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Overview 

Governor’s Rural Education Foundation 

The Governor’s Rural Education Foundation (GREF) is an initiative by Governor Bill Lee to improve 

college access opportunities and college readiness skills for Tennessee students.  To achieve this 

mission GREF has chosen to work with The Ayers Foundation, due to its success of increasing the 

rates of college attendance and completion in the schools and communities that it currently serves, 

to implement and expand its Ayers Foundation Scholars Program model.  To facilitate this expansion 

and to separately monitor its results, the founder of The Ayers Foundation created TAF Rural 

Expansion Foundation (REF), a non-profit organization. REF will utilize The Ayers Foundation 

Scholars Program model to serve rural schools and communities not currently being served by The 

Ayers Foundation and the AFSP.  This expanded model used by REF will be referred to herein as 

AFSPM and will implement the programs, and opportunities to its partner schools and communities. 

The Ayers Foundation Scholars Program 

The Ayers Foundation Scholars Program was founded over 20 years ago out of a deep belief in the 

power of education to create opportunity and build strong rural communities.  AFSP is an 

independent program that works in partnership with rural schools and communities committed to 

the belief that ALL students deserve and need a successful postsecondary experience to meet the 

demands of a new economy. 

The Ayers Foundation realizes that rural communities have the passion and dedication but not 

always the resources to improve college, career, and military readiness for their high school students. 

Leveraging new, recurring state funding through the Governor’s Rural Education Foundation 

initiative, The Ayers Foundation, through the AFSPM will partner with select distressed and 

at-risk rural counties to expand its college readiness and access model.   

The AFSPM invests in expert, full-time, properly trained advisors who serve as each student’s 

champion, coach, guide and technical and emotional supporter, from 8th grade all the way through 

the postsecondary experience and beyond. Advisors are embedded in the school, but are distinctly 

and intentionally independent, underwritten by the foundation, and ultimately accountable to the 

foundation for making sure that every high school graduate has a plan and path to a meaningful 

postsecondary experience through postsecondary completion.  Advisors also utilize, leverage, and 

connect students and families to a larger social work model to provide wrap-around services through 

the high school and postsecondary experience. 

The AFSPM strives to provide every student with the opportunity and support to pursue a 

postsecondary option best suited to their unique interests, strengths, and needs. Communities that 

have built a strong and stable partnership with the AFSP are now seeing dramatic results in college 

going rates. 
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By the Numbers: College-Going Rate Pre and Post AFSP 

 
Riverside HS Scotts Hill HS Perry Co HS Lexington HS Unicoi Co HS 

Pre-Ayers 24% 22% 57% 63% 61% 

1-year in 62% 70% 76% 70% 82% 

AFSP 2019 83% 82% 89% 76% 80% 
 

Priority Communities (Distressed and At-Risk Rural Counties) 

In partnership with Governor Lee and the Governors Rural Education Foundation, this request for 

proposal will identify new partnerships with school districts in officially distressed and/or at-risk 

rural counties. This designation is based on a set of criteria from the Appalachian Regional 

Commission (ARC) and officially recognized by the Tennessee Department of Economic and 

Community Development.  

 

Distressed Counties (11): Lake, Lauderdale, Hardeman, Perry, Wayne, Clay, Grundy, Bledsoe, Scott, 

Hancock, Cocke 

 

At Risk Counties (26): Obion, Haywood, Carroll, Henderson, McNairy, Benton, Hardin, Houston, 

Lewis, Jackson, Warren, White, Van Buren, Rhea, Meigs, Fentress, Morgan, Monroe, Campbell, Union, 

Claiborne, Grainger, Hawkins, Unicoi, Carter, Johnson 

Outsized Outcome Measures: A Spotlight on Perry County 

As of 2019, Perry County (the only distressed county currently served by AFSP) had the highest 

college-going rate in the state of Tennessee, outperforming several of the state’s wealthiest 

counties. These exceptional college-going rates can be attributed to the success of the AFSP, which 

has been at Perry County High School since 2010. Prior to AFSP, Perry County High School sent 

only 57% of its graduates to a postsecondary program, but now that number is over 85%. And the 

high school graduates from Perry County are progressing or completing at an unprecedented rate 

of 82%.  
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Click here for an interactive map of distressed and at-risk counties in Tennessee. 

Public Private Partnership 

The AFSPM team, as an independent partner, will be accountable to the Governor’s Rural Education 

Foundation and its set of transparent and aligned measures to ensure that every student from grades 

8 through 12 in the school district are being supported through postsecondary completion. The first 

phase scope of the partnership is a formal agreement (memo of understanding). Ultimately AFSPM 

reserves the right to transition out of the partnership if the conditions and commitments are not held 

to the highest standard set by The Ayers Foundation in The Ayers Foundation Scholars Program.   

