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POSTSECONDARY COMPLETION AND ATTAINMENT

INTRODUCTION

statewide vision for higher education systems that
meet workforce needs. With estimates suggesting

a north star for attainment. Specifically, the goal
calls for 55 percent of the Tennesseans to hold a
postsecondary certificate or degree by 2025.

state progress toward attainment goals. Between
2021 and 2022, Tennessee increased its overall
postsecondary attainment rate by 0.6 percentage
points to reach 47.9 percent. As the data is lagged,
there are three more reporting years to close the
7/-percentage point gap between current attainment

and the Drive to 55 target. To meet attainment goals,

the state and its institutions of higher education

(IHEs) must improve graduation rates and ensure
all students who enter higher education have the
support needed to earn a quality credential.

A Look at Tennessee’s Retention
Data

States and institutions of higher education use a
variety of indicators to monitor student progress
toward a credential, with one of the most important
refers to the percentage of first-time, full-time
freshman who remain enrolled in any Tennessee
postsecondary institution one year after initial
enrollment.

Figure 1 shows that Tennessee community colleges
have consistently lower fall-to-fall retention rates
than the national average for two-year public
institutions. Since the pandemic, this retention gap
has widened, putting Tennessee’s public two-year
institutions nearly 15 percentage points behind
the national average. Two-year institutions are
falling short in adequately supporting students

toward completion, resulting in nearly half dropping
out before reaching their second year. Four-year
institution retention data in Figure 2 show that
University of Tennessee (UT) institutions have
consistently matched and at times exceeded the
national retention average. However, Locally
Governed Institutions (LGls) lag over 10 percentage
points behind. For both the UT system and LGls,
retention rates fare no better than they did a decade
ago.

Questions for
Thought

R How should enrollment and retention

data be interpreted alongside one
another?

What indicators should institutions of
higher education monitor to know if
students are on track to stay enrolled?



https://www.luminafoundation.org/stronger-nation/report/static/States_with_Higher_Education_Attainment_Goals.pdf
https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/Projections_2031-State-Report.pdf
https://driveto55.org/
https://www.luminafoundation.org/news-and-views/a-stronger-nation-new-federal-data-show-more-adults-earning-college-degrees/
https://www.luminafoundation.org/stronger-nation/report/#/progress/state/TN
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/thec/bureau/research/other-research/factbook/2023/Fact%20Book_2023_SUMMER%20UPDATE.pdf
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Figure 1. Nearly 15 Percentage Points Separate Tennessee’s Community College
Retention Rate From The National Average
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Figure 2. UT System’s First Year Retention Rate Mirrors National Average, But LGl Rate
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Note that overall retention rates do not capture
important differences across race, gender, and
socioeconomic status. While the Tennessee Board
of Regents (TBR) does disaggregate retention by
racial group and gender, that information is not

available for other institutions. Further, there is no
publicly available data for retention at any IHE by
Pell-eligibility. As such, more nuanced insights about
retention are better found at the institution level.


https://nscresearchcenter.org/persistence-retention/
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/thec/bureau/research/other-research/factbook/2023/Fact%20Book_2023_SUMMER%20UPDATE.pdf
https://nscresearchcenter.org/persistence-retention/
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/thec/bureau/research/other-research/factbook/2023/Fact%20Book_2023_SUMMER%20UPDATE.pdf
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A Look at Tennessee’s Completion
Data

Tennessee’s IHE graduation rates made modest gains
over the last few years before falling slightly with the
most recent cohort. Figures 3 and 4 illustrate the
150 percent graduation rates for Tennessee commu-
nity colleges and universities compared to national
averages. Tennessee's community college three-
year graduation rate follows a similar trend as the
national rate but would need to grow by nearly 10
percentage points to catch up to the national aver-

age. In contrast, the overall six-year graduation rate
at Tennessee universities is 63.3 percent, exceeding
the national average. However, Figure 4 illustrates
the variation across institutions, with LGl graduation
rates below the national average.

