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Coaching and Completion Grants: 
Five Years of Evidence and Impact

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Tennessee Promise is the state’s last-dollar scholarship program that provides funding for tuition and other mandatory 

fees not covered by other financial aid, supporting student access to college across the state. 

Over the past five years, Tennessee has tested a powerful idea: What if access to college isn’t enough? What would 

happen if Tennessee more intentionally supported students to complete their credentials?

By pairing the state’s near-universal, tuition-free postsecondary access through Tennessee Promise with targeted 

completion coaching and modest just-in-time financial support for its lowest-income college students, Tennessee has 

built a model that not only increases access to postsecondary education but also helps students earn credentials. 

Evidence from the statewide tnAchieves COMPLETE program and Knox Promise pilot proves that while free 

tuition provides students with college access, a dual approach of coaching and grants drives completion in eligible 

postsecondary programs. Researchers at the University of Tennessee’s Boyd Center for Business and Economic Research 

examined five years of program data across a series of five reports to estimate the impact of these interventions on 

student success. By leveraging natural program rollouts and specific eligibility thresholds, this rigorous evaluation 

provides a robust evidence base for the persistence and completion trends detailed below. 

Finding 1: Completion Coaching and Grants Are Connected to Increased Persistence

• A significant persistence boost: Access to completion coaching and completion grants increased first-to-second

year persistence by an estimated 11.7 percentage points when students were compared with similar but ineligible

peers.

• Closing the gap for students of color: Students of color experienced even more significant gains, with fall-to-

spring persistence rates increasing by 20 percentage points after meeting with a coach at least twice (unlocking

their eligibility for completion grants).

• Coaching is the catalyst: While completion grants support academic momentum and ease financial disruption,

regular engagement with a completion coach is more strongly related to improved graduation rates.

Finding 2: Targeted Just-in-Time Financial Support Can Yield Meaningful Results

• Addressing basic needs: Nearly 90% of completion grant dollars were used for basic necessities like groceries and

transportation.

• Modest and timely support: Most awards ranged from $100 to $300 and were delivered “just in time” to prevent

students from stopping out of college when unexpected expenses arose.

• The coaching advantage: By requiring students to engage with a coach to unlock grant eligibility, the program

ensures that supplemental financial aid from completion grants flows only to students who are proactively 

engaging with resources that support them in earning a postsecondary credential.

See Appendix A on page 14 for a more detailed synopsis of this five-part report series. 

https://www.collegefortn.org/tnpromise/
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Together, these findings indicate that completion coaching — supported and incentivized by targeted completion grants 

— unlocks greater potential from Tennessee Promise. While completion grants address immediate financial barriers, their 

impact is most effective when paired with consistent engagement with completion coaches. This integrated approach is 

particularly impactful for economically disadvantaged students and students of color, groups for whom financial barriers 

to completion are most acute.

WHY COACHING AND COMPLETION GRANTS MATTER 
Since its launch in 2015, Tennessee Promise has shifted the conversation around higher education in Tennessee, moving 

the focus from whether a student could afford college to how they will take advantage of the opportunity. As a result, 

each year thousands of students who may not have otherwise enrolled do enter postsecondary programs that prepare 

them for certificates, diplomas, associate degrees, and pathways to four-year credentials and workforce opportunity.1  

However, access alone does not guarantee postsecondary completion. Many Tennessee Promise students — particularly 

economically disadvantaged students — continue to face significant barriers that make it difficult to persist and 

graduate after enrolling. 

•	 A vulnerable start  

Navigating college coursework, managing competing responsibilities, and responding to unexpected financial 

shocks can and do derail students from earning a postsecondary credential. These challenges are especially 

acute during the first year of enrollment when students are most vulnerable to exiting college before earning a 

credential and are less likely to reenroll at a later date.2

•	 The weight of sudden costs   

For economically disadvantaged students, small but unexpected expenses can have outsized consequences. Even 

modest disruptions, such as a car breaking down or a broken laptop, can derail a student’s ability to attend class, 

complete assignments, or remain enrolled.3

•	 Accumulating barriers  

Expenses not covered by tuition — including textbooks, technology, transportation, and basic living needs — can 

quickly exceed a student’s limited financial resources. In fact, a comptroller evaluation found that Tennessee 

Promise students at community colleges pay at least $1,000 per year in out-of-pocket expenses. For students at a 

Tennessee College of Applied Technology (TCAT), out-of-pocket expenses reach $3,100, on average.4

Many community college and TCAT students face 
economic barriers to completion.

Nearly one in five Tennessee Board of Regents (TBR) students were identified as having 
difficulty in accessing an adequate quantity and quality of food. More than one in 20 have 
experienced homelessness. The median family annual adjusted gross income for TBR students 
was $36,325.