Process and Timeline 

Steps in the Application Process 
Step 1: Review the information provided by The Ayers Foundation at 

https://theayersfoundation.org/rural-expansion. Decide whether this is an opportunity for your 

school district and rural community. If so, complete and submit the application located on The Ayers 
Foundation Website at https://theayersfoundation.org/rfp by June 18, 2021.  

 

Step 2: If selected as a finalist, commit to participating in in-person interviews with Ayers Foundation 
executive director (who is also REF’s executive director) during the week of June 21 to June 25, 2021.  

 

Step 3: You will be notified of the final decision no later than July 1, 2021.  
  

https://www.tn.gov/transparenttn/state-financial-overview/open-ecd/openecd/tnecd-performance-metrics/openecd-long-term-objectives-quick-stats/distressed-counties.html
https://theayersfoundation.org/rural-expansion
https://theayersfoundation.org/rfp
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Timeline of the Application Process 

1. School district directors in the at-risk and distressed counties are notified of the Governor’s Rural

Education Foundation & AFSPM opportunity, receiving a link to an informational video and RFP

on June 1, 2021, and the deadline for submission is June 18, 2021.

2. Potential applicants may submit clarifying questions via the online form at
https://theayersfoundation.org/rural-expansion until June 8, 2021. FAQs will be posted

publicly to the website by June 11, 2021. 

3. During the selection process, there may be a need or opportunity for The Ayers Foundation
Scholars Program team to ask clarifying questions for additional due diligence.

4. Executive Director Susan Rhodes will conduct in-person interviews with finalists during the

week of June 21 – June 25, 2021.

5. Selected counties will be notified no later than July 1, 2021. Every applicant will be notified

directly by July 1, 2021.

6. Selected school districts will begin immediately working with The Ayers Foundation Scholars
Program team members (and REF team members as they are employed) through the summer to

set up the program for fall 2021 school launch.

Please visit https://theayersfoundation.org/rural-expansion to submit any questions regarding the 

process or timeline by June 8, 2021.  

Key Considerations for Applicants 
Only school districts in officially designated distressed and at-risk counties may apply. If 

there is more than one school district in the designated at-risk or distressed county, the 

interested school districts must apply together to represent the county.  

Full time AFSPM counselors will be selected and employed by REF in a supportive 

partnership with the school district. The REF counselor will be accountable to the AFSPM team 

in a unique hosting partnership with the school district. 

Participating school districts will have no required financial obligation or investment 

match regarding the partnership and implementation of the AFSPM. However, the school district 

must commit to providing a full-time school-based private office for the AFSPM counselor.  

The school district must commit to ensuring that AFSPM counselors remain independent 

and are focused solely on student counseling, support and mentorship with the goal of ensuring 

that every student has a postsecondary opportunity and that they succeed in that postsecondary 

pursuit. 

The number of AFSPM counselors in a rural school district will depend on the student population 

and the number of high schools in the county. In short, the number of counselors provided by 

the AFSPM depends on the student population to make sure that every student is engaged 

personally and comprehensively.   

https://theayersfoundation.org/rural-expansion
https://theayersfoundation.org/rural-expansion
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Partnership 

AFSPM is looking for potential school district and community partners with a commitment to 

independent AFSPM counselors working directly to support students (and families) to a plan for a 

meaningful postsecondary experience (TCAT, community college, university, military, credential 

with labor market value). AFSPM counselors are professionally trained and are 100% focused and 

accountable to ensuring every child from 8th grade through postsecondary completion is guided 

personally and supported – academically, socially and emotionally. 

AFSPM is looking for the following demonstrated commitments and conditions for success: 

1. Demonstrated understanding of the overarching goals, objectives and strategies

2. School leadership commitment/alignment toward the goal of postsecondary completion
3. Community commitment/alignment toward the goal of rural economic development

4. Commitment to position the AFSPM program and goals to be a major driver and top priority

AFSPM Responsibilities 

• Counselor recruitment, hiring, training, supervising, evaluation, mentoring
• Visiting schools to check in with counselors and school leadership
• Managing data collection and program evaluation
• Confirming that each counselor continues to communicate with students and postsecondary

institutions after high school graduation to ensure successful postsecondary completion

District & School Responsibilities 
• Providing private workspace, access to equipment/technology as requested and an onsite

mentor to help the counselor integrate
• Providing ongoing access to students, including counselors in planning for postsecondary
• Helping connect each counselor to the local business community and postsecondary institutions
• Providing feedback to AFSP on the counselor’s performance and the program
• Collecting and sharing information and data as set out in data agreement
• Using best efforts to provide the foundation and counselors with the access and support needed

to make the program a success

AFSPM Student Supports 

The AFSPM provides comprehensive student supports spanning from 8th grade through 

postsecondary completion. These supports are grouped into the following categories: 

1. Parent and family engagement

2. College knowledge and planning

3. College fit and application assistance
4. College affordability

5. Transition support

6. Academic support
7. Completion and transfer support
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Application Questions 

Please submit any questions regarding the application at https://theayersfoundation.org/rural-

expansion by June 8, 2021. 