At both community colleges and universities in
Tennessee, gaps in graduation rates persist based on
racial and socioeconomic group. Figure 5 shows that
for the last five community college cohorts, Black
students are consistently around 16 percentage
points less likely to graduate compared to their
White counterparts. Similarly, Pell-eligible community

I Figure 3. Tennessee’s Community College Graduation Rate Lags Behind National Average
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Figure 4. University of Tennessee (UT) System’s Graduation Rate Exceeds National

Average, But LGl Rate Lags Behind
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https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/TrendGenerator/app/answer/7/19
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/thec/bureau/research/other-research/factbook/2023/Fact%20Book_2023_SUMMER%20UPDATE.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/TrendGenerator/app/answer/7/21?rid=1&cid=6&cidv=1%7C2%7C4%7C5%7C6%7C8%7C9%7C10%7C11%7C12%7C13%7C15%7C16%7C17%7C18%7C19%7C20%7C21%7C22%7C23%7C24%7C25%7C26%7C27%7C28%7C29%7C30%7C31%7C32%7C33%7C34%7C35%7C36%7C37%7C38%7C39%7C40%7C41%7C42%7C44%7C45%7C46%7C47%7C48%7C49%7C50%7C51%7C53%7C54%7C55%7C56%7C60%7C64%7C66%7C68%7C69%7C70%7C72%7C78
https://www.tbr.edu/policy-strategy/data-and-research
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college students are around 9 percentage points
less likely to graduate in 3 years than non-Pell-
eligible students. Figure 6 shows that even greater
gaps exist in university rates - with a difference

of over 20 percentage points between White and
Black students as well as between Pell and non-Pell-
eligible students.

disadvantaged students and students of color
often enter postsecondary education having
experienced systemic opportunity gaps in academic
preparation. For example, as early as grade 3, the
students is more than twice that of Black students.
Likewise, the grades 3-8 ELA proficiency rate of

) non-economically disadvantaged students is also
Note that there are many factors to consider when

interpreting student outcomes data and identifying
strategies for improvement. One of these factors
is academic preparation. Socioeconomically

more than twice that of the rate for economically
disadvantaged students. These gaps persist and
compound as students transition into postsecondary
education. Additionally, different institution types

Figure 5. Tennessee Community Colleges Graduate Black, Hispanic, and Pell-Eligible
Students At Lower Rates Than Their White And Non-Pell-Eligible Counterparts
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https://tnscore.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/2024-State-of-Education-In-Tennessee.pdf
https://www.tn.gov/thec/research/fact-book.html
https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiZmIwMmVmODItZTdkNC00ZTljLWE5NDAtNmNmZGZhZWEzNTVkIiwidCI6Ijc4ZTkwNWIzLTE4ZWEtNGE5MS04YjlmLTMzZTRmZTNjYTQ4YSIsImMiOjN9

POSTSECONDARY COMPLETION AND ATTAINMENT

are designed to serve different student populations,
which should be considered when comparing
outcomes across sectors. Institutions should be
taking a comprehensive approach to evaluating data
to identify strategies to better support students in
their unique contexts and improve outcomes. Every
postsecondary student at every postsecondary
institution in Tennessee deserves the supports they
need to earn a credential that prepares them for a
career enabling economic independence.

Addressing Student Need

There are various challenges students face in
postsecondary education that pose barriers to
retention and completion. The role of institutions
and policymakers is to identify those challenges and
provide students with the support they need to
succeed. Some challenges include:

Challenge Promising Practices

Coaching is a strategy to give students the information they need to
succeed academically and beyond, and can help students with time

The Tennessee Higher Education Commission
& management, study skills, and self-advocacy. A randomized study of a

Hrﬁé.f.r“e.s.HH{é.ﬁ“requirmgIearning supports at :ogoac! .
) . ; . more likely to persist even a year after treatment.
Tennessee’s community colleges has declined

nearly 11 percentage points since 2014. Still, : ) . . ) .
over half of first-time freshman at Tennessee : aummer bridge programs are designed to assist with academic

) ) ) integration and are positively associated with postsecondary
community colleges require learning support.

; - . attainment.
Some of this decline may be attributed to the

fact thaF beginning " Fall 2020, TBR began . ATennessee study found students in corequisite remediation (as
permitting community colleges to use GPA to U A - )
. - . opposed to prerequisite) were 15 percentage points and 13 percentage
place students into learning supports. ) . . e
points more likely to pass math and English gateway courses within one

year of enrolling, respectively.