Data Source: National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, Undergraduate (2020). 
Data Note: Data points filtered survey results with student’s state of residence as Tennessee and institutional type as public two-year 
and public less-than-two-year colleges. 
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Recognizing that tuition-free access alone was insufficient to address these barriers, tnAchieves layered additional 

supports onto the Tennessee Promise model through the COMPLETE program. COMPLETE integrates two core supports: 

completion coaching and just-in-time completion grants. Together, these supports help students navigate both the 

long-term academic demands and the short-term financial disruptions that threaten their postsecondary persistence, 

creating a holistic safety net from the moment they step onto campus.

The completion grant is a critical component of the safety net, acting as a form of emergency aid designed to address 

acute financial barriers as they arise. While traditional financial aid programs, including Tennessee Promise itself, 

function proactively to ensure students can access higher education and prepare for their careers, completion grants 

(also known as microgrants or just-in-time aid) operate reflexively. This distinction is central to the effectiveness of 

the COMPLETE program. By directing funds reflexively, the program can focus on the specific population of students 

at the highest risk of exiting college before graduation due to unforeseen financial crises. This ensures that being $100 

short of affording groceries or facing a $200 transportation issue does not become a permanent barrier to earning a 

postsecondary credential. 

Tennessee first piloted this innovative model in the fall of 2019 through Knox Promise, an initiative funded by 

philanthropy through the Haslam Family Foundation. The program paired all Tennessee Promise students from Knox 

County high schools with a dedicated completion coach and provided access to completion grant funds for economically 

disadvantaged students. Following the success of Knox Promise, the model expanded statewide through the COMPLETE 

program. Launched in the fall of 2021, this expansion built on earlier targeted coaching efforts that began in 2018. 

While the geographic scope of completion coaching and grants has scaled upward, the program remains intentionally 

targeted. Outside of Knox County, eligibility for completion coaching is currently limited to Tennessee Promise students 

who qualify for the federal Pell Grant.

The statewide COMPLETE program was initially funded by the Tennessee General Assembly at $217,000 per year for 

two years. In its second year, the program was extended to run five more years through a nonrecurring investment of 

approximately $14.5 million. However, ongoing funding for proactive coaching programs remains limited, with a recurring 

allocation of $945,742 that supports both 

COMPLETE operations and broader general 

student coaching services throughout 

Tennessee.5 When the nonrecurring, 

five-year appropriation for these funds 

expires in fiscal year 2026-27, the lack of 

a recurring investment for COMPLETE 

will leave Tennessee’s broader statewide 

coaching and completion grant program in 

a financially vulnerable position compared 

to Knox Promise and other hallmark 

postsecondary workforce development 

programs in the state.

To date, 25,011 students have engaged in proactive coaching through COMPLETE, and over 9,000 students have engaged 

in coaching through Knox Promise. Across both programs, tnAchieves has dispersed 86,562 completion grants totaling 

$10,282,812 since 2018 to support students in persisting and completing postsecondary credentials.6 A defining feature 

of this model is the intentional linkage between coaching and completion grants. To become eligible for a completion 

grant, a student must first meet with their coach at least twice. This requirement ensures that financial aid is not 

delivered in a vacuum. Instead, it serves as a desirable incentive to enter a proactive coaching relationship that provides 

the long-term support students need to succeed in college and beyond.

A Pell Grant makes college 
affordable for economically 

disadvantaged Tennesseans. 

Students who qualify for a federal Pell Grant are from 
families with greater financial need. Often in higher 
education research, receipt of a Pell Grant is utilized 
as a proxy for identifying students from economically 
disadvantaged backgrounds. 

https://www.tnachieves.org/complete
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HOW THE MODEL WORKS: ONE SYSTEM, TWO TOOLS  
Since 2020, the COMPLETE and Knox Promise programs have operated side-by-side serving Knox County and more 

than 70 additional counties within the tnAchieves service area. While the two programs began separately, their 

eligibility criteria have mostly converged over time, becoming nearly identical in the current scaled model.

See Appendix B on page 15 for a detailed list of current COMPLETE and Knox Promise program eligibility requirements. 

In practice, tnAchieves presents the COMPLETE and Knox Promise program as a single, integrated system powered 

by two complementary tools: proactive coaching and reflexive completion grants. This dual approach allows this 

innovative model to address both students’ need for guidance in navigating college and potential short-term financial 

barriers that threaten students’ progress to a postsecondary credential.

The connection between these tools is maintained through a nested eligibility structure. Currently, a student is 

formally considered a COMPLETE or Knox Promise program student once they have attended at least two completion 

coaching sessions. This designation is more than just a label — it is the prerequisite for accessing completion grants. 

By conditioning access to completion grant funds on participation in proactive coaching, tnAchieves ensures that 

aid is prioritized for students who are already taking steps to best position themselves for academic and eventual 

career success.

Meeting with 
a coach helps 
students 
navigate college 
successfully. 

Between coaching 
and completion 
grants, data 
suggest coaching is 
the most impactful 
and benefits from 
being incentivized.

Access to COMPLETE grants helps motivate 
participation in proactive coaching.

COMPLETE and Knox Promise 
unlock a greater potential for 
Tennessee Promise to connect 
students with economic 
opportunity by helping more 
students persist to graduation.

