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SUPPORTING POSTSECONDARY

STUDENT SUCCESS

Introduction

Over the last decade, the vast majority of states

calls for 55 percent of the working-age population to
hold a postsecondary certificate or degree by 2025.
To support progress on the Drive to 55, the state
prioritized higher education access by launching

graduate within six years. Students not only face

a variety of barriers to get in the door of higher
education, but also many do not receive the supports
they need once there.

A Snapshot of Postsecondary
Retention in Tennessee

their first academic year - making the first year of
higher education pivotal for student success.

States and institutions of higher education (IHESs)
use several important indicators to monitor student
progress toward a degree, including:

M Retention: the percentage of students who return
to the same institution for the following year or
semester

M Persistence: the percentage of students who return
to any institution for the following year or semester

retention, it measures a student’s continued
enrollment at any Tennessee institution. The state also
reports the percentage of students returning to the
same institution in which they initially enrolled in some
figures, but both terms are referred to as “retention”.
For the purpose of this brief, we use retention to refer
to the percentage of students who stay enrolled at any
institution of higher education - in line with Tennessee
reporting language.

Tennessee retention rates are consistently below the
national average. Both national and Tennessee rates
are relatively flat, with only small fluctuations year-
to-year, though the gap between the two widened
slightly in 2015. In 2020, with the COVID-19 pandemic
impacting every aspect of the state’s education system,
Tennessee’s retention rate was the lowest it's been

in the last decade. However, overall retention rates

do not capture important differences across sector,
race, gender, and socioeconomic status. In Tennessee,
community college retention rates are dramatically

I Tennessee’s First-Time Full-Time Student Retention Rate Trails National Average
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https://sheeo.org/project/state-postsecondary-attainment-academy/
https://driveto55.org/
https://www.tn.gov/tnpromise.html
https://www.tn.gov/education/early-postsecondary.html
https://www.tn.gov/education/early-postsecondary.html
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/ccte/ccte_ready_graduate_overview_2018-19.pdf
https://www.tn.gov/thec/research/fact-book.html
https://www.tn.gov/thec/research/fact-book.html
https://educationdata.org/college-dropout-rates
https://nscresearchcenter.org/persistence-retention/ 
https://www.tn.gov/thec/research/fact-book.html
https://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/PersistenceRetention2022.pdf
https://www.tn.gov/thec/research/fact-book.html
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lower than those at University of Tennessee institutions
and locally governed institutions. A closer breakdown

@U E gT H @ N g F@ R of the community college sector’s data reveals that
Black students persist at a significantly lower rate than

T D:H @ U @ D:H T White and Hispanic students, and male students persist
at a significantly lower rate than female students. This
M How should enrollment and retention data trend is most pronounced for Black males. In the 2020

be interpreted alongside one another? fall cohort, more than three out of every five black male
students who enrolled in community colleges stopped
out within a year of enrolling. Two-year institutions are
not adequately supporting students toward completion,
with thousands dropping out before reaching their
second year.

W What are the implications if one measure
increases while the other decreases?

Tennessee Community Colleges Lose A Larger Proportion Of Their Students In First Year Than
Other Public In-State Institutions
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I Community Colleges Consistently Retain Black Students and Male Students at the Lowest Rates
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https://www.tbr.edu/policy-strategy/data-and-research
https://www.tn.gov/thec/research/fact-book.html
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Addressing Student Need

There are a variety of 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
supports they need to succeed. Some challenges include:

CHALLENGE DATA PROMISING PRACTICES

The Tennessee Higher Education Coachingis a strategy to give students the information they need to succeed
Commission (THEC) factbook shows academically and beyond, and can help students with time management, study
the percentage of first-time first-year skills, and self-advocacy. A study of a coaching program found students assigned a
students requiring learning supports coach were more likely to persist.
Aeadlanife at Tennessee’s community colleges has
) declined by over 10 percentage points Many summer bridge programs are designed to assist with academic integration
Readiness since 2014. Still. over half of first-time and are positively associated with postsecondary attainment.
first-year students at Tennessee . o o
community colleges require learning AT?QQ?.??}??%UQY_ found students mAcorequwswte remediation (?S opposeq to
support. prerequisite) were ‘15 percentage points énd. 13 percentage pomAts more |Ik§\yt0
pass math and English gateway courses within one year of enrolling, respectively.
The leading reason students stopoutof  Georgia State offers Panther Retention Grants for students on track for
higher educationis the stress of havingto  graduating who have unmet financial need and modest balances for tuition
work and go to school at the sametime - andfees. The program provides emergency funding to ensure students are not
Financial with work being a necessity for financial dropped from classes for lack of payment. Over 86 percent of grant recipients
reasons. In Tennessee the average net. graduate within two semesters.
Support price for in-state students is $6,063 at
two-year colleges and $14,509 at four- In 2021, the Tennessee General Assembly passed legislation to launch afour-
year colleges after all aid is applied. year pilot program to award completion grants for Tennessee Promise students
experiencing financial hardship that may lead them to stop out.
The University of Tennessee System Sixstates have passed versions of the Hunger Free Campus Bill, which focuses on
estimates that 33.8 percent of their creating food pantries, a swipe out hunger program, and opportunities for SNAP
students are food insecure. Nationally, a enrollment.
Foie HOPE Center survey of postsecondary
Insecurity students found that 39 percentand 29 1 he University of Tennessee has a variety of efforts to address student hunger,
percent of students were impacted by including hosting Hunger and Homelessness Summits, operating a meal share
food insecurity at two- and four-year program for students to donate meal swipes, and offering an on-campus food
institutions, respectively. pantry.
A national HOPE Center survey of Identifying a single point of contact on campus for students can simplify
postsecondary students found that 48 students’ experiences navigating on campus resources to deal with housing
percent of students were affected by insecurity. As of 2009, every public college in Colorado appointed a staff
housing insecurity and 14 percent were  member as the single contact for students experiencing homelessness.
Housing affected by homelessness.
Insecurity While the majority of community colleges do not provide on-campus housing,

a key component of their strategic plans to support students.
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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://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/InterventionReports/wwc_summerbridge_071916.pdf
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/effects-corequisite-remediation-tennessee.html
https://www.publicagenda.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/With-Their-Whole-Lives-Ahead-of-Them.pdf
https://www.tn.gov/thec/research/fact-book.html
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://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://www.swipehunger.org/hungerfree/
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://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.lbo.ms.gov/misc/strategic/FY21/292-00-plan.pdf
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QUESTIONS FOR
THOUGRHT

M Many student support services are costly.
With limited funds, how should states

and institutions prioritize investments to
address student need?

M What are strategies to encourage student
participation in available support programs?

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

participation in a Chicago-based nonprofit’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 a lack of
academic preparation) found significant impacts on
retention leading to an 18 percentage point impact on
degree attainment - doubling the number of students
graduating.

Transfer Pathways

Supports from both institutions and policymakers

are also required to ensure students can successfully
transfer from one institution of higher education to
another. States use a number of different approaches
to enhance the transferability of credits, with the most
common strategies being common course numbering,
articulation agreements, and guaranteed admissions.
Tennessee became a leader in transfer when the 2010
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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 2-pager 02.09.16.pdf
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/ASAP 2-pager 02.09.16.pdf
https://publications.tnsosfiles.com/acts/106/pub/pc0003EOS.pdf
https://www.tntransferpathway.org/
https://www.tntransferpathway.org/
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block of courses for transfer between community
colleges and universities within approved transfer
pathways.

QUESTIONS FOR
THOUGIRT

A What action can the state take to incentivize
institutions to support successful transfer?

The TTP framework was a landmark policy to

clarify paths between two- and four-year colleges
for Tennessee students. Still, transfer remains a
2015 TTP cohort ever successfully transferred. Even
more concerning is that nearly 58 percent of that
cohort, around 4,735 students, never earned any
postsecondary award (certificates, associate’s, or
bachelor’s) within six years of enrolling.

M Does the responsibility of transfer support
fall on a student’s current IHE, their IHE of
intended transfer, or both?

8,166 TTP students in Fall 2015 cohort

......................................................................................................................................

4,067 2,850 678 547 24
students students students students students
(49.8%) (34.9%) (8.3%) (6.7%) (0.3%)
never transfer transfer from transfer from transfer from transfer from
atwo-year to atwo-year to afour-year to a four-year to
a four-year another two- a two-year another four-
year year
3,367 610 408 350 Data suppressed
of those of those of those of those due to small
students students students students sample size
(82.8%) (21.4%) (60.2%) (63.9%)
do not earn do not earn do not earn do not earn
any award any award any award any award
within six within six within six within six
years years years years
Source
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https://www.tn.gov/thec/research/at.html
https://www.tn.gov/thec/research/at.html

SUPPORTING POSTSECONDARY STUDENT SUCCESS | MEETING 3 ISSUE BRIEF

Employer Alignment

One strategy to improve student retention is to

make stronger connections between postsecondary
education and career preparation. According

to a statewide survey of 800 registered Tennessee

voters conducted in December 2022, 93 percent of
Tennesseans believe it is important to get some type
of training or education beyond a high school diploma
and the majority of Tennesseans believe the primary
purpose of postsecondary education is to prepare
students for a career.