Academic
Readiness


https://www.tn.gov/thec/research/fact-book.html
https://www.tn.gov/thec/research/fact-book.html
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1019184
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1019184
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/InterventionReports/wwc_summerbridge_071916.pdf
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/effects-corequisite-remediation-tennessee.html

Financial
Support

Food
Insecurity

Housing
Insecurity

Mental
Health
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education is due to the stress of having to work
and go to school at the same time — with work
being a necessity for financial reasons. When
the National Center for Education Statistics
considered postsecondary students who
stopped out in 2004 without completing a
credential, they found that 31 percent reported

leaving due to financial reasons.

students is $6,019 at two-year colleges and
$14,684 at four-year colleges after all aid is
applied.

postsecondary students found that 38 percent
and 29 percent of students were impacted

by food insecurity at two- and four-year
institutions, respectively.

postsecondary students found that 52 percent
and 43 percent of students were affected

by housing insecurity at two- and four-year
institutions, respectively. Additionally, 14
percent of students surveyed were affected by
homelessness.

60 percent of students met criteria for at least
one mental health problem —representing
a nearly 50 percent increase from 2013. The

for graduating who have unmet financial need and modest balances for
tuition and fees. The program provides emergency funding to ensure
students are not dropped from classes for lack of payment. Over 86
percent of grant recipients graduate, most within two semesters.

In 2021, the Tennessee General Assembly passed legislation to launch

Promise students experiencing financial hardship that may lead them
to stop out. Students in the Fall 2022 Promise cohort who received
the grant alongside coaching were 34 percent more likely to remain

enrolled following their first year, with impacts even larger for Black
students.

operating a meal share program for students to donate meal swipes
and offering an on-campus food pantry.

Ten states have passed versions of the Hunger Free Campus Bill,
which focuses on creating food pantries, a swipe out hunger program,
opportunities for SNAP enrollment opportunities, and funding for

public colleges to address student hunger.

Identifying a single point of contact on campus for students can
simplify students” experiences navigating on-campus resources to deal
with housing insecurity. Every public college in Colorado has appointed
a staff member as the single contact for students experiencing

homelessness.

While the majority of community colleges do not provide on-campus

and depression and higher G“P“A..“A“s“t.ﬁlé.housing costs for students
continue to rise, some community colleges, including in Mississippi,

are offering on-campus housing as a key component of their strategic
plans to support students.

departments and with organizations such as JED Campus, a suicide
prevention non-profit, to support the whole student.

training to over 900 faculty members, who are often a student’s main
point of contact with the university.

a nearly 30 percent increase in the number of
students seeking campus counseling services
between 2009-2015.

sponsored peer counseling service ch trained peer educators
support Black students experiencing alienation, depression, and
anxiety.

The Ohio State: Wellness App allows its more than 240,000 users to

create personalized wellness plans, access crisis support, receive tips
on stress management, and interact with friends.


https://www.publicagenda.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/With-Their-Whole-Lives-Ahead-of-Them.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2012/2012046/chapter6_6.asp
https://www.tn.gov/thec/research/fact-book.html
https://success.gsu.edu/initiatives/panther-retention-grants/
https://publications.tnsosfiles.com/acts/112/pub/pc0512.pdf
https://publications.tnsosfiles.com/acts/112/pub/pc0512.pdf
https://tnscore.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/2024-State-of-Education-In-Tennessee.pdf
https://endhunger.utk.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/115/2021/01/2020-End-Hunger-FEED-Change-Report.pdf
https://hope.temple.edu/sites/hope/files/media/document/HopeSurveyReport2021.pdf
https://endhunger.utk.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/115/2021/01/2020-End-Hunger-FEED-Change-Report.pdf
https://endhunger.utk.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/115/2021/01/2020-End-Hunger-FEED-Change-Report.pdf
https://www.swipehunger.org/hungerfree/
https://hope.temple.edu/sites/hope/files/media/document/HopeSurveyReport2021.pdf
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/housinginsecurityinhighered.pdf
https://www.aacc.nche.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/DataPoints_No23.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0890117120946210
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/06/04/community-colleges-launch-new-plans-campus-housing
https://www.lbo.ms.gov/misc/strategic/FY21/292-00-plan.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0165032722002774
https://ccmh.psu.edu/assets/docs/2015_CCMH_Report_1-18-2015-yq3vik.pdf
https://ccmh.psu.edu/assets/docs/2015_CCMH_Report_1-18-2015-yq3vik.pdf
https://studentlife.utk.edu/blog/2023/06/13/support-the-whole-student-a-proactive-approach-to-the-mental-health-of-college-students/
https://www.northcarolina.edu/impact/student-success/student-mental-health/mental-health-first-aid-training/
https://www.mentalhealthfirstaid.org/case-studies/university-north-carolina-unc/
https://oaaa.virginia.edu/programs
https://it.osu.edu/learner-technology-handbook/ch3/wellness-app
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Questions for
Thought

R Many student support services are costly.
With limited funds, how should states and
institutions prioritize investments to address
student need?