Requiring participation in proactive coaching helps students address 
barriers to success before these issues impact their ability to persist to graduation

An explanation of how completion coaching and completion grants offered through COMPLETE and Knox Promise work in tandem with the Tennessee 

Promise program.

Coaching
Tennessee 

Promise

Completion 
Grants

COMPLETE grants across both proactive coaching programs are only 
available to lower income Pell-eligible students. 

TOOL ONE: COMPLETION COACHING THAT PROACTIVELY SUPPORTS SUCCESS

If Tennessee Promise provides a nearly universal opportunity to access higher education, then completion coaching 

provides the guidance necessary to take advantage of this opportunity. In both the COMPLETE and Knox Promise 

programs, coaches do not wait for a crisis to occur — they engage qualifying students early and consistently to build a 

foundation for success.
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This relationship often begins during a student’s senior year of high school, allowing coaches to build long-term trust 

and provide the community-tailored guidance needed to convert a high school senior into a postsecondary student. 

Once a student enrolls at a Tennessee community college or TCAT, the coaching intensifies. After attending their second 

meeting with a completion coach, students are formally considered part of COMPLETE or Knox Promise, a designation 

that signals they are actively engaged in a support structure focused on three critical pillars:

1.	College completion: COMPLETE/Knox Promise coaches serve as a trusted accountability partner, providing 

students with the steady encouragement and structure needed to persist through challenging coursework and 

earn their credential. 

2.	Resource navigation assistance: COMPLETE/Knox Promise coaches act as a bridge, raising awareness of and 

connecting students to campus and community resources that align with their specific needs.

3.	Career readiness and exploration: COMPLETE/Knox Promise coaches help students navigate the journey toward 

economic independence and career opportunity by connecting them with high-quality postsecondary pathways 

and credentials aligned to Tennessee’s workforce needs. 

COMPLETE and Knox Promise students are proactively coached. 

Both tnAchieves COMPLETE students and Knox Promise students participate in proactive 
coaching sessions. Throughout this white paper, the use of the phrase “proactively coached 
students” refers to students in both the tnAchieves COMPLETE and Knox Promise programs. 
When data are only available on one of the two programs, the specific coaching program is 
referenced explicitly. 

The effectiveness of coaching lies in its consistency and frequency. Because coaches manage dedicated caseloads, they 

form meaningful relationships with their students, making completion coaching an active partnership, rather than a 

passive help-desk model. Students respond to coach-initiated outreach, meeting multiple times per semester, and create 

a virtuous cycle of engagement that amplifies the effectiveness of other resources. As a result, students are supported 

by a coach who knows their individual circumstances and can respond to their needs over time — helping them along the 

entirety of the journey to a postsecondary credential. 

Knox Promise students overwhelmingly respond to proactive outreach 
from their coaches and actively seek assistance in navigating college.

50% of proactive coach outreach 
attempts result in connection

15,700+ meetings
16.2% in-person meetings

Coaches proactively reach out multiple times per semester 
while students work toward academic success. 

Coaches maintain communication with students through texts, 
phone calls, and virtual or in-person meetings.

8+ coaching meetings during an 
average student’s first year 

Each coach serves a 
dedicated case load of 
approximately 300 students 

Students engaged with their coaches multiple times 
a semester for ongoing support.

Local coaches working with a set caseload in specific 
communities, building trust in the program. 

Key data on Knox Promise’s proactive coaching operations. 

Data Source: Knox Promise: Final Report, Boyd Center for Business & Economic Research, Nov. 2025. 

Data Note: While coaching is offered to both COMPLETE and Knox Promise students, the most thorough data available on coaching are captured in 

reports focusing only on Knox Promise. Those data are presented here.
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TOOL TWO: COMPLETION GRANTS THAT REFLEXIVELY RESPOND TO STUDENT NEEDS

Tennessee’s system of community colleges and TCATs offer open enrollment, and Promise students attend without 

paying tuition or fees. This provides an accessible path to higher education and career success for economically 

disadvantaged students, but for many students the “sticker price” of tuition is only part of the financial equation of 

college. Unexpected financial disruptions can threaten or derail postsecondary progress, especially for students whose 

Pell Grants and other aid already cover tuition and mandatory fees before Tennessee Promise funds are applied to a 

remaining balance. 

Nearly half of Tennessee Promise students receive $0 in Promise funds. 

As a “last-dollar scholarship,” Tennessee Promise covers any remaining fees after other forms of 

aid have been applied to a student’s bill. As a result, a little less than half of Tennessee Promise 

students receive $0 because their Pell Grant or other scholarships already covered the cost of 

tuition and fees.

Data Source: Tennessee Board of Regents. “Tennessee Promise at TBR Community Colleges & TCATs: Student Success for the First Three 
Cohorts of Promise Students” (March 2020).

Data Note: For the first three cohorts of Tennessee Promise students, the Tennessee Board of Regents published student success reports. In 
these reports, students are separated into three groups based on how much of their Tennessee Promise was funded directly from the program 
as opposed to another source of financial aid. The share of students who received $0 from Tennessee Promise ranged from 44% to 48% during 
the first three years of the program.