Education Accountability (OREA) reviewed the state
of workforce alignment for Tennessee’s higher
education system. The report found only about half
of the postsecondary credentials earned by students

between 2016 and 2018 were linked to a high-demand

credential. This percentage was much higher for
credentials earned at Tennessee colleges of applied

technology (TCAT), with 85% of TCAT diplomas linked

to a high-demand occupation. While TCATs are state
leaders in workforce alignment, there is opportunity
for the state and its institutions of higher education
to prioritize alignment to workforce and provision

of career-relevant opportunities for students. Some
examples include:

R Industry partnerships: Institutions and employers

can develop partnerships to offer students training

and work experiences in line with industry need.
These partnerships can result in internships,
apprenticeships, or innovative program models.
a partnership between BlueCross BlueShield of
Tennessee and East Tennessee State University
(ETSU) to allow students to earn an accelerated
bachelor’s. BlueSky students are paid as interns

while receiving on-the-ground mentoring, and many
receive a job offer from BlueCross upon completion

of the program.
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Stackable credentials: Stackable credentials are
credentials students can earn on the path toward

a certificate or degree, allowing them to gain
knowledge and skills incrementally throughout their
educational experience with access to clear on-
and off-ramps to education. Stacking credentials
provides flexibility for students and can allow

both institutions and students to more flexibility
respond to workforce needs. Each stackable
credential should have demonstrable labor market
value. In 2022, the Colorado General Assembly
development of additional, stackable opportunities
for credential attainment.

provide information on talent pipelines, the earning
potential of different careers, and educational
outcomes in line with employer needs. This data can
be used to understand Tennessee’s economy and
uses its longitudinal data system to produce a
variety of reports and dashboards related to
education and the workforce to improve alignment.

QUESTIONS FOR
THOUGHT

W What are some barriers students may face

to seeking out career experiences while
enrolled in postsecondary education?

A What can be done to ensure students
have equitable access to career-ready
experiences?



https://tnscore.org/postsecondary-education-has-strong-value-in-tennessee-but-more-work-is-needed-to-connect-education-to-workforce-and-career-pathways/
https://tnscore.org/postsecondary-education-has-strong-value-in-tennessee-but-more-work-is-needed-to-connect-education-to-workforce-and-career-pathways/
https://tnscore.org/postsecondary-education-has-strong-value-in-tennessee-but-more-work-is-needed-to-connect-education-to-workforce-and-career-pathways/
https://comptroller.tn.gov/content/dam/cot/orea/advanced-search/2022/WorkforceAlignment.pdf
https://comptroller.tn.gov/content/dam/cot/orea/advanced-search/2022/WorkforceAlignment.pdf
https://comptroller.tn.gov/content/dam/cot/orea/advanced-search/2022/WorkforceAlignment.pdf
https://www.blueskytn.com/
https://s3.amazonaws.com/PCRN/file/introduction-to-stackable-credentials.pdf
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/sb22-192
https://www.ecs.org/state-longitudinal-data-systems/
https://www.ecs.org/state-longitudinal-data-systems/
https://kystats.ky.gov/
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Guiding Questions for
Reflection

® Howdoissuesin postsecondary access
and postsecondary retention intersect?

® How can state, local, and institution
policymakers collaborate to address
the diverse needs of students enrolled
in postsecondary education?

® What are some examples of policy
or practice initiatives focused on
increasing postsecondary retention
in your organization, community, or
institution?

® What improvements need to be made
in postsecondary retention support
systems to close racial, socioeconomic,
and gender gaps?

® What training or capacity building is
needed for institutions to address
important issues such as retention,
transfer, and workforce alignment?
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Established in 2001, The Hunt Institute honors
the legacy of James B. Hunt, Jr., the former gover-
nor of North Carolina who distinguished himself
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 out-
comes 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 Policy 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 pol-
icy and advocacy organization founded in 2009 by
Senator Bill Frist, MD, former US Senate Majority
Leader. SCORE advocates for changes that trans-
form education, so Tennessee students develop
the knowledge and skills to succeed in school, ca-
reer, 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 success:

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

02. All students earn a credential or Postsecond-
ary 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

1207 18th Ave S Nashville, TN 37212
p: 615.727.1545


http://www.tnscore.org