What are strategies to encourage student

participation in available support programs?

As many students experience multiple challenges
while enrolled in postsecondary education,
institutions can offer wraparound supports through
a cohesive program or model rather than having
students address their varying needs through siloed

in a Chicago-based non-profit’s holistic support
program significantly increased first-year retention,
ultimately resulting in an 18 percent increase in
three-year degree attainment. As another example,

financial burdens, inadequate support, and academic
underpreparedness) found significant impacts on
retention leading to an 18 percentage point impact
on degree attainment - nearly doubling the number
of students graduating. Nashville State Community
the ASAP initiative and has been clearing financial
barriers and providing advising to Tennessee
students since 2020.

There are also several national initiatives and
organizations created with a mission to address
postsecondary completion challenges. Some
examples include:

America strategy leverages advertising, advisors,
and institutional policy and practice to encourage

students who are able to take at least 15 credits
a semester and graduate on time. Originating at
the University of Hawaii, there are now more
than 200 institutions participating in the strategy.
Several Tennessee IHEs participate in 15 to

movement, originated by the Community College
Research Center, offers a model to systematically
change IHE practice to clarify educational paths
and career goals, help students get on and stay
on a path, and ensure students are learning across
program maps across the institution and providing
flexible class options.

M Policy and advocacy organizations focused
specifically on postsecondary completion include:

Questions for
Thought

R Should completion strategies be targeted
toward students with the highest need or
implemented institution-wide? In which
cases should each of those approaches be
implemented?

What data is critical to inform state and IHE
completion efforts?

Career Readiness


https://urbanlabs.uchicago.edu/attachments/ee626ee3dc0e30bc367bae2029d6a1306e6ef7a3/store/4673715a5ce0fecf5b0f5645bc6316c0058e7569e40ace9957848c5a94d3/IEL+OMD+One-Sheet+FINAL.pdf
https://urbanlabs.uchicago.edu/attachments/ee626ee3dc0e30bc367bae2029d6a1306e6ef7a3/store/4673715a5ce0fecf5b0f5645bc6316c0058e7569e40ace9957848c5a94d3/IEL+OMD+One-Sheet+FINAL.pdf
http://www1.cuny.edu/sites/asap/wp-content/uploads/sites/8/2015/02/MDRC_Doubling_Graduation_Rates_ASAP_Executive_Summary_Feb_2015.pdf
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/ASAP%202-pager%2002.09.16.pdf
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/ASAP%202-pager%2002.09.16.pdf
https://www.nscc.edu/about/foundation/campaigns.php
https://completecollege.org/strategy/15-to-finish/
https://www.tnstate.edu/asc/take15.aspx
https://www.tnstate.edu/asc/take15.aspx
https://volopedia.lib.utk.edu/entries/take-15-graduate-in-4/
https://volopedia.lib.utk.edu/entries/take-15-graduate-in-4/
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/research/guided-pathways.html
https://eab.com/resources/blog/community-college-blog/what-is-guided-pathways-and-why-are-we-still-talking-about-it/#:~:text=Guided%20Pathways%20is%20a%20movement,achieve%20their%20college%20completion%20goals.
https://completecollege.org/
https://www.ihep.org/initiative/postsecondary-data-collaborative-postsecdata/
https://www.ihep.org/initiative/postsecondary-data-collaborative-postsecdata/
https://ticas.org/our-work/college-completion/
https://ticas.org/our-work/college-completion/
https://www.tncollegeaccess.org/advocacy
https://www.tncollegeaccess.org/advocacy
https://www.naceweb.org/career-readiness/competencies/career-readiness-defined/
https://tnscore.org/sdm_downloads/score-statewide-survey-the-value-of-postsecondary-education-in-tennessee/?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_content=public%20opinion%20survey&utm_campaign=SCORE%20Institute%20Feb.%20Research
https://tnscore.org/sdm_downloads/score-statewide-survey-the-value-of-postsecondary-education-in-tennessee/?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_content=public%20opinion%20survey&utm_campaign=SCORE%20Institute%20Feb.%20Research
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Tennesseans believe the purpose of higher education
is to prepare for a career, not just to create a well-
rounded citizen. Earnings and employment data
reinforces that postsecondary education sets
students up for success in the workforce. For
difference between college-educated workers and
high school-educated workers over the course of the
work life - that difference is described as return on
investment. The study finds a 14.5 percent return on
investment for earning a bachelor’s and a 9.5 percent
return to those earning an associate’s degree.
However, the research also highlights that returns
vary based on a student’s program of study. Not all
students experience the same benefit from higher
education.