In many cases, students are faced with a choice between meeting immediate basic needs and continuing their education. 

These modest completion grants — around $100 awarded for groceries and transportation — help ensure that short-

term financial challenges do not interrupt academic progress. (The typical grant aid for computers and textbooks was 

$299 and $197, respectively.) 

Nearly 90% of students who received a completion grant were faced with a choice 
between future career success and the immediate need for groceries or transportation.

How Knox Promise students spent completion grant funds. 

Data Source: Knox Promise: Final Report, Boyd Center for Business & Economic Research, Nov. 2025. 

Data Note: Students can secure multiple completion grants as needed by submitting additional grant requests but are capped at $1,500 of completion 

grant aid per term for Knox Promise. Only students who are in good academic standing may access this aid (i.e., a grade-point average above 2.0 and 

successfully completing at least two-thirds of the classes they have enrolled in). As with coaching data earlier in this report, the most detailed data 

available are limited to Knox Promise. 

Data from Knox Promise further reveals a striking reality about the lives of our students. Approximately 87% of 

completion grants awarded to Knox Promise students went toward helping students afford basic necessities and 

transportation to their classes. 

44% 43% 5% 4%

87% of all completion grants went toward groceries or transportation.

Groceries

Transportation

Computers

Textbooks
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These award amounts can address barriers that arise when a student’s financial situation rapidly changes during the 

semester. While COMPLETE students can request up to $1,000 per academic period in completion grants (up to $1,500 

per academic period for Knox Promise students), only requests linked to a specific eligible need are considered for a 

completion grant award through tnAchieves. Eligible categories for these grants that were available at the time of this 

analysis included groceries, transportation, computer/school supplies, rent, utilities, and class-specific fees. 

Conditioned on the requirement that only Pell-eligible students can receive this aid, completion grants only flow to 

economically disadvantaged students. Completion grants help Tennessee students avoid choosing between investing in 

their future and putting their career aspirations on hold to make ends meet, relieving immediate financial pressure and 

allowing them to stay enrolled.

 
RESEARCHERS FOUND COACHING AND COMPLETION GRANTS 
ARE IMPACTFUL  
To assess the impact of completion coaching and completion grants, researchers analyzed data from tnAchieves and TN 

DATA, the state’s longitudinal data system. Because these support programs were introduced independently over several 

years — and eligibility is tied to Pell Grant status — isolating program impact requires comparing outcomes across 

similar groups of students. Completion coaching and grants were introduced in 2019 through Knox Promise, and these 

resources were then later scaled statewide through COMPLETE in 2021. 

Researchers used this phased rollout to compare data from three distinct phases: before either Knox Promise or 

COMPLETE were operational in 2017, from 2020 when only Knox Promise was operational, and from 2022 when both 

programs were operational.

Comparing data from before, after, and during COMPLETE and Knox Promise adoption 
allowed researchers to identify the effect of coaching and grant aid.

A summary of the time frames utilized by researchers to identify the impact of proactive coaching and completion grants on student persistence rates. During 

these time frames, researchers compared students who barely qualified for completion grants or did not qualify for completion grants as identified by their 

Pell Grant eligibility. 

Data Source: College Coaching and Completion Grants in Tennessee: Estimated Effects on Persistence. Boyd Center for Business & Economic 

Research, 2024.

To estimate the impact of completion coaching and grants, researchers compared outcomes between and within these 

years for similar students who were eligible for completion grants to those who were not. To ensure the comparisons 

were meaningful, researchers only compared students who were clustered within $4,600 of the financial cutoff for Pell 

Grant eligibility. By doing so, researchers avoided unintentionally comparing dissimilar students (those who were much 

more or less financially advantaged). 

•	 No Tennessee students 
are eligible for coaching 
or completion grants.

•	 Provides a baseline 
group to compare 
later COMPLETE 
students who are Pell 
eligible to previous 
Pell-eligible students 
prior to COMPLETE’s 
implementation. 

2017

•	 Only Knox County 
graduates have access 
to both coaching and 
completion grants. 

•	 Along with the 2017 
cohort, 2020 students 
provide another 
reference point to 
compare Pell-eligible 
and Pell-ineligible 
students statewide.

•	 Access to coaching 
and completion grants 
expands to all Pell-
eligible students in the 
COMPLETE program.  

•	 Allows researchers 
to identify the impact 
of coaching and grant 
eligibility from the Pell 
criteria, netting out 
effects of Pell alone in 
2017 and 2020.

2020 2022
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Linking access to completion grants with required coaching makes both 
COMPLETE and Knox Promise students more likely to return for a second fall semester.  

Account for Knox Promise and COMPLETE eligibility being connected to Pell Grants

Explains the difference between students who were barely eligible for COMPLETE and Knox Promise to those who 
were barely ineligible. This works because students clustered around the cutoff for Pell Grants and the COMPLETE 
program are from financially similar backgrounds.

