
credential and preparation for a career. 
Two years of college are free to everyone, 
just like the 10 years of primary and 
secondary school that came before. Some 
may want to think of it as two years of 
college included in high school or two 
years of high school included in college. 
But this vision is far more revolutionary. 

We envisage an entirely new type of 
institution—neither high school nor 
college—that obliterates the barriers 
to higher education and stable, family-
supporting careers. They’d be designed 
specifically to better meet the needs of 
young people after 10th grade and help 
prepare them to succeed in the world 
of work. 

The Big Blur
FIGURE 1A

The Big Blur is an entirely new type 
of institution—neither high school nor 
college—that obliterates the barriers 
to higher education and stable, family- 
supporting careers.
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INCENTIVES

State accountability 
systems emphasize 
metrics of success 

for cohorts of 
students in grades 

11-14

Pool funding 
streams for 

students in grades 
11-14

ALIGNMENT

11th graders enter 
new institutional 

structures 
incorporating high 
school and college 

requirements 
designed for career 

preparation and 
incorporating work 

experience

STAFFING

Specially trained 
educators and 

leaders are 
equipped to teach, 

curate and organize 
learning and work 
experiences and 

support systems for 
students in grades 

11-14.

GOVERNANCE
A senior leader with 

decision making 
authority oversees, 
ensures funding for, 
and supports unified 

grades 11-14 
institutional 
structures



In 2019 Washington passed 
a law requiring districts to 

automatically enroll eligible 
students in the next most 
rigorous course. Similar 

legislation is under 
discussion or in the pilot 

phase in Colorado, 
Connecticut, and Illinois.

Mandatory 
Acceleration

Tennessee’s Ready 
Graduate data factor into the 
state’s early postsecondary 

opportunities (EPSO) 
framework as an “indicator 

of school quality and student 
success” as part of their 

Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA) accountability plan.

Ready Graduate 
Indicator

Colorado has a grade 13 
high school program that 
allows K-12 districts and 

community colleges to apply 
for funds that cover college 
tuition—the factor that often 
discourages schools from 
offering dual enrollment.

Financing a 13th 
Year of High School

In Idaho, when students 
reach seventh grade, they 
receive a stipend of $4,125 
to use for education related 
expenses including college 

courses, AP tests, 
professional certifications, 
and career and technical 
education (CTE) courses.

Financing Students 
Directly

Incentives
REAL-WORLD EXAMPLES



Montachusett Regional 
Vocational Technical School 

in Fitchburg, MA serves 
1,400 high school students 
during the day and 1,700 

adults in late-afternoon and 
evening programs. Students 
in the high school can move 

seamlessly into evening 
classes to complete more 

advanced credentials.

Vocational Schools 
as On-Ramps

All of Tennessee’s 27 
Colleges of Applied 

Technology educate both 
young high school graduates 
and adults. Many also offer 
dual enrollment, providing 

high school students in 
grades 11-12 the option of 
earning a postsecondary 

workforce credential 
alongside adults—

sometimes in a TCAT 
adjacent to the high school 

the students attend.

Dual Enrollment in 
Mixed Settings

More than 7,100 Texas high 
school students earned 

associate’s degrees in the 
2018-19 academic year, and 

many of those credentials 
included industry 

certifications. The program 
was originally designed to 

lead to an associate of 
applied science degree (an 

AAS), but now a pilot is 
underway to provide the 
associate of arts (AA) or 

associate of science degree 
(AS).

Associate Degree in 
High School

Indiana’s TransferIN
initiative, led by the Indiana 

Commission for Higher 
Education, has created 

digital transcripts that make 
it possible to transfer college 

credits easily via the 
Credential Engine platform. 

Providing Digital 
Transcripts

Alignment
REAL-WORLD EXAMPLES



How would we get there?

THE BIG BLUR:
An Integrated, 

Universal Grades 11-
14 System

What role does leadership play?

What role does policy play?



De Bono’s Six Hats

• We will do 6 rounds of “thinking” about The Big Blur, incentives and alignment, 
and the role of policy and leadership.

• Participants will “put on” a different color hat each round. The color determines 
what kind of thinking we will be using during the discussion.

• Each round will have a set of questions related to the color.

• JFF staff will wear the blue hat throughout to guide and structure the 
conversation.

PROTOCOL

Adapted from:
• https://www.debonogroup.com/services/core-programs/six-thinking-hats/
• https://lo.unisa.edu.au/pluginfile.php/916819/mod_book/chapter/100453/The%20Six%20Thinking%20Hats.pdf
• https://www.dau.edu/tools/Documents/Coaching%20Guide/resources/6%20Thinking%20Hats%20-%20Parallel%20Thinking%20Worksheet.pdf
• https://www.barbaracv.com/blog/edward-de-bono-virtual/

https://www.debonogroup.com/services/core-programs/six-thinking-hats/
https://lo.unisa.edu.au/pluginfile.php/916819/mod_book/chapter/100453/The%20Six%20Thinking%20Hats.pdf
https://www.dau.edu/tools/Documents/Coaching%20Guide/resources/6%20Thinking%20Hats%20-%20Parallel%20Thinking%20Worksheet.pdf
https://www.barbaracv.com/blog/edward-de-bono-virtual/


The Hats
• Blue: managing the thinking process

• Red: expressing feelings, hunches, and 
intuition

: identifying information, facts, and 
data

• Green: creating, ideating, and exploring 
what’s possible

• Yellow: presenting benefits and the 
optimistic view

• Black: identifying risks, difficulties, and 
problems; the cautious view



Blue Hat (process)

• The facilitator will wear this hat 
throughout.

• They will guide and structure the 
discussion, ensuring participants follow 
the process.

FACIL ITATION



Red (feelings)

• What is your initial reaction to the ideas 
and propositions behind the Big Blur?

• What is your gut feeling about this? 
Could it work?

• How might your feelings change over 
time?

ROUND 1



White (facts)

• Thinking about accountability systems, what 
metrics of success are education systems 
currently using? Which systems use which 
metrics?

• How are these systems faring on these metrics?

• What programs or mechanisms exist to bridge 
secondary and postsecondary systems and align 
programmatic offerings and expectations 
between these two systems?

• What have been some concrete outcomes (e.g., 
data points) of these bridging and alignment 
efforts?

ROUND 2



Green (possibilities)

• Imagine a new institutional structure built to serve 
a cohort of students in grades 11-14. What might 
success metrics for this 11-4 cohort within this 
new structure look like?

• How might systems pool funding streams to 
support this 11-14 cohort?

• What new opportunities for leadership might this 
new structure offer?

• What new policies could be created?

• What else might be possible? What else could be 
done another way?

ROUND 3



Yellow (benefits)

• What might new metrics incentivize? What would 
be the benefits in the short term and the long 
term?

• What opportunities for secondary-postsecondary 
alignment might this kind of new structure offer? 
What would be the benefit to students?

• How might funding be used more efficiently and 
effectively?

• Thinking about the world of work, jobs, and 
careers, what other benefits or opportunities 
might such a structure offer?

ROUND 4



Black (cautions)

• What are the risks in creating an 11-14 cohort 
in a new institutional structure with new 
incentives, metrics, and funding mechanisms?

• Why won’t this work? What are the 
weaknesses?

• What are the potential unintended 
consequences?

• What might make this more difficult than we 
think?

ROUND 5



Red (feelings)

• How do you feel now about the ideas and 
propositions behind the Big Blur?

• What is your gut feeling about this? 
Could it work?

• How might your feelings change over 
time?

ROUND 6



Closing



Thank you for joining us!

Learn more at
JFF.org/pathwaystoprosperity