One strategy to improve student outcomes is to
make stronger connections between postsecondary

education and career preparation. UT Knoxville is

in-demand skills through credit-bearing internships
and customizable degrees in emerging fields. As

receive career advising and earn a workforce-
focused certificate in the first semester.

TCATs are state leaders in workforce alignment, with
workforce development central to their mission.
TCATs exemplify career alignment by publicly
reporting both their completion and job placement
data. Figure 7 illustrates how TCATs consistently
complete over three-quarters of their total enrollees.
The job placement rates are even higher, with nearly
9 out of 10 available graduates placed in their field
of training upon graduation.

Figure 7. Nearly 9 of 10 Available TCAT Completers Are Placed In Their Field Upon

Graduation
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Source


https://tnscore.org/sdm_downloads/score-statewide-survey-the-value-of-postsecondary-education-in-tennessee/?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_content=public%20opinion%20survey&utm_campaign=SCORE%20Institute%20Feb.%20Research
https://haslam.utk.edu/publication/tennessees-post-pandemic-workforce-implications-for-the-value-of-going-to-college/
https://cecs.utk.edu/
https://cecs.utk.edu/
https://www.tbr.edu/policy-strategy/reimagining-community-college-experience
https://www.tbr.edu/policy-strategy/reimagining-community-college-experience
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/thec/bureau/research/other-research/factbook/2023/Fact%20Book_2023_SUMMER%20UPDATE.pdf
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Though there are many recent advances and bright
spots around career alignment and preparation, there
is opportunity for the state and all its institutions of
higher education to increase alignment to workforce
and provision of career-relevant opportunities

for students. Some promising strategies are
responsive industry partnerships, internship

and apprenticeships, and stackable credentials.

By aligning educational opportunities with in-
demand, high-wage careers, Tennessee can create
opportunities for economic mobility and paths to
economic independence.

Questions for
Thought

R How should IHEs make career readiness
central to their culture?

What data should be used to measure career
readiness?

What goals beyond career readiness should
play a central role in higher education?




Established in 2001, The Hunt Institute honors
the legacy of James B. Hunt, Jr., the former gov-
ernor of North Carolina who distinguished him-
self as an ardent champion of education.

The Hunt Institute brings together people and
resources to inspire and inform elected officials
and policymakers about key issues in education,
resulting in visionary leaders who are prepared
to take strategic action for greater educational
outcomes and student success.

In 2016, The Hunt Institute became an indepen-
dent, nonprofit entity and joined forces with
Duke University’s Sanford School of Public Pol-
icy to pursue research, educational partnerships,
and events related to improving education policy.

Learn more at www.hunt-institute.org.

THE

hunt
institute

4000 Centregreen Way | Suite 301 |
Cary, NC 27513 | 984-377-5200

The State Collaborative on Reforming Education
(SCORE) is a nonpartisan nonprofit education
policy and advocacy organization founded in
2009 by Senator Bill Frist, MD, former US Senate
Majority Leader. SCORE advocates for changes
that transform education, so Tennessee students
develop the knowledge and skills to succeed in
school, career, and life.

Every student in Tennessee deserves a high-qual-
ity education from kindergarten to career. With
this belief in mind, SCORE has four goals for Ten-
nessee focused on preparing students for suc-
cess:

o1. All students receive an excellent public
k-12 education

02. All students earn a credential
or postsecondary degree

03. All students are prepared for a career that
enables economic independence

04. Across all goals, all students have equitable
opportunities for success

Learn more at www.tnscore.org

SCORE

State Collaborative on Reforming Education

1801 West End Avenue, Suite 300,
Nashville, TN 37203
615-727-1545


http://www.tnscore.org