Compare these financially similar students before and after COMPLETE and Knox Promise

Pell eligible students from before COMPLETE and Knox Promise were compared to Pell-eligible students after 
COMPLETE was offered. Because Pell Grants were always available to both groups, addressing this difference during 
analysis removes the influence of Pell Grants on estimates. 

Combine to reveal causal evidence of increased persistence

Completion coaching with access to completion grants increases the likelihood that students return for their 
second year by a statistically significant 11.7 percentage points. 

An explanation of the Boyd Center researchers’ difference-in-discontinuity approach to analyzing COMPLETE and Knox Promise. 

Data Source: College Coaching and Completion Grants in Tennessee: Estimated Effects on Persistence. Boyd Center for Business & Economic 

Research, 2024. 

Data Note: Researchers faced several limitations in sample size due to a need to rely on access to National Student Clearinghouse data matched to 

tnAchieves records. This means that actual effect could vary from the estimates by up to 11 percentage points. However, there is robust evidence that 

allowed researchers to confidently share that the effect of coaching and possible access to completion grant aid was both statistically significant and 

positive. 

Researchers also examined persistence outcomes by student group, finding significant gains for students of color, 

including Black, Hispanic, and Asian students. For these students, participation in coaching and access to grants 

increased their likelihood of persisting and returning for the spring semester by a statistically significant amount 

of 20 percentage points. This represents a considerable boost for students of color during a critical point in their 

postsecondary journeys when attrition is typically highest. 

These increases of 11.7 percentage points for the fall-to-fall persistence rate of all students and 20 percentage points 

for the fall-to-spring persistence rates of students of color are substantial. Estimates from tnAchieves place the annual 

per student costs of the proactive coaching at approximately $522.7 Given the fiscally lean investment required to 

provide proactive coaching and completion grants, a 20 percentage point increase in the likelihood that a student of 

color returns for a second semester can be achieved with as little as a $261 investment each semester per proactively 

coached student. 

Another way to interpret these findings is that, given the cost of proactive coaching, every $100 invested is associated 

with an approximately 2.24 percentage point increase in the likelihood that a student persists into their second year. 

This balance of efficiency and impact is the unique advantage of Tennessee’s proactive coaching and completion grant 

programs, where intentional program design enables Tennessee to triage resources to the students who benefit most 

from additional assistance. 
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UNDERSTANDING THE IMPORTANCE OF COACHING AND 
COMPLETION GRANTS  
Evidence on the importance of completion coaching is compelling. Data from Knox Promise show that 44% of 

students who regularly participated in coaching graduated with a certificate or degree within three years of 

starting their program. By comparison, only 20% of non-Knox Promise students had completed a certificate or 

degree within three years.

On the other hand, the evidence on completion grants provided by Knox Promise is less clear-cut. While the completion 

rate gap between students who meaningfully engaged in coaching and those who did not was nearly 30 percentage 

points, the gap between students who utilized completion grants and those who did not was only 9 percentage points. 

Boyd Center researchers emphasize that these results are descriptive. It is possible that grant recipients would have 

done much worse than nonrecipients, given their high levels of need. 

Regarding course completion, Knox Promise grant recipients completed courses at a rate of 8 percentage points more 

than their peers that did not receive grants in their first semester on campus. In following semesters, this advantage 

fades and grant recipients complete courses at a rate that is more similar to their nongrant receiving peers. However, 

by the end of students’ third year of college, a gap in completed courses begins to emerge with grant-receiving students 

falling behind. Up to that point, students who accessed completion grants through Knox Promise were more or almost 

as likely to complete their classes as peers without completion grants. The advantage for grant recipients being largest 

in the very first semester but then fading over time is likely due to ongoing barriers experienced by Pell-eligible students. 

For Tennessee’s economically disadvantaged students, even when an acute, immediate need for a completion grant is 

addressed, a heightened likelihood of similar future barriers emerging for Pell-eligible students remains, presenting the 

potential for future disruptions to students’ progress toward a postsecondary credential.

Nearly half of Knox Promise students who met regularly for coaching graduated within 
three years, compared to only one in five of non-Knox Promise students. 

Completion rates of Knox Promise students who meet with their coaches at least three times compared to the three-year completion rate of all Knox Promise 

students and all other non-Knox Promise TBR students. 

Data Source: Knox Promise: Final Report, Boyd Center for Business & Economic Research, 2025. 

Data Note: The Boyd Center utilized longitudinal data from TN DATA and tnAchieves program records for students who enrolled in one of Tennessee’s 

13 public community colleges. This completion rate is inclusive of both degrees and certificates offered by these institutions.

Only 20% of non-Knox Promise 
students attending Tennessee’s 
community colleges graduate 
within three years.

Within two years, the on-time 
graduation rate of coached 
students had already surpassed 
this rate.

28%

On-time Graduation Met with Coaches 3+ TimesFive Semesters Three-Year 
Graduation Rate

20%

37% 44%
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Knox Promise students complete more of their courses 
when they access a completion grant.