Section 1: County & District Information 

1. County:

2. School District:

3. Director of Schools:

4. Applicant Email:

5. Applicant Phone Number:

6. Are there multiple school districts within your county?

Yes 

No 

If yes, please use the space below to include the names of all districts and directors of schools within 
your county. Note that all high schools within the county – regardless of whether they belong to 
different districts – must apply together to be considered for this opportunity. This RFP will require 
the signature of all the directors of schools within the county.  

7. Please list all the high schools in your county:

8. How many high school students were enrolled in the 2020-2021 school year in your county?:

9. Do you expect for your county’s high school enrollment to change substantially for the 2021-2022

school year? If so, please explain why and provide your best estimate of the future change in

enrollment.

https://theayersfoundation.org/rural-expansion
https://theayersfoundation.org/rural-expansion


Request for Proposal  P a g e  | 9 

Ayers Foundation Scholars Program Model Expansion 

Section 2: Terms of Participation 
Note that these criteria are considered high priority for an AFSPM partnership. 

1. Data Sharing Agreement

My district is willing to provide relevant CCMR data to AFSPM.
My district is unwilling to provide relevant CCMR data to AFSPM.

Provide a statement of commitment no longer than 250 words: 

2. Access to Students

My district is willing to enroll every 8-12th grade student in the district’s AFSPM. 
My district is unwilling to enroll every 8-12th grade student in the district’s AFSPM. 

Provide a statement of commitment no longer than 250 words: 

3. Tennessee Promise Partnering Organization

My district is willing to commit to using AFSPM as its TN Promise Partnering Organization. 
My district is unwilling to commit to using AFSPM as its TN Promise Partnering Organization.

AFSPM will provide all necessary college access counselors. No volunteer mentors will be required. 

Provide a statement of commitment no longer than 250 words: 
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Section 3: Short Answer 

Please provide responses to the following questions. Please try to limit these written responses to no 

more than 500 words maximum.  

NOTE: There are no “right” answers; we as an organization are simply trying to understand where 

your community currently stands. For instance, it is okay if there is not already a college going culture 

established in your district.  

If there are examples or samples of commitment to postsecondary access and completion, existing or 

planned partnerships or student support initiatives, please provide them through a link or through 

an addendum. 

1. Why does your district want to partner with AFSPM?  What does your district (and community)
hope to gain from this partnership?
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2. Describe the current culture and/or attitude around access to and completion of higher
education in your district. Is there currently a college-going culture?

3. Describe the relationship between the school system, elected officials, and business community.
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4. Please indicate why the conditions are right for the school system and community to embrace

the AFSPM at this particular time.

5. Is there another college access program operating in the district and/or community?

Yes 

No 

If you answered “yes” to question 4, please also answer: 

5a. What would the interaction be between this program and the AFSPM? 

5b. What is this program’s day to day presence in the district/community? 
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5c. How many students from the district engage with this program? How are these students 
selected? 

5d. How would you see these partners interacting and engaging with each other on behalf of 
supporting students? 

6. Describe the person or people who would be responsible for coordinating with the AFSP. Who

would be the primary point(s) of contact for the AFSP team in the school district and from the 
broader community?
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7. Access to high quality broadband is critical to educational and economic opportunity in today’s
marketplace.  Describe student and community access to broadband currently and/or plans to
expand accessibility. Please describe how you view high quality broadband access, in context of
an AFSPM college completion partnership and the potential impact on economic development
for the community.

8. Provide a description of any existing or planned partnerships (formal or otherwise) with any
postsecondary partnerships, programs, initiatives, ideas about more aligned pathways for
students. Please be as specific and detailed as possible in terms of institution, leaders, teams and
projects.
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9. Optional: Is there additional information not captured by the questions above that would help us
to understand how and why the AFSPM would be transformative to your community? This could
include, for instance, community partners that would be supportive of and committed to driving
the mission forward.

Director of Schools’ signature: ________________________________________  Date:  ____________ 

If your county has multiple districts, please include signatures from all directors of schools. 
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