Percentage of completion grant recipients who completed some or all of their attempted credits compared to the percentage of their peers who did not 

receive a grant. 

Data Source: Knox Promise: Final Report, Boyd Center for Business & Economic Research, 2025. 

Data Note: This trend holds when examining whether a completion grant student completed all of their attempted credits. The rate for completion of 

all attempted courses was 8 percentage points higher (61%) for students who received a completion grant during their first term and was 7 percentage 

points lower (60%) by the third spring semester. 

Completion 
grants do not 
permanently 

change a 
student’s financial 

condition. 
Underlying 
barriers to 

completion will 
persist beyond a 
student’s use of 

the grant.

Completion 
grants 

address the 
immediate 

needs of 
students, 

helping them 
complete 

more of their 
classes.

While the effects of receiving grant aid might fade over time, it is important to understand that this early success 

better positions COMPLETE and Knox Promise students who started college in a financially precarious position to finish 

their programs. Research indicates that strong early academic progress increases a student’s likelihood of persisting 

to a postsecondary credential.8 Thus, completion grants — and their ability to accelerate early credit and clock hour 

accumulation — strengthen the momentum students need to complete their academic program. The funds provided by 

completion grants address students’ financial needs — enabling Tennessee students to better balance their academic 

and career goals with financial needs and family obligations. 

Interviews conducted by the Tennessee Comptroller’s Office for the 2024 evaluation of the Tennessee Promise program 

indicate that 75% of students who lost eligibility for Tennessee Promise did so because they fell below the required 

grade-point average due to work-related pressures. Among Tennessee Promise students who lost eligibility after 

enrolling in a part-time instead of full-time course load, 82% indicated that work responsibilities required them 

to shift their focus away from school. Family obligations similarly impacted students — 71% cited family-related 

obligations as contributing to their grade-point average falling below requirements. For those who did not meet the 

credit hour enrollment requirement, 67% of students cited familial obligations.9 The data underscore the competing 

demands students balance in addition to what is expected of them in the classroom.  

First 
Fall

First 
Spring

Second 
Fall

Third 
Fall

Second 
Spring

Third 
Spring

Received Emergency Aid Did Not Receive Emergency Aid
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“Having that student conversation 
where they share their college-going 
story and then I  get to share mine 
back and see that l ight change or that 
perspective change — that never gets 
old for me.”

Abby Creekmore 
Director of COMPLETE-East Tennessee

BEYOND THE DATA: 
A Journey from COMPLETE Student 
to COMPLETE Coach

CASE STUDY

The COMPLETE coaching and grants model works because of meaningful relationships between coaches and students. 

Today, the earliest tnAchieves COMPLETE students are in the workforce, better positioned to achieve and maintain economic 

independence through their postsecondary education and training. While every COMPLETE student reflects the program’s 

impact on Tennessee’s workforce, Abby Creekmore is uniquely positioned to tell that story. 

Abby is a completion coach serving students from East Tennessee and was a student in a statewide coaching program 

that would later become COMPLETE in 2021. From an early age, her family emphasized the importance of postsecondary 

education, and Abby excelled throughout K-12 education. Yet as senior year approached, she faced uncertainty. As the first 

in her family to pursue education beyond high school, Abby had encouragement but little guidance on how to navigate what 

came next.

Determined to continue her education, Abby benefited from Tennessee’s growing focus on postsecondary attainment. In 

2018, she attended a tnAchieves presentation in her Jellico High School cafeteria and learned about Tennessee Promise and 

how to access it. While similar outreach had occurred since 2015, this visit was different. At this meeting, tnAchieves shared 

that students meeting certain criteria would receive additional support from a completion coach starting that fall, and Abby 

was one of these students.
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Early in her first semester at Roane State Community College, Abby began receiving texts and phone calls from her coach. 

That connection quickly became a meaningful relationship. Her coach, who was local to the surrounding area, understood 

Abby’s goals and helped keep her motivated to excel in college. Over the months and years that followed, Abby’s coach 

supported her throughout her postsecondary journey.

That support proved critical. Financial obligations required Abby to live at home, commuting up to two hours round trip to 

Roane State Community College. Also, while Tennessee Promise made college affordable for Abby, it did not eliminate her 

need for additional income. While enrolled, Abby worked 30 hours per week to support herself, covering her living expenses 

and the costs needed to commute to and from Roane State. For any student, this represents a high level of responsibility; a 

level of responsibility that is all too frequently asked of Tennessee Promise students. The COMPLETE program strengthened 

Tennessee’s investment in Abby’s future and that of many other similar students by providing consistent coaching — monthly 

check-ins that offered accountability and helped to clear challenges before they became obstacles that derailed progress 

toward a postsecondary credential.

While Abby focused her attention primarily on academics and supporting her immediate financial needs, her coach helped her 

navigate the hidden hurdles of college: registering for classes, completing the FAFSA on time, maintaining Tennessee Promise 

eligibility, and understanding faculty expectations. As the first person in her family to go to college and experience these 

potential hurdles, this guidance was invaluable.

The data show that as completion coaches have worked to support Tennessee Promise students, persistence and credential 

completion rates have increased in turn. While COMPLETE students go on to work in a variety of careers across industries, 

Abby is unique among them as a student who eventually went on to become a COMPLETE coach herself. Motivated by her 

positive experience with the COMPLETE program — and a passion to serve students with similar backgrounds — Abby 

understands completion coaching from the perspective of both student and coach. 

As the COMPLETE program has evolved, so has the impact of coaches. Early in Abby’s time as a student, completion grants 

were not available to most tnAchieves students — even when there was a financial need. Today, all of Abby’s Pell-eligible 

students can access these grants to cover necessary costs — alternative transportation when a car breaks down, groceries 

when a financial situation takes a turn for the worse, or to cover required class equipment. These completion grants further 

strengthen the Tennessee Promise and reinforce coaching as a resource.

This modest assistance can determine whether a student persists from one semester to the next. These supports are not 

luxuries; they are the conditions that enable students to show up ready to learn. Coaches leverage trusted relationships 

to ensure grant funds target students’ most pressing needs, reinforcing expectations of continued academic progress. 

Students often send photos of them using their grant funds to their coaches with messages of gratitude — small moments 

that reveal the impact of coaches like Abby.

For Abby, these moments affirm that her work strengthens career pathways for students and economic opportunities in 

her local community. Her journey makes clear that student success is rarely the result of a single intervention but rather a 

continuous, thoughtful system of people, models, and strategies working together. From a high school cafeteria to walking 

across the graduation stage, Abby benefited from coaching in a connected system. The data show that when proactive 

coaching is paired with flexible financial support, students persist, complete credentials, and enter the workforce prepared. 

Abby’s journey is just one of the many stories behind the data.
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RECOMMENDATIONS: HOW TENNESSEE SHOULD FULFILL THE 
PROMISE OF COMPLETE COACHING AND COMPLETION GRANTS 
Tennessee students aspire to achieve economic independence and lead choice-filled lives. Every year, students trust 

Tennessee’s postsecondary education system to provide the necessary knowledge and training demanded by Tennessee’s 

economy. In exchange, our postsecondary institutions ask that students focus on their coursework and prepare for their 

futures. 

Too frequently, life gets in the way of students focusing on their coursework, and financial pressures put students in a 

position where they must choose between immediate financial needs and their career aspirations. Together, coaching and 

completion grants offer a strategic intervention that directs funding to the students poised to benefit most from just-in-time 

emergency grant aid. 

Coaches help address barriers before they grow, empowering students to work toward earning postsecondary credentials 

while leveraging completion grants when a problem can only be solved by an influx of funds. Conditioning additional aid on 

participation in a resource that helps students meet their career goals motivates students to engage in coaching and drives 

stronger completion rates for Tennessee’s associate and certificate/diploma programs. 

To realize the full potential of proactive coaching and completion grant aid, Tennessee must:

1.	Secure permanent funding: Tennessee should establish permanent, recurring funding for both coaching and 

completion grants. Initially created as a pilot program to enhance outcomes for the Tennessee Promise program, 

proactive coaching and accompanying completion grant aid have produced considerable evidence of positive 

impact for students within just five years of operation. 

2.	Expand coaching access statewide, regardless of Pell Grant eligibility: Currently, statewide coaching is limited to 

Pell-eligible students. Based on the success of Knox Promise — where coaching is available to all of Knox County’s 

Tennessee Promise students — Tennessee should expand coaching access to all Promise students while keeping 

grants targeted to those with the highest financial need.   

3.	Maintain the link between coaching and grant eligibility: The requirement that students meet with a coach twice 

to unlock grant eligibility should be preserved. This reinforces positive behaviors associated with persistence and 

ensures state resources flow to students positioned to benefit most. 

4.	Continue to target grant support for Tennessee’s economically disadvantaged students: Completion grants 

should remain focused on addressing acute financial barriers for lower-income Pell-eligible students. The evidence 

indicates that modest, timely assistance can prevent students from stopping out when unexpected expenses 

arise. Preserving this targeted approach ensures that limited resources are used efficiently and complement 

existing, broader financial aid.

5.	Continue evaluation and learning: As proactive coaching and completion grants scale, ongoing evaluation will 

remain critical. Continued analysis can help refine coaching practices, identify which students benefit most 

from specific supports, and inform future program adjustments. Maintaining a strong learning agenda will allow 

Tennessee to adapt the model while preserving its core strengths.
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APPENDIX A:  AN OVERVIEW OF BOYD CENTER REPORTS ON 
COMPLETE AND KNOX PROMISE 
Since Knox Promise launched in 2019, Knox County Schools’ graduates from economically disadvantaged backgrounds 

have benefited from simultaneous access to both completion coaching and completion grants. While program specifics 

have changed slightly over the past seven years — and COMPLETE emerged as a sister program to Knox Promise — key 

student outcomes such as grade-point average, credit hour accumulation, semester-to-semester persistence, and 

graduation have been closely tracked by researchers. Published over a series of five reports, each analysis of COMPLETE 

and Knox Promise offers a unique slice of data and a view into outcomes over time. While we highlight select, key findings 

from these reports here, these Boyd Center reports are also publicly available.

Researchers have developed robust evidence on the 
effectiveness of completion coaching for Tennessee Promise students. 

2023 (October) Knox Promise and Nashville GRAD: An Early Look 
at College Outcomes 

•	 Utilizes student records from TN Data (Tennessee's state longitudinal data system) and tnAchieves to 
examine Knox Promise and Nashville Grad but is limited to the first two cohorts that participated in these 
programs.

•	 Close to 95% of the first cohort of Knox Promise students who met three or more times with their coach 
persisted through their first year as compared to approximately 60% of other students who returned for 
their second fall term. 

2023 (October) Knox Promise: College Persistence and Completion for 
the First Three Cohorts 

•	 Utilizes student data from tnAchieves, allowing researchers to examine three cohorts at the time of 
publication to examine Knox Promise.

•	 Within three years, the completion rate for Knox Promise students was 34%, while the average completion 
rate for other first-time freshmen at two-year schools was 20%. 

2024 (February) Going Beyond Free College: Initial Findings on College 
Success with Supplemental Coaching and Grants

•	 Utilizes student records from tnAchieves to examine both Knox Promise and COMPLETE through a method 
that controls for student and home county characteristics and quantifies the difference between students 
who participate in coaching and receive grants compared to those who do not. 

•	 Each proactive coaching session a student had increased their likelihood of persistence to the next term and 
graduation by 2.9%. The typical student met with a coach four to five times and were up to 23% more likely 
to remain enrolled or complete a credential. 

https://haslam.utk.edu/boyd-center/education/
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Nested requirements for Tennessee Promise, completion coaching, and grants 
ensure that support is directed to students who take full advantage of resources.

A summary of eligibility requirements for COMPLETE and Knox Promise.

A student who attends 
a Tennessee community 
college or TCAT. These 
students can include 
Promise students, 
Reconnect students, dual 
enrollment students, or 
other types of students.

Tennessee student pursuing an associate degree or short-term certificate

Tennessee Promise student (tnAchieves/Knox Achieves)

2024 (December) College Coaching and Completion Grants in Tennessee: 
Estimated Effects on Persistence  

•	 Utilizes student records from tnAchieves to examine both Knox Promise and COMPLETE through a rigorous, 
causal difference-in-discontinuity design that also controls for student and home county characteristics.

•	 Researchers estimate the average student who participates in coaching is 11.7 percentage points more likely 
to persist to their second year of college. 

2025 (November) Knox Promise: Final Report

•	 Utilizes student records from tnAchieves and workforce records from TN DATA to examine both Knox 
Promise and COMPLETE. 

•	 In addition to evidence on student outcomes with coaching or completion grants, this report includes 
additional analyses of workforce participation, earnings, and industry of employment. Researchers found 
that a three-year window for examining earnings was too early to appropriately compare workforce 
outcomes, indicating a need for further research.

A summary of the five reports from the Boyd Center for Business & Economic Research, highlighting limited key findings from each report. All reports are 

available for public download on the Boyd Center website.

APPENDIX B:  A DEEPER DIVE ON COMPLETE AND KNOX 
PROMISE ELIGIBILITY  
The COMPLETE and Knox Promise programs operate side by side serving all counties served by tnAchieves. Over 

time, the criteria to qualify for these two programs converged, aligning the primary eligibility requirement of the two 

programs to whether a student is a Tennessee Promise student. Today, the major point of distinction between these 

programs is that all graduates of Knox County Schools are eligible to receive coaching while only Pell-eligible students 

may receive coaching in other counties served by tnAchieves. This means while all Knox County graduates can access 

proactive coaching if they choose to utilize it, only lower-income students from other counties served by tnAchieves can 

benefit from proactive coaching. Currently, students who participate in two completion coaching sessions are formally 

considered to be COMPLETE or Knox Promise students. If a student has not met with their coach at least twice, they 

are considered to be typical Tennessee Promise students by tnAchieves. To be eligible for completion grants in both 

programs, students must have met with a coach at least twice and must also be eligible for the Pell grant.

A student who applied 
for and received 
emergency completion 
grant aid at least once.

A student who responded to 
and "met" with a completion 
coach at least twice during their 
first semester as a Tennessee 
Promise student. Meetings can 
be in-person, virtual, phone 
calls, or over text.

A full-time student, with a 
2.0 GPA and satisfactory 
academic progress who 
completes at least eight 
hours of community service 
per semester.

COMPLETE/Knox Promise student

Completion grant student

Admissions Cycle: 
Student applies to a Tennessee 
Promise eligible program Post Enrollment: Student must maintain Tennessee Promise eligibility and meet tnAchieves requirements
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